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Children have always played an important role in the family lives of gay

men.  These men are the siblings, the uncles, the family friends, and the fathers of

innumerable children.  Yet the role of gay men in the lives of children is often

regarded with suspicion.  Men who wish to parent outside of a heterosexual

relationship may be particularly suspect—why would a gay man possibly want

children?  Notwithstanding the negative stereotypes and beliefs about gay men

and children, gay men are increasingly visible as parents (Sullivan and Basques

1999) and are finding tremendous joy and fulfillment in their roles as fathers

(Strah with Margolis 2003).

Despite the number of gay men who have positive beliefs about and

experiences as parents, many still find the idea of a gay father to be oxymoronic
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(Bozett 1987). The suggested incompatibility of a gay ‘sexual identity’ and a

‘parenting identity’ is enforced by various social institutions.  In past decades,

particularly during the 1970s and 1980s, involvement in a gay community may

have been integral to one’s construction of a gay identity.  Among many of the

gay communities of this era there were few visible gay and lesbian families with

children, with those becoming parents simultaneous to a gay or lesbian identity

being especially rare.  For many, a gay social life was situated around partying

and casual sex, with less emphasis on long term monogamous relationships and

parenting.  Additionally, for those gay men who may have parented in prior

heterosexual relationships, it may have been necessary to actively hide a gay

identity to maintain paternal rights and access to their children.  This led to many

gay fathers leading dual lives segregating their gay social lives from their lives as

fathers.

Men seeking entrance into the gay community found limited models for

lifestyle options.  Many report that part of coming out meant they had to mourn

the life options, such as parenting, that they perceived as unavailable or lost

(Mallon 2006).  These men were entering a social world absent of children.

Given the social rewards allocated to those adhering to cultural expectations,

many men may have chosen to hide their parental aspirations for fear of rejection.

When one has no examples of parenting and one is raised in a social world with

negative beliefs about gay men and children (Barret and Robinson 1990), how can
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one even imagine parenting as an option?  Ultimately, it is the lack of visible gay

fathers that may lead younger gay men to conclude that it is not an option

fostering a cycle of gay men choosing not to parent.

Despite the social obstacles involved in the process of choosing to parent,

more gay men are now parenting, many outside of a heterosexual past. As socio-

cultural transformations and medical technology have expanded the opportunities

to parent (Weston 1991), research has not sufficiently sought to address the

beliefs held by gay men prior to achieving parenthood (Marsiglio and Hutchinson

2002).    The emphasis of research examining gay and lesbian family life has been

upon the outcomes of children born to or raised by gay and lesbian parents, family

development and transformation, and the impact of parenting on one’s life.  While

the family life of lesbian mothers was emphasized among earlier research, the

families of gay men have recently gained more attention.

This project seeks to expand the research related to gay men’s parenting.

In particular, this work will address the social forces that inform the perspectives

of young gay men as they consider the possibility of fatherhood. While there are

many gay men who may be open to the idea of parenting, perhaps even indicating

a strong desire to parent (Sbordone 1993, Stacey 2006), there are a number of

men who are secure in their desire to remain childfree (Stacey 2006).  It is

important for us to gain a better understanding of the social forces influencing the

perspectives of these men as they enter young adulthood.
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Current research addressing parental aspirations itself is limited and has

particularly addressed the experiences and beliefs of heterosexuals. Among

heterosexuals, chief factors considered include biological reproductive ability,

control and access to contraception, the chance of accidental pregnancy, and the

desire for children (Friedman et al. 1994).  Additional factors such as age, racial-

ethnic identity, socio-economic status, gender, religion, and number of children

are also influential in parenting desires (Thomson et al. 1990). Ultimately, a

combination these factors, along with career aspirations, financial resources, and

social resources interact to influence one’s desire to parent or remain childfree

(Schoen et al. 1997).  Despite the emphasis on heterosexuals, many of these

factors undoubtedly also influence gay men and lesbians.

