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ABSTRACT

This qualitative study explored the subjective experiences of 20 partisiwho
as children transitioned from living with heterosexual parents to living ima-sax
stepfamily following parental disclosure of homosexuality and subsequent diVbise
researcher used grounded theory procedures to analyze data gathereatticopaumt
interviews, interpreting the findings using object relations psychoan#hgory. Chaos
and strained family relationships stemming from marital distress imtidet family
continued and intensified already deteriorating participant and palatnmships. The
guality of ongoing parental ministrations mitigated participant<treas to post-divorce
circumstances. As adults, many participants questioned the permanendy of the
relationships or held back from fully engaging with others.

Although parental secrecy and ambiguity about being gay or lesbian flourished,
participants’ defenses were heightened to keep parental sexuality eepiEessn though
participants did not talk about their gay or lesbian parent or stepfamilgrfar sme,
developmental factors contributed to a relaxation of defenses and allowed thélecto re
on their past. Participants’ basic sense of themselves and theirwasembt altered by
the parent’s changed sexual orientation and the participants did not wish forofetus
parent’s original heterosexual orientation. In concluding, there is a présemat

clinical implications and recommendations for future research based on thedinding
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CHAPTER |

INTRODUCTION

There were nearly 600,000 same-sex couples living across the country at the time
of the last U.S. census (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 2000). Of those households, one fifth
of the male couples and one third of the female couples were raising childreragade
18. Other reports estimated the number of lesbian women or gay men raisingnahnildr
the United States ranged from 1 to 5 million and the number of children reared ¢ay gay
lesbian parents was estimated to range from 6 to 14 million (Patterson, 1882&Pe
Committee on Psychosocial Aspects of Child and Family Health [Perriarintttee],

2002).

Accurate numbers of individuals who are lesbian or gay are difficult to asgertai
largely resulting from underreporting due to stigma and secrecy assbwidih
homosexuality (Cramer, 1986; Lewis, 1980; Patterson, 1992). Nuclear heterosexual
families are viewed as preferred and normal, whereas other types a¢$aand
marginalized Ahrons, 1994; Demo, 1993; Patterson, 1992). Fear of discrimination makes
it more difficult to obtain actual numbers on how many children of gay or lesbiangarent
live in the United States (Patterson, 1992).

Individuals who are gay or lesbian are increasingly becoming parentdificzah

insemination, foster parenting, adopting children, or using a surrogate mothavetpw
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most individuals who have a lesbian or gay parent were conceived in the context of a
heterosexual relationship (Patterson, 1992; Perrin & Committee, 2002; Ray &r{reg
2001). When a parent in a heterosexual couple comes out as lesbian or gay, many divorce
and develop same-sex relationships. The same-sex partner may develop a siegpparent
relationship with the children. This requires the children to make some type of
intrapsychic and interpersonal adjustment regarding their parents’ divoeaghange in
one parent’s sexual orientation, and the addition of a new stepparent to the family
Furthermore, “lesbian and gay stepfamilies represent a unique type byf, f@istinct
from heterosexual stepfamilies and from gay and lesbian families who haeghil
within the context of a lesbian or gay relationship” (Lynch & Murray, 2000, p. 1).

The purpose of this study was to understand the subjective experience of adults
who as children transitioned from living with heterosexual parents to living withrgay o
lesbian parents following parental disclosure of homosexuality and subsequerg.divorc
Specific objectives included listening to each individual's story and analyzeng t
narrative (i.e., the data) to identify common experiences and latent meaming am
participants and then to develop a theory about this transition. Reviewing existing
literature on children of divorce, children of gay parents, and children of stéipami
provided a background understanding of what children in these families have in common,
what circumstances are unique to them, and what effect these types ofidifgmily
arrangements have on development and relationships. An overarching theory of object

relations as well as psychodynamic concepts of object loss, trauma, mourning,



identification, and endopsychic structure provided a framework upon which this
researcher based interpretations of the data.

Research and literature are sparse regarding the intrapsychic imgadticen
who transition from being reared by a heterosexual parental unit to a galyian les
parental unit. Although a heterosexual person announcing his or her homosexuality is not
a historically new phenomenon, a psychodynamic focus on changes of this kind,
particularly changes in parental identity and its effect on intrapsydaintifications and
sense of self and other, is absent.

The meanings children made of these transitions and the effect on their sense of
self and other as they retrospectively reflected on these identitypmslap, and
structural changes is an important addition to the literature. Individualsghnase
experiences may seek mental health services. The significance sitithysor clinical
social work was due to the fact mental health clinicians who have an understantieg of
experiences of these individuals and awareness of intrapsyoliéication prompted by

these changes can better serve their clients’ needs.



CHAPTER Il

LITERATURE REVIEW

Literature on Children of Divorce

Divorce has been around for centuries despite early restrictive divoreeTher
late 1960s marked the beginning of a significant rise in divorce rates after the
establishment of no-fault divorce laws. People who could not or did not divorce under the
previous divorce laws were able to divorce. Additionally, marriage was no longenchose
for economic and social position as it was in the beginning of the 19th centuryad#éarri
came to be viewed as a source of satisfaction and intimacy and was sougiutional
reasons. Unfulfilling marriages were ended sooner, making the greatdst dskorce
approximately the fourth year of marriage (Ahrons, 1994). Currently 40% to 60% of
marriages end in divorce (Ahrons, 1994; Simons, 1996; Wallerstein, Lewis, & Blakesle
2000) and approximately 1 million American children are involved each year (U.S.
Bureau of the Census, 1999).

Divorce was originally viewed as a time limited crisis. The quality efdifthose
impacted was believed to improve within a few years after the divorces lhssamed
that after the parents adjusted to the divorce and established their nevhéves|dren
benefited from the parents’ newly created happiness and improved well-being. However

each family member had his or her own reaction to and experience of the divorce and



quality of life in the newly formed post-divorce family. Simply because thenpavas
content with the new arrangements did not automatically mean the childrendubaeefit
well (Wallerstein & Blakeslee, 1996). In fact, children of divorce are ledsadplsted
socially, emotionally, and academically and have more behavioral protilamshildren
from nuclear two parent families (Amato & Keith, 1991a; Emery, 1999; Hetherington,
1993; Hetherington & Stanley-Hagan, 1999).

Families change after divorce. The couple needs to end their maritalreiagi
yet maintain their parental relationship. The family unit shifts from a autbea
binuclear structure. Two households are created, each headed by a different parent
(Ahrons, 1994). It is necessary for parents to develop cooperative parenting technique
and to remain attentive to and responsible for the emotional, economic, andlphysica
needs of their children. A partnership of this kind establishes guidelines among the
households, parents, and parent and chightmurage ongoing relationships among
family members. The family experiences significant and disruptive chamgg@sicture
and size, but its caretaking functions remain the same.

A significant number of couples are able to divorce without causing psychological
harm to their family. These couples interact cooperatively and respect oheranot
relationship with the children. Parent-child relationships continue after thediaad
are enjoyable and positive. Resolving or preventing co-parenting probleragptakéy
over personal or marital matters (Ahrons, 1994). Other couples divorce with much more
animosity. These couples feel constant anger toward one another. The childneaover

loud arguments or are privy to the details. The parents speak poorly about one another to
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their children. These couples interact through lengthy and hostile cours b@ttker time,
noncustodial fathers in this group see their children less often (Ahrons, 1994).

The quality of the child’s experience depends on how parents handle the post-
divorce yearsThe post-divorce family structure is not likely to be advantageous unless
parent-child relationships continue in at least the same manner as in the pre-divorc
family, parental conflict decreases, authoritative parenting continuksefops, and the
child does not feel rejected by either parent (Hetherington & Stanlesr;14§99;

Wallerstein et al., 2000). Children lose more than they gain when one or both parents are
distressed: the conflict continues, the post-divorce family is less ngytorinhe

custodial parent is overburdened.

Evolving Family Structure

The divorcing family experiences several years of transition and digequnii
(Dunn, 2002; Wallerstein & Blakeslee, 1996). Parental care of the children typicall
decreases during this time. Once separated, parents spend more time anttrdiergy
to their own needs, rebuilding their lives, or providing the basic necessities for thei
family. Parents return to school, obtain employment for the first time, or workrlonge
hours. Frequently they feel overloaded and isolated as they try to balance theiritreeds w
employment, household, and childcare responsibilities (Hetherington, 1993).

Although parents may benefit from these changes, oftentimes children do not.
Children are placed in daycare either for the first time or for longevgeedf time. The
time parents and children spend together decreases in amount and changes in quality.

Many childrenfeel rejected by their parent’s departarenew interests and priorities.



Many children are responsible for more of their own care (Wallerstéell§, 1979).
Having increased responsibilities leads to a range of feelings. Childreratiaeling of
increased confidence and independence on one end to a feeling of neglect and
abandonment on the other. Parents and children benefit from the changes if tbaadditi
responsibilities are not too burdensome or overwhelming to the particular child. The
children who benefit from experiencing and adapting to the divorce and new family
situation are typically relatively conflict free prior to the divorce. Ehdsldren use their
intelligence, positive self-esteem, and pleasant personality to elicitiine stipport

from others. These positive attributes are strengthened as children copeanijex
brought on by the divorce (Hetherington, 1989). Within a few years acute parental
distress, depression, and anxiety diminish, and parenting improves (Hetherington, 1993).
The post-divorce family develops its own rules and routines and thereby achsareea

of stability.

Relationships Change in the Post-Divorce Family

Because the structure of the nuclear family is neglected and evolving cheing t
transition to single-parent household, parents and children develop new roles and
establish new relationships with one another in response to the new family’s neets. Judit
Wallerstein worked with her colleagues to complete a longitudinal studyndf/fa
relationships after divorce. She began the study in 1971. She and her interdisciplinary
team followed 60 predominantly White, middle-class divorcing families frohfio@aa
and their 131 children, aged 3 through 18, for 25 years. In the study of divorcing families,

two thirds of custodial mothers and children had less cooperation and trust with one



another and had more anger and fighting during the first year after theadiVbis
increased animosity was short lived. Within 18 months, most of these relationships
improved and many children felt greater trust and respect for their md¢ladelstein &
Kelly, 1979).

The greatest relationship change occurred between noncustodial parents,
predominantly fathers, and their children. Following the divorce, children yegmned
their fathers and wanted to see them more. Intense longing to maintain commettti
their father continued for years and often increased during adolescencelesgaf the
relationship or amount of time spent together pre- or post-divorce (Wallersteatiy&
1979). Both the child’s and the father’'s motivation to maintain the relationship and the
family’s flexibility had an effect on the frequency and quality of the deetpvisiting
relationship.

From the father’s viewpoint, many factors influenced his ability to maintain a
relationship with his children after separation. Psychological health andoeadotiell-
being played a prominent role in visitation. Visits with children increasedlss$at
became more emotionally healthy and adjusted to the divorce and decreasedhdnsn fa
felt depressed, stressed, or overburdened (Wallerstein & Kelly, 1Sr@)jes differ on
the severity and kind of relational change that evolves between noncustodial faithie
children, although mangeportfrequency of visitation is not as significant as the quality
and conditions of contact between the two (Ahrons, 2004; Amato, Loomis, & Booth,

1995; Emery, 1999; Wallerstein et al., 2000).



9

Wallerstein and Blakeslee’s (1996) study of divorcing families indicatedtae
thirds of the child participants had poor relationships with their father after divsc
the children grew, particularly the boys, they began to reject their fattzercde model
and did not want to identify with or be like him. Fathers had less influence on their
children, and many did not have an emotionally enriching relationship with them
(Wallerstein & Blakeslee, 1996). Despite this, having some type of a patelatadnship
was crucial for the children. Though the children no longer felt intense lorsebnes
need to see their father, his presence did counter against feelingdged fostered
self-esteem (Wallerstein & Blakeslee, 1996). Also, a caring andnahly well-adjusted
noncustodial parent improved children’s adjustment, particularly for the sanoiike
(Hetherington, 1993).

Constance Ahrons (2004) completed a longitudinal study of family relationships
after divorce. For 20 years, Ahrons studied 98 families from Wisconsin to undersyand an
impact divorce had on families. Participants were interviewed at 1, 3, 5, andr&0 yea
after divorce. Her study indicated 50% of noncustodial father-child relationshgpeve
and 33% deterioratgost-divorce (Ahrons, 2004). Fathers’ increased involvement with
their children helps improve the relationship. Children get to know their fathers more
intimately while cultivating and sharing new interests. Remarriagigedfather is a main

reason cited for deterioration of father-child relationships.

Impact of Divorce on Children
When there is a divorce, some children develop new problems, others show an

increase or decrease in previously established problems, and others havera surge i
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development. This variability depends on the child’s prior adjustment and individual
makeup as well as family relationships and parenting both pre- and post-divorce
(Hetherington & Stanley-Hagan, 1999). Researciffects of divorce on children is
varied and contradictory. Studies suggest the measurable impact of divorce anhildr
adjustment ranges from none (Harris, 1998), to long lasting (Wallerstain 2000), to
somewhere in-between (Cherlin, 1999).

A meta-analysis of 92 studies revealed children from divorced farhdiésower
academic achievement, psychological adjustments, social relationgfifzsreept, and
poorer parental relationships than those from nuclear families (Amato & Keith,)1991a
However, Amato and Keith (1991a) cautioned that methodologically unsopladticat
studies may overestimate the size of the effects of divorce on children.

Yet divorce did not appear to be routinely problematic for all children. In divorce
situations with minimal disruptions to the children’s life, i.e., relativetielparental
conflict, no decline in parent—child relationships, and no subsequent divorces, relatively
little risk was involved (Amato & Booth, 1991).

Wallerstein and Kelly (1979) found children of all ages felt tremendous loss and
fear after their parent left the household. They worried about their securitiythag |
would be cared for and were apprehensive of future changes. They were conmerned f
their own well-being as well as for their parents’ well-being. @lhi&dren feared their
own relationship with their parents could end, just as their parents’ relationship ended
(Wallerstein & Kelly, 1979). Generally, children are more lonely and arftgy the

separation. They yell and hit peers and siblings and have increased outbursts@t home
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school.Children’s first reactions and responses to the divorce reflect their age and
development (Wallerstein & Kelly, 1979). The parents, depending on their role in
initiating the divorce, recognize and acknowledge their children’s distresparet
who wants the divorce typically views his or her children as better off and less

symptomatic.

Preschool Children

The preschool children are frightened and sad. They can regress to wanting
security objects, return to baby talk, and lapseilet training. These regressions can last
a few weeks to a few months. These children believe they did something wrong and
caused their parent to leave, and fear the other parent could leave, too. They cope by
fantasy and create stories to explain or deny the departed parent’s abbegaaeT
certain their parent will return home and they will be a family again (Vé&dier &

Kelly, 1979).

As adults looked back on their childhood, they felt neglected and alone. They lost
parental care and comfort too soon and too quickly. Compared to other age groups, they
had the most long-term difficulties in adjustméhllison & Furstenberg, 1989;

Wallerstein et al., 2000T-hey were less successful in work, more fearful of relationships,
and doubted they could have a happy marriage. These findings conflict withodiata fr
Amato and Booth (1991), who determined age at time of family disruption made little

difference to the long-term well-being of their study participants.
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School-Age Children

The younger school-age children have extreme unremitting sadness and
frequently cry. They are afraid of being abandoned and alone and miss thes &ather
great deal, particularly the boys. The boys feel tremendous rejectionitbfather’s
departure from the household. Some children try to restore his presence by donning his
attire or acting like him. Boys at this age need a male identificatiorefi@@paration
from this figure is distressing. The father’s departure at this developnstaal
particularly if he does not maintain a close relationship with his son, dishgpt®y’'s
identification with his father and hampers the formation of the boy’s engergin
masculinity. Having a close relationship with mother does not always help thédaby
safe and protected. These children want their parents to reunite and tygocadyfeel
responsible for the divorce (Wallerstein & Kelly, 1979).

The older-school age children did not appear as distraught as the younger children
despite being more aware of the difficulties caused by the divorce. Their pnagddm
feeling is anger. They actively try to master any feelings caus#teldivorce. For
example, they spend time with friends, try not to believe—or ignore—what is happening,
or conversely, try to be brave in spite of the situation. They use play to help maste
feelings of powerlessness and their inability to restore the changeg.f@hel older
school-age children are embarrassed by the situation and try to hide the diworce f
others. They blame their parents for the divorce and are angry at thelpaparent they
determine responsible for the divorce (Wallerstein & Kelly, 1979). This may foeutif

to do because the children need to see their parent in a positive manner (Royko, 1999).
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Adolescents

Adolescents experience a more intense and disheartening disillusionment with
their parents than typically occurs during this developmental stage. Thetparad
their parents changes, which is typical of adolescent development, but happens
quicker pace. The expected increase in adolescents’ sexual and aggressive, thoughts
feelings, and impulses creates anxiety and uncertainty. Exposure to theitspdaigng
brings additional anxiety and uneasiness as the adolescents are confrontladimwith t
parent’s sexuality as well as their own (Lebowitz, 1985; Wallerstein & Bla&e1996).
Worries over present and future support and family stability are common|as \whee
wish to have better relationships and marriages than their parents had. Masygeadsle
resent their parents and feel they acted selfishly and self-centered; halweyédry to
understand each parent’s viewpoint and contribution to the problems and the divorce
(Wallerstein & Kelly, 1979).

The breakdown of the family structure can interfere with the separatiorsproce
adolescence. Gone is the necessary secure base that the adolescexiuedly greak
away from and return to (Lebowitz, 1985). Developmental demands to identify academic
and career goals, establish intimate relationships, and act in incrgasdependent
ways may lead to or highlight difficulties independent of the divorce (Hethenr&y
Stanley-Hagan, 1999). For some, rules of the household and discipline lessen, and
boundaries between adolescent and parent weaken. Many feel they have to grow up too
quickly; some respond with increased maturity, others regress (Wallerskaty&

1979). Being extra helpful to their parent may be a way to ensure connection duegg ti
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of uncertainty, but it can lead to parentification of children and unhealthypagtém

rescue the parent (Royko, 1999).

Acute versus Chronic Symptoms

Within 2 years the acute symptoms in response to the divorce typically ease
(Cherlin, 1999; Wallerstein & Kelly, 1979). A majority of children resume
developmental progress, establish new routamelelationshipsand adapt to their
parents’ divorce (Ahrons, 1994; Wallerstein & Kelly, 197@any are no longer overly
consumed with or disorganized by the parental separation. Developing maturity and
cognitive abilities allows the children to recognize their parents’ viewpoititreasons
for the divorce. Children who experience additional stressors and disruptions in the
single-parent household are at risk for developing long-term adjustment proBie@i® (
& Keith, 1991a).

Although children may long for their pre-divorce family, many develop a yealit
based view of the divorce, grounded in the present situation rather than one based on
emotions, fears, or acute stress. Typically, if parents’ lives are bhatlgparental anger
lessens, children realize the need for and subsequently approve of the divorce. Their
approval of the divorce is based on their current life situation, the quality of their
relationship with their parents, and whether their needs are met by the néy fami
structure. The child’s own maturity, flexibility, intellect, and ability éach out to others
also influence the level of satisfaction in the post-divorce family (Wadierg Kelly,

1979).
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Because most children of divorce live with their mothers, the single most
protective factor in a child’s psychological development over the yearsnsather’s
mental health and parenting (Wallerstein & Blakeslee, 1996). For many mothers
increased confidence, independence, and emotional well-being stem frossfulbce
managing challenging divorce and single parenting situations (Hegtejr1993). On
average, it takes men 2 years and women 3 years to experience life asrataddtled

after divorce (Wallerstein & Kelly, 1979).

Explanation for the Variability in Children’s Responses

When looking at the effects of divorce on children’s adjustment, several factors
must be considered. The divorce itself is one piece in a series of changes. €ks proc
begins with marital stress, followed by separation and divorce, ending withitiaing
to and ultimately living in the new family structure, which may include stepgamil
members (Wallerstein & Kelly, 1979). Furthermore, it is important torgjstsh
between the effects of marital conflict and the effects of divorce. Faetdgronships
pre- and post-divorce influence responses and reactions to the divorce (Heth&ington
Stanley-Hagan, 1999).

Establishing a baseline of children’s functioning prior to parental divorce helps
identify children’s problems resulting from parental divorce compared to preblem
already established. Malone et al. (2004) followed 365 boys and girls, who came fr
nuclear families, from kindergarten through ninth grade. Each year they mskieers if
a separation or divorce had occurred; they asked teachers about the chieherisrs.

Problematic behavior increased for boys in elementary school the year ofehtapa
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divorce and continued for several years. Problematic behaviors for boys in ncilolbé s
also increased the year of parental divorce, then decreased the followindrgpping
below the baseline level. The timing of parental divorce did not have an effectson gir

elementary and middle school.

How Children of Divorce Fare in Adulthood

Although the effects of divorce are highest during the first few yetasrental
separation, the impact on development and adjustment continues into adulthood. A meta-
analysis of 37 studies revealed adults who experienced parental divorcelssdiald
lower psychological well-being and economic achievement, poorer malé@bnships,
and a greater tendency to divorce than those from nuclear families, although the
differences between the groups were generally small (Amato & Ke91b). However,
there was less consensus regarding the size and significance of tre Ef@sider the
following statements: Parental divorce has negative consequencesithatsiat into
adulthood, although the long-term consequences are relatively modest (Amatah%& Bo
1991; Amato & Keith, 1991bPDivorcehasmuch longer lasting effects on both parents
and children than previously known. There is no correlation between the child’s initial
reaction at time of separation and how the child will fare in the long run (Walfe&st
Blakeslee, 1996; Wallerstein et al., 2000).

Long-term implications of family disruption vary depending on the circumstances
of the divorce. Experiencing a low-stress divorce may be less damagatgrtavéll-
being than growing up in a nuclear, but unhappy, household (Amato & Booth, 1991;

Hetherington & Stanley-Hagan, 1999). Amato and Keith (1991b) determined studies
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based on nonclinical samples with controls in place for pre-divorce variables showed
weaker effects than other studies. Additionally, studies completed in the 1980sand lat
showed weaker connection between parental divorce and adult well-being.

One account for the difference in well-being between those from divorced and
nuclear families may be attributed to the level of marital conflict, netystd the
divorce. The impact of divorce on children’s lives can be better understood by
recognizing the level of marital conflict prior to the divorce (Ahrons, 2004;t8mal.,
1995). Both parental divorce and growing up in a high conflict nuclear family are
associated with long-term deficiencies in children’s well-being (faneaal., 1995) and
may predispose individuals to lowered psychological well-being in adulthood (Amato &
Booth, 1991). Yet high-conflict nuclear marriages create more psychologideliitigls
for children than high-conflict marriages that end in divgAnmato & Keith, 1991a;

Amato et al., 1995).

Amato et al.’s (1995) 12-year longitudinal study addressed marital conflict
divorce, and the impact on children in adulthood. Long-term consequences of divorce
depended on the level of parental conflict prior to separation. In familiesigh levels
of parental conflict, children fared better in early adulthood if their parevasceid.

Their study determined that those who experienced high levels of parentaitconfl
followed by divorce appeared to be doing particularly well in early adulthoodlbasve
those from low-conflict non-divorced families. The changes brought about when a highly
conflictual marriage dissolves can have minimal negative impact on the clsldren’

psychological well-being. The reduction in parental conflict can decreass and be
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advantageous for children, leading to an overall better situation. Life changesss
divorce can be non-problematic, even beneficial, when they are preceded by Hggh leve
of stress (Wheaton, 1990). In some instances, it is better for children i $ivegyle-
parent families than inuclearfamilieswith high conflict (Amato et al., 1995).

In families with low levels of parental conflict, offspring are worse o&arly
adulthood if their parents divorck families with low parental conflict, children may be
unaware of marital problems, particularly if one or both parents remainiatant
responsive to their needs (Wallerstein & Kell9,79).When conflict is lower, children
are not likely to anticipate or feel relief by the divorce. Instead theyraay in shock
and confusion. In these families, divorce ushers in too many changes and lodses for t
child with few compensating gains. Divorce in these situations is likely toseagran
unappreciated and unwelcome long-term decline in quality of life (Amato et al., 1995).
Amato et al. (1995) concluded that being reared in a nuclear family with high tdvel
parental conflict had modest but detrimental long-term consequences foerchildr

Adult children who experience multiple parental divorces or high stress divorces
are generally worse off than those who experience a single divorce. Theydrave m
marital problems, greater marital instability, and a higher rate of@ivdhose who
grow distant from their mother have more marital problems and marginadiiegre
psychological distress. Those who grow distant from their father have lowsyational
status, greater financial strain, less marital happiness, and greatal mstability

(Amato & Booth, 1991; Wallerstein et al., 2000).
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Whereas those studies provided significant and revealing information on the
effects of divorce on children, this study moved beyond descriptive findings to ydentif
how loss of the parent—whether through divorce or through a change in a significant

aspect of the parent—impacted one’s sense of self and other.

Literature on Children of Gay Parents

Research on children living with lesbian mothers or gay fathers began in the earl
1970s. Much of this research was in response to divorce disputes and the governing view
gay or lesbian parents were not mentally fit parents and should not be granted custody of
or visitation with their children (Lewis, 1980; Patterson, 1992). Apprehension about
potentially detrimental influences of parental sexual orientation on chidserual
identity, psychological health, and social relationships, influenced judicial and publ
policy (Cramer, 1986; Mooney-Somers & Golombok, 2000; Patterson, 1992).

Long-held theoreticadndpublic beliefs that two heterosexual parents provide the
home environment best equipped to raise psychologically healthy children fueled
concerns about negative effects of parental homosexuality on children’s desstopm
(Golombok & Tasker, 1996; Patterson, 1992). Psychoanalytic and social learningstheorie
of development emphasized pivotal contributions of both mothers and fathers for
personal and social development of children and adolescents.

