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TALKING POINTS 
LGBTQ+ parent families and their 
children are a diverse group.

Overall, LGBTQ+ parents and their 
children are as well adjusted as parents 
and children in the general population.

Like others, LGBTQ+ parents and their 
children fare better when they have 
adequate resources and when they live 
in supportive environments.

Even after the advent of marriage 
equality in the United States, LGBTQ+ 
parent families are still more likely 
than others to live in poverty.

Supportive federal and state laws, such 
as a federal nondiscrimination bill, 
can help LGBTQ+ parents and their 
children to thrive.

Increased research funding is needed 
to explore and to enhance the 
experiences among a full range of 
diverse LGBTQ+ parents and their 
children.

LGBTQ+ Parents and Their Children 
In recent years, considerable controversy has surrounded lesbian, gay, bisexual, 
transgender, queer, and other sexual and gender minority (LGBTQ+) parent families in 
the United States. Questions posed by courts, legislators, and others have included the 
following: Do LGBTQ+ people make good parents? How do their children “turn out”? 
Should LGBTQ+ adults be allowed to adopt and foster children? Research has revealed 
that LGBTQ+ parents are generally well adjusted, that their children are developing in 
positive ways, and that those living in supportive circumstances seem to have the best 
chance to thrive. Considerable diversity characterizes LGBTQ+ parent families, however, 
and studies of LGBTQ+ parent families have focused more on sexual minority (gay, 
lesbian, or bisexual) than on gender minority parents.1–4 In this brief, we provide an 
overview of what is known about LGBTQ+ parents and their children from social science 
research. We also offer policy recommendations that, if implemented, can help these 
families to flourish. We focus mainly on the United States, but where relevant, we also 
describe research on LGBTQ+ parent families conducted outside of the United States. 
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ABSTRACT
Research on lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer, and other sexual 
and gender minority (LGBTQ+) parents and their children has found that 
both parents and children are generally well adjusted and that they do not 
differ in well-being or in multiple developmental outcomes from parents 
and children in the general population. In general, LGBTQ+ parent families 
living in supportive environments, and families with more social, financial, 
and legal resources, show the most positive adjustment. The legal climate 
in the United States for LGBTQ+ people and their families has improved in 
recent years, but significant legal and practical difficulties remain, including 
greater poverty among, and pervasive stigma and discrimination toward, 
families headed by LGBTQ+ parents. Federal, state, and local laws are 
needed that reduce the likelihood of discrimination against these families, 
including in domains of housing, education, and parenting. In addition, 
support is needed for research to explore the full range of experiences 
among diverse LGBTQ+ parents and their children, and to develop ways to 
help LGBTQ+ parents and their children to thrive.
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Diversity Among LGBTQ+ Parents
Among the more than 11 million LGBTQ+ adults in the United 
States,5 approximately 29% report that they are currently 
rearing children younger than 18 years of age.6 Among same-
gender couples, those who are married are more likely than 
unmarried couples to be parenting children.7 In addition, 
same-gender couples with children are more likely than others 
to include people of color in their families.8 Among same-
gender couples, 41% of women of color and 20% of men of 
color are rearing children younger than age 18 years, compared 
with 23% and 8% of White women and men, respectively.9

Families headed by LGBTQ+ parents are sometimes viewed 
as a homogeneous group, but the reality is that they are 
quite diverse.2–4 Like other families, they vary in gender, race, 
ethnicity, education, geography, income, and pathway to 
parenthood.1 LGBTQ+ parent families also differ in ways that 
are more specific to them. For example, some LGBTQ+ parents 
had children in the context of marriages or other relationships 
with different-gender partners, before they came out as 
LGBTQ+; after coming out, many rear children as divorced and/
or single LGBTQ+ parents. This pathway to parenthood is less 
common today than in earlier years, partly because people 
come out at younger ages,10 and partly because of increasing 
opportunities for family building,1 but it is still a prominent 
mode of family formation among LGBTQ+ parents.5 In contrast, 
others become parents after coming out as LGBTQ+ and/or in 
the context of relationships with same-gender partners.

LGBTQ+ people take many pathways to parenthood.2–3 Some 
pursue parenthood using assisted reproductive technologies 
such as donor insemination11 or surrogacy.12–13 Donors and 
surrogates may be friends or relatives, or they may provide 
services through a clinic and remain unknown to the family. 
Other LGBTQ+ individuals become parents through adoption 
or serve as foster parents.14–15 Still others may conceive via 
sexual intercourse with a different-sex partner.16

Research With LGBTQ+ Parents and Their 
Children
Considerable research with LGBTQ+ parents and their children 
has been conducted over the past 30 years.2–3,17 Studies have 
addressed aspects of LGBTQ+ parenting, as well as development 
among children of LGBTQ+ parents. In this section, we review 
research on cisgender sexual minority parents and their 
children,3,17 and then we turn to research on transgender and 
other gender minority parents and their children. 