To extend understandings of parental aspiration among gay men it is

important to understand social forces that influence heterosexuals and the greater

culture, but one need also recognize distinct forces that may also be at play.  For

example, among homosexuals the ability to overcome biological and social

obstacles in the pursuit of children may be significantly integral to one’s

aspiration to parent.  Certainly some heterosexuals may also face similar

obstacles, particularly if experiencing issues of infertility.  However, they

experience this process in a social terrain that encourages and rewards

heterosexual parenting.  So, while it is important to keep in mind social factors
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influencing everyone, it is important to draw out and examine the factors at play

as gay men consider their parenting choices.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Gay and lesbian visibility in America is occurring at an unprecedented

level. To some, the growing visibility of homosexuality is regarded as a threat to

traditional social values and norms.  Given today’s sexual ideologies, one may

assume that a perceived threat to the norm of heterosexuality is the primary

concern. However, perhaps the central fear is the threat of ‘inappropriate’ gender

behavior, particularly the threat to ‘appropriate’ masculinity by gay men

(Chauncey 1994).  Indeed, by the mid-1900s efforts to encourage appropriate

heterosexuality and gendered behavior manifest through dating and intimacy

rituals (D’Emilio and Freedman 1998). This era forced many gay men and

lesbians into a lifestyle of sexual concealment and identity management – a

“closeted” lifestyle.

The closeted lives led by many gay men and lesbians of the 1950s and

1960s were encouraged and enforced by social stigmatization, discrimination, and

police enforcement (Chauncey 1994, Katz 1983, Seidman 2002).  The late 1960s

and early 1970s particularly marked an era of increased political activism by gay

men and lesbians (Adam 1995). Initial efforts of the gay and lesbian movement

were to transform a sexual identity into a political identity, seeking visibility,
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socio-legal rights, and acceptance.  During the 1980s and early 1990s efforts of

this movement persisted, but also evolved to respond to the emergence and threat

of HIV/AIDS and the need for medical access, partner rights, and reducing

discrimination.  The 1990s and 2000s have brought a new approach to sexual

identity and community.  While many gay men and lesbians continue to be

socially and politically active, many are also constructing their social lives as less

political.  Today, more gay men and lesbians are regarding their sexual orientation

as a normal, private matter (Stein 1997) in a world no longer defined by the

“closet” (Seidman 2003).   While the norm of heterosexuality persists, today’s

youth are growing up in an era with visible homosexuality.

A central means of access to gay and lesbian identities and culture for

many Americans is the media (O’Neil 1984).  This access had led to

unprecedented levels of acceptance, or at least tolerance, of homosexuality

(Mazur and Emmers-Sommers 2002, Newman 1989, Riggle, Ellis, and Crawford

1996).  The media, in particular television, allows the mainstream public to

observe and gain some understanding about the lives of gay men and lesbians.

These images are often problematic, serving to convey both normalized and

stereotypical, stigmatizing, depictions (Shugart 2003).  However, even positive

depictions of non-heterosexuals in the media may have only a modest impact with

women reporting positive perceptions of homosexuality and men being unaffected

(Mazur and Emmers-Sommers 2002, Newman 1989).  Further, these ‘positive’
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images then become the measure of appropriate homosexuality, serving to

constrain the behavior of gay men and lesbians who wish to be regarded as

‘normal’ (Seidman 2003).

Many of today’s youth, gay, lesbian, or heterosexual, may be unaware of

the relatively recent advent of gay visibility in the media.  Today, gay men and

lesbians have become a mainstay of reality television programming (Pullen 2007)

and series have been created that center upon gay and lesbian issues, characters,

and communities, such as Will & Grace, Queer as Folk, and The L-word. This

presence may even be taken for granted by today’s youth as they have seen gay

and lesbian characters on mainstream television for much, if not all, of their lives.

In conjunction with this visibility the integration of gay and lesbian parenting may

offer young adults the opportunity to consider their own parental options in ways

previous generations could not.

Over the past decades, the number of gay and lesbian identified parents

has grown (Barret and Robinson 1990 & 2000, Mallon 2004, Patterson 1992,

Pennington 1987, Weston 1991).  However, it is difficult to obtain a clear count

of their number and the numbers of children they are raising, particularly given

the fluidity among which they may become parents—during a heterosexual

relationship without a homosexual identity, in a heterosexual relationship with a

homosexual identity, or outside of a heterosexual relationship entirely.

Additionally, given the fluid nature of some gay and lesbian families, especially



The CREST Working Papers Collection130

from a legal standpoint, it may be difficult to identify them via traditional survey

and measurement methods. Despite obstacles of measurement, various authors

(Black, et al. 2000, Beers 1996, Bozett 1987, Falk 1989, Gottman 1990, Miller

1979, Patterson 1992) estimate that between 2 and 8 million gay and lesbian

individuals in the U.S. are parenting between 4 and 14 million children.  Others

(Bell and Weinberg 1978, Bryant and Demian 1994, Saghir and Robins 1973)

suggest 10 percent or 1 to 2 million, are parenting 2 to 4 million children.