Heterosexist underpinnings in psychoanalytic theory and judicial opinions led to
the view that children reared by gay or lesbian parents are at risk ofgiagelo

psychological problems, may exhibit confusion in gender identity, espediallyg
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adolescenceand may possibly become gay or lesbian (Golombok & Tasker, 1996).
Homophobic beliefs and discrimination generated concerns that children af gay o
lesbian parents will be ostracized and teased by peers and develop behavioral and
academic problems. It was also believed these children were at gigater being
sexually abused by their same-sex parent or their parents’ gapianlésends or lovers

(Cramer, 1986; Mooney-Somers & Golombok, 2000; Patterson, 1992).

Comparison of Children of Gay or Lesbian and Heterosexual Parents

Early research focused on topics and ages pertaining to the largest number of
custody disputes. Children of lesbian mothers were studied the most, with lesshresea
on children of gay men, or infants and adult children of gay or lesbian parentss&eca
the largest numbers of children in gay or lesbian families were born in thextoha
previous heterosexual relationship (Flaks, Ficher, Masterpasqua, & Joseph, 1985; Ray
Gregory, 2001), early research focused on children of lesbians whose mothers had
divorced and identified as lesbian later in life.

Mooney-Somers and Golombok (2000) compared children of lesbian mothers to
children of divorced heterosexual mothers. Children of both groups were reared by
women without the presence of a male in the household. This allowed Mooney-Somers
and Golombok to isolate and study any effect a mother’s sexual identity has on her
children’s development independent of father’s influence in the home. As the number of
nontraditional families increased, attention shifted to identifying and unddnstgnow
children born in alternative living arrangements, many conceived by donor maemj

develop. Mooney-Somers and Golombok (2000) examined how adjustment and
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psychological development of children was influenced by family structureaamty f
process.

There were other studies addressing whether parental sexual arrentaiacts
children’s development or well-bein§jhey compared cognitive development, gender
identity, gender role-behavior, sexual orientation, self-esteem, psycladlogic
development, family functioning and relationships, school performance, peer
relationships, and social competence of children reared in same-sex fantiies
children reared in heterosexual families (Anderssen, Amlie, & Yttergy, 200@ney-
Somers & Golombok, 2000; Patters@892). The findings revealed children raised by
lesbian mothers or gay fathers did not differ in outcomes from other children.

Fewstudiesnquired into the children’s’ reactions to learning about their parent’s
homosexuality. However, Lewis (1980) interviewed 21 children, ranging in age from 9 to
26 years old, whose parents separated after their mother’s disclosureoseaality.

The children’s reactions ranged from disbelief and shock to feeling proudrof thei
mother’s assertion of her true self. Though many of the children lived in hastilly
environments prior to the divorce, they unanimously agreed the ending of their parents’
marriage was more painful than their mother’s declaration of homosexuality

Many children denied feeling pain, anger, or ambivalence about their mother’s
changed sexual orientation. Many mothers did not know how to tell their children, and
keeping their homosexuality a secret ushered in or exacerbated a breakdown in
communication. Some children learned of their mother’'s homosexuality byngatkon

her and her partner. Many children were unable to discuss or acknowledge imgy feel
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about their mother’'s homosexuality. If they did express any anger, it wasitthea
mother’s lover. The lover was an intruder in the family, someone the children &elt for
to accept. Some felt her presence signified a gain of another parent, othbes|teds of
their mother.

Although they verbally spoke of their acceptance of their mother’s lesbianism, the
younger children tried to prevent their friends from finding out, fearing theydnumail
teased if others knew. Some older children acted out, and for many, their mother’'s
lesbianism was a taboo subject not talked about with their father. Lewis (1980)h&oted t
overemphasis of acceptance of their mother’'s homosexuality and the absenmectddex
reactions of anger, grief, or loss. Those who were able to admit to having tHoggs fee

defensively masked the intensity via intellectualization (Lewis, 1980).

Psychosocial Well-Being and Development

Wainright, Russell, and Patterson (2004) completed the first study to draw data
from a large national sample. They studied 88 families and their adolescenngffspri
who ranged in age from 12 to 18 years old. There were 44 families headed bgesame-
female parents who were compared to 44 families headed by opposite-sex parents. The
adolescents were assessed on multiple aspects of their psychosocialnvgelbdiwool
functioning, and romantic relationships.

The adolescents functioned well. They had low levels of depression and anxiety
and high levels of self-esteem. There was no difference in psychosocial adjustme
between the adolescents of same-sex couples and the comparison group of apposite-s

couples. Both groups had positive school experiences and fairly high grades; however,
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the adolescents with same-sex parents felt more connected at school. Both groups
reported positive family relationships, felt cared for by others, and felt cimahtectheir
community. Girls in both the same- and opposite-sex families felt cared ferthaor the
boys felt. Wainright et al. (2004) concluded adolescent adjustment was not linked with
family type.

Several measures were correlated with the quality of the parent-aalesc
relationship. Warmer parent-adolescent relationships were associtdtatevi
adolescents’ having fewer depressive symptoms, higher self-esteenssatrduble in
school. Higher levels of care from parents and peers were associatéipivehself-
esteem, grades, and school connectedness. The quality of the parent-c¢loltshapa
and level of care from adults and peers were better predictors of adolejustihant
than family type or gender.

Chan, Raboy, and Patterson (1998) examined the relations among family
structure, family process, and psychological adjustment of children codagéasdonor
insemination. There were 55 families headed by lesbian parents and 25 fhealiesl
by heterosexual parents in the study. The families consisted of 50 fameiéided by
couples and 30 by single parents. The children averaged 7 years of age.i@eata we
collected for child adjustment, parental adjustment, and parental relatioassiacsion.

Children’s psychosocial adjustment reported by parents and teachersdeteal
children of all family types were well adjusted. The children scored gigntfy higher
on social competence and adaptive functioning and significantly lower on behavior

problems than children in the clinical population. There was no significant difeenrenc
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child adjustment as a function of parental sexual orientation or number of parents in the
home.

Children’s behavior was significantly correlated with parents’ adjustrikgher
parenting distress and problematic parent-child relationships led to increaseats of
behavior problems in children. In the families headed by couples, a positive and loving
relationship between the couple was associated with fewer behavior psablemidren.
Conversely, parental conflict was associated with problematic behaviordnechil
Parents’ sexual orientation and relationship status were unrelated torchilsebavior
problems. Furthermore, parents’ sexual orientation was unrelated to tegmbns of
children’s behavior.

Chan et al. (1998) confirmed that the quality of family relationships, rather tha
parental sexual orientation, impacts children’s adjustment. Their findingotglpport
the statement that only two-parent heterosexual families can raiieyhekaldren and

confirmed the statement that parenting ability and sexual orientatiomisglated.

Cognitive Development and Family Functioning

Flaks et al. (1995) examined lesbian couples raising children born to them
through donor insemination. Fifteen lesbian-mother families and their children aged 3 t
9 years old were compared to a matched group of 15 heterosexual-parent families.
Several assessment measures were used to evaluate the children\gechuationing,
behavioral adjustment, and social competency and the parents’ relationship andgarent

skills. Independent teacher ratings of the children were also obtained.



25

No significant difference was found regarding intellectual functioning and
behavioral adjustment of the children from lesbian-mother families and thleechitom
heterosexual-parent families. Likewise, no gender difference was nobeels $or boys
and girls of both groups were similar. Mothers and teachers of both groups of children
rated them as having significantly fewer levels of externalizirtgrmalizing, and total
behavior problems than children in the clinical population. When compared to children in
the nonclinical population, both groups had significantly fewer total behavior problems.
Internalizing and externalizing behaviors were not significantly difféfrent the
nonclinical population. Teachers rated children of both groups as significariéy bet
adjusted than the clinical population and not significantly different from the normal
population.

Flaks et al. (1995) concluded that psychologically healthy, well-functioning
children of both sexes can be reared in families of varying configurations, ngttsplel
opposite-sex heterosexual parents. Results of this study demonstratedtieataudier
presence nor parental heterosexuality is a necessary condition for lobdldhy

development.

School Performance and Peer Relationships

Ray and Gregory (2001) examined school experiences of children of gay and
lesbian parents. Their study focused on children in primary and secondary school to
determine if they were discriminated against because of their parenta seentation.

Forty-eight children from New South Wales participated in the study. Partitsi ranged
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in age from 5 to 18 years. Eighty-one percent had lesbian mothers, 13% had gay fathers
and 6% had both a lesbian mother and a gay father.

The children’s peers asked many questions about their family. Children aged 5
through 8 years happily and easily answered questions; however, a small group of
children this age felt frustrated by the questions or their peers’ lack of doemgiiag
what was said. For example, many peers did not understand what gay or lesbiaor meant
how it was possible to have two mothers. Questions intensified and peers became more
hostile as they grew older. Teasing and bullying, previously nonexistent, degyan a
second grade. Typical remarks made fun of or disparaged gay people. Yourdgenchil
sought support or assistance from teachers. They were frequently disappypitited b
lack of response and believed their concerns were not taken seriously.

Almost one half the children aged 8 to 10 years had been teased and taunted by
others. Despite being hurt and frightened by the remarks, many told no one. Theg becam
less comfortable and more selective in deciding how to answer their peetgimgies
Occasionally they made up answers in effort to avoid future questions or iensifi
efforts to keep information private. Typically they kept their parent’s sexieitation
secret, as the children hoped this would prevent future teasing. Many did not invite
friends over or spoke of their parent’s partner as if the partner were of the ogpasite
Although they tried to keep their parent’s sexual orientation a secret, just undgfr half
the children in the study continued to be bullied and teased via physical threats, verbal
abuse, or physical violence. As the children grew, notably around 11th grade, increased

maturity and less homophobic attitudes of the peers helped the children spontaneously
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disclose their parent’s sexual orientation. The children felt relief to beatatk about
their family and subsequently felt more connected to others.

Although many children felt fearful and isolated at school, they felt spedal
proud of their differences. These children found it enriching to be part of the gay
community and welcomed opportunities to talk with other children with similar
experiences. Many children believed that because they had same-séx thaewere

more tolerant and respectful of differences in others.

Gender Identity, Gender Role-Behavior and Sexual Identity

Golombok, Spencer, and Rutter reported on their longitudinal study in 1983.
Twenty-seven lesbian mothers and their 39 children and a control group of 27
heterosexual single mothers and their 39 children participated. Both grouplsicgrchi
were conceived in a heterosexual relationship and later lived in mother-only hassehol
The follow-up study by Golombok and Tasker (1996) was the first to study children
reared in lesbian families from childhood to adulthood. Their study presented findings of
the sexual orientation of adults reared by lesbian mothers and family chatiastand
experiences that may influence development of sexual orientation.

Twenty-five young adults from lesbian families and 21 young adults from
heterosexual families were interviewed. The vast majority of mothestioigooups had
at least one cohabitating relationship while their children lived in the homeweeta
gathered on the young adult’s sexual orientation and characteristics etranlfamily

environment.
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No significant difference was found between the proportions of adults reared in
lesbian or heterosexual families who reported same-sex attraction. Howsiggrfiaant
number of daughters from lesbian families had previously considered or thought they
might someday be attracted to or involved in a same-sex relationship. There was no
significant difference between sons from either household.

Children reared by lesbian mothers were more likely to have actually hatka sa
sex relationship than those reared by heterosexual mothers. Six adultsstv@an le
families had been involved in one or more same-sex relationships, but the majority of
adults from lesbian mother families identified as heterosexual. Furthertinere was no
significant difference between adults from lesbian and heterosexuakfneijarding
sexual orientation.

Golombok and Tasker (1996) also explored whether family processes led children
of lesbian mothers to be more likely than children of heterosexual mothers t@ @mgag
same-sex relationships. Those reared by lesbian mothers who were more openng showi
physical affection to their partner and who had more lesbian relationshipsiveen t
children were school age, were more likely to report same-sex interest.Waea non-
significant trend toward reporting same-sex interest from children who$eraot
accepted their children’s having a gay or lesbian relationship in the futuenak and
Tasker (1996) concluded the degree of openness and acceptance of gay and lesbian
relationships and family attitudes towards sexual orientation were infidémaemay

shape sexual development.
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Golombok and Tasker (1996) elaborated that the above finding was supported by

social-cognitive and social-constructionist views on gender development aradl sex
orientation as being partially influenced by social norms: When childrenaaezri;n a
family environment that accepts or rejects homosexuality, parents havenspaot on
their children’s sexual experimentation. Growing up in a family that asce@upports
gay and lesbian lifestyles enables children attracted to same-sexgtythe more open
to explore these relationships. However, Golombok and Tasker (1996) concluded their
findings did not support the statement that parents have a determining influence on the

sexual orientation of their children.

Overall Findings

Anderssen et al. (2002) reviewed 23 empirical studies published between 1978
and 2000 on nonclinical children reared by lesbian mothers or gay fathers. Theirsfinding
revealed the children did not differ from other children in emotional functioning, Isexua
preference, stigmatization, gender role behavior, behavioral adjustment, glemdigy,
and cognitive functioning. Furthermore, there was no additional risk to children’s
psychological adjustment when born into a lesbian family (Chan et al., 1998; Fédks et
1995; Mooney-Somers & Golombok, 2000). Ultimately, children who live with gay or
lesbian parents develop in a similar manner as children who live with heterosexual
parents. No study to date has revealed development of children reared byegdyaor |
parents is compromised when compared to children of heterosexual parents, nor can

results be interpreted as harmful (Flaks et al., 1995; Gilgoff, 2004; Patterson, 1992).
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However, caution is needed, as most of the studies are based on small samples,
retrospective data, or self-report instruments (Baumrind, 1995).

Parental sexual orientation, in itself, is not a significant predictor inndetieig
psychological well-being or development of children (Mooney-Somers & Golombok,
2000). A variety of family forms and home environments foster children’s psygbalo
development (Chan et al., 1998; Gilgoff, 2004; Wainright et al., 2004). Regardless of the
actual family structure—heterosexual parent(s), gay or lesbian parentésgle
parent—the quality of relationships among family members and the atmosphere in the
home provide the greatest influence on children’s development and adjustment (Chan et

al., 1998; Mooney-Somers & Golombok, 2000; Patterson, 1992).

Literature on Children of Stepfamilies

The 1980s ushered in a plethora of studies on parental remarriage and
stepfamilies. Although stepfamilies were not new phenomena, the circunsskaadiag
to remarriage was. Prior to the 1970s, death of a spouse was the primary precipitant to
remarriage, compared to the current pattern of divorce preceding regadisleman &
Ganong, 1990). Divorced people did not reject the idea of marriage and many married
again. In fact, over 40% of marriages are remarriages for one or both pé&filersan
& Ganong, 1990). Estimates of the number of stepfamilies in the United Stajes ran
from 5 to 15 million (Glick, 1989; Johnson, 1980); the increasing number of divorced
persons cohabitating instead of remarrying makes this number less enetin(&

Furstenberg, 1994). About 10 million children under age 18 live in stepfamilies. As with
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the number of stepfamilies, accurate data on the number of stepchildren are unknown.
This is a result of data’s being collected on households rather than on stepfamilies
stepchildren. What is evident is a near-majority number of children are rganadltiple

parent figures, including stepparents (Cherlin & Furstenberg, 1994).

Critique of the Studies on Stepfamilies

Initial research on stepchildren frequently espoused a problem-oriented
perspective. This perspective led researchers to examine differengesiiehildren in
stepfamilies and children in nuclear two biological parent families (by2@00).
Stepchildren’s psychological and social development and familial relationsérps w
studied. As researchers became cognizant of stepfamily complexity réatibwathe
focus shifted to examining stepfamily processes in an effort to desodhenderstand
stepfamily relationships and functioning (Hetherington & Stanley-Hagan, 1999).
Ultimately, the focus of research changed because divorce and remeariag¢o be
viewed as mores firmly established in society rather than social illdlorlpgy.

Parental divorce typically exposes children to a series of family ti@mseand
changes. Parental remarriage is one of several changes requiring chiladgmnst and
adapt. Research on children living in stepfamilies that looks at children’s behamia at
particular point in time can be misleading and does not place enough emphasis on
children’s functioning and well-being prior to parental separation and regeurtt is
important that this be kept in mind when reading studies on adjustment differences

between children in nuclear two biological parent families and stepfar{iienn, 2002).
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Studies on remarriage, stepfamilies, and stepchildren often use nonrandom
samples of small, White, middle-class stepfather households (Coleman & Ganong, 1990)
Less is known about other stepfamily types, such as stepmother households, cohabiting
stepfamilies, and gay stepfamilies. Coleman and Ganong contend “given thiexipm
of stepfamilies, valuable contributions could be made by descriptive qualitatiresst
and detailed, in-depth studies using reliable self-report and observationareséas

(1990, p. 937).

Children’s Adjustment in Stepfamilies

Whereas children in stepfamilies are more likely to have adjustment probidms a
not to fare as well as children in nuclear families (Amato & Keith, 1991b; Dunn, 2002),
children in stepfamilies vary in their adjustment and well-being. The cotigyosf the
stepfamily and the circumstances of its formation, stability, andae#tips within the
family, impact children’s well-being (Dunn, 2002). Children living in a stedijawhere
both parents bring children from previous relationships (often termed complexdetle
stepfamilies) are more closely associated with adjustment problenpsucadto children
living in a stepfamily where all children are biologically related to onergamly.
Overall, average differences between children in stepfamilies and nwaiabes$ are
small and differences between children within the family are great (Dwain £998;
Hetherington, 1999).

Children living in single-parent households typically benefit from an increase in
family income following parental remarriage, especially becagrsanmriage is the fastest

route out of poverty for divorced single women (Hetherington, 138®)ever, financial
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improvement does not guarantee improved well-being. Because parents in stepfamil
are often financially responsible for two households, larger financial burdemsctease
parental stress and decrease available resources for the children.

Stepfamilies often have stressors inherent to the family, such as matitessli
financial problems, decreased social support, multiple family transitions, amgedtr
parent-child relationships. These stressors, rather than family typenanewting
factors in children’s adjustment and may be more disruptive than parental divorce
remarriage itself (Dunn, 2002; Dunn et al., 1998).

Results of longitudinal studies reveal children reared in stepfamilies aelsing
parent families have higher levels of problems and stress and lower prosbaeaiors
and competency than children reared by two biological parents (Bray & Berger, 1993;
Dunn et al., 1998). Yet it is important to note the majority of stepchildren’s behavior is
within normal limits on the rating scales used.

Children in stepfamilies are reported as having higher levels of hypésgcti
conduct problems, and peer problems than children in nuclear families. Older children in
stepfamilies and single-parent families are reported as less helpfbkts ttan children
in nuclear families. Boys in each age group and each family type have morenatible
behavior and less prosocial behavior than girls (Dunn et al., 1998). When the quality of
family relationships and various family risk factors are considered, efiftes in
children’s adjustment in stepfamilies, single-parent families, and mdel@dies largely

disappear (Dunn et al., 1998).
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Children’s Relationships with Biological and Stepparents

The amount of openness children have with their parents is linked to biological
relatedness. Children have more warm parental relationships and share mare of the
thoughts and feelings with their biological parents than with their steppa€mtdren
are less likely to confide in their fathers, particularly their stepfat and many believe
their fathers do not understand or care about their problems. The quality of child-par
relationships is also linked to biological relatedness. Child-mother relaijensre
significantly less positive for children in stepmother-complex stepfesiitian nuclear
and stepfather families. Likewise, child-father relationships argfisigntly less positive
for children in stepfather families (Dunn, Davies, O’'Connor, & Sturgess, 2001).

The relationship between stepchildren and their stepparent changes overdime a
does not automatically grow more intimate the longer the time spent togethéairaily
(Bray & Berger, 1993; Ganong & Coleman, 1994; Quick, McKenry, & Newman, 1994).
After 5 years of remarriage, family relationships and parent-chiddations are more
problematic for stepfamilies than for nuclear families (Bray &jger1993).

Although adolescent stepdaughters experience more conflict with thegiastap
than adolescent stepsons (Bray & Berger, 1993; Cherlin & Furstenberg, 1994; Ganong &
Coleman, 1994), the majority of stepchildren are satisfied with the amount dicaffiec
the relationship and report having a fairly good relationship with their steppare
(Ganong & Coleman, 1994). Furthermore, stepfamilies are not more pathbiodiezr
relationships than nuclear families. Regardless of family strycheemount of family

conflict, the communication style among individuals in the household, and the quality of
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the marital relationship influence family members’ satisfaction vir fiving
arrangements and impact children’s well-being.

Ganong and Coleman (1994) caution that findings on adolescents in stepfamilies
should be viewed while taking adolescent development into consideration. Although their
study focused on adolescent stepchildren, some of the results, particularlge@crea
closeness to stepparents as stepchildren age, may be attributed to adolesagrhdetel
in general, not solely to adolescents in stepfamilies. For example, the adtdesce
increased separation from family and preference to spending more timge®is is
expected, as is the adolescent’s exertion of autonomy and independence through frequent
guestioning and testing of rules. The adolescent’s separation and independerme lead t
changes in parent-adolescent interactions and relationships. Changes in glivsenes
family relationships resulting from less contact and communication betwesmnt pad
child do not occur exclusively in stepfamily living or relationships.

On the other hand, Bray & Berger (1993) concluded that children who experience
divorce and remarriage face a greater risk for developing psycbtal@gid adjustment
problems at the onset of parental remarriage and again as they begin adelesce
Although both family types experience less cohesion and increased streddraa chi
enter their teen years, adolescence appears to contribute to problems inilgtepfam
relationships to a greater extent than in nuclear families. However, the@sut use of
supportive friends, relatives, or formal resources helps them reframessessalifficult

family situations and positively impacts their adjustment.
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A review of the literature on the stepmother-stepchild relationship reveglsrhi
levels of problematic interactions and greater risk for maladjustment daroriy
members in stepmother households compared to nuclear biological familigsfathste
families (Quick et al., 1994). Stepmothers are more likely to be unhappy, disdatsf
overwhelmed in their role of stepmother compared to stepfathers or biologicatsnothe
(Quick et al., 1994). Connections between parental depression and difficulties in child
well-being are established, as depressed parents may be less sensdiverdine to
their children’s needs (Dunn et al., 1998).

Frequently a positive stepparent marital relationship is associatecessth |
cooperative, enjoyable stepmother-stepdaughter or mother-daughtenstigds,
whereas the opposite is true for stepmother-stepson relationships (Quick et al., 1994)
The arrival of a stepfather often disrupts and weakens the intimate mothatetaug
relationship that can develop after divorce (Cherlin & Furstenberg, 1994). Comgideri
the majority of mothers retain custody of their children after divorce, thig prodided
additional information regarding lesbian stepfamily relationships and thel@xges of

children adjusting to the arrival of a stepmother.

Disparate Parenting in Stepfamilies

Parent-child relationships in stepfamilies vary based on biological ties. More
positive relationships exist between parents and their biological children (Dahn et
2001), and warm parent-child relationships, regardless of family structussssar@ated
with better child outcomes (Dunn, 2002; Hetherington & Stanley-Hagan, 1999).

However, Wallerstein and Lewis published a paper in 2007 that drew from Wéailerst
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and various colleagues’ 10-year and 25-year longitudinal studies of pareht-chil
relationships following divorce. Wallerstein and Lewis, reported “major inpated
changes in parenting following divorce and remarriage, including disparatsipgref
siblings” (2007, p. 446) and “widely discrepant psychological adjustment among the
siblings” (p. 448). Though these findings were not evident at the time of separation or
soon after, they came to be in one half of the families with more than one child.

Wallerstein and Lewis (2007) noted that in 12 of the 16 families having three or
more children, one child functioned well and the other children experiencedcsignhifi
difficulty at home and school. They were unhappy, behind in their studies, and had
problematiaelationships. The children doing poorly felt rejected or neglected by one or
both parents or by their stepparent. The child developmentally on track had a supportive
relationship with a psychologically stable parent or grandparent.

Noncustodial biological fathers found it difficult to maintain relationshiph wit
their children from both their previous and present relationship. Three of 16 fathers in
Wallerstein and Lewis’s (2007) study had close relationships with alldhialren. The
remaining fathers focused their attention on their current family and wengize to
only one child from their previous relationship. This favored child typically was the one
who was more responsive to the father and had an easier disposition than the other
children.

Stepparents did not have close relationships with all of their stepchildren nor did
they believe it was important for them to do so. One child often received the bulk share of

time, attention, and resources, and the remaining children were rejectedn@mjyarter
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of the stepparents were diligent in treating all their stepchildren.fainese stepparents
considered themselves to be an important resource to their developing childreadand tri
to be helpful and supportive to them. In these families all of the children, not solely one
child, were on developmental track (Wallerstein & Lewis, 2007).

Stepmothers had minimal interactions with the children of the new husband.
Although few actively rejected his children, no stepmother in Wallerstein amid’se
(2007) study enthusiastically sought to develop warm relationships with ahittiesn.
Stepmothers often preferred the child who was compliant and eager to please.
Stepmothers played a dominant role in determining how much the father saw his
biological children. Many men acquiesced to the visitation schedule, frequedcy, a
length of contact with their biological children established by the new wife, teeeigh
they did not agree.

Stepfathers took an active role in parenting their stepchildren, and this pleased
and relieved the mothers a great deal. Many stepfathers came forwepthte the
biological father, emphasized strict discipline, and did not realize the impeénc
gradually building a relationship with the stepchildren. Older children and adotssc
especially the boys, resented their stepfather’s stern discipline. @hsneany heated
arguments. The majority of stepfathers were more loving and attentiveyiouhgest
stepchild, or the child who was receptive to and interested in him and his involvement

(Wallerstein & Lewis, 2007).
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Gay and Lesbian Stepfamilies

Although the same-sex stepfamily is structurally similar to the hetewas
stepfamily, its gender identity is similar to other same-sex nuclealida. This means
the same-sex stepfamily’s particular combination of structure and idergéte a unique
family form necessary of study in its own right (Lynch, 2000; Lynch & Murray, 2000)
However, gay and lesbian stepfamilies are often overlooked and ignored in diepfam
research. Significant to the current study is the fact the majorityrod-sax stepfamilies
with children are established from previously married persons who later announced thei
homosexuality and gained custody of their children. Though recent estimai@s3réve
5 million gay and lesbian parents had children in previous heterosexual mathages
number is predicted to increase as more individuals realize and accept their
homosexuality (Pill, 1990).