Studies of sexual minority parents, most of which focus on 
lesbian mothers and gay fathers, have shown them to be 
generally healthy and well adjusted.3,17 Many studies have 
found that lesbian and gay parents are indistinguishable from 
heterosexual parents in terms of overall mental health and 
adjustment.12,18–19 The research findings also show that many 
sexual minority parents experience satisfying relationships with 
their partners and engage in positive parenting practices with 
their children.18–19

Not only has research found sexual minority parents to be 
succeeding in parental roles; it also has revealed that their 
children are developing in positive ways.1–2,17 In study after 
study, children with sexual minority parents have shown 
outcomes that are similar to those of their peers who have 
heterosexual parents. Considered as a whole, the research is 
characterized by rigorous methods and large samples, and 
it has been conducted by multiple investigators in many 
countries.18,20 Studies have examined a diversity of pathways 
to parenthood, such as adoption,19,21 donor insemination,11,20 

and surrogacy,13,18 and all have reported positive adjustment 
among the children. The findings are also consistent across 
varying ages and domains of child development (e.g., both 
social and cognitive development).12,18–19

Research with transgender and gender minority parents 
and their children is currently less extensive than studies of 
lesbian and gay parents and their children, but several studies 
with these families have been reported. The findings about 
transgender and gender-diverse parent families run parallel 
in many ways to those about sexual minority parent families.22 
For instance, many transgender adults want to become 
parents and plan to do so.16,23 Population-based data reveal 
that transgender parents are comparable to cisgender parents 
in terms of mental health and other health assessments.24 
Children of transgender parents have also been found to 
be well adjusted, and family processes have been found to 
be more important to individual and family outcomes than 
parents’ gender identity or expression.25 Qualitative work 
has also revealed important strengths among members of 
transgender parent families, such as adaptive strategies for 
navigating parental disclosure of gender identities.26–27

Contexts of LGBTQ+ Parenting
Although LGBTQ+ parents and their children show good 
adjustment overall, there are marked variations among the 
social and political environments in which they live.5 Legal 
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and policy climates vary across national and state boundaries, 
social conditions vary from one neighborhood to another, 
and attitudes vary from one family to another. How do such 
variations affect the lives of LGBTQ+ parents and their children? 
Research has consistently shown that minority stressors, 
such as stigma and discrimination, have negative effects on 
LGBTQ+ family members and that those who live in supportive 
environments are more likely to thrive.5

Studies of LGBTQ+ parents in the United States have indicated 
the importance of supportive laws and policies. For instance, 
legal marriage recognition has been shown to be associated 
with positive LGB identity and greater social support among 
same-gender couples.28 In a study of more than 700 gay 
fathers by Perrin and colleagues, parents and their children 
were often found to face stigma and discrimination from 
religious institutions as well as from their families, friends, and 
neighbors.29 In this same study, fathers reported more obstacles 
to becoming parents when they lived in states with fewer legal 
protections.29 Thus, it appears that sexual minority parents who 
live in less favorable social contexts are disadvantaged, whereas 
those in more supportive contexts derive many benefits. 

Some research has examined children’s stigma-related 
experiences in LGBTQ+ parent families and the potential 
consequences of such experiences. One study, conducted in 
the Netherlands, found that adolescent offspring of lesbian 
mothers who reported more experiences of homophobic 
stigmatization also had more behavior problems.30 In a study 
conducted in Italy of school-age children with gay fathers, 
stigmatization was also associated with greater behavior 
problems.18 Similar findings have been reported in the United 
States with greater stigmatization being associated with 
greater emotional and mental health challenges among 4- 
to 17-year-old children of sexual minority parents.31 Parallel 
patterns have been found among adolescents with LGBTQ+ 
parents in Canada32 and Australia.33 Children in families who 
live in less stigmatizing environments reported fewer worries 
and greater openness than those living in other contexts.34

The children of LGBTQ+ parents also fare better when they 
attend schools with supportive social climates. Many researchers 
have studied the experiences of children of lesbian and/or gay 
parents with regard to homophobic teasing or bullying from 
peers, and all have reported that children described this as a 
negative experience.35–36 Research has also revealed that both 
lesbian and gay parents and their children are less likely to feel 

alienated, and more likely to have favorable experiences overall, 
when school curricula and policies are explicitly inclusive of 
them.36 In one Canadian study, adolescents with lesbian mothers 
were asked about their views of the communities in which they 
lived; results showed that youth who saw their neighborhoods 
and school environments as supportive to sexual minority 
people also reported greater feelings of overall well-being.33 
Similarly, in the United States, Lick and colleagues found that 
population characteristics, such as higher density of same-sex 
couple households, were associated with greater well-being 
among adult children of lesbian and gay parents.37 