Regardless of this vague demographic picture, the growing presence, visibility,

and importance of these families suggests the need for further examination.

While the majority of current lesbian and gay parents likely became

parents via prior heterosexual relationships, there are increasing numbers pursuing

parenting outside this context (Barret and Robinson 1990, 2000, Benkov 1994,

Edwards 1991, Mallon 2004, Patterson 1995, Pollack and Vaughn 1987, Ricketts

and Achtenberg 1987, Schulenberg 1985, Weston 1991).  This emerging group of

gay men and lesbians are pursuing parenthood by various methods such as

alternative insemination, adoption, foster parenting, surrogacy, and co-parenting

(be it with a domestic partner or another household entirely).  However, to say

that gay and lesbian parenting is increasing is imprecise, particularly among gay

men. Some suggest that the number of gay men fathering may, in fact, be in

decline (for example, Stacey and Biblarz 2001).  As fewer gay men enter

heterosexual relationships and marriages culminating in parenthood prior to
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coming out, the cumulative impact is fewer gay fathers.  Thus, while some ‘types’

of gay fathers are on the rise; others are in decline, resulting perhaps in a net

decline in gay fathers, in particular. What this means for the future of gay and

lesbian parenting is demographically unclear, but the presence of these families

will continue to influence our social experience and understandings of

contemporary family life.

The majority of gay fathers enter parenthood within the context of a

heterosexual relationship.  Many of these men were married and subsequently

came out and divorced, but today we are also seeing increasing numbers of gay

men entering fatherhood from alternate paths.  It is only recently that such fathers

have begun to be studied (Beers 1996, Mallon 2004, Martin 1993, Sbordone

1993). They are gaining access to fatherhood via the foster care system, adoption,

surrogacy, and various co-parenting situations (Gianino 2005, Mallon 2004,

Martin 1993, Sbordone 1993, Wells 2005).

Today, we are seeing more gay men coming out at younger ages, and a

declining number of men who are marrying heterosexually and later coming out.

This suggests a social world with greater acceptance and tolerance of

homosexuality. With increasing acceptance comes declining numbers of men

entering the closet prior to identifying as homosexual.  We are, arguably, living in

what Seidman (2003) refers to as a post closet society.  While this is a positive

transformation in that internal conflict and familial stresses affiliated with a
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spouse coming out and divorcing are reduced, this also may result in declining

numbers of gay fathers.  Alternately however, numbers of gay men are pursuing

parenthood today via alternate paths that are increasingly available and acceptable

(Beers 1996, Brodzinsky and Petterson 2002, James 2002).

While adoption is often a choice among heterosexuals due to infertility

(Daly 1992, Daniluk and Hurtig-Mitchel 2003), it is the favored path to

parenthood for gay men (Gianino 2005, McGarry 2003, Wells 2005).  In response

to the increasing number of gay men and lesbian would-be parents considering

adoption, more adoptive agencies are willing to work with non-heterosexual

parents (Johnson and O’Connor 2002).  Today, about 60% of all adoption

agencies report the acceptance of applications from gay men and lesbians

(Brodzinsky and staff 2003).  However, this does not indicate the number of

placements made with these parents. The mere acceptance of applications does

not guarantee the placement of children.  Indeed, many social workers report

favorable perspectives about gay and lesbian adoption, yet many are particularly

wary of gay and lesbian adoption of children under the age of 5 (Ryan et al.

2004).  We can even see this bias emerge in legal policy in Florida, the only state

to explicitly forbid gay and lesbian adoption (Human Rights Campaign

Foundation 2007a).  

Ultimately, socio-economic status, particularly for gay men, is an

important factor when pursuing parenthood outside of heterosexuality.  Central to
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this equation is the biological inability of men to bear a child, while a lesbian

would-be mother may pursue alternate insemination (Agigian 2004, Sember

2006). Adoptions are costly, though variable depending on locale, foster-care

status, or domestic versus international.  However, the cost of surrogacy is even

more expensive, limiting the number of men who might access this path to

fatherhood.  Today, gay men pursuing fatherhood outside of heterosexuality are

most likely to pursue adoption (perhaps preceded by foster parenting), and are

less likely to pursue surrogacy (McGarry 2003).  Alternate paths to parenthood

including foster parenting and co-parenting persist, although co-parenting appears

to be losing favor. This decline in co-parenting may be the result of increasing

access, socially and economically, to parenthood via alternate paths and changing

social ideologies.  Today, more gay men may feel that a ‘mother’ is unnecessary,

perhaps reducing the appeal of the co-parenting path.