Parents in same-sex stepfamilies undergo a transformation in identity. The
previously married biological parent’s identity changes from heterosexuay torg
lesbian while he or she concurrently experiences changes in mariial atalt family
type. Although the biological parent accepts and integrates a gay or |esbialestity
(Lynch, 2000), the children are left to reorganize their internal life andseptation of
themselves and their parents. The stepparent experiences a more complinétgd ide
transformation due to the stigma and disapproval of homosexuality and gaysamdesbi
as parents. The stepparent shifts from single status to partnered to dssuoheds

stepparent (Lynch, 2004).
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Similar to the gay or lesbian person’s decision to openly declare his or her
homosexuality, the same-sex stepfamily also makes decisions on how, when, and to
whom to come out. However, this time the decision is made as a family. The stepfamily
faces numerous challenging situations because not only are they learning hamdo be
live as a family, they are simultaneously deciding and modifying how “out”.to be

To make this decision, the biological parent and stepparent consider their
children’s age, comfort level, and wishes. The parent’s child-centered focus on the
family’s sexual orientation and its effect on family members sepasates-sex
stepfamilies from heterosexual stepfamilies. For many same-sdarsikes, the
collaboration family members experience as they grapple with decisionctosdis
ultimately help them feel bonded and connected as a unit (Lynch, 2004).

One developmental task in stepfamilies is establishing the primacy of the couple
(Hetherington, 1999). However, in same-sex stepfamilies, many stepparpptst their
partner’'s connection to his or her children as more important than the relationship
(Lynch, 2000). At the same time, the children consider the stepparent a resource and a
source of comfort and support in managing any discrimination or taunting they
experience.

The current study, though having a primary focus on transitioning to a same-sex
stepfamily, did not assume primacy of the nuclear heterosexual familji¢h ather
family forms are frequently compared. Rather, it provided an in-depthieaton of the

experiences of those children who transitioned from living in a heterosexubl ftam
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living in a same-sex stepfamily and contributed to the literature on thesssame

stepfamily.

Theoretical and Conceptual Framework

According to Freud’s drive theory, personality and psychopathology are
understood as a function and derivative of drives. The primary instincts of motivagion a
sex and aggression. People are oriented toward pleasure, i.e., the reduction of tension.
The object is the route to sexual gratification. The object is of secondardeatisin;
the drive is primary. Relationships with others originated secondarily from tbearee
drive gratifications.

Object relations had to be accounted for, and were not automatically provided for
within drive theory (Greenberg & Mitchell, 1983). Sevelradorists accounted for object
relations by revising or rejecting the drive theory model and developed a fentzdimn
different relational model. In this model, the establishment of relations atddeéss
with others was the primary motivator of human behavior. In contrast to Freud who
viewed object relating as developing later in life, Klein (1935/1968) viewed thetia$
beginning life with a tie to an object. She did not concur with Freud’s ideas on primary
narcissism and spoke of the infant having an internal world of numerous and varied part-
objects, stemming from actual and fantasized others. The ego projects andtstroje
objects based on the prototype of the mother’s breast. These internal objedtsaare fe
concretely real and are experienced as either good or bad objects, depending on the

infant’s bodily sensations. The idea of the infant being predisposed for objecigredat
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taken up by Fairbairn (1946), who stated libido is object-seeking and had direction, not
pleasure-seeking and directionless. Fairbairn (1946) viewed the enengyavieself
that pushes for expression is not based on tension reduction or ending of the unpleasure
of excitation, but rather to establish satisfactory relationships with others.

Internalization of an object relationship involves splitting of the ego into parts
that, when repressed, constitute internal objects that stand in a particolascioas
relationship to one another. This internal relationship is shaped by the nature of the
original object relationship and is potentially modifiable by subsequent expeaedc
relationships (Ogden, 2004).

Interactions with primary caregivers are internalized and establishipsy
structure Psychic structure in turn shapes and influences all future relationships and
expectations of self and othdihese ideas were applicable for this study because
participants experienced significant unanticipated changes in theargroaregivers and
relationships. One focus of this study was to discern how significant changes suirthi
impacted psychic structure. This study sought to understand the thoughtgstesatid
intrapsychic modifications required of participants who experienced changasental
sexual orientation, their family structure, and relationship with their paremntslhas
how establishing a relationship with another potential caregiver, the steppare
influenced internal object relations and one’s sense of self and other. Psychadynami
concepts relevant to the development of psychic structure resulting from irdatioali

of interactions and relationships with primary caregivers provided thewirarkdérom
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which to explore how each participant intrapsychically and interpersonallysgexte

these events and changes.

Literature Related to the Theoretical Framework

Object Relations

Object relations theory was selected to interpret the data from thys $tusl
general ternobject relationsvas used to refer to an individual’s interactions and
relationships with others. This includes both actual others and internal and imagined
others, the relationship between one’s internal and external object world, and the
significance of these relationships for psychic functioning (Greer®aidchell, 1983).
An object relations theory conceivekthe early relationship between infant and
caregiver as forming internal mental representations and patternsratintg and
relating that are carried forward and repeated with others througleout lif

Object relations theory has as its focus unconscious internal object relations i
dynamic interplay with current interpersonal experiences. These integhabject
relations have a motivating power of their own and shape and influence future attitudes
experiences, and interactions with others (Chessick, 1993; Greenberg & MiteBa)).
An individual’'s intrapsychic psychology informs how one processes and conducts oneself
interpersonally. And, at the same time, the intrapsychic is influenced by isEmper

experiences.
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Identification

Freud’s papers “On Narcissism: An Introduction” (1914/1953b) and “Mourning
and Melancholia” (1917/1953c) implicitgddress object relations and identification with
the object. Together, these papers provide the foundation of later object relations
theorizing. The infant’s first love objects are those who provide care, an angpli
and source of object choiCEhese are the people on whom the infant depends to provide
functions in the service of self-preservation. Freud described a second typectf obj
choice, a narcissistic object choice. This type of relationship is based on a moaelsof
own self (Freud, 1905/1953a). The parent is chosen because he or she represents what the
child is or would like to be. To be loved is the aim and satisfaction in a narcissistit objec
choice.

There are many different types of identifications; the child’s iiishtification
with his or her parents is based on a narcissistic object choice. Identifisagion i
automatic and often unconscious modeling process (Chessick, 1993). This mental process
involves reshaping aspects of one’s ego based on how an individual perceives an object.
Although identification is a primary mechanism responsible for people’s coming to be
who they are, the process continues throughout life and is growth promoting. Freud used
identification to explain aspects of normal development and psychopathology. In “Group
Psychology and the Analysis of the Ego” (1921/1955b), Freud elaborates idgatifees
a normal developmental process leading to ego and superego formation. Ityateali
series of losses occurring in the course of normal development are inevitabtacaald c

to the development of mature psychic structure (Greenberg & Mitchell, 1983).
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Participants in this study experienced a parent’s sexual orientation chamge f
heterosexual to gay or lesbian. This study addressed what happened to a child’s belief
system and sense of self and other when a previously heterosexual parent announced his
or her homosexuality and the parental unit divorced. This study also addressed whether a
change in the parent’s identity and parental relationship produced a changehiidthe
and whether the parent’s declaration of a gay or lesbian identity netaekaita
reorganization of the child’s internal life and representation of himself oglharsl the

parent.

Mourning and Identification

Freud (1917/1953c) thought melancholia involved an unconscious process
ushered in when loss of the object, disappointment, or hurt has occurred and threatened a
relationship with another. An individual in mourning experiences sadness, loss ditintere
in external activities, and lack of interest in others. However, in melancholiasane al
experiences a loss of self-regard not found in mourning. The loss is in regard to
something inside the self. For melancholia to occur, a narcissistic anmbirelbtionship
with another person has been established. After a real or imagmeatito the
relationship occurs, the libido is withdrawn from the person or the relationship and
reinvested into the ego. This results in a regression from narcissistic cipes to
secondary narcissism and the establishment of an identification of the bgbenibved
and hated (due to ambivalence) abandoned object.

The hatred comes to be aimed toward the self and leads to an impoverishment of

the ego, evident by the melancholic’s self-reproaches and lack of selfresie
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actuality, the self-reproaches are reproaches against the formgolgyeet now directed
into the person’s own ego. In this manner object-loss is transformed into ego-loss.
Through self-reproaches, revenge is taken on the original object and the person thus
avoids expressing anger and hatred to the person directly.

In melancholia, object cathexis is replaced by identification. Through the proces
of identification, one experiences a change in the self. The self is atteneskble the
object following object loss. Identification makes it possible to remember and
emotionally replace a lost external object with aspects of oneself modeethaf
object. In this sense, the lost external relationship is replaced by an imeen@gden,

1983).

Object Loss and Its Impact

Bowlby (1982) identified specific internal reactions and external behawvicingd
experiences after loss of or separation from a significant person. Thes chiigl
response is one of protest, reflecting separation anxiety. The child fep&srdend
hopelessness and begins to doubt a reunion with the absent person is possible. Signs of
grief and mourning begin to appear. Finally, the child, in a defensive maneuvereitt prot
from unrelenting psychic pain, detaches from and becomes indifferent to theaexte
world.

The developmental level of participants at the time of the disclosure of the
parent's homosexuality, parental divorce, and subsequent family transitiort imopac
the child reacts and adjusts to the news and loss. Object relationsrdcagyizes how

relational templates established in the family of origin consciously anchscicosly
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establish conditions for how the child reacts and responds to the news and sequelae of the
divorce, changed parental sexual orientation, introduction to the parent’s mame-s
partner, and formation of a new household.

This study addressed whether the parent’s revision of his or her sexual orientation
led to a change in the way the child saw and experienced the parent. It ctdatsepe
changes of this sort could constitute for the child an experience of objedtdtesing
this thinking, the parent the child knew suddenly became different and reflected&@n obje
loss of what was known. Conversely, it was possible some children would expenence t
disclosure as confirmation of something they unconsciously had some sense of or would
validate their perception something was not quite right with that parenthér eit
scenario, participants in this study needed to reorganize their relatiomsafhtparents
and address the absence of the noncustodial parent. This study explored wheather obje
loss or change in one’s relationships with significant others led to profound slmtres
impacted the person’s defenses and coping strategies. Losses of thisdype
potential to be traumatic when considering how trauma shapes the organizatiors of one’
internal schemes and ways of coping with external reality (Hermam&eaKolk,

1987).

Freud wrote that trauma involves overstimulation. He posited that a protective
layer, a hypothetical stimulus barrier, serves to allow only tolerable qearutti
excitation through and thereby protects an individual from overwhelming exteémali s
and actual events, strong emotions, or an accumulation of excitations. For Freud

(1920/1955a), trauma results when damage occurs to this hypothetical stimulus barrie
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and the individual experiences an intolerable quantity of excitation. Freud amnet Bre
noted events become psychically traumatic when a person is unable to integrate an
experience into his or her conscious personality (cited in Laplanche & Pontalis, 1967).
Using a psychodynamic framework to interpret the data, this researat@retiesd the
meaning that participants made of the numerous relational and household changes, the
intrapsychic alterations that had occurred as a result of modificandnssses of
primary caregivers. Additionally, this researcher determined wh#theexperiences

were integrated into their thinking and narrative or were felt as traumatic

Endopsychic Structure

Fairbairn (1941/1952b, 1943/1952a) explained how inevitable parental failures
establish compensatory psychic structure and negatively impact futurenshgs. He
said that psychopathology results from the internalization of objects in resjgons
frustration, deprivation, or unsatisfying relations with parent(s). Intemglbad
attributes of the parent preserves the illusion of the parent’'s goodness arsltlueate
badness in the child. Now it is the child who is bad, not his or her parent. Having the
badness inside brings a sense of control, for if the child can be differentssdatg
parental love and care will resume (Greenberg & Mitchell, 1983).

As the relationship to the parent becomes depriving or frustrating, it is
internalized and repressed. Three internal objects result: the ideal digestm and
responsive attribute of the parent), the exciting object (the promise of fatierattribute
of the parent), and the rejecting object, previously referred to as the irdaebodkur (the

absent and withholding attribute of the parent).
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As a result of repression, the child’s original unitary ego is split. Twodiabgi
egos result and are repressed. The unbound libido previously directed outward to actual
people becomes bound to the abovementioned three internal objects in an internal object
relationship. The remainder of the unitary ego after splitting off of the sabgkljos is
referred to as the central ego, which is bound to and identified with the idedlystjec
remains available for outward direction for relationships with people.

The subsidiary libidinal ego is identified with and bound to an internal
relationship with the exciting object. The subsidiary anti-libidinal ego isiftehtvith
and bound to an internal relationship with the rejecting object. Though the libidmal eg
and anti-libidinal ego do not engage in actual relationships with people, these egos do
influence actual relationships in an effort to recreate relationships oflarsionality—
the promising and rejecting aspect that warranted their formation in theldics.
Repression and the splitting of the unitary ego along with the subsidiary egos bound in
relationship to their internal objects, result in less libido available for estat#nt and
maintenance of relationships with actual people. The severity of repressiqgplitimg) s

is inversely related to the amount of ego remaining available for others.

Conclusion
For one child, alterations in the family may be traumatic, overstimulatimd,
difficult to integrate. Yet, another child may experience the changes iy different
way. Alterations can threaten or enhance one’s sense of self, security, rartadien
and can require new internal and external adaptation. An overarching theory of objec

relations as well as psychodynamic concepts of object loss, trauma, mourning,
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identification, and endopsychic structure, provided a framework upon which this
researcher based her interpretations of the data. These concepts providesheeréde
exploring the intrapsychic alternations required when one experiences clraagpsats
of external, internal, and fantasy life and allowed this researcher wiyeepossible

latent meaning that might otherwise go unnoticed.

Theoretical and Operational Definitions of Major Concepts

An adultis anyone 18 and older who first lived with his or her heterosexual
parents at least 3 years, then lived at least 3 years with one gay or lesbidrapd that
parent’'s same-sex partner.

Experiencesre a person’s self report of his or her own life story.

Heterosexual parentare biological parents, consisting of one male and one
female.

Gay or lesbian parentare the biological father and his new male partner or the
biological mother and her new female partner.

Parent coming ouits one parent acknowledging a previously unacknowledged
gay or lesbian identity.

Parental divorcds the legal dissolution of marriage.

Same-sex stepfamily a family that consists of a biological parent and at least one
child who was conceived in the context of a previous heterosexual marriage and the

biological parent’'s same-sex partner.
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Statement of Assumptions

This researcher made the following assumptions regarding this study: Some
children experience anxiety as a result of parental divorce, learning orer's isagay,
and transitioning to and living in a stepfamily. Object relations theory bayptimary
experiences and relationships create expectations for future expgraceelationships.
The impact these changes have on the child depends on the quality of those early
relations.

Additionally, loss of the object creates internal and interpersonal loss. This
particular change is hard to process because there is no model (internal object
representation) for what or how life will be. A child’s fantasy about self dmet ot
generates certain expectations. A sudden surprise, such as parental diaddsure
subsequent divorce, that does not fit one’s internal fantasy would impact one’s cere sens

of self.
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CHAPTER Il

METHODOLOGY

This exploratory qualitative study used grounded theory procedures as outlined by
Strauss and Corbin (1998) and expanded by Charmaz (2006). Qualitative research is used
when the researcher attempts to understand the meaning or nature of experiences of
persons with problems (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). Accordingly, qualitative reseadsh |
itself to going into the field to find out what people are doing and thinking. Furthermore
qualitative research is used when there is little information known about the topic of
study. The research question of this study explored the dynamic expenétivese who
transitioned from being reared by heterosexual parents to being reayayg biylesbian
parents. As the literature on this specific topic was sparse, using ualiethods was
appropriate.

Specifically, a constructivist grounded theory approach was used. In this
approach, one begins with an area of study and allows theory to emerge from the data,
thereby increasing understanding of the area studied (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). A
constructivist approach does not assume only one reality of data exiss, iteassumes
that multiple realities exist. A constructivist approach studies how and wtgimeants
construct meanings in specific situations; furthermore, it contends theclessaare part

of what they study. Both data and analysis are created from shared ecgreaad
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relationships with participants. Both researchers and research partianergeet
meanings and actions (Charmaz, 2006). The resulting theory is an interpretation of the

data and depends on the researcher’s point of view.

Participant Recruitment

This researcher placed flyers describing the study and requestingihesea
participants in a variety of sources, including colleges in Chicago and its sutnffbe
shops, and bookstores. Gay friendly faith settings and community health centeedrece
letters, flyers, and telephone calls. This researcher also made gressraghout this
study to PFLAG, a support group of parents and friends of people who are lesbian and
gay. In addition, she purchased advertisement spatindy City TimeandChicago
Free Pressgay and lesbian newspapers, as well as on craigslist a@thiteego Reader
COLAGE and other Internet sites specific to gay or lesbian persons (Appendix
received information about this study. Participants also came from reentitma
colleagues and snowball sampling. lecago Readeprovided in a plurality of
participants. The remainder came from the sources indicated above.

Telephone interviews with potential respondents assured they met selection
criteria (Appendix B). Criteria for selection required participants ta lbeaat 18 years of
age, to have first lived with their heterosexual parents at least 3 teehes/e
experienced their parents’ divorce and then to have lived with their gay @mngsbient
at least 3 years. The duration of at leageé&s came from the following: Most acute

stress reactions related to divorce dissipate after the first & yedradjusting to living in
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a newly formed stepfamily can take sevemrs. This researcher hoped to understand
more about participants’ experiences than their immediate reactionsparémtal

divorce and life within the new stepfamily.

Description of Participants
The original proposal called for 20 participants to be interviewed. Twelve women
and eight men who ranged in age between 20 and 45 years old volunteered for the study.
Seventeen participants were Caucasian and three were African Amdneo
participants identified themselves as homosexual. Elpaditipants were contacted for

member checking interviews, but only queticipant chose to respond to the invitation.

Data Collection

Interviews were the data tool. Data were collected via an unstructeestoféace
audiorecorded interview, with the exception of one interview that was conducteith@ver
telephone. That participant lived out of state and a telephone interview was more
convenient than meeting face-to-face. This researcher conducted aleinterData
collection occurred over a 6-month period. One participant was interviewss favi90
minutes each time; the remaining participants were interviewed oclcéa@®0 minutes.
A second interview was optional for all participants and occurred when adtitiona
information was needed or when questions arose after the interview. AlitRppats

completed their interviews without breaks or interruptions. Interviews wéterhthis
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researcher’s work office, participants’ homes, offices, or school, and titetor
Clinical Social Work.

The question asked in the initial interview was, Tell me about living with your
mother and father and about living with your mother and her partner (or father and his
partner).This open-ended question allowed participants the opportunity totkleare
experiencesvithout influence from this researcher. Open-ended questions encourage
unanticipated statements and stories to emerge (Charmaz, Ri@6rach interview
this researcher noted her thoughts, impressions, observations, or questions about the
interview experience in memos. After the recorded interviews wearsctiaed by an

outside professional, the audiotapes were erased.

Interview Process

Each interview began with this researcher describing the study, revidwing
consent form, answering any questions, and obtaining participant signatunes on t
consent form. Some participants appeared eager to talk and began teitiatptie
without needing the opening question. Others waited for direction and after this
researcher asked the open-ended question, they spoke. Participants typieallshibe
interview stating how long they lived with their mother and father and how old they we
when the divorce occurred. Each interview progressed from there in its own way.

Participants received a $10 gift card per interview.
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Data Analysis

Data from the interviews were analyzed in accordance with grounded theory
techniques outlined by Charmaz (2006) and Strauss and Corbin (1998). Transcribed
interviews were broken down and analyzed via initial and focused coding. Initiabcodi
consists of “naming each word, line or segment of data . . . .being open to all possible
theoretical directions indicated by your readings of the data” (Charmaz, 2006, All 46)
interviews were closely examined line-by-line and the data werifeacinto quotes.

Themes emerged and were grouped together to generate initial cateforie
meaning. Categories were refined and continually compared against one andthe
were organized chronologically. Constant comparative methods were employed
throughout data analysis, wherein each incident was compared with othentsitade
identify similarities and differences, both within and among interviews, altpfor
clarification and refinement as well as identification of properties @frgimg categories.
Initial results were shared with 11 participants to obtain feedback andditiag
categories and properties. This process, called member checking, ensucgrhpes’t

experiences were accurately captured and described (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).

Member Checking
Member checking confirmed the accuracy of study results. Eleven pantsi
were contacted via email and asked about their interest in reading andrdomgroa the
results of this study. They represented a range of reactions to the divdbietean

circumstances. Two participants were sent a summary of the chapteis padicipants
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were sent the four chapters in their entirety. Of those participantsadi@gant
provided feedback on the chapters and stated, “It was good to hear about other people in
similar situations. A lot of the parts were very relatable for me, sok §ou got the idea
of everything | said during our interview.” This researcher contacted itteanigng seven
participants and asked for their feedback, but they chose to not respond.

It was possible participants did not provide feedback because the study results
resonated with their experiences. Following this hypothesis, participayfave
believed there was little to correct or modify and therefore did not responidifRas’
anxiety or discomfort revisiting painful parts of their lives may have beether
explanation why they did not respond to the initial invitation to member check or did not
comment on the results. Sharing their story during the interview or having acdess to t
written results may have brought suppressed thoughts and feelings into aw&eness
participants defended against uncomfortable emotions by declining to pagticipa

member checking, an idea elaborated on in Chapter X.

Limitations and Generalizability
Due to the small sample size and recruitment of participants from Chicago,
lllinois, and its surrounding suburbs, the data obtained from this study are not able to be
generalized. Study participants were not representative of the largeatapul he
purpose of this study, as it is for any study that utilizes grounded theory metiasds,

obtain a full and rich understanding of participants’ experiences. The datahfsostuidy
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can be used as a beginning point for additional research on the experience af childre

transitioning from a heterosexual family to a gay or lesbian stelyfa

Statement on Protecting the Rights of Human Subjects

All participants were informed of the potential for some degree of risk involved
when volunteering in this study. Although potential physical or legal risks vegre
anticipated, potential risks included participants’ feeling uncomfortaldéestressed
when recalling and sharing personal history and experiences. If particixpetsenced
severe emotional distress, this researcher was prepared to providdsébecommunity
mental health clinics. No referrals were requested or made.

To reduce further risk, research participants were not members of a clinical
population and were 18 years of age or older. Participants selected for thevstedhot
obligated to participate in the interview and had voluntarily agreed to pamrtichbat
friends or relatives were interviewed.

Regarding the interview itself, the following steps were followed to protec
participants’ well-being. Signed consent forms (Appendix C) were obtained from
participants prior to beginning their interview. To ensure that participamys ful
understood the consent form, this researcher read the consent form aloud and asked
participants to describe their understanding of the study and their paiticipit the
beginning of the interview, participants were reminded they could stop the intextvie
any time for any reason, without consequence. All participants completethtbeirew

without breaks.
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Signed consent forms were kept in a secure file cabinet, accessible omiy by t
researcher. To ensure confidentiality completed transcripts and thisches&amemos
and notes did not contain any identifying information. These documents were
numerically coded and kept separate from signed consent forms, also in aikecure f
cabinet. A transcriptionist, bound by confidentiality, was hired. The transcrigttdid
not have access to names or identities of participants. The audiotapes welraftease
transcription. All data collected will be destroyed fixgars after the dissertation is
approved. No identifying participant data were given in the results of the stiidy. A
participants were informed they could receive, upon their request, a writtemasyior

verbal report of the study’s results.
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CHAPTER IV

INTRODUCTION TO THE RESULTS

Each participant’s story is unique, but this study is a summary represantin
collective voice for all 20 participants. The study results are groupedintaniajor
chronological categories. These categories describe experadrasicipants who
transitioned from living in a heterosexual family to living in a same-spfamily.

These participants experienced a change in the sexual orientation of teeirgiar one
parent disclosed he was gay or she was lesbian. Participants were subsegaeutlyy
the now gay parent and new partner in a same-sex stepfamily. Particijzeriereced
changed relationship and household configurations when they transitioned from one
household to another. Chaos and strained family relationships stemmed frorh marita
distress in the intact family and continued or intensified for a significaet peeriod

after. Parental secrecy about being gay or lesbian and involved in a sareasexship
flourished. These factors negatively impacted participants’ ability kectefnd integrate
the relational and structural changes they experienced transitioning feofaroity

home to another.

Although not every participant reported having a happy childhood with parental
bliss and pleasurable family encounters, a fair number of participants begéor lihe

most part, feeling cared for by their parents. Household stability, positivetalenad



61
parent-participant relationships created the foundation for participantstlgand
established a sense of safety in the world and with others. Regardless of ho
longstanding or severe any parental conflict was, deterioratingtphrelationships and
household upheaval wreaked havoc on participants’ lives, shattered whatevef sense o
stability they felt, and negatively impacted the care they receivemr&ess of whether
participants were cognizant of marital trouble, they were shocked and destpdgsed
when told their parents were going to divorce. The category Creation of liadbdit
highlights what life was like living with their parents before they divoaad how the
participants felt and responded to being told their parents were to divorce. {Egisrga
comprises eight properties: A Good Enough Beginning, Family Routines to Count On,
Being Cared For, Signs of Trouble, Chaos Begins, One Parent Protected Medrom
Other, | Didn’t Feel Cared For, and Caught Off Guard.