Clearly, family, school, and community contexts affect both 
LGBTQ+ parents and their children.15,33 Research suggests 
that children of sexual minority parents fare best when they 
experience less stigma and greater support.1–3 As in other 
families, when children and their parents have social supports 
and view their schools and neighborhoods as supportive, they 
are more likely to thrive.2–3,17

Conclusion 
In the United States, changes in federal law over the past 
several years have improved the climate for sexual minority 
people, including for those who are parents, and for their 
children. In 2015, in Obergefell v. Hodges, the U.S. Supreme 
Court ruled that the right to marry is guaranteed to same-
gender couples as it is to different-gender couples under the 
Constitution, thus legalizing and providing access to same-sex 
marriage throughout the country. In this way, married same-
gender couples gained access to many rights and benefits, 
such as increased access to health insurance for their spouses 
and children, as well as joint adoption rights. In 2020, the 
U.S. Supreme Court ruled in Bostock v. Clayton County that 
discrimination on the basis of sexual orientation is not permitted 
by Title VII of the 1964 Civil Rights Act, thereby offering LGBTQ+ 
employees protection from such discrimination at work.38

While the legal terrain for LGBTQ+ people in the United States 
has changed in significant ways in recent years, many concerns 
remain. In many parts of the country, discrimination against 
LGBTQ+ people is still legal in the areas of housing, insurance, 
education, and public accommodations.5 Only 21 states and 
the District of Columbia have nondiscrimination laws that 
include both sexual orientation and gender identity; even 
in the limited number of states with nondiscrimination laws, 
religious exemptions still allow discrimination in some cases.39 
For instance, adoption law and policy are regulated at the state 
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Glossary
Bisexual—a sexual orientation that describes a person who 
is emotionally and sexually attracted to people of their own 
gender and also to people of other genders.

Cisgender—the gender identity of a person whose current 
gender identity is aligned with the sex that person was 
assigned at birth; a person who is not transgender.

Gay—a sexual orientation that describes a person who is 
emotionally and sexually attracted to people of their own 
gender. This term can be used regardless of gender identity but 
is usually used to describe men.

Gender identity—a person’s deeply held inner sense of 
being male or female, another gender (e.g., gender fluid, or no 
gender). Gender identity may or may not correspond to sex 
assigned at birth.
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RECOMMENDATIONS FOR POLICYMAKERS  

Gender minority—a description for individuals who are 
transgender, nonbinary, or who identify in other ways that 
are outside of heteronormative notions.

Heteronormative—relating to an attitude or world view 
that promotes heterosexuality as the normal and/or 
preferred sexual orientation.

Heterosexual—a sexual orientation that describes women 
who are emotionally and sexually attracted to men, and men 
who are emotionally and sexually attracted to women. The 
colloquial term used for this is straight.

Lesbian—a sexual orientation that describes a woman who 
is emotionally and sexually attracted to other women.

LGBTQ+—an acronym that refers to individuals who are 
lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer or who identify 
in some other way as being outside of heteronormative 
notions. The plus sign after LGBTQ is intended to represent 
additional sexual and gender minority identities as well as 
new and emerging identities (e.g., nonbinary identities).

Nonbinary—an identity descriptor for individuals who feel 
that they do not fit within the traditional binaries of gender 
identity; for example, a nonbinary person may see themselves 
as both male and female, or as part male and part female.

Queer—an umbrella term used by some to describe people 
whose sexual orientation and/or gender identity is/are outside 
of heteronormative ideas about sexual or gender identities. 
Originally used in derogatory ways, the term “queer” has 
been reclaimed by some LGBT+ people as an empowering 
self-designation. Some people use this term to describe 
themselves because they see it as more fluid and inclusive 
than lesbian, gay, bisexual, or transgender. Because of its 
history as a derogatory term, however, not all members of the 
LGBTQ+ community are comfortable with the term “queer.”

Sexual minority—a description for individuals who are 
lesbian, gay, bisexual, and/or queer and/or who identify in 
other ways that are outside of heteronormative notions. 

Transgender—the gender identity of a person whose current 
gender identity is not aligned with the sex that person was 
assigned at birth. Sometimes the colloquial term is trans.

1. Passage of federal and state legislation (e.g., John Lewis Every Child Deserves a Family Act) to outlaw discrimination 
based on sexual orientation and gender identity in housing, education, parenting, and other areas.

2. Elimination of religious exemptions in the law that allow for discrimination against members of sexual and gender 
minorities. 

3. Increase research funding to explore the full range of experiences among diverse LGBTQ+ parents and their children.
4. Provide support for the development, evaluation, and dissemination of effective programs to help LGBTQ+ parents 

and their children to thrive.
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