Research addressing parental desire is, at its core, problematic.

“Retrospective questions about childbearing intentions are inherently

contaminated by recall biases, and prospective questions have predicted fertility

poorly” (Schoen et al. 1997, p339).  Certainly to inquire about parental desires

after a person has had children is embedded in a social life transformed by the

experience of parenting.  One seldom can recall the past without memories being

shadowed and interpreted from a current situation.  Yet, it is also impossible to

foretell one’s future.  One may desire to parent, or wish to remain childfree, but
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social experiences and relationships may reshape one’s life path.  This said, it is

still important to understand the implications of a social life as it shapes one’s

current desires and beliefs regarding the possibility of parenthood, particularly as

one’s future fertility intentions are strong predictors for behavior (Schoen et al.

1999, Thomson 1997), at least among heterosexuals.

The investigation of parental aspiration among gay men has only recently

begun.  This emerging body of work has drawn heavily from psychological

research (Sbordone 1993, Beers 1996 for example), with some employing a more

social perspective (Berkowitz and Marsiglio 2007, Mallon 2004 for example).

However, even within the social research a significant portion of the work has

been based on the recollection of aspirations after one is already parenting

(Mallon 2004 for example).  It is important to move research beyond

psychological investigation and recollections to a critical investigation of the

current beliefs held by gay men who have yet to pursue parenthood. While some

have sought to address parental aspiration, or procreative consciousness, among

heterosexual men (Lunneborg 1999, Marsiglio & Hutchinson 2002 for example),

research must further address gay men.

Currently, few works have sought to thoroughly investigate the aspirations

of non-fathering gay men unto themselves. Berkowitz and Marsiglio’s Gay Men:

Negotiating Procreative, Father, and Family Identities (2007) is the only

sociologically based work to incorporate a significant sample of non-fathering gay
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men.  Building upon Marsiglio and Hutchinson’s (2002) study, this research seeks

to give voice to the procreative consciousness (Marsiglio 1998) of gay men.

Berkowitz and Marsiglio argue that gay men experience their desires and beliefs

about parenting and fertility differently from heterosexual men, particularly as

they will not accidentally impregnate their sexual partner.  Additionally, these

men do not face the same social pressures and expectations that may be

experienced by heterosexual men in long term relationships (Lunneborg 1999).

Berkowitz and Marsiglio (2007) interviewed 19 childless gay men and 20

gay men who became fathers as gay identified men.  The men ranged in age from

19 to 53 for the non-fathers (with a mean age of 31, median of 30), and 33 to 55

for the fathers.  The sample of non-fathers incorporated 6 non-white respondents

with low to middle-class incomes. The fathers, similar to other research on gay

fathers (Johnson and O’Connor 2002, Mallon 2004), were white and primarily of

the upper middle class.  Among the older respondents many recalled

understanding a gay identity as incompatible with fatherhood, but over time

recognized the opportunities and options for parenting.  The authors suggest

several common turning points in this realization found among gay fathers.  Many

men reported that their desire to parent was influenced by caring for or being

involved with children such as nieces and nephews, cousins, or even by caring for

an elderly or ailing family member. On the other hand, at least one non-father

suggested it was his involvement with children as an adult that confirmed his
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desire to not parent.  Similar to Johnson and O’Connor (2002), many of the

partnered fathers discussed the possibility of parenting early in their relationships,

suggesting that the desire to parent may be a factor taken into consideration as

these men established their relationships.

Among younger gay men who were not fathers, various perspectives and

beliefs about parenting emerge (Berkowitz and Marsiglio 2007).  These men were

unlikely to regard a parenting identity as incompatible with a gay identity,

suggesting a cultural shift from prior generations of gay men. Many of these men

felt that the pursuit of fatherhood was a realistic choice or option.  These men

were also aware of the legal and social obstacles they might face if they were to

pursue fatherhood.  They particularly noted concern with the obstacles their

potential children would face with peers, lacking a mother, and discrimination.

Many of the childless men reported that were they to have children, a biological

tie would be preferable and adoption would be their secondary choice.  However,

despite this ideological preference, the social reality of the prohibitive costs of

surrogacy will likely limit the number of gay men who can be biologically related

to their children if pursuing fatherhood outside of heterosexuality.