The category Loss of Family Constellation follows. This categopjoeas the
period of time beginning with participants or parent moving out of the intact nuclear
family home to living in a single-parent family home with noncustodialatisn to
living in a same-sex stepfamily. Significant disruption occurred during thes period.
Losses and changes were prominent, be they relational, tangible, or ecortae. T
losses and changes were felt not only by participants but were also evidémtr$o ot
outside the family. Family relationships and routines, once so prominent and growth
promoting, evaporated. Participants were no longer contained and nurtured by the
parental unit, and the predictability of the household and their development was

compromised. Participants who had positive relationships with parent@&dex family



62
members, or significant others received some buffering from the sti@én® changing
family circumstances and living arrangements. Participants expedi¢ine loss of their
parents’ relationship and withessed the beginning of their parents’ newwrrelaps.
Ambiguity surrounding the nature of the parent’s new intimate gay relationsthip a
household composition was prominent. Properties of Family Changes Begin and Cause
Strain, Losing Family Members, Disorganization and Changed Relationsimascial
Changes, Care from Others, and Parents’ Dating are included in this gategor

The category Chaos Intensifies During Family Reorganization describes
participants’ life living in the same-sex stepfamily. Pares¢glrecy or vagueness
regarding their homosexuality and the nature of the new household lefipzentiscoereft
and confused. Unresolved conflictual relationships with parents persisted and often
deteriorated even more during this time period. The new family and household routines
were not stable enough for participants to regain the sense of safety any feeyihad
while in the intact family household. Participants spoke of extremes in parehtgg; t
were neglected by their parents and left alone or were not trusted amdmvier too
much control.

For most, living with their stepparent was difficult—at times intensely
antagonistic—but a small group had a warm relationship and benefited from cotitact wi
that person. Participants had no frame of reference to draw from and no narratiakto spe
from to help them understand the changes in their parent, family composition, and
relationships. Participants did not know other gay families. They felt diffeneintad

few, if any, people to help them process what they were going through. Reppérti
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Recognition of the Same-Sex Stepfamily, Tumultuous Beginning, FinancialsStra
Being Alone, Relationship with Stepparent, Losing Connection with Parent(s), and
Keeping Quiet depict participants’ thoughts, feelings, relationships, andenqes
while living in this family.

Some participants had an easier time adjusting to their parents divorce and
moving into a same-sex stepfamily, but overall the category Stalmhzzdptures
participants’ efforts and success in regaining control of themselves anduéeir li
Participants reflected on their lives, reached out to others, and mads &ffonderstand
who they were and how their experiences shaped them. They had goals and future plans.
Increased maturity and cognitive abilities allowed participants to @enand sometimes
understand their parents’ behaviors and viewpoint. Participants had more influence in
how they wanted to interact with their family, and made efforts to improve or lim
relationships with their parents, stepparents, and extended family members. The
properties in this category are Isolations Ends, | Struggled but Survivedgdadre

Understanding and Empathy, and It's My Life Now.
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CHAPTER V

CREATION OF INNER STABILITY
That was the only home we knew, we grew up there, it was warm.

Well, living with my mom and my dad it was, well, towards the
beginning of my life it was great.

The category Creation of Inner Stability describes participafddiving with
their parents and how participants felt and responded to being told their parents were
going to divorce. This category comprises eight properties: A Good Enough Beginni
Family Routines to Count On, Being Cared For, Signs of Trouble, Chaos Begins, One
Parent Protected Me from the Other, | Didn’t Feel Cared For, and Catighu&rd.

This chapter describes how family relationships, parental ministratioths, a
household routines fostered participants’ growth and development. Although not every
participant had clear or conflict free early memories of living witlir {herents, several
felt safe and secure living in their home and felt bonded to one another. However, as
participants were exposed to the decline of their parents’ relationsHigr &selings of
being cared for and connected to each other abated. Participants went from haging som
sense of safety in the world and with others to a state of uncertainty. Thielglfeéned,
alone, and confused. Hostility and instability permeated the household and parental

relationship and participants’ quality of life suffered. News of theirmgarelecision to
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divorce was traumatic, except in cases where participants were exposeshtalpa
violence or were abused themselves. Then the news brought relief and hope for a more

peaceful living arrangement.

A Good Enough Beginning

The 20 participants in this study can be roughly divided into two groups: those
who lived with their mother and father from birth until approximately age % yeat
those who lived with their mother and father from birth until approximately agedr3.
Participants whose experiences did not fit into these two general groupingd feorg
living with their parents for only a few months to living with them for 8 yddisst
participants who lived with their parents until adolescence recalled thigit@anid-
childhood as a generally positive time in their life. For the most part, theyithoiug
themselves as having been well-adjusted children. At that point in time they we
generally pleased with both life inside the family and the qualitglationships with and
between their parents. Participants came to view their parents—individodllgs a
couple—and their family life as “normal.” Normal meant not feeling or bdifigrent,
and some connected this to having a mother and father.

If the parental divorce occurred when participants were young (for this study
young was defined as around age 5), the divorce became a fact they éslladawn,
with few specific memories of the intact family or the divorce itseleSEhparticipants’
actual memories of living with mother and father were few and fadddct, several did

not remember living as a family unit. They recalled only fragmented slefaihe house
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they lived in, family vacations taken, or holidays spent together. These parscipeted
it was difficult for them to discern what they actually rememberesiugestories they had
been told by others.

All participants felt some connection to other members of their family aed k
their being in the family, regardless of how long, meant they were pataajea group.
This was true even with participants who received little parental carersgsséd
parental arguments and hostility. Memories of the intact family umiesented their
previous life, and as such, contained emotion and meaning unique to each participant.
These memories established a tie that united past and present. Onegpadjoeculated
he would always remember the address and phone number of his first house, as it
connected him to his mother, who later abruptly and painfully left when she ended her
marriage to his father. He held on to the specific details of his family hasisleis
memory represented so much more, namely, his early relationship wittothisr.

For some, the parental relationship was not overly problematic nor did it draw too
much of participants’ attention. These participants felt secure enoughrifathiy, and
this meant psychological attention was available for their investmerdge Haely
cohesive experiences helped participants feel safe and secure anchestablis
foundation for their growth and development. This was illustrated by one partisipant’
comment she and her sibling were “probably off just doing our own thing” predivorce.
She navigated the developmental tasks of childhood with a burgeoning sense of

accomplishment and success. Good enough early experiences, relationshipsiland fam
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interactions created expectancy for ongoing attentive parentaleseme@lsparticipants

anticipated would continue.

Family Routines to Count On

For a fair number of participants, family routines were established atitesene
for life in the family. Routines were something these participesiisted on and
therefore provided them with a sense of parental and household stability abiityeli
Daily routines contributed to participants’ sense of cohesion and securitgif2ais felt
they were part of a family that functioned effectively. One paditipecalled, despite
having occasional sibling arguments, “everything ran smoothly.”

Particular days of the week held special significance. The regubdufiireparing
for and going to school was one of the most prominent routines for a number of
participants and their family. Their parent or parents frequently took themdtfrom
school, and after school participants played with their friends. Days often eitded w
dinner as a family, followed by completing homework or watching televisiardef
bedtime. Participants learned from their parents. They received help froipatent
with school assignments, had extra coaching and practice witlc@xicalar sports, and
learned to speak the native language of the parent.

Through norms in daily living, participants came to know what their parents
expected of them, whether it was to help with housework, complete schoolwork, or strive

for success. Family rules and norms were communicated in a manner that allowed
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participants to know what behaviors and attitudes were and were not acceptable. This
helped participants feel secure; knowing their parents were in charge guidtesn.

Participants learned about themselves and each other through participating in
daily routines. Although sometimes taken for granted, routines allowed pantigito
develop a distinct sense of self and other along with guidelines for the rdtesezacn
was to play. This was illustrated by one participant, who described this time pehied of
life as going to school, helping out at home, and ending the day doing homework while
her parents watched television or “whatever people do after work and school.”
Additionally, routines helped transmit family values from parent to particijiBambg
raised to put the family first and to be loving and respectful towards each othar wa
common family value transmitted through routines.

Even though a few participants spoke of this as being a stressful period in their
life; an even greater number of participants knew what to expect from othersiatedpe
with what they needed to do themselves, and had dependable relationships with their
mother and father. In addition to there being little participant-parent cprifiere was
very little conflict between their parents. Occasional parental argarhadtlittle impact
on participants. Overall, for many participants, the structure and predigtabfamily
life, parental interactions, and the particular relationship with each gastated

participants’ development.
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Being Cared For

Participants whose parents divorced when participants were very youngnhad f
memories of life with their parents, whereas the majority of partigpahbse parents
divorced when the participants were early adolescents felt cared fog@orted their
needs were met by one or both parents. The latter participants felt imparthegévaral
connected this feeling to actual physical care they received fronp#rents or to being
able to cuddle close to them when they were younger.

Some participants looked back and recalled this period as one of relative
tranquility between themselves and their parent or parents. Several repqéethh s
relationship with one parent. Participants and parents enjoyed being togethiad. Spec
memories of fun times together remained and brought nostalgia as time pelsstter
it was physical or emotional care, a special bond developed between participant and
parent. One said, “He was my daddy when | was little and | remember hingput on
his shoulders walking to the store, | remember being little, fishing.”

Another reported, “I liked the growing up from baby to puberty.” He elaborated
how the best memory of his younger years was resting on his mother’s lap andg hea
her heartbeat as he fell asleep. He felt surrounded and protected by his ncatiger’s
Extended family members were often involved and some took on a caretaking role.
Whether extended family members lived nearby, across the country, or on atliffere
continent, warm relationships with extended family members added to parscCipamte

of being loved and cared for.
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Although the families’ possessions varied in degree and quahgtyamily, for
the most part, had enough economic, housing, and emotional resources to foster
participants’ development. Whether it was attributed to having parents who wer
employed or to extended family members who helped the family finanathost all
participants had a stable place to live—the majority in a home—clothes toandapys
to play with. Some had their own car to drive, or attended a private schodipaats’
birthdays were celebrated and there were family outings of going to the aoiesor
museums. Participants’ statements that “I was very pampered, | wolllor Sayas
very well taken care of” revealed family circumstances and thaweany of them felt

during this period.

Signs of Trouble
An end to these blissful years approached. The majority of participardsdot
increased parental irritability. Their parents appeared unhappy and comiad hess
with them than before. Anger was more palpable in the home. Participants heard
screaming and arguing, saw their parents in foul moods, and either witnessd¢d a
violence or heard threats of violence. They saw their parents throw objeots @tother
and observed their parents manipulate and control each other.

We were watching TV one night and my father was saying something about

Nixon and he went into the bathroom and closed the door. My mother is sitting
there, she went back to the dinner table—and I’'m watching this—she picks up
this heavy porcelain ashtray and she walks out to the bathroom. She opens the
door and there is my father sitting on the toilet and she goes, “Once again, we do
not say that word in this house,” meaning Republican or something like that, and
slings that ashtray at him. Bing, right in the head. Closes the door, looks at me,
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smiles. | mean it was just, wow. Eventually he’d come out and he would get really
quiet and go back and sit on the sofa. And then it would be quiet for a while.

Participants noticed a change in the emotional climate in the home. Participants
commented on the serious tone both in the house and between the parents. Having fun
together as a family began to disappear and family interactions becameotecand
scheduled. Parental energy went to dutifully completing what needed to be done, taking
children to doctor’s appointments or to school; at the same time, family farahch
spontaneous pleasurable interactions decreased.

Some participants were brought into the conflict itself when one parent told them
about the other parent’s transgression. They were informed of parental alwodm| a
violent acts, poor money management, or extramarital affairs. Somedeatie parent
tried to cover up or minimize marital difficulties. One participant noted, “Mald
hustle us off somewhere when Dad was not doing well.”

Some participants reported they kept busy with their own lives, friends, and
school activities. Although these participants knew their parents argugdlidhsot
want to know about the parents or family problems. They constructed an alternative
reality to maintain the illusion nothing had changed with the significant othersrin the
lives. Denial and other defenses helped these participants believe aleltand feel
safe. This allowed them to maintain an internal sense of cohesion andystigsibite
parental and household upheaval.

Sometimes differences between their parents’ relationship and theddsfrie
parents’ relationships were observed and prompted participants to realize sgmethi

not quite right with their parents’ relationship. One participant witnessechlsoparents
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tried to dominate and control each other and found this lacking in other relationships he
observed. As he got older he thought, “It didn’t make sense; you obviously didn't really
like each other . . . and then I noticed it was fake, it was fake. Yeah, and thereldreali
there was no family there.”

Ultimately, many participants came to the conclusion their parentsmwathappy
and their relationship was not going well. Whether this nascent awarerseagnated
to increased parental acrimony and conflict or to participants’ own ryagéuna growing
sophistication in interpersonal relationships, they could no longer deny some#sng
wrong. They did not reach out for support or guidance and did not tell anyone how they
felt or if they were worried by what they withnessed and heard. “That whsdammon
for me to just be quiet, to just shut up and be quiet until it [parent argument] all passed.”
Their silence illustrates a defensive effort to minimize or disavow tineiasiness
regarding the deteriorating parental relationship. However, for a gnoailb of
participants, life in the home and the parents’ relationship did not change or rgveal an
indication of trouble. In those homes, parents appeared as happy as before, and
participants continued to feel the same sense of well-being and secuefpi@Es Hhey
did not see early signs of strain; rather, they learned of the marital tanlplafter the
parents separated.
Parents’ interests, friendships, and love object changed. New relationships began

and caused tension in the marital relationship. Some participatnted their parent
spent more time with others or with a particular person outside the/fabaitasionally,

they were introduced to their parent’s new friend, mostly referred tdrind but, in
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one instance, as a distant member of the family. At this point, many pamtgigid not
believe the parent’s new relationship and outside interests caused agg thére
parent and participant relationship or participants’ sense of stability iarhi/f For
those families where the parent was involved in an extramarital romdatiomship,
participants were not aware of the nature of this relationship, did not pay it any
significant amount of attention, nor were they concerned about it in any wégidaats

did not attribute any growing parental tension to this relationship.

Chaos Begins

While there were participants for whom life in the family home was fillgd w
conflict and chaos from the beginning of the parental relationship, as tinesl mhsos
was evident in the house and family system for the remaining participamity FRaes
and routines once so prominent began to disappear. One or both parents had trouble
parenting and this negatively impacted participants’ sense of being &ieeof @and
protected.

Participants were now privy to a regression in parents’ behavior. Paisyed s
out late, associated with problematic friends, and spent money impulsively. One
participant recalled a time when her father stole items from his work.ddglrthem
home, and his wife, the participant’s mother, exploded in anger and disbelietaPare
fights escalated and participants were uneasy and uncomfortable withheshat t

witnessed.
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Parental use of alcohol or other drugs began or increased. Participants were
exposed to parental drug use in various manners. Drug paraphernalia was finend |
home and parents brought friends home and drank or used drugs together. Participant
were uncomfortable with this change in their parents’ behavior and some coped by
staying away.

My dad used to be a hardcore alcoholic; you could smell the alcohol through his

skin even when he took a bath. He would sweat it out and it would come out

through his skin. And he would be like, “I just took a bath,” and we would be like,

“Daddy you still stink, you need to be desanitized and dipped in some bleach and
have your body cleaned out.”

Parental supervision was lacking as their judgment gave way. Fane$y rul
became lax. Some participants spent more time alone or with friends, otersotrio
be home, hoping to avoid impending upheaval. Participants had too much freedom
despite needing containment and limits previously provided by parental rules.
| would do whatever struck my fancy. . . . Instead of going home from school |
would go with my friends. . . . If | wanted to do drugs, that was fine. If | wanted to
bring people home and have sex in the house, that was fine. If | wanted to do

whatever | wanted to do as long as it didn’t kill me or light the place down, that
was fine.

Family relationships began to suffer as parental conflict began to contarhmate t
household. At times this turned parent against parent, parent against child, and sibling
against sibling. Conflict was abundant and parents were described as ematignyal, a
and out of control. One parent and participant regularly left the family homeaonly
return: “It was like back and forth, back and forth, my mom wolklel, lihey will go back,
stay a couple of months. | think one time we stayed almost 5 years.” At tinlingsi

bonded together to care for and protect one another.
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For some patrticipants, the beginning of a parent’s same-sex extraaital
brought chaos into the home. These participants were exposed to extreme neglect and
abuse during the time their parent was involved in the affair.

When | was 4 or 5 years old, we’d go over to her friend’s house. They were

alleged lesbian lovers. She was a married woman with a family and while’t was

being watched by my mom this woman’s husband was molesting my brother

and I.

My mom had gone out; | don’t know if she went out with [her girlfriend] that day

or if she went out with her sister and her mother. | don’t know what my father had

planned but | had come home from my part-time job and he had overdosed by

taking Xanax. And I think, | just remember vaguely them walking him down the

front stairs and putting him in the car and taking him to the emergency room. |

don’t know if at that time they pumped his stomach but he survived that.

Sometimes conflict was related to the parent’s effort to deny the homosggxuali
causing strains on the marriage: “My dad was a big alcoholic when they watedn
because he was hiding who he really was. He told me about that.” Although for a very

small group of others, the parent’s same-sex attraction brought a lessiaus@hd to

the marriagand an open disclosure to the children.

One Parent Protected Me from the Other
Being at home did not always feel safe. Parental behaviors and growing tension i
the family incited a sense of fear in many participants. In some fanthie non-
offending parent tried to intervene to reestablish the now non-existent straicture
protect the participant. For some, this meant one parent filled a void or tried to take
charge when the other parent was emotionally unstable or absent. Participants we

ushered out of the house when tension was high and received special caretaking from the
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non-offending parent. Participants witnessed the non-offending pardotts ¢ soften
criticism or to restate harsh words from the other parent. Parentsi@dstotget the other
parent out of the house in an effort to separate family memahdrg protect participants.
Many times the other parent was unable to allay participants’ fears. Nawdiif)
parents’ efforts to improve their situation did not always benefit or reassticgaants.
Participants spent more unsupervised time with the unstable parent when the non-

offending parent worked or attended school for an advanced degree.

| Didn’t Feel Cared For

The overall feeling of being bonded together as a family lessened agpattic
felt a change in the quality of their relationship with their parents. They begmestion
how much they were loved, wanted, or viewed as special by their parentspRatsi
were scared and confused. Some experienced parental care resulting from a now-
perfunctory parent-child relationship rather than from the parent’'s meenjoyment of
being together or interest in the participants’ well-being. And still stbeuld not bond
with their parent and felt uncomfortable being with them. One participantloeshis
relationship with his father: As he got older, he realized more and more heviadittélt
connected to his father. He felt criticized and never able to please his father

His presence a lot of times made me uncomfortable and it wasn’t just his

personality. | always felt judged, | don’t know why. It never affectgdoehavior

but I always felt judged when he was there. . . . | never could feel a relgbonshi

with him. Growing up, as young as | can remember, it was never emotional, it
was just cerebral.

The amount of time participants and parents spent together ch&agedts

worked, attended school at night, and were absent from the home when they traveled
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away for business trips. Participants felt their parent’s physical edaséome were
relieved to have a respibem parental conflict; most felt alone and sad. If the family did
spend extended amounts of time together, while taking a vacation, for exampfeltthey
strain and angst.

The acrimonious parental relationship was now affecting the parent-panticipa
relationship. Some believed when one parent was upset with the other parerst, the f
parent took it out on the participant. In some instances parental conflict spilled over onto
participants, and they were yelled at more than before or they weregliy/sic

Participants went on guard and were hypervigilant. They developed vaaiet\s s
measureso keep out of harm’s way during parental arguments or parental irtytabi
They learned to sense danger and rising tension and to stay away from thiatipare
other cases, participants yelled back or initiated an argument with themtpar
sometimes to protect themselves, sometimes to protect their other parent.

| heard the struggle that was going on and | just didn’t feel like takaogyinore.

| opened up my door and my mom and dad were pretty much going at it. |

remember going after my father because he was basically on top of my mother
and with his hands around her neck.

In the most extreme cases, participants experienced traumatic or permanent
abandonment by a parent. Whether it was a parent’s suicide attempt omaédra
departure of a parent, participants’ sense of stability in their most grielationship

ended.
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Caught Off Guard
Regardless if participants recognized signs of marital striferoained unaware
of their parents’ problems, being told about their parents’ divorce caught many
participants off guard. These participants were terribly shockedydgrdid not

anticipate a divorce would occur. Many cried and screamed hysteritadlyspecifics of

the conversation could not always be remembered, but many remembered theisthought

feelings, and reactions clearly.

| remember exactly when they told me and my brother that they were goieg to g

divorced. However they explained it, | just remember knowing they weren’t
pulling my leg, they were basically, they were really going to split uprrfeoit
was just, | just remember thinking it was really hard to imagine life without
having a mom and a dad together, it was really strange.

My brother had a TV in his room and we were watching television. And my father
came in and | don’t remember what he said, | remember he told us and I just cried

and cried and cried. | was just crying hysterically. | went out and tadketyt
mom about it because | thought this can’t be right. If | talk to her then fimdll

out that it’s all not happening. And so then | went out to talk to her and she was

just crying and crying, so then | knew that it was really happening.

Others, who were given minimal explanation for the divorce or were not told
anything until after the divorce was finalized, came to their own conclussgasding
why their parent was leaving or why they were moving. For some participantsasons
their parents divorced were not obvious and the news confused them; others pieced
together the divorce was in response to parental conflict; and still otheghthbeir
parents departure was a rejection of them. “I was saddened by it becalrselraiw
why my father left. | thought he chose to leave.” Another stated:

| don’t know, | just would, | don’t know how divorces go because obviously |

hadn’t had one myself but they just, | assume that people argue or talk about it at
least before it happened which | don’t even, | don’t remember that happening, |
don’t remember them disagreeing, | don’t remember them fighting. | don’t
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remember anything about the immediate times before they split up. lustas |
normal stuff. My parents split up but at the time we didn’t know why. It was
weird. | don’t know how it was even said to us. If | try to think about it, | don’t
even remember the day we moved. | don’t remember things about it. . . . We
never really talked about it. . . . But we didn’t hear about anything until it was
already done.

Yet others, perhaps too young to understand the potential ramifications of the
conflict at home, were also confused about the divorce or the parent’s absegce. The
heard the words from their parents but were too young to understand what the words
actually meant. “There wasn't really a conversation, but | was 5| dke't think | got it.
| didn’t really understand | don’t think.” One participant, whose mother left when he was
5, remembered the specifics of her departure; however he disavowed his emotional
reactions.

| was just a little boy and she stooped down to my level. | remember it very

clearly and the car was right behind her, a white car. And she said “I'm going t

go to the store.” And | said, “Can | go with you?” “No.” And that was it. . . . | was

so young to understand the trauma of it, | think. It wasn’t until later | began to feel
that sense of loss, but back then it just wasn’t seemingly a big deal.

And still another, age 4 when her parents divorced, illustrates efforts acthmd
changes happening in the home.
This specific image | have is standing at the top of the landing of our stdirs a
Dad brings this bed out . . . | remember demanding he bring the bed back. | was
like, “Dad, you better bring that bed back here in 15 minutes, bring it back.” So |
think 1 didn’t really understand if | was demanding he bring the bed back in 15
minutes nor did | understand he was moving out.
Quite possibly she speaks for those too young to remember the utter confusion and fear
felt when familyrelationshipsaandthe householdcomposition changed as they saw their

parent move out of the house.
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On the other hand, if parents maintained some sense of their earlier ways of being
with the participants, and the immediate living arrangements provided ssemeldlance
to life in the intact family, participants had less than tratimreactions and inner turmoil.
The transition between moving and stuff like that | don’t really remember just
because it wasn’t anything out of the ordinary. They [her parents] wareind
with us or anything, so | guess | don’t remember anything specifically. We

thought it was just going to be, we would still have both of our parents, they just
wouldn’t live together.

Conclusion

This category, Creation of Inner Stability, describes the period in time when
participants lived with their biological parents through the time they wesemed their
parents were to divorce. Most participants experienced a stable beginnimgiameé¢ds
were met. The structure of the intact family and positive parentalomsaips fostered
participants’ growth and allowed them to build trust in others.

Uncertainty and hostility filled the household as the parental relationship
deteriorated. News of the divorce, despite obvious parental conflict, shocked and deeply
saddened participants. Concerns about their safety and well-being and éesamgpf |
contact with their parents occurred.

Properties in this category include A Good Enough Beginning, Family Routines
to Count On, Being Cared For, Signs of Trouble, Chaos Begins, One Parent Protected Me

from the Other, | Didn’t Feel Cared For, and Caught Off Guard.
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CHAPTER VI

LOSS OF FAMILY CONSTELLATION
There was never one moment we didn’t have something. And then
all of a sudden it seemed like when my parents divorced
everything had like ended.

Something had died in our family.

The second category, Loss Of Family Constellation, follows. This chapter
describes a period in time filled with uncertainty, change, and loss agsasetiaxing
transition into a same-sex stepfamily. Properties of Family Charegia Bnd Cause
Strain, Losing Family Members, Disorganization and Changed Relationsimascial
Changes, Care from Others, and Parents’ Dating are included in this gategor

Participants grieved the ending of their parent’s relationship and life akribey
it. The parental divorce did not result in improved family relationships or household
circumstances. Ongoing parental conflict negatively impacted theiparti and parent
relationship. Participants experienced many relational, household, anddirdranges
when they or their parent moved out of the intact nuclear family home and began their
life in a single-parent family home with noncustodial visitation. These ceamge
significant and many times long lasting.

All too often the custodial parent and new household were not stable and many

participants found themselves with less parental guidance, protection, or care.
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Participants lost contact with extended family members and this wasadigptecubling
if it resulted in decreased family support whereas others benefited &renad concern
supplied by significant others.

Participants were deeply concerned their relationship and contact with their
noncustodial parent would suffer, and ultimately this was the case. As partigjpamis
maintaining visitation schedules and going back and forth between their paents
was difficult. Participants wanted to spend more time with friends and this often
conflicted with scheduled visitation. When conflict or pleasurable interactiausred
in noncustodial parent and participant relationships, participants modifieatioisit
arrangements to meet their needs.