In seeking to understand the desire to father among gay men, Sbordone

(1993), employing a psychological approach, examined gay men who chose to

father after identifying as gay and contrasted them with gay men who were not

fathers.  In particular, Sbordone addressed parental relationships and recollections
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of childhood. The fathers did not differ significantly from the non-fathers other

than having lower levels of internalized homophobia.  In reflecting upon their

own childhoods, the fathers and the non-fathers recalled their parental

relationships in similar fashions.  An important off-shoot of this research was the

variation found among the non-fathers, with half (53%) suggesting the desire to

parent.  The men who responded positively to the question “Would you like to

raise a child(ren)?” recalled their parental relationships differently than the men

who did not wish to raise children.  These gay non-fathers who aspired to parent

recalled their mothers as more loving and their fathers as more demanding.

Sbordone suggests that this recollection is markedly similar to the nuclear family

constructs idealized in television during the mid-1900s.

Beers (1996), working in the same city as Sbordone, also employing a

psychological approach but a differing sample technique, examined the desires

and beliefs of 88 gay men who were not fathers.  Approximately half (51%) of the

surveyed reported that they wished to parent at some point.  Contrasting the men

who wished to parent with the men who did not wish to parent, Beers found little

variance in the recollection of parental relations.  Beers found that men who

wished to father had greater levels of identity development and resolution, which

may have in turn impacted their consideration of fathering.  Men who did not

wish to parent expressed concern about how their careers, social lives, and

relationships would be impacted if they were to parent and felt that relationship
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status (being in a couple) was important to the pursuit of parenthood.  HIV status

and overall health were found to influence the decisions made by men who

wished to parent, but did not impact the decision making process among men who

did not wish to parent.  Of the men who wished to parent, many recalled this

desire going back to childhood.  These men were found to be more involved with

children as well, via families and social spheres, which may have informed their

desire to father or may merely be the manifestation of an inclination or enjoyment

of spending time with children.

METHODS

Data for this article was collected by the author during the spring and

summer of 2008 to support the completion of a doctoral thesis. Subjects were

recruited through personal contacts, local gay and lesbian organizations, posters in

public venues, online recruitment via Facebook.com and Myspace.com, and

through subject referrals. The project included 50 semi-structured qualitative

interviews of gay men aged 18-35 in the Albany, NY area. All men interviewed

self-identified as gay and were not currently parenting any children.  The overall

sample was predominately white, with approximately 30% of the final sample

being racial-ethnic minorities.  Among the racial-ethnic minorities there was

representation of Blacks, Latinos, East Asian Indian, Asian, Native America, and
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several multi-racial individuals.  The largest minority groups were Blacks and

Latinos, respectively.

Efforts to include men of varying socio-economic classes, as suggested by

educational attainment, had limited success.  A disproportionate number of

subjects were highly educated (four years of college or more) or were current

college students, with few subjects having a high school degree or less.  This bias

towards high educational attainment, and thus social class, is reflective of the bias

found in most research addressing gay men.  This is likely accounted for, at least

in part, by the greater likelihood of self-identifying as gay among higher educated

and middle-classes.  This may also be accounted for, in part, by the recruitment

methods and the location of interviews, given the large number of colleges and

universities in the Albany area.

The researcher met with each subject individually for an interview, at a

location of the subject’s choice.  Locations included campus locales, coffee shops,

places of work (i.e. the subject’s office), subject’s homes, and the researcher’s

home (for closer acquaintances only).  The interviews particularly addressed

subject’s demographic and familial background, gay and lesbian community

involvement, personal aspirations about parenting, the perceived issues affiliated

with parenting, perceptions of how parenting affects personal relationships, and

their interpretation of cultural context and social beliefs. Interviews ran

approximately an hour in length, ranging from 45 minutes to about 90 minutes,
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were tape recorded, and transcribed.  This article explores the preliminary

qualitative findings.

FINDINGS & DISCUSSION

Parental Aspirations

A central question of this research sought to address what gay men are

thinking in regards to having children.  Historically, gay men have experienced a

social life where there was little expectation that they would parent.  Indeed, they

may have often been actively discouraged from this possibility.  This is the result

of heternormative social ideologies, in-group socialization that rejects fatherhood,

and the preferring of women over men as parents.  Both biologically and socially

it would appear that lesbians engage with a cultural arena more accepting of

parenting than gay men over the last decades.  This said, the cultural terrain has

also changed tremendously in the past decade with increased visibility of gay men

in mainstream media, with some even portrayed in fathering roles.

Among the men interviewed for this project the majority (approximately

two-thirds) had yet to decide whether they wished to parent or not.  This

perspective was found across all ages in this project.  It had been expected that

there would be a bias towards and undecided perspective among the youngest

men, in part due to their likelihood of being students with unstable futures,



Daniel Farr 141

I always thought that I would like to do this, well, in some other
country, not in my home. But I, I look at this problem in a way that
I will one day, I will think about this more seriously, but for now I
need to study and I need to stand firm on my feet and I don’t know,
find a good job, and not until that, I will really start thinking about
it, but I like children very much, I work with children a lot, I’m a
teacher by profession, and I don’t see any obstacles in myself that
could be a problem for, in raising a child. I think I’m quite capable
of that, even.

25-year-old, white, Russian immigrant

It was surprising, however,  to hear similar perspectives among men into their

mid-30s.  The span of ages may be accounted for by several factors, such as, gay

men may experience what may be regarded as delayed adolescences, whereas

they undergo their first adolescence within a heteronormative social context and

experience resocialization as they come out as gay men during later teen years

thus deferring decisions on life expectations. Additionally, gay men recognize the

fact that men, regardless of sexual orientation, can become biological fathers at

any age.  Without the reproductive constraints of menopause in a romantic partner

this may enable gay men to experience their parental aspirations in a more fluid

extended period of time.  Ultimately however, the high number of undecided

respondents may be the result of ambivalence or the socialization process that

supports the idea that parenting in a ‘natural’ step in the game of life.  Further

analysis of the interviews of these men may indeed demonstrate that while they

report being undecided, the topics and perspectives expressed in their interviews
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(such as would they consider parenting as single men or would they date men who

wanted/didn’t want children, etc.) may suggest a more positive or negative

ideological perspective on the topic creating a more fluid construct of undecided

beliefs.

The second largest pool of interviewees desired to parent.  Again, these

subjects’ ages were across the spectrum.  Nearly all of these men reported having

always desired to parent or having wanted to since at least early teen years and

most reported they would consider or pursue parenting whether single or

partnered. The importance of this life pursuit was demonstrated in their

intimacy/dating patterns as well.  Nearly all reported that they wouldn’t date

someone who didn’t want children and one actually spoke of ending a longterm

relationship (during his early 20s) because his partner did not want children.

Among these subjects there was a variety of perspective on parenting pooling men

as being idealists or realists, with little fluidity.  Generally speaking, the younger

men who wished to parent particularly tended to portray idealistic ideas about

parenting, rarely referencing any negative implications.  One young man, a single

white 25-year-old, spoke of the idea of having a sick vomiting child as a good

bonding experience.  He suggested that it was something he looked forward to

experiencing and as a positive way to reinforce emotional bonds, staying home in

pajamas cuddling the sick child all day.  While certainly there are positive aspects

to the caregiving process, he gave little recognition to the fatigue, frustration, and
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visceral aspects of caring for a sick child.  Indeed, among many of the younger

men who sought to parent there was often a disregard for the negative or difficult

aspects of parenting.  This idealized perspective may in part be accounted for the

limited experience near all of these men had caring or even interacting with

children.

More realistic imagery and understandings of parenthood tended to be

portrayed by those of older ages in the range who desired to parent (i.e. 28-35).

These men differed from the idealists in that they integrated both positive and

negative aspects of parenting equally, with a slight favoring of positive

characteristics.  Ultimately, the bias towards positive aspects emerges not so

much in the quantity of characteristics as in the qualitative value given to parent-

child relationships, bonding, and caregiving.  The striking characteristic existing

among this group was their greater likelihood of experience with children.  Many

spoke of indirect experiences as filtered through peer family and friends who were

parenting.  Most also spoke of their direct interactions with children, particularly

in the context of being an “uncle” or godparent.  Certainly many had siblings with

children, but the recognition of the “social uncle” role also emerged in reference

to the children of close friends.  Proximity and time spent with children were

often integrated into conversation to convey the legitimacy of perspective and to

justify their desires as realistic and grounded.
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The smallest group in the sample was those who preferred to remain

childfree, approximately 15% of sample.  There was a bias for this perspective to

exist among the older range of the spectrum.  These men were often careful to

speak of parenting and children as positive experiences and none spoke of gay

fathering in a negative manner.  However, they were more likely to recognize and

reference the negative social perspective of gay parenting.  Many of these men, in

keeping with research on those who wish to remain childfree in general, spoke of

enjoying their lives as they were, not wishing to be constrained by children, not

wanting children to detract from their intimate relationships, and the cost factors.