This period also led to new adults in their lives when parents began dating
relationships. Parental dating resulted in awareness of previously rerassetzl
sexuality, even more so when the parent began a same-sex relatibtashyiparents
were secretive about their same-sex attraction and did not disclose theyayere
lesbian. Ambiguity and confusion about the nature of the parent’s new relationship were
prominent, yet participants’ development led them to question the nature qfaresit’s
relationship. Strained family relationships, parental secrecy, chatig &rrangements,
and participants’ reactions to living in a gay or lesbian headed household were not
conducive to help participants reflect on or articulate their experiences, thaumghts
feelings about the changed sexual orientation of their parent and their newfarghtif

household configuration.
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Family Changes Begin and Cause Strain

Participants experienced significant changes in their lives, relatpmdiving
arrangements, and routines as they transitioned from living in an intact nacheigrtb
living in a single-parent family with noncustodial parent visitation. Theaeges were
in rapid succession and caused a great deal of turmoil. Life as they kneswgbme
They were destabilized by the endwfgheir parents’maritalrelationshipandloss of
what they had with both parents. “Something was going to have to give in my life.
thought, ‘Oh, no, I am in this perfect little family—or what | thought perfes—wand
then | am derailed.” They experienced upheaval and had doubts about what would
happen to them and their family. One participant reflected on this immediataftier
her parents’ divorce:

It just rocked my world. . . . Everything | felt safe and secure about was no longer

safe and secure. So that was the first part of it is, it shakes your foundation

entirely. Then there was all of this wondering what’s going to happen now and
how will my life be.

Participants either moved out of their family homes to new living arrangsroe
witnessed one parent move out and they stayed in the home. For many of those who
remembered this period, their parent’s departure occurred within a fewftayseing
told of the divorce and participants were overcome with sorrow when sepacated f
their parent.

Oh that was terrible. God was that terrible. Well, it was being ripped oy

well, all you've ever known. Plus we are being traumatized, we moved 200 miles
away. And it just tore our [siblings] hearts out every time we had to leadady
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In contrast, a few others did not have an intense negative reaction. Thisaccurre
in families where participants were exposed to parental violence or luesech
themselves. Participants often felt great relief to be separatedlifie abusive parent.
My mom, she didn’t make a lot of money, but she ended up getting an apartment
for myself and her. We didn’t have very much when it came to furniture or
anything like that. If | remember right, for the first year we wbere we had a
couch and a television in the living room...And in my room we actually didn’t

have very much either, my father refused to even give me a bed. When it was just
the two of us | felt a lot happier. | felt like 1 didn’t have to worry about as much.

Another participant remembered this conversation with his mother:
He [Dad] was there [when I left] and | came home and | was like, “Where’s
[Dad]?” “Gone, gone, you never have to worry about him again.” And | was like,

“Oh, okay. Well, can | have the room, can | have his room?” It was a reliedslt w
like ooh, ooh, party started, that kind of thing.

A small number of participants no longer had contact with their noncustodial parent
whether by parental abandonment or interference from the custodial patent an
prevention of contact.

As time progressed, many participants changed residences in what seemed to
them to be on a too-frequent basis. One participant stated “In my life, betduaseang
divorced parents, | think | moved 12 times.” A small number of participants moved eithe
to a better neighborhood or from an apartment into a house; however, most moved to a
comparable or slightly worse living arrangement. These moves werepodi@aptedoy
parent’s changed financial status and led to a change in participesiylé as well.

While some participants moved within the same town and therefore did not have to
change schools, many changed schools and friends, with repeated beginning and ending

relationships and routines.
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My mother, she just couldn’t keep us in a place, so we were always moving from

place to place. It was just interesting because | could never figure owtavhy

kept on moving and why that kept happening . . . it felt like once you had

everything set up you were packing up and going again.
Some experienced not only changes in their own residence, but the noncustodial parent’s
living arrangements too. “My father went from living with my uncle to livigh my
aunt to living in an apartment to living with my aunt again to buying a house, to getting
married and buying a house.”

Having their living arrangements change heightened participf@eigigs of
anger, tension, and uncertainty. They began to dread future changes, as theyr prim
relationships and living arrangements no longer provided a solid safe base tcodnaw fr
and rely on as a source of permanence, direction, and guidance. Participanisbitohe
becameaas unsettled as their external world. One participant described thistask* t
was just so stressed out about everything. There was just a lot going on.” Another
commented:

| was mad a lot. Just mad about the whole situation. | was mad | didn’t have either

of my parents anymore. . . . | was mean to my little brother even though he was
really the only person I had but at the time | didn’t know. | was just mad.

However not all participants had negative reacttortke changes. These
participants enjoyed making new friends and being in new scenarios. Sobwedtts]
when they turned to others for support; however, very few participants received
counseling. Talking and being with friends with divorced parents helped them &el les
alienated and different from others. They attributed their present dayilitgand

independence resulting from their adaptatioditferent people and situations.
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Losing Family Members
Regardless if visitation arrangements were established quickly aradpzants
had frequent and predictable contact with their noncustodial parent, concertoalmgut
contact with him or her was apparent.
My friend’s telling me, “Oh yeah, first your dad’s going to say he’ll gae every
weekend and all the time and then it will be every other weekend and then it will

be once a month and then you will never see him again.” Devastating.
Devastating.

Those who had a joint physical custody arrangement enjoyed frequemtapaoastact,
“It was great to see both parents when | was a kid.” Others expedielecreased contact
immediately after the separation or divorce.
We only did every other weekend, we spent the weekend with him and then in
between those weekends, weekends we didn’t spend with him, we spent Friday

with him and just had dinner and then we would go home. So, we didn’t spend a
whole lot of time.

Another participant shared how he felt after his mother left: “We didn’t haveyreamgl
contact at all, from age 5 to 17 we had very little contact. | think there wagetiesal
numbness, then compounded numbness because of my mom.”

Very few spoke of the other parent’s helping them maintain the connection, but
when he or she did, it was something participants noted and remembered.

| remember a lot while | was a child really missing my fathenmlember really

missing him when | was a kid. | remember certain times just sayinwgnt to

see Dad. | really want to see dad now.” And then she would drive me over to his

house on just some random day that wasn't a visitation day or anything. She was
good about it.

Maintaining contact with the noncustodial parent often meant the participant w&nt ba
and forth to both parents’ homes and this brought its own unique set of troubles.

Participants went back and forth from parent to parent and some felt disryptetd b
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having a permanent place to call home. They had new routines and a new living
arrangement to adjust to. Some attempted to recreate aspects of the fangiyadr life
in their family home as they once knew it.

| built my own room, actually. It [father’s place] was a one-bedroom apartment

and | had a twin bed, which could have been built up into a bunk bed. . . . But

instead of putting up a bunk bed | put . . . a sheet across that and stapled it to the
wall. So | had a little square in the living room that was my room. So | built
myself a room. It was my own space. | liked that room. It was a nice room.

A small group made a distinction between feeling disruption in their routines
versus feeling unsettled and uneasy themselves. For these participanta) parent
relationships buffered the strain of adjusting to the new family circumstamckliving
arrangements.

| mean the lifestyle was different just because we had to go betweervibese

houses all the time, so it was different. . . . | think their main goal at that pant wa

just to make sure we were happy. . . . | guess it’s kind of weird, but basically it
was kind of like a similar life just instead of being together it was beibgdis

house one part of the week and being at Mom’s house the other. But otherwise

they both seem to love us the same and it wasn't really different as far as our

relationship from them | guess in that way.

As participants grew and had more involvement with their own peer group, going
from one parent’'s home to another meant participants missed out on social aetdties
time with friends if these plans conflicted with regular parental visitationeSoade
friends at both parents’ homes whereas others felt isolated and alone whieg thsiti
other parent, not knowing anyone or having anyone to play with.

| was sort of left out when | was with my mom and missing half of what was

going on and just really uncomfortable. | felt really out of place and bored and

kind of lonely when | was with my dad.

As participants’ relationships with their noncustodial parent changed, so did their

attempts to alter custody arrangements. Although some participantstahase more
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stability in their life led them to decrease the frequency they wentarmatkorth between
their parents’ homes, most participants altered visitation based on theanghgi with
their parent and the psychological stability of the parent. Some parttsikept their
worries to themselves and did not tell their parent their concerns about being with the
noncustodial parent. They were not certain of their parent’s ability to prb&uatand
did not want to worry or burden them. Other times the parent, sensing the participant
needed more stability, suggested altering visitation to spend longer timeagh parent.
Some participants believed their noncustodial parent was not concerned abowitheir
being but was concerned with getting his or her fair share after the diftwsancluded
how much time was spent with each parent, and participants felt like a pawn passed ba
and forth between households. “The going from house to house, sometimes three times in
a week. There is no, it was fair for both parents because they got to see lus thalét
but it wasn’t fair to us.”

Participants grew more frustrated with the relationship and situation and took
matters into their own hands. They decreased the number of times they visited the
noncustodial parent or set restrictions on when they would go and what they would do.
Contact with the noncustodial parent often centered on dinnertime, and participants went
home to their primary residence. It was difficult to tell the noncustodial pérent
wanted to spend less time together. They did not want to hurt their parent, although many
felt liberated and relief when the decision was finally communicatedringame
parents were angry and cut off or significantly lessened ¢fffeirt to contact participants,

and the relationship grew more distant. Participants in turn felt incrediblahdidngry.



89
To defend against feelings of profound rejection, seviratloped an attitude of
indifference as well, and both parent and participant withdrew from each other.

Some participants spoke of the noncustodial parent, often the father, not being
able to or not knowing how to raise and care for them. Some believed their parents’
marriage, particularly the influence of one parent over another, creatéidstumiof
being parented by two parents. Having unsupervised contact with the noncustodial parent
proved frightening and overwhelming and led to increased distress. “| stattadet
panic attacks because every weekend | was with my father and | didn‘toA@there.”
Another said,

| was 5 and | don’t know what I did but he [father] locked me in the closet for an

hour or so and turned off the light. | don’t really remember too much but | do
remember him getting mad at me and he threw me in the closet.

Sometimes the participant acted as a caretaker to their noncustodial Plaient.
had ramifications on participants’ well-being and efforts to psychologisafparate from
their parent.
His house was only clean when | came over to clean it. His dishes were only done
when | did the dishes. He was only prepared for work, he only looked good for an
interview when | picked out the suit, when | said he needed to buy a new suit. He
only had matching socks when | matched the socks for him. That is also a very
difficult situation. | never saw it as odd . . . until | was in high school. | just felt
like he, it was my responsibility to take care of him, not him to take care of me.
Participants having warm relationships with their noncustodial parent wanted to
spend more time together. They felt comfortable being with this parent aniboetlgs
used visitation as respite away from the custodial parent, especially whetati@ship

was conflictual. Weekend visits or summer vacations together went too fastaamd ag

participants took matters into their own hands. They drove themselves to the noncustodial
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parent’s home to spend more time together. They liked the freedom to see this parent
when they wanted, and the relationship benefited. A few ultimately went to livehaith t
other parent.

Siblings were separated when one changed residence to live with a garticul
parent. Occasionally, loyalty battles between parents and childrerecesultide effect
of parental conflict. However it occurred, having a sibling live in another hoeredlt
the amount of contact and relationship between siblings and participants, and tltg major
of participants experienced being away from their sibling as another losg. A change
in parental custody occurred when a sibling needed additional supervision, discipline, or
direction from the noncustodial parent. In these circumstances partionpenetselieved
to have less sibling contact and enjoyed the parental attention and calm household that

resulted.

Disorganization and Changed Relationships

Parents and participants experienced destabilization in the immediate ptarod af
the divorce. Participants were not the only ones who had difficulty adjusting to the
divorce and new circumstances. Usually the parent who initiated the divorddé&drer
than the other parent. Participants were exposed to their parent’s grief,aamysorrow
and sometimes this culminated in deterioration of the parent’s abilityedaranim or
her as well as the participant. Many participants could not turn to their paresopport
and comfort from their pain, nor could they talk to their parent about the divorce or the

other parent. To defend against feelings of guilt or angst, participantseecéive in
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what they shared with their parents and did not talk about the other parent. If they shared
any information at all, they talked about what they did during the other parem’s ti
together in a factual manner.
Whenever | would bring up my mom to my dad, he would go through this whole
range of emotions. He would kind of smile and laugh and then it would turn to

irritation and frustration and then he would get angry and cry. . . . It was tough to
watch my dad cry about my mom . . . he wouldn’t talk about it.

Sometimes participants lost contact with extended family members as well
leaving them with little family support. At times roles were revetiaed participants took
on a parenting role to the parent. One participant spoke of her mother’s drug use and how
she told her mother “to get herself together.” Another commented:
My dad was a different person when my parents split up. He was different. | think
he was probably depressed. | don’t know. | can’t imagine what the reason could
be at the time, | mean if | think about it now | can think of lots of reasons why he

was the way he was but at the time | didn’t care why he was. | was jushatad t
he was.

Many participants were shocked, deeply confused, and traumatized by the
physical or emotional unavailability of their parent or parents. Parainsaince was
obvious and shattered participants’ earlier feelings of stability and secutfiink the
biggest impact that feels sort of sad to me is . . . my relationship with my paeeatsse
| feel . . . betrayed by them that | wasn't protected.”

They missed their parent deeply as the relationship deteriorated. Even though
some felt the physical absence more poignantly, others had a physical mmieettieir
parent or could access them easily in the case of noncustodial parents; nes\etiele
relationship and care they received was different from before and manyafgekéng

as if they were without a parent. “He [father] did cook us breakfast in the mpitning
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wasn't like we were neglected by any means. But he just wasn’t around likedhi® lee
around, emotionally | suppose.”

A very small number of participants were aware of their parent’s effort to
continue to provide as much love and stability as they had earlier, and this benefited
participants greatly.

| still think definitely at first it was like really hard, | mean it wast really

different, really strange. But even though it was strange, again, | thihkjuesa

the fact my mom and dad both, it was really obvious they both really care about

us. | think that really helped us, sort of adjust to it easier, | guess, thareif the
would have been anything wrong going on.

Conflict with the custodial parent was due in part to participant’s belief their
parent was too protective and restrictive with them. Participants wetensd more,
and they believed they had to account for their whereabouts more than othergetheir a
They were frustrated and confused why they were not trusted. Some feltiteaqupe
either the new living arrangements or the financial strains added to theé# @ehaving
little freedom. Some tried to maintain their autonomy and worked or patédipaafter-
school activities and kept away from home. Although some speculated their parent was
afraid of losing them, they resented this treatment and heated argumentomenon.

Like in high school | never figured out, she [mother] always kept a closé watc

me as if | was going to run away or something. She was always jusf tel |
wasn’t doing good enough in school and she just never seemed to trust me.

Custodial parent absences were common and participants were left to form their
own conclusions where their parent was and why he or she was not home. Many missed
having contact with their parent and were lonely and unhappy. They felt his or her
absence made adjusting to the divorce even more difficult. Participants spernimeor

alone and were responsible for more of their own care. How the parent arranged f



93
alternative care for the participant and how this was communicated to thepattic
buffered or heightened feeling alone or neglected. “I didn’t particularhbfabbbout it.
| realized very young my mom had to work, especially after divorcing mgrdtiguess
there’s occasional disappointment in that, but it's not like she didn’t spend time With us
As another explained,
We pretty much did what we wanted. Which is probably not good. We just came
home and my dad wouldn’t be home. . . . He was never around at home, hire us a
babysitter or leave us pizza money. And | don’t know where he went, with friends

or whatever. And not having him be the same person in my life anymore to be
there and talk to and stuff just made it even harder.

In the most conflictual custodial parent and participant relationship, part€ipant
harbored strong negative feelings towards their parent while theyviaitéhe right
time to move to the noncustodial parent’s home. Sometimes this occurred at the end of a
school year, if the move would bring another change in school; sometimes the move
occurred when the other parent attained financial stability or a permavivegt |
arrangement conducive for the participant to live. One participant seci@tdnout of

his mother’s home to live with his father and did not inform her he was leaving.

My dad had helped me move out when she was at work. . . . It is interesting
because when | was 18, she came home one day and | had packed everything up
and left the house. . . . I just didn’t want to have her be there and have her yell at

me as I'm walking out the door.

Siblings tried to compensate for missing parental structure, and their roles
expanded beyond their developmental level. In these instances, siblings looked out for
and protected participants. “Christmas one year he [sibling] gave igeaalaount of
money, $100. We said ‘Why are you giving us each $100?’ We gave it back to him. We

knew he needed it.”
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Participants were thankful to have a sibling available to turn to. Othshevi
they were closer in age and believed that would have assuaged feeling disconnected from
their family and made visitation less lonely or scary. “When all of that Imegle felt
like Oh, thank God | have my siblings, and we became best friends. And if | didn’t have a
friend, | always had them.”
Participants had to provide more care for their siblings, whether they felt
equipped or not. The burden was heavy at times, although the desire to be of assistance
was evident.
| had so much responsibility. | was taking care of him [brother] all the tiroen F
the time | was 10 years old | would get him off the bus right after school. We
moved up here and | was with him all the time, babysitting all the time it wias jus
the two of us. My mom was always, of course, she had to work but she was also
going to school at night and it was just the two of us. Here we both had all of
these feelings and didn’t know what the hell was going on. | was kind of angry

sometimes and then take it out on him and then | would feel guilt because he’s
disabled and here | am being a bitch.

Other times, siblings regressed and tirggrnal chaotic worlavas reflected in
how they treated each other. In these instances, siblings took their iast@ait on each
other and their relationship became conflictual as well. Some participargsafraid of
their sibling’s threats or actual aggression.
As we were growing up, | don’t remember them from that young of an age, but |
do remember them as we got older. He had a lot of problems . . . a lot of kids just

kind of beat up on each other or wrestle each other but that doesn’t usually go into
the teenage years, which is what happened in our family.

In a fair number of cases, although the marriage ended, parental conflict did not.
Many participants were involved in or aware of custody battles, shortagesdin chil
support payments, or other legal proceedings. Participants were exposed toangade r

of parent interactions, thoughts, and feelings toward one another. This ranged from one
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parent openly criticizing the other parent to making off-putting refereroced ane
another to interacting in a businesslike manner. Sometimes one parent was the prima
offender, other times both parents spoke freely about their dislike for each ottier. Wi
few exceptions, participants did not engage in parental conflicts. Partgcipgare
relieved when there was minimal parental conflict or when establishedctaleitireased.
When conflict persisted, they were angry and resented being put in the middle. Thi
added tension and hampered the participant and parent relationship.

Occasionally what one parent said about the other resonated with participants and
drew them away from one parent and closer to the other. Although this scenario may
have begun in the intact family, it escalated after the divorce. In those fesvacas
positive relationship with both parents was never established and therefore could not be
used to counter one parent’s hostility to the other. Alliances developed between parent
and participant versus the other parent, in some cases banding together to not talk to or
ridicule the other parent. Participants who believed they were coerced to oheose
parent over the other had difficulty with this because they did not want to hurt either
parent or pick sides. Participants did not understand why one parent tried to hamper thei
relationship with the other parent and were bothered if they could not talk about either
parent to the other.

She [mother] always put my brother and | in the middle. If we loved her, we

wouldn’t talk to my dad, and when we would see my dad we wouldn’t this and
that. . . . So, | think | tried intellectualizing a lot. Of course it hurt.

And my dad just threw it out there, “You know you guys can move back here.” |
didn’t move back because | knew how she would react. And then when she just
said to my brother, “You are no longer my son,” well, she did say that, there was
no way | was going to move back; it tore her heart out. | considered moving back
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with my brother at that time . . . and so | was kind of being punished for being
here because she wouldn’t let me forget about it, that | considered moving back.

Financial Changes

Life in the new home brought changed financial status and resources. For some,
depleted financial resources brought enormous lifestyle changesdndsmirces, such
as availability of food and stability in living conditions. In these casggpants were
utterly overwhelmed with the circumstance following the divorce. Othersrieeaautely
aware how well they were provided for in the intact family only after firsmardships
were evident in the new home. And a group of others, whether realizing it or not, denied
their needs in effort to not overtax parents or financial resources. “My maaysalw
worked very hard, but we didn’t have everything. And it's not like we needed
everything.”

Many participants were privy to whether their noncustodial parent padl chil
support, if payments were made on time, and specifics of the arrangements. Although
some participants heard their parents talking about post-divorce financigjeamamis or
were used as sounding boafdisparent acrimony, others recalled how their parents
never blamed or spoke poorly about each other when money was tight.

You feel like you're stuck in the middle and she was putting us in the middle. My

dad, to his credit, really didn’t talk badly about her, she really said all sorts of

stuff about him. That he didn’t want to pay child support. That if anything he did

good, “Oh, well.” Like if he paid extra in child support then, “Oh, what is $15?

It's nothing.”

They ultimately were exposed to new ways of living and altered financia

circumstances. The majority of participants had to contend with less monesanctes
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in the single-parent household than in the intact family. This was evident through
changed living conditions and resources the family had. They were embadubrgsse
certain aspects: “I remember my mom’s, the apartment she lived in. WevedlytHere
for a year or two. It was this awful apartment that was a HUD partialiged apartment.
And it had roaches, it was horrible.”

Changes in the family makeup and circumstances were recognized by people
outside the family. Participants now had to contend not only with their internabresacti
but with others’ reactions and opinions as well. Some stopped bringing friends home.
They were self-conscious how their living arrangements compared to theddyieven
if their friends did not say anything. They were also aware if othetsadale critical if
their parent did not stay home to raise the children.

Participants were confused by the financial decisions their parent mage. “S
[mother] hadn’t been really good with money, so it was almost as if she was thrbwing
out the window or something.” Whether or not they lived with the more affluent parent,
they realized the financial discrepancy between their parents and households.

My mother supposedly existed at a point that was at or below welfare in terms of

wage earning and she always refused, she never wanted to participataia.welf

And my father made what | now know is hundreds of thousands of dollars. And |

think this division of spaces and of all things physical was . . . | don’t mean to say

it this way, but to make sure my mother wasn’t getting certain benefits out of
what my father gave us. . . . There were extremes from everything frdoothe

we ate from one household to another to the types of entertainment we would
pursue.

If one parent re-partnered, the participants were cognizant of financialtbexfefi
a two-income household and believed this parent now benefited over the other parent,

sometimes unfairly. They were concerned how their long-term goals addanee
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financial assistance from their parents, especially regardinggegil@nning, would be

impacted.

Care from Others

Participants spoke fondly of significant others who helped care for them after the
divorce. These people were extended family members, such as grandparents mdaunts a
uncles, or babysitters who were treated and considered like famiigipzarts felt loved
and supported by these special others and did not doubt their availability. They turned to
them for comfort and questions regarding their parents’ divorce or relationshpghét/
they provided financial assistance, transported participants for panéations attended
participants sporting and school events, shared meals and spent time togé&tghtor
participants new hobbies, these people enriched their lives. Additionally throirgh the
consistent predictable presence, these significant others fulfillessangrole and
function, and provided some direction and security from which participants drew. “My
grandmother took me and raised me as like her own but she always let me know, ‘Your
mom’s your mom, I’'m your grandmother. If something happens to your mom, I'll be
your mom and grandmother.” Another noted,

They [the aunts] had their own little car, so they would come meet us after school.

| lived just down the street from where we went to school so | walked. And

everyday when | got home, my aunts were there waiting for me and my next
oldest brother.

Someparticipantsdrawing on their own resourcegere able to uphold some
semblance of inner stability and their development was not completeliedefidey

maintained good grades and engaged in healthy friendships despite theingjastof
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externalstructureoriginally providedby thefamily. One participant excelled in sports:
“In fourth grade | started travel ball, so we had tournaments every Sunday, throtghout t
weekend and in the morning.” Another participant, who lived with her father, despite
being alone a lot had this to say about how she and her sibling spent their days:
We just did anything; we would go out and play with our friends. Never anything
too ridiculous. Mostly we just went out, like rollerblading, and [sib] played with

the neighbors a lot. But | had my own friends from school | would go hang out
with. So, do what normal kids do, just without parents.

Others desperately needed the missing external structure to scaffold thei
development. They did not fare as well and engaged in risky self-destructivedoghavi
and relationships. One participant described:

Throwing rocks at windows or we did this craziest thing. We would jump off

buildings and stuff. But I'm 6 and to, like, jump off a three-story building and
land on a little mattress . . . or, like, playing in traffic, we lived in a busy corner.

Another response illustrates participants’ quest to replace missatigmehips with

others:
| was a teenager and the boy thing and smoked marijuana and stuff like that. Got
into trouble, teenage juvenile, not going to school, stuff like that. Hanging with
the wrong people, that’'s how my grandmother would describe it. Looking for

acceptance and | got caught up with the wrong people, that’'s how | would
describe it.

Parents’ Dating
Not only did participants have to contend with the end of their parents’
relationship, they were eventually exposedheir parents’ new dating and love
relationships as well. For some participants, the end of their parents’ geaarid the

beginning of one or both parents’ new relationships occurred in quick succession. “My
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parents got divorced and my father was immediately in a relationship witosem
Maybe he was in it prior to that.” Another said, “They got divorced and then within the
next year or so both of the stepparents moved in. Then they sort of took on a parenting
role obviously and then they got married a year after that.”

Others had seen their parent in a series of relationships. Sometimapaxi
were introduced to their parents’ partners; nodt&n an introduction or a declaration of
the relationship was made only when a parent began another heterosetioaistap
and did not occur if he or she began a same-sex relationship. “Back then she [mother]
was like, ‘Hey, I'm going on a date with this guy,” and she would always wantmset
them right away.”

Whether participants liked or disliked the idea of their parents’ dating or the
actual person with whom they were involved, many were concerned about what would
happen next and did not want a new person in their life. Seeing one parent involved in
another relationship represented the end of the fantasy their parents wouldeeconc
Additionally, the new person represented change, someone and something new and
different to adjust to, and it unsettled them. Participants were attentiveadciaful to
what type of person the friend or dating partner was, whether or not their perseyt
this person were accurate.

| didn’t know [mother’s friend] that well and she struck me as a very old lady.

Some things about her were very older than my mom seemed. Her house was a
museum; maybe, she doesn’t have kids of her own so maybe that was it.