It may be that gay men are at large shifting towards undecided perspectives that

then transition towards a childfree perspective as they age, but the limited

numbers may also be a reflection of the research method.  Men who wished to

remain childfree may have read the call for participants as being about gay

parenting and thus not about themselves.  Efforts were made to engage with these

men by reframing the call to place men who do not want children in a preferred

location in the ad, but remained difficult to capture in this sample.

Among the men who didn’t want children there was often the

reaffirmation of their valuation of children.  They seem to be careful to suggest

that they like children and support the idea of parenting, but that it just isn’t for

them.  Further, they near always seek to justify why they would be ineffective

parents.
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I have no interest in raising kids… I think kids can be delightful
and fun, but, I’m not a very patient person, and I wouldn’t want to
deal with all that, that stress and making your life all about that.
So, I don’t think there’s been any particular thing, I think I’ve
pretty much always felt that way.  I’ve never had the desire.

35-year-old, white, single man

Clearly, it is not enough to merely say ‘I just don’t like or want children’—those

who wish to remain childfree feel social pressure to defend and support their

perspective.

While initially suspected that knowing gay and lesbian parents would be

affiliated with a positive perspective on parenting, data has been too limited to

draw much conclusions. Some reported knowing that a gay or lesbian family with

children existed in their hometown, but very few were directly acquainted with

any such families.  All men reported knowing gay men in long-term relationships,

but these were primarily without children.  The gay fathers that were known to

some of the respondents had all become fathers in prior heterosexual

relationships.  Despite knowledge of any who had become fathers as gay-

identified men, all men reported that fatherhood was a realistic option.  These

men regarded the idea of fatherhood as an active decision. While prior

generations of gay men may have regarded fatherhood as an option only if they

were to marry heterosexually, today’s gay men see fatherhood as an opportunity
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regardless of sexual orientation.  Further reflection on this issue will be explored

through their cultural awareness of media portrayals.

Approaches to Parenting and Child(ren) Preferences

Regardless of personal perspective, all men were asked about the methods

that gay men might employ to become parents, the number of children they

desired, or that they considered ideal for a family.  Similar to prior research, these

men reported adoption as the favored path to fatherhood.  The reasons for this

were two-fold.  Firstly, some reported that given the number of children without

parents it was the moralistic approach.  Some also suggested environmental

ideologies in that it seemed inappropriate to add to the world population in order

to parent.  Secondly, the majority, especially among those who wished to parent,

reported that adoption was preferred because of the perceived ease and the cost

comparison to surrogacy.  Many of those who sought to adopt had little first-hand

knowledge about the process with some having heard of a friend-of-a-friend who

had adopted.  Few had significant knowledge about the socio-legal obstacles that

may exist for gay men seeking to adopt domestically or internationally.

Many men actually reported that were it possible they would prefer to be

biologically related to their child(ren), but recognized that the option of surrogacy

was both costly and difficult.  This said, many who indicated they would “prefer”

to be biologically related to their child(ren), also said that it “didn’t matter.”  This
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complex understanding of biological preferring over social parenting is likely the

manifestation of the social construction of parenthood in society at large.  The

idea that to be a “real” parent is prefaced by being biologically related persists.

Among all respondents the ideal family size suggested tended to be in the

2 to 3 child range.  Those who reported one child as being an ideal number were

likely to have been only-children themselves or conversely were from families

with four or more children.  Among those who suggest 3 to 4 (or more) children

was a preferable size tended to come from larger families.  While few racial-

ethnic differences emerged among the interviews, black and latino men were

among the most likely to suggest the preference of larger numbers of children in a

family.  This may be suggestive of racial-ethnic variation, but is confounded by

the larger families of origin, as with one 31-year-old Black man who reported that

he’d like to have about 5 children—he was raised the youngest in a family of

eight children.

When speaking of child preference issues of the child race and gender

were addressed. All men who sought to have children reported that race was not

an especially important factor and that they’d be happy to parent a child

regardless.  This is perhaps suggestive of a generational and cultural acceptance

of diversity at large and diverse families in particular, but may also be the result

of not wishing to appear racist.  Those who spoke more specifically to desiring a

particular race were racial-ethnic minorities themselves or were in interracial
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relationships themselves.  Among minority respondents many who wanted

children, most referenced the number of adoptable minority children in the U.S.

and their wish to offer them a good home.  While not articulated, it was likely

assumed they would be unable to adopt a white child anyhow so this issue was

not particularly considered. One 28-year old white man, who was in a long-term

relationship with an East Asian Indian man, spoke of a preference of an Indian or

ideally a multiracial child so that s/he would look like both his partner and

himself.  Interestingly, few white men spoke of a preference for parenting a white

child and felt there would be few if any problems parenting a child of another

racial identity.