Participants were troubled if their parent was involved with someone with less
than credible behavior. They did not like seeing their parent makeglatonship

decisions, nor did they like to be exposed to the person themselves. “[Mother’s friend]



101
was very controlling, very controlling so | saw possessiveness on her panvoslaetry
to assert her power through my mom which was more relational, she would try to hurt
through my mom.” Other times their parent, and indirectly they, benefitedainoiniked
having this new person around. “On the one hand I felt it was kind of weird, our parents
are dating these two people. It was kind of strange but at the same time tbegaily
nice people.” One described some activities that followed the divorce:
They were all the nicest people | ever knew, the most interesting peopléey. . T
also brought interesting stories; they are always very friendly, ataipaople.
One time a troupe of singers came along with us and we had an a capella group
stay with us in this cottage. . . . They are just so much nilee With excitement,

interests. | wouldn’t say love but | would say there is a much more familyofeel t
this experience.

Many wondered what was going to happen next and how their life was going to
be affected. They were concerned their parent was going to bedgsble for them and
did not want to share their parent with the new person. Participants either feared or
realized they would have less attention from their parent and were uncomfaiitable
this.

| was pretty upset about it at the time because it had been 9 years it wess just

and mom. And that’'s a long time and then to be like, “Oh, here’s this person.”. . .
| was not all that excited about it.

Some did not want to hear their parent talk about his or her new dating life, or
even to know their parent was dating, as this made them uncomfortable. This figiorma
conjured up imagery or ideas about repressed parental sexuality. Somparagiciere
either too young or, as they grew older, too busy with their own lives and tteeneto
aware of or attentive to their parents’ dating. This developmental component, althoug

not used defensively, aided in repression as well. They did not consciously think about
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their parents’ sexuality in any fashion, heterosexual or same-sastiatitHowever
once the parents’ new dating partner came into the picture, especially aesapagtser,
participants were exposed to the idea of parental sexuality whetheotdyaerate
this or not.
We were eating dinner and my mom starts crying and says, “I'm in love.” And |
remember rolling my eyes and saying something like “Whatever” or something
that effect. . . . That's pretty much all that was ever said about it. . . . | was
prepared to deal on a practical level with, “Okay, this is what it is and thisus

we are going to do this,” but | didn’t want to hear the details of the fact that she
was in love. Or | didn’t want to think about their sex life.

Even though a few participants met their parent’s same-sex partnesopcedi
they did not know or suspect their parent was gay or lesbian or were too young to
understand what being gay meant. In fact, their awareness of gaylaiad |esople was
generally an idea many participants did not consider bdfoteeir minds, the concept of
marriage and relationships was a male with a female. They did not think about other
relationship configurations because they internalized their parentsdo$eteal
relationship as a model they then drew from. In addition to that, several cordroante
the fact gay and lesbian people were not depicted as frequently in pop culture and
televisions shows as in the present day, and this limited their awareness and
understanding of nontraditional lifestyles.

When a parent introduced his or her gay or lesbian partner, the person was
typically referred to as a friend. Younger participants understood the wohtinesr
parent’s same-sex relationship based on their own development and many comghared a

therefore understood this relationship similar to their own friendships. “¥ve young,
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we didn’t know. We just thought it was a friend while we were hanging out, my mom and
her friend, on the weekends.”

Parents made an effort to keep the sexual nature of the relationship prineate. T
did not show affection to their partner in front of the participants. If they lived tagethe
mostoften the parent and his or her gay or lesbian partner had different bedrodrag. If t
shared a bedroom, parents staged one bedroom to look like two bedrooms were used.
Older participants were confused by their parent’s behavior or simply did nabguest
why their parent’s friend was always around or why they lived togefaweral
participants were given either no explanation or a false explanation fovitige i
arrangements.

Mom’s partner had lived with us and she had three kids. And the reason | was told

they were living with us was she was divorcing her husband and he was a psycho

crazy guy. But . . . it wasn't just her staying at our house. She was aatually
relationship with my mom at that time and that part | did not know.

Of those participants old enough to remember the beginning of the parent’'s same-
sex relationship, there were vdeyv occasions where an early and open disclosure
occurred. Nonetheless, an open disclosure helped participants voice any concerns

Every year we would go on vacation and this year when | was 12 years old we
went to Acapulco. And it was just the three kids and my father and he came out to
us in this hotel room. Just sat us down and said, “Okay, kids, | need to explain
something to you.” And to my brother and sister this was very strange and
uncomfortable for them for my father to say, “I'm a homosexual, | like men, |

have been experimenting with it for a little while.” And to me being young, 12
years old, and always being considered an overly empathic child, | said, “Does
this change how you love us or interact with us?”

Participants spoke of the ways their parent exposed them to gay-friendly
businesses, got involved in gay-centered activities, or spent time with siaghlsfof

the same gender. These influences, along with their own development, spegcificall
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puberty and maturing awareness of friendship and sexual relationships, led them
wonder more and more about their parent and his or her relationship.

He was living with roommates and my mom wasn’t and that was strange to me. |
had questioned my mother about it, and she said, “Why don’t you ask your dad
about it.” I never was able to because | was always too nervous. | was just
nervous he might get offended.

They really did not want me to know they were together because one night I tried
to go upstairs and there was a door leading up the stairwell and they had it locked.
They had a contraption, not even just a normal lock. They had a belt that was
hooked up from the doorknob to the railing. And so the door literally couldn’t

open. And | remember being so shocked, like, “God, why do they not want me up
there, what are they, what is so terrible that I’'m going to fihd®In't care about,

like, that never even bothered me at all that they were gay or might be gay

When no disclosure occurred, over time all but one participant began to question
the nature of their parent’s relationship. They moved from wondering if their peasnt
gay or lesbian to feeling more certain aboteitore any verbalization from the parent
occurred. Occasionally the other parent or extended family members madertsom
directly told the participant his or her parent was gay or lesbian. Waitinegarent to
disclose or wondering how and if to ask their parent if he or she were gay or keabian
not always an easy or conflict free task.

Finally this teacher, Ms. XXX, she was a younger teacher, really cookttwtal

And | was, like, “I'm suspecting this and that,” and she said, “Well, why don’t

you just ask her?” And | said, “I don’t know if | want to know. Just because it

would be weird because this whole time it's been a lie. Like my mom has been
lying to me this whole time.”

It was just like | knew it was there, it was still shocking though becawssi’t
really expecting it, but | was.

In the end, the parent’s gay or lesbian identity was no longer a mystery. This
occurred through a variety of ways: parents disclosed, parents madenhsguiisile

participants asked, participants witnessed some type of sexual interatt@eb the
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parent and same-sex partner, partners told the participant, or participahts pieces
together if parents never directly said they were gay or lesbian. iBmagdarticipants
knew before their sibling(s) knew, and this put them in an awkward position. If parents
disclosed, specifics of what was said were frequently forgotten, regaafligese age of
the participant.

| guess at some point our parents explained it to us. | guess it became kind of
obvious when my mom started dating my stepmom now and my dad started
dating my other stepmom. | guess it became obvious why, | guess. | really don’
know. | don’t remember. It sort of just happened, | guess. I'm sure at one point
they just explained to us | guess mom likes women and that'’s just sort of how she
is, I guess, something along those lines.

More often than not, participants and parents rarely spoke of it &gdnparticipant
and parent were uneasy and at times unable to talk more about it.

What happened was dad and | had the sit-down conversation at 10 and then it was
like, okay, life goes on. Sort of like, “Okay, we are going to open the door here,

I’'m gay, that's why [partner] lives here. That's this, that’s that. Okay, any
guestions?” It was just kind of weird. | don’t think | asked anything. Plus the fac

it was never talked about. It's not like you necessarily would expect it at the

dinner table everyday, you are going to be, like, “So how is it being gay or
whatever?” But there was no kind of like activism or no talking about the struggle
or | don’t know, just nothing. It was supposed to be, like, “This is our house, this

is normal.”

In one particular case, there was a shared collusion between parent aihpartic
to keep this changed aspect of the parent out of awareness and to keep pareritgl sexual
repressed. The parent’s lesbian relationship or sexual orientation was odvisrday,
mentioned, despite living in the same-sex household over 10 years.

It was just kind of like a thing we were going to do, we just moved in with my
mom'’s girlfriend, into her house and it was never weird. It never was really
explicit. It was just kind of like we [siblings] could figure it out on our own. . . . It
was just unsaid. It's open now. We know about it, my mom knows we know
about it, but we will never have a discussion about it, ever. Which is, | don’t know
why.
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Participants had a range of reactions and mixed feelings transitioningsiahoea
sex stepfamily. They were caught off guard and in disbelief, horrifiedaeassed,
emotionally disconnected, and confused or concerned their relationship with teeair pa
might change. They also were accepting, afraid to hurt their parent ifethany
negative reaction, pleased to be in the family, happy their parent was hagpy, a
reassuring to their parent, especially when the parent sought approval dré&acgon
after disclosure. Participants’ age at the time of disclosure or transitiotihehew
family structure affected how they understood this change in their paeamthey
thought and felt about both the change and living in a same-sex family. Younger
participants had little awareness of stigmas about gay and lesbian peibplkedanot
internalized any prejudices or stereotypes. Participants who were yaiteye
remembered the partner always being there. These participants grevihegamie-sex
stepfamily and that became their norm.

She [mother’s girlfriend] was a constant figure. | don’t remembetingeber

ever. She was always there. | think for me it wasn't really difficult, | tkbmk,

because | don’t really remember it that much. . . . | never really thoughtsof it a

something odd. Eventually | was able to realize it wasn’t the most normal thing,

like everyone didn’t have two moms and all that. But it never really seemed like a
big deal for me.

Whatever their initial reaction, many families never spoke of the citeunoss of
their family composition again, despite living together in the samésesehold.
Though some participants were not always clear or even understood why éhg\ifrar
ever, talked about having same-sex parents or gay-centered topics or sctithees
could explain reasons for their silence. Some did not mention anything because they

sensed their parent was uncomfortable, especially if their parent hadahasetishis or
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her gay or lesbian identity to anyone outside the home; some followed theitparent
advice to not tell anyone or only tell very close friends. This created uneasidess a
anxiety and established a subtle yet powerful message that it was to bedteptThis
contributed to family members, including siblings, to keep quiet around each other.
Others did not know what to say, believed it was none of their business, or were uneasy
or uncomfortable with their parent’s being gay or lesbian, especialtlg parent or
partner’s sexuality was obvious; for example, if participants heard théwm seaual
comments or jokes. These conversations or comments heightened anxiety stibhulate
specifics of parental homosexuality and its ushering in awarenessotgaexuality. A
small group did talk to their parent; usually this was a one-time conversatioa.&£5&sd
how and when their parent knew he or she was gay, some asked if he or she loved the
other parent during the marriage.

| remember when | was younger | asked my mom, “What made you decide? Like

when did you suddenly realize you liked women instead of men? Where did that

come from?” Other than that, | haven’t really needed to ask her, | mean |
understand.

In mostcasesthe living circumstances in the household and family relationships
drew more of participants’ attention and energy than the parent’s datingessx
attraction. Participants in these families had significant inner tuandilexternal
stressors. Their living environment and family relationships were not staduigle to
allow for their personal reflection and growth. Participants were living gaap, just
trying to survive life in the family. This was especially true in fasilwhere there were
chaos, financial strains, or conflict-ridden parent, stepparent, aticigznt relationships.

| don’t know. | didn’t really, | don’t think | ever really felt the need to make sens
of it. I would think, She’s just lesbian, that's how she has always been. It didn'’t
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change anything. Everything was exactly the same, the house was stél fios
was like walking on eggshells and it had nothing to do with her being a lesbian.

That was because [mother’s girlfriend] was an asshole and my mom mpike st
decisions.

Conclusion

The category Loss of Family Constellation captures what it wasdike f
participants to transition from living in their intact nuclear family hamentering into a
same-sex stepfamily home. This period in time was filled with numerous losses,
disruptions, and stressors. Relationships and contact with parents changeastbnific
Participants were responsible for more of their own care and others took retakiog
role to their parent. Participants had to contend with parental dating and rgmarria
Secrets and confusion flourished when parents attempted to hide their same-sex
relationship, despite participants’ recognition of the relationship and chatiygin
parent’s sexual orientation. Properties in this category include F@mégges Begin and
Cause Strain, Losing Family Members, Disorganization and Changed Réigtsgons

Financial Changes, Care from Others, and Parents’ Dating.
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CHAPTER VII

CHAOS INTENSIFIES DURING FAMILY REORGANIZATION
| had to say goodbye to this whole life | was used to.

| just said, Okay, Dad doesn't live here anymore and now
[mother’s girlfriend] lives with us.

So it was all of a sudden, Bam, this is the queer world and that was
a huge adjustment.

The category Chaos Intensifies During Family Reorganization depicts
participants’ thoughts, feelings, relationships, and experiences living innfeessx
stepfamily. Participants’ lives were filled with continuing changebstrains. In the
majority of cases, the same-sex stepfamily was not stable enough nor weeteapd
participant relationships positive enough for participants to feel the senseuatysand
care they once had in the intact family. Properties of Recognition &aime-Sex
Stepfamily, Tumultuous Beginning, Financial Strains, Being Alone, Relatipmgth
Stepparent, Losing Connection with Parent(s), and Keeping Quiet are inaiuties] i
category.

Participants began living in the same-sex stepfamily in a variety y. Whis
ranged from immediately transitioning from their intact family to the s@pfamily to
living in another heterosexual stepfamily post parental divorce before living sanhe-

sex stepfamily. Participants experienced disruptions and changed rélgisosiace the
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divorce. Participants moved and said goodbye to familiar neighborhoods, schools, and
friends. They experienced decreased financial security in generafosuigred if their
parents were going to provide monetary assistance for college as plRetatnships
with parents continued to be a primary stressor and many had even less cahntioetifvi
noncustodial parent as time passed.

Many participants were uneasy living in this unfamiliar type of fami
Participants did not know other gay families and few had gay friends. Pamdnts a
participants rarely spoke of the nature of the parent's same-sex réigiionsiniqueness
of their family. Participants felt different from others and were anxiads a
uncomfortable although there were developmental considerations. Younger pagicipa
had an easier time transitioning to the new family. Older participantsheept t
circumstances of their home life secret. They did not tell others, incluamty fa
members, their concerns or feelings of unease. Many either had no one to turerte or w
embarrassed to reach out to others. Chaotic living circumstances in thengdtepfa
contributed to participants’ feeling frightened and overwhelmed, and pesgrbaedrecy.

The impact family relationships and household living arrangements had on
participants influenced their well-being more than living in a samestegfamily per se.
While having a positive relationship with their custodial parent and steppareneduffer
negative reactions to any changes and losses, many experienced hogyile fam
relationships, including an antagonistic relationship with their stepparent, andate

matters more difficult. When positive participant and stepparent relationshipsest,c
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the benefits were substantial, and participants enjoyed and benefited frorevthis

relationship very much.

Recognition of the Same-Sex Stepfamily

Typically in heterosexual stepfamilies some type of declaration is made
announcing the parental relationship and melding of two households. This declaration,
whether public or private, deems family members its identity and relafjpotosbne
another and establishes them as a stepfamily. Many participants in thigxpedgnced
ambiguity surrounding their parent’s relationship to the other adult in the household and
uncertainty about the nature of the household. Were members in the household a
stepfamily or a group of individuals in a transient living arrangement of twdésadul
sharing living expenses?

Parental disclosure of homosexuality and participants’ realization tapt{sa
partner was a significant member of the household, marked the beginning of the new
family. Ambiguity of the parent’'s same-sex relationship and length of tireenained
secret did not provide a distinct marker that signified the end of one relationghip a
acknowledged the beginning of another. Furthermore, some families had not achieved
stability nor rebuilt their new lives post-divorce. Ambiguity, continued chams, a
strained family relationships wreaked havoc on many participants for some time

The way participants ended up living in a same-sex stepfamily varied. Some
participants moved quickly from life in the intact family and dissolution of theenis’

marriage to a brief period living in a single-parent household before havingahent
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remarry or cohabitate with a same-sex partner, whereas otherseagpdra longer
period living in a single-parent household. Some went directly from the intady fanai
same-sex stepfamily while others lived in a heterosexual stepfamiseltékir parent
began a same-sex relationship. Some participants were members of twaiitepfa
when their noncustodial parent remarried as well. Regardless of how thécspecif
relational and household configurations changed, the quality of past and presgnt famil
relationships—now including another adult in the household to contend with—and both
custodial and noncustodial parent and household stability, made a significant difference
in how participants felt about and adjusted to numerous changes they experienced, not

only the changed parental sexual orientation but also the changggdivamgements.

Tumultuous Beginning

Initially, living in and being part of the new same-sex stepfamily was difficult for
many participants. To a great extent old wounds and relationship conflictshieantact
family persisted and intensified with each change and loss, be it a change in the
relationship with one or both parents, a change in the parent’s typical waysgfdrea
change in living circumstances. For others, exposure to various aspectsaftgesy
created additional internal discomfort. Participants had no previous knowledge or
involvement with what they were now exposed to, and their new environment, including
their parent’s gay friends, was different and strange.

Although this seldom occurred, when participants saw their parent and tier part

kiss or hold hands many were taken aback. Seeing their parent’s affectiot hosvar
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her same-sex partner was different, and participants had to process tim$oneation.
Marching as a family in gay liberation parades brought unwanted attention, as did the
particulars of the parent’s same-sex partner, especially when thegdi#espartner too
masculine or feminine looking, or of a different race or age range than the parent
Additionally, no longer being able to trust the parent who hid his or her same-sex
relationship contributed to participants’ angst about living in the new home and to
troubled times being together as a family.

Only a few participants mentioned benefits to living in the new stepfamily.
Typically these benefits occurred after participants changed parastatlg, moved to a
new geographical area, or had a positive relationship with the parent’s plarthese
scenarios, participants had opportunities to begin new friendships and othensaias.
Being with more mature friends or making friends with a person who was d¢egbaan
helped. This was especially important if they felt different from oevestracized by
people outside the family. Meeting new people helped participants feel in contrelrof t
lives when they decided how and when to disclose personal information about themselve
or their family. They were relaxed and calm when they lived with the pardntvhom
they felt more connected and supported. Only two participants directly attribenefits
to living in a gay or lesbian household and felt their development was enhanced. They
attributed extra care they received as stemming from being padaf lifestyle and
their living in a gay household helped them relate and be open to others.

| used to sit there and listen to their conversations, my mom and her girlfriends.

You would hear people’s plights. It gave me a lot of aspects in sensitivity in
regards to feelings for other people and caring for other people.
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Participants spoke of numerous stressors they experienced while living in the new
family. Although specific strains and any impact on participants varied, adthrany
participants had in common with one another was how family relationships and the
household structure did not reestablish participants’ sense of well-being, aatkt
security they once had. All too often, participants’ lives had not improved once they
entered into the same-sex stepfamily and, in fact, became more prohl&pattheless,
participants did not directly ascribe, nor did interviews suggest, the predomiaamg str
of living in the stepfamily were an attribute of living in a gay or lesbiamlfaper se or
having experienced a change in the sexual orientation of their parent:, Ratins
resulted from troubled family relationships, now including the relationship with the
stepparent, lack of structure and routines, and chaotic living circumstances in the
stepfamily.

However, there were exceptions. When a parent’s homosexual lifestyle or
homosexuality brought awareness to nascent questions participants had aboutrtheir
sexuality or discomfort with or uncertainty about their expression of theessas
masculine or feminine, anxiety arose. Participants countered inner cuuitfhct
avoidance of anything connected to parental sexuality or increased agygoessexual
prowess.

When | turned into a teenager, at some of her [mother] parties she caught me

having sex with a couple of her friends at the party. Every time she had a party, it

was like three or four of them that | got some from. | would call my friempds

and tell them about it and they would be, “Can we come over and join the party?”

and | would be, “No.” . . . I taped it a couple of times and showed some of my
friends and they would just trip out. They were like, “They are grown women.”
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Financial Strains

For a large number of participants, financial strains occurred in the new home.
Whether attributed to loss of two-parent incomes following the divorce, dedrease
income if the noncustodial parent earned the larger income, or decreased ihdneua
combined earning power of the same-sex couple compared to the intact familyy the ne
stepfamily unit could not meet the financial obligations and participants ediffer
Although a few participants had more economic advantages living in the same-sex
stepfamily, the majority of participants did not have the same quality ohlifeessources
they had growing up. Sometimes food or clothing needs were supplemented by extended
family or community agencies. Financial strains were frequent if the nmacaisparent
did not pay or was behind in child support payments. Economic assistance from adults in
the household could no longer be counted on and participants felt the burden. Some
participants were asked to pay rent and were angry about it. Although oldeeciuay
rent in other family configurations as well, the circumstances of bskegao pay rent
in their stepfamily bothered them.

They wanted me to pay a little bit of rent which | was resistant to even though

did, $50 a week. It was a command, basically. We didn't all sit down together.

My mom pretty much said, “This has to happen,” basically. Two hundred dollars

a month would have been half the rent because the rent was $400 something for
the whole apartment so | was, like, “This doesn’t sound right.”

Many participants stated their stepparent did not financially contribute to th
household or their care. Some decisions the parent, the partner, or the couple made put
the family in economic jeopardy. “My mother and her girlfriend smoked maajua
think their money all went up in smoke.” Other times there was not enough living space

or resources to sustain the family members, and tensions were high. “lyacagbtb go
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to the public aid office for my mother for food stamps or something and that was just
horrific experience.”

Many older participants worried about their future educational plans, espécial
they had sporadic contact or a conflictual relationship with their noncustockal pa
They worried their noncustodial parent would not follow through with paying forgelle
or help with other cost-of-living expenses. One participant took his parent to court in an
effort to enforce the divorce agreement and to receive finances for cétielgonships
with noncustodial parents, particularly those that had become more distant oyer time
became primarily based on trying to obtain money for school. “Afterdied high
school my father’s and my relationship became that, Did you send in tuition payment?
Participants sought and obtained educational scholarships and grants or revised thei
school plans and attended a community college. Some obtained employment to pay for

school and other necessities but others had to postpone their academic plans.

Being Alone
Participants reported feeling neglected or being left alone, either havadutio
in charge of the household or being under too much scrutiny. In both extremsisicife
the divorce meant participants had too much independence too early or were under too
much control. They needed some rules and structure yet these were oftenilatke
same-sex stepfamily. Participants spoke of not being able to manage or ¢oak thvé
changes they went through. This was especially true when changiésd &s their

feeling less secure about their well-being and future or created @éstadanimosity
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between them and their parents. These factors impacted how participaait®feland
actually separated from the family and the type of persons to whom they turned.

Family relationships, now including the stepparent, were a predominant factor in
how patrticipants felt about living in the new home. The quality of relationships and types
of interactions among participants, parents, and stepparents cannot be e rabel
viewed independently from circumstances of life in the same-sexastgpf As positive
relationships buffered against actual strains, hostile and negative relaticttipsuted
to participants’ unhappiness regardless of actual living circumstancesauie of the
home (heterosexual or same-sex). Strained or changed relationships, whethtsy pa
sibling, or friend relations, were painful and stressful. These experisraes/ated

earlier losses and times of uncertainty and parental unavailability.

Relationship with Stepparent

Participants rarely had neutral feelings about the other adult living in the
household. In fact, many did not know how to think of or refer to this person. The
parent’s partner was referred to as another parent, a stepparent, stegqgramémber
of the family, their parent’s partner or spouse, their parent’s friend, bg naly with no
relationship reference, or were mentioned as little as possible. Wthelhitial type of
relationship participants had with their stepparent persisted over timejlesgaof the
age of the participant at the time of meeting or the length of theiromehip.
Participants’ thoughts and feelings about this other adult in the household wer®mase

a variety of factors: how participants were treated, whether theavbdlthe stepparent
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cared for them, the relationship between adults in the home, and participlatitshs@ip
with their parent.

Some participants had an extremely conflictual relationship with the seeppar
In those cases the stepparent was any combination of verbally and phyaaliye,
controlling, and manipulative to the parent, participant, or siblings. “One of them
[mother’s partners] tried to swing a belt at me. | think | was 14. . . . She swungta pot a
my brother and swung a belt at me.” Police were involved at times due toedcalat
arguments or physical attacks by the stepparent. Occasionally the pareattaer
separated for a time, ultimately to reunite. Stepparents’ drug abuse alt anbappiness
and irritability prevented participants from feeling safe or comfagtabing or living
together. Participants did not always feel protected by their parent ariddkiits toll on
their relationship. Furthermore, participants did not believe the stepparedtateout or
wanted to get to know them. Participants disengaged from the household in a variety of
ways, sometimes productively, other times putting themselves at risk. Thestede
with the stepparent and had as little interaction as possible. “A lot of the gnowing
up, because of [mother’s partner] | didn’t want to be home so | would manage my own
after school activities so | could do other things.”

If their parent ended the relationship with this type of stepparent, participants
contact with the stepparent ended as well. Loss of contact had little dstresmny
participants unless it prompted further household changes, such as moving, financial

stressors, or led to the parent’s beginning a new relationship.
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Competition with stepparents occurred. Participants felt upstaged by their
stepparent if they believed their parent cared about them less aftemibgghe
relationship. Participants did not like having less attention and resented wheyatkair
put his or her partner before them or tried to force a relationship between the two.
Participants’ anger was displaced onto the stepparent. Stepparents wex folaamy
conflict or strain in the house, and this sometimes included the divorce itseligwhe
they were involved with their parent before the divorce or not.

Loyalty to the intact family and biological parents was evident in iatyaof
ways. Older participants stated they already had parents and did not tbmkanit the
stepparent to be a parent or to take on a parent role. They were concernguptrerste
was going to try to exert his or her authority and control both in the household and with
the participant. If the stepparent was too domineering, conflict developedifaats
did not like being told what to do and were protective of their parent and household.

It was the fact you [mother’s partner] are not going to tell nobody they balce t

certain stuff in the house. And you’re not going to run nothing here in this house.
Because my mom, this is her house and we are her sons, not puppets.

On the other hand, some participants had very positive relationships with their
stepparent. The combination of a stepparent’s pleasant personality ang@anatici
desire to connect made a mutually beneficial relationship possible. Wheretigsyet
their parent and stepparent had a loving relationship and thought their parent was happy,
they had warm feelings toward their stepparent and approved the relgtionsh
Participants had routines and special time together with this typepplasent and as a

family.
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After a while the two of us started to warm up to one another. [Mother’s dartner
and | would always have a day to just ourselves and my mom and | would always
have a day to just ourselves. [Mother’s partner] would usually take me shopping.

[Father’s partner] and | would go out and take a walk and appreciate the

architecture of the neighborhood. . . . There has been a lot of instances with

[father’s partner] where | think we share an aesthetic that reallysalls to bond

over that.

Participants turned to their stepparent for comfort, nurturance, and guidance, and
the stepparent responded in a variety of ways to meet their needs.

He [father’s partner] was a lot of times the one dropping off at school or was

home when we came home from school . . . getting help with homework. He took

care of the house. Just so much of what being taken care of when | was sick.

Having stepparents involved in participants’ lives was beneficial. Stepparents
helped rekindle participants’ troubled relationship with their parent and they
supplemented missing qualities and roles in either the custodial or noncugtwdrdl
“My dad was gone. He moved to Florida and so Mom and [Mom’s partner] were like our
parents.”

She [mother’s partner] became my father, the other half of my guidancesatgpar

She took the male role, taught me to do things like play pool, golf, and surf. My

mother was more my friend. [Mother’s partner] eventually played both roles.

If their parent ended the relationship with this type of stepparent, participants
were deeply saddened and felt another loss. They wanted to remain in cahtéoe w
stepparent; however, this was not possible. Either the parent did not approve of their
continued relationship or the stepparent made no effort to maintain a relationship.

| have actually, over the years, tried to stay in contact with him [fathartner]

and he’s just really bad at staying in contact. I'll call him and say, ‘'mown

for a couple of days, can you call me and let’s get together for lunch,” and | won’t

hear anything back. When I’'m able to catch him, it is like we pick up where we
left off. But in the meantime, I'm just like, “Well, why do we have to, why are



121

you so difficult?” It is not just me; he is that way with everybody. So thatslg
| guess.

Losing Connection with Parent(s)

Many parent and participant relationships remained as strained as beéveasv
some deteriorated when living together in the stepfamily. In those categppats felt
alone and rejected. They recalled how their parent was absent or emyptioiaathilable
and distant, especially since beginning the new relationship.

Living with the parent and partner reactivated unmet dependency needs from life
in the intact family. Some yearned for contact and connection with eitiectistodial
or noncustodial parent. Although many did not want to return to the intact family per se,
they wished for a simpler and easier relationship with both of their parents atetiia
be cared for. Those who experienced their parent abruptly or later in theindihge and
become unavailable, were angry and hurt. They had significant detemaratheir
functioning and emotional well-being and their development was derailed.

| remember vividly laying in bed not able to get out. | wouldn’t be able to get up,

| couldn’t function. | always drank a lot. During that time | was bulimjzut a
great deal of stress on my weight, my outward appearance.

Participants defended against more longstanding pain of not having their parent or
parents consistently available to them by being overly independentarcefil. They
learned to not ask their parent for assistance even when they needed it. Ti@pamar
outwardly fared better with fewer visible symptoms. Although they may haveuéed

their independence as resulting from their home environment or upbringing, theey wer
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proud of their ability to take care of themselves and viewed themselves more tinature
others their age.

Participants visited their noncustodial parent with even less frequencyiadigpec
when the parent remained abusive or his or her emotional difficulties perished
noncustodial parent remarried, the personality of the new spouse also affected

participants’ relationship and contact with this parent.

Keeping Quiet

Some participants were open with their friends about their living agraegt and
their parent’'s same-sex relationship, but others went to great efforts tdksepletails
of their life private. Some wished to have a friend or someone to confide in, otrers w
too embarrassed to say anything to anyone. Frequently this meant evegys sital not
talk to one another about how they felt living in the family or about their parent’s
changed sexual orientation. Regardless if participants felt acceptedpguited by their
friends or were actually teased about their or their parent’s sexuabtinenmany
participants kept their thoughts and feelings to themselves. They weretipsotd
themselves and their parent.

Sometimes my friends knew and they would give me hints, but | wasn’t

comfortable with saying it. | just feel | held back a lot. | didn't tell therytlaing.

| would just say, “Oh, she’s my mom’s friend.” . . . I'm afraid they are gtng
say bad things.

Participants became more guarded in their relationships. For some tlisevias
past hurts and losses. They did not want to invest in another relationship and have it end.

For others being cautious and private resulted from living in thesaene-sex stepfamily.
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Although they did not always feel embarrassed their parent was ¢gsban,
they were scared and uneasy with others knowing because they knew thgir famil
composition was different from most. Developmental factors had an impact. Younger
participants who grew up in the same-sex stepfamily did not feel as uncdi&orta
because their family was different. Growing up in the same-sexyfémorh an early age
became what they knew and were accustomed to. Older participants, for thEarhost
felt different from others and tried to not pay attention or notice othersaeaclihey
coped with feeling different by keeping any differences hidden. They did not invite
friends over and did not respond if a friend asked about the other adult in the household.
They did not want to be judged, have their own sexual orientation or identity be
guestioned, or be made fun of, all of which from time to time occurred. Alongreat
many friends did not know what to say either, and therefore did not say anything. Other
times friends were accepting, indifferent, or made subtle hints to sedha@articipant
would respond. “It was just something my close friends would just know. They figured it
out already but they wouldn’t say anything to me and then it was just weird for alle to t
people.”

Except for a small group of participants who ultimately found others to talk to,
talking about their parent’s relationship and family life was fraught wikedy. This
was especially true when they did not really understand the situation or did not know how
to talk about it or what to say. Even though many did not feel different from others

because of having divorced parents, they, with the exception of two participants, did not
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know anyone who had gay or lesbian parents or who had a heterosexual parent disclose
his or her homosexuality.

Having a gay parent was unfamiliar, and without having some narrative to spea
from, both within the home with family members and outside with others, many
participants felt awkward, did not know what to say and kept silent. They expeéri@gnce
repetition of what occurred in the family itself where this change in a signifaspect of
their lives—the parent and the addition of the same-sex partner to the household and
family—was not acknowledged. This extended the shared denial from participants and

parents to participants and others outside the family.

Conclusion

The category Chaos Intensifies During Family Reorganization tescri
participants’ life living in the same-sex stepfamily. Famihateinships grew more
distant and conflict ridden. Participants felt neglected or unnecessauitinzed and
badgered. Parents or the couple did not provide reassurance or stability and the household
atmosphere was strained and hectic. Adjusting to the other adult in the household was not
easy and few participants had a warm relationship with this person. Openidisguss
either with those inside or outside the family about the changed sexual coieofatieir
parent or the family and household composition did not occur. Participants managed
anxiety about these changes via denial and disavowal. Properties ingg@rganclude

Recognition of the Same-Sex Stepfamily, Tumultuous Beginning, FinancialsStra
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Being Alone, Relationship with Stepparent, Losing Connection with Parent(s), and

Keeping Quiet.
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CHAPTER VI

STABILIZATION
He [friend] said, “Dude, you should write a book because | have
never met a dude like you that grew up with all the headaches and
all of the difficulties and you came out sane.”
Any of the changes, how it affected me? | guess it made me a
stronger person but in the long run it has caused me a lot of anxiety
and depression in my life. Which | don’t think 1 would have if
these things didn’t happen to me or | experienced them.
Some people don't even get to experience one type. They live with
a single parent. | got to grow up with a mom and a dad and then
really realize what being a homosexual is and having a partner.

And then growing up in that family and understanding that. | feel
like, wow, | got to experience both types of lifestyles. That’s great.

The category Stabilization captures the period in time when participanésale
to better themselves and improve their situation. Increased maturity antveogni
abilities helped participants look back and reflect on their lives and empesieThey
gained understanding and clarity about what they went through and its.impact
Participants integrated these experiences and changed fantilgrnshgos into their
thinking and, at the same time, felt liberated when they recognized theyndesiduals,
separate from their parents. This chapter highlights participants’ ptismnof

development and the ways they regained control and took charge of their lives. &operti
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in this category are Isolation Ends, | Struggled but Survived, Increasedstamaing
and Empathy, and It's My Life Now.

Participants revealed the nature of their family and living arrargesro friends
and significant others. They were relieved they could be straightformdridamnest with
people and pleased to connect with others who accepted and cared about them.
Participants made concerted efforts to learn new hobbies and improve #dugmac or
employment status. Their confidence grew and their self-esteem irdpfaeicipants
felt more emotionally stable and made an effort to understand their parents’gfoints
view. Older and more self-reliant participants separated themsewves&gative
interactions or unhealthy relationships with family members, including paeents and
stepparents. They exerted more influence in the quality and type afnshap they

wanted and attempted to have with friends and family.

Isolation Ends

Many participants worked out their conflicts more actively than beforehasd t
provided them a sense of freedom and comfort to relate to and to be with othgrs. The
turned passive into active by researching homosexuality, became activerighgsyand
the gay community, or participated in sports, school activities, and hobbies. This
bolstered their confidence and provided a sense of competence. More importantly,
participants began to think about and reflect on their past. Defenses werallangre
participants wanted the truth and an apology from their parents about gastritur

neglect. They wanted to be truthful to others about who they were and what they thought
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and felt. No longer immobilized and living in fear or shame people might find out about
their same-sex family or gay or lesbian parent, psychological energynbeavailable to
relate more intimately with others.

Despite moving on with their lives and feeling better about the choices they were
making, participants had trepidation about the permanency of relationships. They
wondered if their intimate relationships were going to last and if the notionngf be
happy with one person was possible. They did not want to be like their parents and get
divorced, especially if they had children of their own. Some felt they lackeskillse
necessary to sustain deep and meaningful relationships and attributed this to tieing hu
and mistrusting of others or not having positive early relationship models to draw from.
“I had to somehow create my own example of what a relationship was supposed to be.
That love is acceptance and when there is love there’s enough room for everybody. That
was a huge lesson for me to learn.”

Interestingly, participants had more reluctance and difficulty being oghn w
family members, especially those whose parent kept their same-seka@ittscret or
lived in a stepfamily with turbulence and strained relationships. Thesepantswere
cautious to not create or increase family troubles; at times theyseenmgngly
complacent with mediocre yet unsettled relationships. They held on to what they ha
They were afraid to be honest about their feelings, especially if thespfak
uncomfortable emotion. These participants were apprehensive they might become
overwhelmed themselves. They feared the relationship might deterididtegenness

and exploration of the past was disclosed.
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| still have never talked to him about it [father not being there after divdrce].

guess just because | don't, | would rather not do it. | guess it just seemstlike if
not broke, why try and fix it.

| don’t know. It is just very painful. And | don’t want, | don’t have any interest in
opening up and talking about it [with sibling].

Although being open was not easy, participants recognized the importance of
reaching out to others as beneficial for their growth. Societal faassisted their
openness. Participants recognized in addition to their own openness about their family of
origin, the larger community had become more open as well, with more gay and lesbia
people out in public and positively represented in the media. This helped themdeel les
different from others and gave them courage to disclose.

Going away to college, separating from their family, and meeting new people
were common catalysts to opening up. Some, for the first time, told others about their
parent and parent’s partner, while others continued to let people come to their own
conclusions. Whether they talked to friends, romantic partners, or therapsts,
participants opened up and talked about their experiences and family composition.
Figuring out what to say and to whom allowed participants to put words to their
experiences and helped them make connections regarding what happened ingheir live
and with their family and the influence of those experiences on them.

When | went off to college for the first time in my life, probably, | told songe

before they just figured it out for themselves. And that’s years afterydas

after, . . . | could finally be like, “My mom’s gay.” You know | have never told
anyone.

Participants achieved a second communication spurt and increased understanding
of their lives when they had their own family. These participants described vy te

their children about having a gay or lesbian grandparent and participants’ e ssa
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relationship, if they were in one, was important, although they were not always
comfortable or knew what to say. They did not want their children to feel thessase
of isolation and confusion they had experienced.

Now that they [mother and partner] share the same room, when my daughter will
spend the night there . . . | will just explain to her everybody has choices and
Grandma loves Grandma and they share the same room like Mommy and Daddy

do. . .. I might have to think about it before | express it. Relief, maybe, because
maybe for all that | didn’t understand, maybe I'm also explaining it teethy

| Struggled but Survived

Participants were able to overcome obstacles they experienced. Fortgeme, t
was the end result of improved family cohesiveness, relationships, and household
stability, and for others it was the result of their own intrapsychianraton. In either
scenario, participants felt more stable and less overwhelmed. They wereshatpped
to manage any strains from living in the stepfamily or earlier losseslife in the intact
family forward. The vast majority resumed developmental growth, gained cohtrair
lives, made and implemented plans for their future, and turned instability into ordgr. The
believed their experiences and family relationships; positive and negatjved tieem
grow strong, become independent, and resourceful, and shaped them to be who they are
today.

In traditional families a lot of stuff is done for people, so they don’t think as much

about, like, they just have this expectation that something is going to be done for

you and | don’t have that. | think I've been exposed to a lot. | have been able to
pull myself out of a lot which is good.
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Increased Understanding and Empathy

With maturity, time, and distance, participants reflected on their lives amityfa
As they reflected on their past and present, participants gained insight @noetter
able to come to terms with their past. Having relationships and life expesiehtheir
own helped them realize complexity of events and they thought about themselves, their
parents and stepparent in different ways. Being able to look back and contemplate
decisions their parents made with newfound empathy and understanding for theg parent
brought additional clarity, peace of mind, and appreciation for the difficulty the&n{sar
experienced as well. Although newfound understanding did not automatically lead to
forgiveness or decreased anger and hurt, participants’ views softened soriviamyat.
participants recognized positive attributes of their parent and partnetirs@séhe
parent’s own growth made greater respect possible. Participants realizedflomlt it
was for their parent to acknowledge his or her homosexuality. This showed parsicipant
the important of accepting all parts of their parent and themselves.

You look back and | completely understand what she did and what she was doing

and why she was doing it and why we were sort of left in the dark. | feel she was
searching for herself and she just had to take care of herself at that time

Although a few remained uncomfortable their parent was gay or lesbian, they
were pleased their parent was living a life being true to him- or herself vildrged their
parent to be happy, and this included the parent’'s having a happy and loving relationship.
They accepted their parent despite past hurts and came to a newfound underatahding
relationship. They were realistic about the type of relationship they hawbatttihave
with their parents, given the personality of their parents. They mourned wiateier

had or lost, and they appreciated more fully who they and their parents were.
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It's My Life Now

For many participants who had the most trouble adjusting to living in the same-
sex stepfamily, who had the most acrimonious parent or stepparent rel@$onstwho
lived in the least stable households, relief came when they were old enough to move out
of the house. Physically separating themselves from the situation or nsamtiex
household to begin their own lives gave participants distance and opportunity to put their
needs first, to detach from conflict, and to pursue their own relationshipgsisteand
goals. They wanted to be happy and pursued those means. These participaeis left t
homes under a variety of circumstances. Some were asked to leave and had to quickly
find alternative living arrangements, some moved out of the house on their own accord
and obtained employment, some went into the military, and a plurality wenttaway
college.

Participants, now able to care for themselves, made decisions about how they
wanted to interact with their parents and stepparent. This included how much they wanted
to see them and how they would incorporate their parents and stepparent ingbeir li
Some regretted not including their stepparent in past events, and others werartthppy
relieved to be as far away as possible from him or her. Some cut off tiesetelgnplith
one of their parents, after years of sorrow, conflict, and feelingedj@nd abandoned.
Others went through a slow mutual detachment with their parent who proved to be
emotionally unavailable. Participants who did not have some type of connection with
their parent, regardless of past or present circumstances, poignantig feks. Hope for

a better relationship, although not always directly acknowledgedpreasnt nonetheless.



133
Conclusion

The category Stabilization describes participants’ efforts to implaielives
and move beyond the pains of childhood. The length of time it took participants to
integrate the relational and other changes they experienced and maintaia aestablof
self varied. Some needed more time and distance away from their famillet agid
develop coping resources whereas others achieved this living in the santep&axiby.
In either scenario, defenses were lowered and participants were abietarttiitalk
about their life and the changes they experienced. Inner conflicts decasmse
participants did not feel as alone or different. Increased self-esteknompetence
helped participants feel comfortable with who they were and where theyfitame
Some found appreciation for their family and empathy for their parents.ipants
wanted to understand their parents and the decisions they made, although this did not
always result in forgiveness or improved relationships. Properties in tAgocainclude
Isolation Ends, | Struggled but Survived, Increased Understanding and Empathiys a

My Life Now.
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CHAPTER IX

SUMMARY OF THE RESULTS

This study revealed how participants began life in a nuclear familyesndofr
the most part, cared for and protected by their parents. They lived in a househoy
parents who had a positive relationship with one another and were committed to taking
care of their children and providing for their needs. These participants $tatile
beginning that established a foundation for their growth and development. Over time
hostility permeated the parental relationship. Anger and tension filled the hayysehol
parents yelled more often and participants were frightened. Strairesdgdar
relationships ended in divorce.

Participants who previously had a secure, growth enhancing upbringing and
family unit now had to contend with numerous relational and tangible changes,
disruptions, losses, and confusion after the divorce. Parents began new intimate
relationships and remarried. Although parents may have benefited from these
relationships, many participants did not. Stepfamily households did not autoraticall
return participants to their earlier quality of upbringing. Relationshigs stepparents
were often conflict filled and participants lost physical or emotional cont#it their
parents. Participants had to grapple with these changes and losses on their own.

Furthermore, secrecy surrounding their parent’s previously undisclosed honlibgexua
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and resulting change in his or her sexual orientation as well as chaaoigg livi
arrangements prevented participants from processing these expetitaniag no
narrative from which to speak, participants felt isolated and confused. Amttared,
participants were finally able to process and integrate their lifaragtances. They had a
better sense of its impact on them, and actively worked to improve and healltiesmse
and develop positive relationships with others.

The results of the study are divided into four chronological categoriesti@ref
Inner Stability, Loss of Family Constellation, Chaos Intensifiesiufamily
Reorganization, and Stabilization. Each category is summarized below.

Creation of Inner Stability describes participants’ beginning &édimg safe and
cared for by their parents. Intact family norms and values, exposure to thtspare
positive relationship, and predictable household routines and structure, fostased ma
participants’ growth and sense of trust in others. This peaceful beginning didtnot la
long. Deteriorating parental relationships led to strained family eakstips and chaos
within the home. Parent and participant relationships suffered and participdotgyer
received the same quality of parental ministration as before. The faaslywerisis and
participants were frightened. Regardless whether participants were afivar
emotionally and cognitively mature enough to grasp, the serious nature of thilpare
conflict, they were caught off guard and sickened when told their parentgowegeto
divorce. Properties in the category include A Good Enough Beginning, Family Routines
to Count On, Being Cared For, Signs of Trouble, Chaos Begins, One Parent Protected Me

from the Other, | Didn’t Feel Cared For, and Caught Off Guard.
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Immediate concerns regarding their well-being and fear of losing ¢antac
their parents abound in the next category, Loss of Family Constellatiticigauts’
relationships and the amount of time spent with their parents changed dyastiealthe
divorce. This category details how participants felt and reacted when thesirqguarent
moved out of the intact nuclear family home to live in either a singlexp&aily home,
or a heterosexual stepfamily, or a same-sex stepfamily aftep#rent actualized their
previously unrevealed same-sex attraction.

Participants lives were disrupted and familiar routines were no longer prominent.
Structure and predictability of the household and parental care were absé&ripapast
were exposed to one or both parents’ distress and this influenced how much they turned
to them for support. Close contact with extended family and friends dissipated and
participants were responsible for more of their own care. Participantbadh® special
relationship with someone, particularly an older person who nurtured and supplemented
missing parental functions, benefited from and greatly valued the retapons

Parental sexuality, previously repressed, came to the forefront whesipaentis
saw their parents dating and remarry. Most often, when parents began same-sex
relationships, the nature of their relationship was hidden and kept secret. However,
participants were aware something was different, and over time becaaip ttezir
parent was gay or lesbian even if the parent had not yet disclosed.

This period in time was replete with chaos and difficulty. Participantstsziw t
parents changing in many ways but did not understand why. These changes did not

always translate to improved household circumstances or better relationshijggodhts
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felt rejected and unimportant. Communication continued to deteriorate. Pargdglant
different and were ashamed and afraid to reach out and talk to others. They did not know
how to think about or organize their thoughts, feelings, and experiences. Therefore, the
did not share with others and did not develop a narrative that helped them understand and
integrate the changes in their parent and themselves. Properties of Ehamiges Begin
and Cause Strain, Losing Family Members, Disorganization and Changeah¥tlgus,
Financial Changes, Care from Others, and Parents’ Dating are includeddatédgery.

Chaos, financial strains, and problematic parent and participant relations
increased in the same-sex stepfamily. The category Chaos Iresmifiing Family
Reorganization captures what it was like living in this home. Strained or absent
communication between parent and participant expanded to include participants’ being
evasive and silent with others outside the family as well. Moreover, partgipatta
new stepparent to contend with. Participants did not know how to define their
relationship to this person, in part due to secrecy surrounding the nature of the parental
relationship and circumstances of their living together in the household. Maas; in
addition to this relationship’s being extremely problematic itselfhtstile or abusive
stepparent further separated participants from their parent. On the ottetheasmall
group of participants receptive to developing a relationship with their warnttantise
stepparent approved of the parental relationship and felt better about thethienes
relationship with their stepparent, and changes since the divorce. Properties of

Recognition of the Same-Sex Stepfamily, Tumultuous Beginning, Finan@aisStr
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Being Alone, Relationship with Stepparent, Losing Connection with Parent(s), and
Keeping Quiet are included in this category.

The final category, Stabilization, describes how participants were able to
overcome hurts and losses they experienced and rebuild their lives. The lengthibf tim
took participants to reach this stage varied. Some participants achievealdagberi
stability while living in the same-sex stepfamily whereas for ottiessstage was not
achieved until they left the household and gained distance from their parentresteppa
or continued chaos in the house.

Participants no longer lived in fear of being judged by others. They wanted to
have open and honest relationships with others, and this included talking about their
family and life circumstances. They felt comforted when meeting peogiedffierent
histories and came to appreciate uniqueness in themselves and others. Conweysely, t
also met people who had gay family members or who were gay. Knowing ottlers w
similar experiences provided a sense of connection and belonging, and made past
differences less important.

When circumstances in the same-sex stepfamily improved, participants dxknefit
from being part of this household. Some specifically identified benefiiging in a
same-sex stepfamily. Other times, regardless of continuedfgtiesgsehold situations
and problematic familial relationships, participants got back on track througlowre
hard work and desire to succeed and improve their lives. Relationships with parents or
stepparents changed, including empathy for their parent. Particifgmta@urned the

loss of familial relationships that did not materialize as they hoped. Pexpiertiis
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category include Isolation Ends, | Struggled but Survived, Increased Undemngtandi

Empathy, and It's My Life Now.
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CHAPTER X

FINDINGS AND THEORETICAL IMPLICATIONS

This chapter describes pertinent findings and theoretical implications of
participants’ experiences of living in an intact nuclear heterosexudyfacusehold and
later living in a same-sex stepfamily. The findings and theoretigdlaations, analyzed
through object relations theory, will be discussed and compared with relevattifiée

Clinical implications and areas for future research conclude this chapter.

Brief Summary of Findings
Results of the study reveal nimgjor findings. Each finding is elucidated in its
own section in this chapter. Findings are related to dynamics contained indramgi
from living in a heterosexual intact family to living in a same-sex ataiy post

parental disclosure of homosexuality and subsequent divorce.

Finding 1
Participants’ basic sense of themselves and their pasmhot altered by the
parent’s changed sexual orientation but their perception of their parent wagethbylif

ongoing circumstances and their relationship.
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Finding 2
Participants’ reactions and adjustment to the numerous changes post-divorce were
influenced by whether they felt loved, taken care of, and protected by theitspae
change in sexual orientation of a parent and his or her beginning a same-senstefati

did not produce the greatest impact.

Finding 3
Participants’ relationship with their parents changed dramatitcdlbwing the
divorce. Emotional separation occurred too quickly and too early and their development

was derailed.

Finding 4

Anxiety resulted from awareness of parental sexuality. A change iratapts
sexual orientation brought more attention to parental sexuality. Particidafds'ses
were heightened to keep parental sexuality repressed, including deniapaf¢hés

homosexuality.

Finding 5
Participants did not talk about their gay or lesbian parent’s or stepfanving |

arrangements.

Finding 6
Developmental factors contributed to a relaxation of defenses and led participants
to think about their lives and reflect on their experiences. This did not automatically

translate into their being more open with family members.



142
Finding 7

Participants did not wish for return of the parent’'s heterosexual orientation.

Finding 8
Participants’ lives and family relationships did not improve in the same-sex
stepfamily. Destabilization and strains from the immediate period aéielitbrce

persisted.

Finding 9
Participants questioned the permanency of their relationships or held back from

fully engaging with others.

Elucidation of Findings

Finding 1: Participants’ basic sense of themselves and their parent was not altetesl by
parent’s changed sexual orientation but their perception of their parent was modified by
ongoing circumstances and their relationship.

Participants originally learned about themselves and their parents through
numerous observations and interactions together and participation in daily routhnes in t
intact family household. Seeing and interacting with their parents alloweddhem
formulate rudimentary ideas about wiheir parentsvere and over time helped them
develop a general understanding of what they could count on and expect from them
(Chapter V). A fundamental sense of themselves and their parents steromeldese

innumerable interactions within the context of their relationship and familiaiun
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Participants’ narrative did not suggest their basic sense of who they quatent
was changed based on parental acknowledgment of previously undisclosed
homosexuality. This is expectable, given object relations principles. An indi\gchesdic
sense of self is established in early life and is not easily changed. Tlye chaine
parent occurred later in life after the template is laid. On the other handipzents’
narratives did indicate this significant change was overwhelming in othey when the
parent was so preoccupied with this revised aspect of him- or herself and was not
emotionally available to help them understand this change.