Gay and Lesbian Families in the Media

As previously mentioned, all men interviewed regarded gay fathering as a

valid life option, despite limited acquaintances with gay and lesbian families.

Given the proliferation and influence of media in the modern era, especially

television and movies, inquiry was made about their awareness of visible gay and

lesbian parenting.  Nearly all men referenced the increasing presence of gay men

and lesbians in the media, referencing in particular Ellen DeGeneres and shows

such as Will & Grace, Queer Eye for the Straight Guy, The L-Word, and Queer as

Folk.  The increasing visibility of gay men and lesbians within the media, moving

from tertiary characters, humor, and in non-sexual/passing fashions towards more
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realistic, normalized, portrayals in recent years (Farr and Guenther 2008), not

only influences the cultural understanding of gay and lesbian communities, but

also socializes young gay men and lesbians as they engage with the greater

culture.

While references to gay and lesbian characters and themes were easily

conveyed by the respondents, specific references to gay and lesbian parenting was

more difficult.  Some examples referenced included the parenting of Jack in Will

& Grace (via a son, Elliot, that joined the plot as a 12 year-old, born from a sperm

bank donation) or of a gay couple in the same show who parented via adoption

(though their daughter is only actually seen briefly during a single episode; not

even appearing in an episode centered about her birthday), other references

included Ellen (where Ellen dated a lesbian mother), and films such as The

Birdcage or The Next Best Thing. Ultimately, many were unable to reference any

film or television portrayals of gay and lesbian parenting specifically, but

consistently reported they had seen it some.  While it had been expected that those

who desired to parent would be better able to articulate examples, there was no

clear correlation.

Given the lack of correlation between the desire to parent and media

portrayal awareness, one need question the real influence of the media.  The

reporting of gay men that parenting is a valid option may not lie with specific

examples of media imagery or knowing such parents, but may be the
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manifestation of a cultural shift in the valuation and rights of gay and lesbians in

America.  As gay men and lesbians have gained greater social visibility,

integration into mainstream media, and greater socio-legal rights the distinctions

made between straight and gay and the life opportunities affiliated with each may

be eroding.  The opportunities afforded gay men, from their perspective, may be

much like those offered anyone.  While prejudices and discrimination

undoubtedly persist, the increasing visibility along with the privilege many of

these men experience via education and social class may culminate in an idealized

perspective about their parental opportunities.

CONCLUSION

Today, perhaps more than ever before, gay men are actively engaging with

questions about their desire to parent.  In the past, many may have believed

coming-out as gay meant writing off, perhaps even rejecting, the realm of

parenthood.  Parenthood, often affiliated with heteronormative ideologies, is

being sought by increasing numbers of gay men and lesbians.  As more gay men

pursue fatherhood outside of the realm of heterosexuality they open the doors to

younger generations to consider their options and make choices based on their

personal goals, perspectives and beliefs.
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While the findings of this work are in their preliminary stages, it is clear

that further work must be accomplished to develop more comprehensive

understandings of queer parenting.  Further work needs to particularly address

those of lower socio-economic classes and racial-ethnic minorities.  Given the

fiscal investment of parenting, especially for gay men, the middle and upper-

classes may engage with aspirational considerations in significantly different

fashions that need to be further dissected and extracted.  To speak of gay men as a

homogenous group removes the diverse experiences of these men.  Additional

research ought also to expand the geographic research area to include varying

regions of the U.S.  While some men of the current project had originated in more

conservative regions such as the Midwest, West, and the South, they were also

seeking advanced education and had relocated to an urban area in the Northeast.

Additionally, expanding research to address gay men of all age ranges may reveal

that among gay men especially parental aspiration decisions may be put off even

into their 40s.  This was suggested in the current research as many reported they

would consider the initiation of parenting into the 40s, perhaps even the 50s.

As the research of gay men’s parental aspirations continues the social

benefits for adoptive agencies, social welfare organizations, and the “less

desirable” non-white children that need adoptive homes will expand.

Understanding the perspectives of these men and their perceptions of obstacles
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and resources for fathering will support initiatives to attract foster and adoptive

parents, a beneficial transformation for children and gay men alike.
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