Participants were unable to go to or use their parent to lessen their amhetp
understand this change in sexual orientation and living arrangements. Xpeserees
were overstimulating and unprocessed. Parental availability and comtramimauld
have helped participants integrate any tension they experienced. Acbgrdargntal
help and effort to understand and validate participants’ thoughts and feelingg as the
navigated these changes may have prevented the event from becoming ¢raureatilt
of an intolerable quantity of excitation (Freud, 1920/1955a). Although parents are
frequently more attentive to rebuilding their own lives post-divorce, Hethering®®3Y),
results of this study suggest their unavailability may be more prominergas wdnen the
parent is also coming out for the first time, thereby having a more pronouheetdoef
children’s psychological health.

Participants’ narratives revealed the ways their parent and theiomstap
changed, particularly if there were disruptions in caretaking or emotomratual

separation, and whether their parent was open and communicative about his or her
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change in sexual orientation and beginning a same-sex relationship hateaorag
and impact than the change in sexual orientation itself. Consistent witbyzreesearch
on children of divorce (Hetherington & Stanley-Hagen, 1999; Wallerstein et al.,,2000)
how the parent behaved and reared participants since the beginning, over time, and in the
various household configurations, was critical in determining how participanébteit
the circumstances. Seeing and experiencing their parent become molsvenpr
reckless, less caring, more evasive, and unavailable was what was ssidgti@, in
the few cases where the parent became more open and relaxed and tlogishgbati
enhanced, so pleasing. In either scenario, both cases were psychorgiymiang for
participants. These experiences prompted intrapsychic modificationsvahby viewed,
interacted with, and thought of their parent and themselves. Reality testiagdied a
change in their perception of the parent based on the parent’s actions and attitudes.

Identifications with the parent were established independent of the gasenxtial
orientation and not impacted by this change. Therefore, it may be impossible to know
what the role a change in sexual orientation impacts. Or what role a changmgular

although significant attribute of the parent has on identifications in totality.

Finding 2: Participants’ reactions and adjustment to the numerous changes post-divorce
were influenced by whether they felt loved, taken care of, and protected by their.parents
A change in sexual orientation of a parent and his or her beginning a same-sex
relationship did not produce the greatest impact.

How participants thought and felt about and adjusted to their parents’ divorce,

breakup of their original family home, and circumstances of famé\ttéreafter
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predominately resulted from the stability and quality of the parent andiparti
relationship and participants’ sense of well-being and security in theinviag |
arrangements. Participants’ reactions were similar to findings fremaqus literature of
divorce. Ongoing family circumstances and relationship with parents teitiga
exacerbate the effects divorce has on children. The ways parents resporahagd the
post-divorce years, including provision of ongoing care to the children andemence
of positive relationships and household structure has a tremendous influence on
children’s reactions and adjustment to the divorce (Hetherington, 1999; Wall&stei
Kelly, 1979; Wallerstein et al., 2000).

Participants’ narratives indicated they felt less important to their gaoece the
marital strife began and they viewed their parents as less emotiandllyhysically
available. Participants took responsibility for more of their own care, a comm
occurrence for children during the marital conflict and post-divorce tramghase
(Hetherington, 1993; Wallerstein & Kelly, 1979), and this persisted for means,
regardless of the type of family structure in which they later livedirisentiments are
woven throughout the three chapters covering participants’ lives and faailipnships
beginning with the intact nuclear family household through the same-sex stgpfam
household (Chapters V, VI, and VII).

External stressors and their impact on participants, although not eliminated, w
lessened by having a loving, secure, and reliable relationship with their paregtdo r
and benefit from in times of difficulty. Participants wanted and benefited fupmpostive

contact with their parents. Bowlby (1982), who originated attachment theopgnized
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the child’s need for a reliable ongoing attachment to a primary caregpeires how
contact with their parents eased overwhelming or stressful feelings. $160&®)
expanded this notion and identified attachment as a biologically based dowimggula
system, helping the infant to modulate his or her arousal level. Bowlbynizedg
attachment is not something a person outgrows, nor should it be. Attachment does not
wane; attachment behaviors eliciting proximity to the attachment fidgnanege in
expression with development. One’s emotional security results from confihetinge
availability of attachment figures. Participants needed their parentfpttheen modulate
their arousal level in response to the numerous changes.

The quality of participant and parent relationship as well as the parent amer par
relationship influenced how poignantly or painfully participants experienced the
numerous changes in their lives. In addition, seeing their parent and new partner,
regardless of sexual orientation of the couple, in a loving relationship thatspasseve
to participants’ needs fostered their sense of feeling safe in their gacard. Consistent
with previous studies, the level of family conflict, communication, and quality otahari
relationship had an influence in mediating participants’ level of problems andnaeipist
independent of family structure (Dunn, 2002; Mooney-Somers & Golombok, 2000;
Patterson, 1992). Participants’ reaction to learning the news their pasegawar
lesbian varied and was not always shocking or distressing (Chapter VI).

What seemed like a radical transformation itself, namely, a changeuial se
orientation of a parent and his or her beginning a same-sex relationship, did not produce

the greatest impact. Participants’ basic sense of object relation$eiitiparents was
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laid down early in life. The quality of that relationship is long lasting and had more

impact on participants’ later life than the change itself.

Finding 3: Participants’ relationship dramatically changed with their parents following
the divorce. Emotional separation occurred too quickly and too early and their
development was derailed.

Participants were alarmed they would loose connection with their parents,
particularly the noncustodial parent, following the divorce. Although the amountef t
participants and parent spent together lessened post-divorce and hindered their
relationship, those who had a warm relationship developed ways to stay connected and
emotionally engaged with one another. On the other hand, the vast majority of
participants felt less emotionally connected with their parents oveyragardless of
custodial arrangements. Although a temporary loss of emotional connection as@titre
conflict with their custodial parent occurs and resolves itself in matoyalng families
(Wallerstein & Kelly, 1979), problematic relationships persisted longer tkaaceed for
participants in this study. Some participants believed their parent s&available to
them when he or she was involved in any intimate relationship, regardless ofnthethe
relationship was heterosexual or homosexual. Others believed their paremj corni
and beginning a new same-sex relationship contributed to his or her absence and
increased unavailability.

Participants reported they received less care than before and did mobteeted
by their parents post-divorce (Chapter VI). Participants questioned how muchetey w

loved and this caused them much anguish. Their anguish can be understood when
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recognizing separation from the parent due to the divorce, particularly d rtadical
separation and the child perceives to have lost one or both parents in an emotionally
drastic way, triggers core anxiety due to the sense of object loss and ldastohant to
the object.

Parent and child relationships post-divorce have been studied extensively. Studies
indicate these relationships become more problematic over time, most dften wi
noncustodial parents (Wallerstein & Kelly, 1979) or with fathers (Wadlgrst
Blakeslee, 1996). Negative changes in the quality of relationships and growingrehot
distance between parents and participants in this study were similar to $iingding
previous research (Amato & Booth, 1991), although other studies identifpnslaips
often improve post-divorce, particularly when noncustodial parents and children rebuild
their relationship in a manner more receptive to one another’s needs (Ahrons, 2004).
With very few exceptions, improved relationships were not reflected in partisipa
narratives.

Participants’ narratives revealed their concern for their safetyaltdbeing
growing up, a frequent response from children after divorce (Wallersteirilg, K879).
Some spoke of one parent being ill equipped to parent without the guidelines provided by
the marital structure or supervision by the other parent. Roles were teaassome
participants took care of their emotionally distraught parent. Participamtatizas
echoed studies noting parentification of children of divorce (Royko, 1999), andnveeake
household rules and parental guidance and discipline post-divorce (Lebowitz, 1985;

Wallerstein & Kelly, 1979).
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Many participants needed the missing external structure, previously pidoyde
the cohesive parental unit, parental nurturance, and stable household for their ongoing
development. This is expectable given the centrality of establishing anthmaug
relationships with others as a necessary condition for development. Fairbairhensd ot
recognized an individual needs satisfying relationships with others forlgralithough
participants experienced a range of severity in emotional or behavioramspbst-
divorce and for a significant time thereafter, psychological attentioniopisdy available
and directed towards their own growth and development, was refocused on their parents,
caretakers, and instability of the household (Chapters VI and VII).

An important task of successful stepfamilies is the establishment of new and
efficient family roles, relationships, and daily schedules. It often takesa years after
its formation for a stepfamily to settle in and function effectively (Gh&lFurstenberg,
1994; Hetherington, 1989); however, the usual destabilization period lasted longer for
many same-sex stepfamilies in this study. Although some participaperienced a
resumption of development after the same-sex stepfamily achieved a |letadilitlys
more often than ndtabilization did not occur at all. In those instances, participants’
growth resumed after their own maturation and physical separation fromrteual

chaos and strained relationships in the stepfamily home (Chapter VIII).
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Finding 4: Anxiety resulted from awareness of parental sexuality. A change in the
parent’'s sexual orientation brought more attention to parental sexuality. Participants’
defenses were heightened to keep parental sexuality repressed including denial of the
parent’'s homosexuality.

Previous studies indicated breakdown in communication occurs between parents
and their children when parents do not come out to their children despite their
involvement in a same-sex relationship. Impediments to open communication were
attributed to parents’ difficulty acknowledging their homosexuality dfwilte to keep
the relationship secret (Lewis, 1980). Secrecy and ensuing communicatiensbageie
evident in this study. Many parents went to great lengths to keep the nature drtiesir s
sex relationship secret. If they lived together with a partner, a seconairedias staged
to make it appear as if the parent and partner did not share a bedroonpddastiviere
given inaccurate explanations as to why their parents same gender “mendd into
the house. The majority of parents delay coming out to their children (Schulenburg
1985) or make the decision to disclose based on the children’s age (Lynch & Murray,
2000). Only a very small number pérticipants in this study reported their parent openly
disclosed he was gay or she was lesbian; instead, many participantedem
ambiguous disclosure of various sorts or no disclosure at all (Chapter VI).

As patrticipants matured and developed sexually, they began their ownténtima
relationships. Along this line, they were able to observe and differentistedre
friendships and sexual relationships, and this observation extended to the parent’s

relationships as well. In some cases, participants came to recognizsatieai was gay
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or lesbian before any verbalization from the parent occurred. Although partecghd
not want to be privy to any details of their parent’s love relationships, regguafle
sexual orientation, ambiguity and secrecy regarding the changed sexuationesfta
their parent drew more than the expected amount of conscious andries®us
attention to parental sexuality.

Object relations theory clarifies why a significant change in epavould
capture participants’ attention. Internal mental representations atiomal templates
established in infancy are based on relationships and interactions with primasy othe
(Greenberg & Mitchell, 1983). Internal representations and relationaldtsre
carried forward throughout life and influence relationships and expectation$ afidel
other.
Participants came to know about their parents via numerous exchanges and being

a witness to, among other things, how parents conducted themselves, with whom they
interacted, and their object choice. When participants wondered about the natuire of the
parent’s relationship or suspected their parent was gay or lesbian, it drewttent®n
to the relationship and parental sexuality because they were trying @ tlgur parent
out or to make sense of his or her behavior, changed interests, or new and seemingly
strange relationship. This internal relationship to the parent, shaped by theoh#&teare
original object relationship, is modifiable by subsequent experience andnshagis
(Ogden, 2004). Additional psychic attention is expended both to make sense of their

parent’s behavior and relationship and to modify the internal relationship to tiné pare
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and, at the same time, to defend against awareness of parental change in sexual
orientation and parental sexuality.

Adolescents grapple with the expression and management of their own
burgeoning sexual feelings and impulses at the same time being cogniaadt of
therefore uncomfortable about knowledge of their parent’s dating and sexual life
(Lebowitz, 1985; Wallerstein & Blakeslee, 1996). It is well establishaddhildren in
general are uncomfortable when faced with evidence of parental sexthigyanxiety is
attributed to the idea that awareness of parental sexuality evokes aneiethibddhood
sexual fantasies about their parents and may threaten boundaries relatest taboce

Adolescent children of divorce and children of stepfamilies are faced with their
own sexuality and evidence of their parent’s sexuality, resulting frompattent’s
beginning a new love relationship. Findings of this study suggest there arereddi
levels of uneasiness regarding parental sexuality for adolescentsarssarstepfamilies
compared to children in heterosexual stepfamilies. A change in sexual arieonfahe
parent brings additional anxiety compared to parental dating and regeasiihout a
change in sexual orientation.

Parents and participants did not know how to, nor did they want to, talk about the
parent’s sexual orientation or love relationships. Furthermore, to talk abouéigeyec
activities or homosexuality in general was too close to talking about pasenrtallity.
Anxiety heightened, defenses were strengthened, and parental sexoadityec
repressed. The obvious was kept quiet, not discussed with members within the household

or with others outside the family.
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Finding 5: Participants did not talk about their gay or lesbian parent’s or stepfamily’s
living arrangements.

Many participants went to great efforts to keep their same-sex sigpsacret
from others. They did not mention or talk about their family members, did not bring
friends over to their house, and did not verbalize any concerns they had. Although
participants did not necessarily feel different from others because #nentp were
divorced, many felt different from others because they lived in and were banefra
same-sex household and had a gay or lesbian parent. Participants did not knoukethers |
themselves and had little awareness or understanding of people who were ganaor les
(Chapter VII). Participants knew they lived in a different family configanathan the
majority culture. They drew on their early familial relational templatdefine normal,
but the same-sex stepfamily configuration was different and unusual. When narfamil
with others like themselves, participants felt different. Participants’ ledyel of and
being with people who had gay or lesbian parents or lived in a same-sex fachiipth
occurred. As they developed, some met and made friends with a diverse group of people.
Being in contact with others like themselves expanded internalized gugleimehom
and what constituted a normal family and family structure and helped themtdégel
less different.

Although it is not uncommon for children of gay parents to not bring friends over
or keep their living arrangement and their parent’s relationship private& Gregory,
2001; Lewis, 1980; O’'Connell, 1993), the severityafticipants’ silence and the entire

family’s silence was a distinguishing occurreaoeong those who transitioned into a
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same-sex stepfamily and was not found to this extent in heterosexuainsliegfar
children born into gay or lesbian families.

Participants in this study did not know how to assimilate the uniqueness of their
same-sex stepfamily or how to understand or explain the reasons thaesvh&mily
members and relationships. To think or talk about one’s experiences helps bring
understanding. Participants’ and their family members’ way of handlingnetatrough
open discussions; this suggested a closing off or suppression. Suppressied assist
participants to not think or talk about themselves and their family. This led to thei
difficulty developing a narrative to understand their experiences andectgukin
inability to integrate changed aspects of their parent and themselvéisdaimtthinking.
This may be one reason patrticipants did not indicate or describe any radigg than
themselves.

Over time, for the most part, participants in this study reported an increaiseel
of stability and believed their life and mental health improved. Was thatahé was or
was there a defensive glossing over? This researcher’s difficatigmecting with
participants who were initially receptive to review study results femityer checking and
the lack of response from those who were sent written material suggesiaitethe |
Participants may have been reluctant to revisit study results becaugmtheipation in
this study awakened negative affects previously defended against. ileémsie &nd non-
responsiveness was a repetition of ways participants coped with overwheffertg in

their childhood. They did not talk about it. Their silence then and over time, r@veale
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their need for external stability despite evidence to the contrary aagdsgthic stability

despite feeling overwhelmed.

Finding 6: Developmental factors contributed to a relaxation of defenses and led
participants to think about their lives and reflect on their experiences. This did not
automatically translate into their being more open with family members.

Over time, new experiences and encounters with others helped expand
participants’ guidelines for how people should act and be. Participants felt le®gssanx
about their living arrangements and recognized their own identity sefraratéheir
parents and household living arrangements. Suppression and denial gave way to a desire
to understand themselves and their family relationships and circumstancesTbetyer
wanted to relate more intimately with others. Significant others outsidarthly of
origin helped them process. Sometimes having their own children and love interests
helped participants reflect on their lives in effort to explain their situatiorhtyt
(Chapter VIII). Meeting and having relationships with new people outsiderthiky fa
helped them open up, especially when they became friends with people wigawere
lesbian. Having contact with others like themselves, whether it is havingy ¢esbian
parents or being gay or lesbian themselves positively influences childdgmssnaent
and decreases feelings of isolation (Gilgoff, 2004; Lewis, 1980; Ray & Gre2faf¥).

Participants spoke of the relief they felt when they encountered divensie peo
and family backgrounds, while some wished they knew others like them earliengTal
and having new experiences with others helped participants integmateralational

configuration into their beliefs about what constituted a normal relationshifneind
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anxiety lessened. This allowed blocked psychological attention, previously coomgtri
development, to resume.

Although participants disclosed the nature of their family and ligingngements,
many were not open with the full extent of their feelings. This wagpkarly the case
with participants’ hesitation to be open with family members about past indrtgpaet
feelings. Participants were reluctant to talk with their parents absupaeental
abandonment, neglect, or their unavailability and its devastating impactron the
Wallerstein (2005) noted in families where parents were silent or unconativaiwith
their children about the circumstances of their divorce, their adult chileliten f
overburdened by the secrecy and lack of dialogue regarding the divorce. Teeynge/
at their parents for withholding important information about their life and history.

Disavowal, intellectualization, and denial of hurt or angry feelings about the
family circumstances or relationships helped participants maintaint@mslaip, albeit
potentially emotionally constricted, with their parents and siblings. Quitaljpps
participants’ avoidance of direct exploration and confrontation of difficultergtt
revealed their reluctance to open up emotionally laden topics in an effoestrye the
parent and participant relationship as it was, and prevent future changes or losanflei
Fairbairn, among various object relational thinkers, described how the child v@tadti
to try to hold caretakers blameless for disappointments, hurts, or neglecs dbineiin
an effort to not lose the sense of having a good and reliable caretakeesemdes the
relationship with the caretakdfeeping silent and being avoidant of emotional

encounters that might lead to another change in or abandonment by their paren¢grevent
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the potential loss of a parent. Additionally, the fact several participantsizkzsann
idyllic childhood with their parents despite the presence of conflict in theainari
relationship or parental instability may be attributed to idealization af paeents or
early life together as a family. Idealization of the intact nucleailyehelped participants
return to, albeit in a defensive way, an earlier time when they believed theyowed,

wanted, and cared for by their parents.

Finding 7: Participants did not wish for return of the parent’s heterosexual orientat
Participants’ anguish was somewhat diminished by an ongoing open and caring
relationship with their parents post-divorce, especially when participaidsdabtheir
parents continued to place the participants’ well-being and interestérfitisbse
scenarios, continual parental ministrations countered a potential object lokg éosbt
of what was previously known. Although participants spoke of their hardships post-
divorce and some reflected on earlier wishes their parents would reunite, botbrcomm
reactions for children of divorce (Wallerstein & Kelly, 1979), participamsratives did
not indicate a wish for their gay or lesbian parent return to a heterosexuhtioie
Only one participant stated she wished her parent was not gay. Participantsoue
upset when their parent was emotionally or physically unavailable durimg hes
coming out process and was entering into a same-sex relationship. Thesgaodsti
wished for a different relationship with their parent, not for his or her return to
heterosexual orientation.
The ongoing parent and participant relationship had more meaning and anpac

participants than the parent’s love relationships. This is consistent witr stutlies of
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children of gay parents that identified the quality of family relatigrss not parental
sexual orientation, as affecting children’s growth and development (Chanl&Sd;
Mooney-Somers & Golombok, 2000; Patterson, 1992). Participants mourned the loss of
the parental care and the relationship they had or wished they had. A changatal pa
sexual orientation did not constitute an object loss. Although participants’ reactions
varied on learning their parent was gay or lesbian, their narratives edlitaty were
more devastated by news of the divorce, the breakup of the marriage and family home,
and the circumstances of life thereafter than news of their parent’s &onadisy.

Curiously absent from the majority of narratives was what impactyiftaa
noncustodial parent’s reaction to the news their ex-spouse was gay or lesbian had on
participants. Previous studies indicated the heterosexual parent’s reactioprbfmiad
effect on children’s feelings about their gay or lesbian parent (Cramer, 1986yzais
not noted in participants’ narratives.

Wallerstein and Blakeslee (1996) noted each family member had his or her own
reaction to the divorce and post-divorce family. They indicated it was erroreeous t
assume the parent’s contentment with life thereafter automaticakgfitesl the children
as well. Additional factors, such as level of parental anger, quality ofltfeeinew
home, relationship with the parent, and whether their needs were met, influenced
children’s level of satisfaction in the post-divorce family (Dunn, 2002; Hethenngt
Stanley-Hagan, 1999; Wallerstein & Kelly, 1979).

While the above factors certainly influenced participants’ experseinceneir

same-sex stepfamily, there may be some cases where the paappitsess influenced
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children’s happiness to a greater extent. In this study, participants whalissve
parent as benefiting from their disclosure—for example, happier, more opeorer m
relaxed, and involved in a caring same-sex relationship—were less negetoazning
their parent’s being gay or their new living arrangements. When partisi saw their
parent happier, reality testing confirmed they did not have to worry about poterdtial los
or adverse changes. It may be in instances when a same-sex stepflomhedafter a
parent comes out, the parent’s contentment with the living arrangement aratentim
relationship positively influences children’s reactions more so than in eitgatiithout a
change in sexual orientation of a parent. Seeing their parent happy brought Isajapines

some participants (Chapter VI).

Finding 8: Participants’ lives and family relationships did not improve in the same-sex
stepfamily. Destabilization and strains from the immediate period after the éivorc
persisted.

For many participants, life in the same-sex stepfamily was riddigdoenflict
and unhappiness. Participants experienced numerous economic and relationalnstrains a
losses after the divorce and the end of the intact family. Whereas studasilesfof
divorce and stepfamilies indicated the acute distress many parertsilanen
experienced after divorce dissipated, and the post-divorce family estabtsbechi
stability within a few years (Cherlin, 1999; Hetherington, 1993; Wallergtdelly,
1979), that was not the case for participants in this siiltly expected destabilization in

the immediate period after the divorce did not lessen as time passed. The sanatture
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stability of the intact family did not reestablish itself in the majasf the same-sex
stepfamilies (Chapter VII).

Participant and parent relationships remained strained and in some cases
deteriorated. The family did not bond together and participants did not bond with their
stepparents, or if they did, they did it much later. Exceptions to this occurred when
participants liked their stepparent and the stepparent supplemented misanal pales.
Most often, participants did not believe their parent protected them from an abusive
stepparent.

Although children in a stepfamily often have a more positive and open
relationship with their biological parent compared to their stepparent (Etuain 2001),
other research indicated the majority of stepchildren had a fairly goodmslap with
their stepparent and were satisfied with the relationship (Ganong & Qulég@24).
These studies stand in contrast to participants’ familial relationshipsisttdy.
Participantseported a better relationship with their parent than stepparent, yet many
parent and participant relationships were in turmoil and continued to be so as time
passed. The vast majority hadearen more problematic relationship with their
stepparent, including being terribly unhappy with their stepparent and they qaidlieir
relationship. It was true in participants’ lives and consistent with thiatlites that the
stepparent and participant relationship, once established, for better or woi@eetbas
it was and often did not automatically improve as time passed (BraygeBd 993;
Ganong & Coleman, 1994). In some cases it was possible participants may thave fel

disloyal to their parent if they liked their stepparent. Not wanting to felelydismay
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have translated into keeping their stepparent at a distance or preventisgltiesnfrom
getting more emotionally connected over time. In the participants’ mindhdhavi
wanting a relationship with their stepparent may threaten the relatiomghifheir
biological parent.

Whether it was attributed to stepparents’ hostility toward participants,
stepparents’ efforts to exclude participants, or the private nature of theaatittnship,
many participants did not feel accepted or cared about by their stepparénipénts
believed their stepparent either did not want them around or wanted control aadaafl
over the adult relationship. Few stepparents supported or recognized the iogoftan
the parent’s relationship to the participants. This conflicted with eaesearch findings
by Lynch (2000, 2004). Lynch’s studies indicated many stepparents or ¢gsbian
stepfamilies support their partner’'s connection to his or her children and belevéo
be more important than the adult relationship. Also absent in participantsivesyget
indicated in previous research by Lynch (2004), was evidence of bonding same-sex
stepfamilies experienced when they came together as a family to e@kmds on what
to disclose to others. For the majority of families in this study the@af the same-sex
household was not acknowledged or discussed with family members or with those
outside the family. No efforts were made to support one another regarding the ussquene
of their family or to decide what to disclose to others.

Unlike early life in the intact family, life for many participants in gtmined
same-sex stepfamily had few growth-promoting routines or opporturilieesame-sex

stepfamily did not develop its own routines and norms. In studying children of gay
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parents, Ray and Gregory, (2001) identified benefits to living in a same-seshbtul)s
such as the children’s being tolerant and respectful of differences in others.dtutty,
benefits specific to living in their same-sex household were mentioned by ogrly a v
small number of participants.

Many participants continued to feel inner turmoil because their external
environment was in upheaval. Participants’ negative experiences were notrsyirpris
given previous studies noted the ameliorating factors of a positive parent lahd chi
relationship, authoritative parenting, and minimal conflict in the post-divorcéyfami
children’s adjustment in the subsequent y@detherington, 1999; Wallerstein et al.,
2000) and that many of these factors were absent in their same-sex syepfami

Not feeling secure or wanted depleted participants. Participants, at worst
regressed in development as they struggled to survive emotionally desjitg mited
resources or being surrounded by hostile relationships or tenuously maingaeiaus
developmental achievements. Exceptions occurred for participants who wesdeskpar
from an abusive parent as a result of the divorce. These participants feletagesl in
their new living arrangements and their development improved. Their positot®nsa
and experiences were consistent with previous research indicating noenrpatibland
occasional beneficial outcomes for children when parents who have hightcainflicce
(Ahrons, 2004; Amato et al., 1995; Wheaton, 1990).

For many this period in time represented losses and few gains, includiagqa) |
of relationships and care from and communication with parents, siblings, andezkte

family members; (b) loss of stability, rules, routines, and consistent @ieldidiehavior
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by their parent they came to know and count on; and (c) loss of economic and future

financial planning and other resources.

Finding 9: Participants questioned the permanency of their relationships or held back
from fully engaging with others.

Many participants anticipated future changes and endings to their fripadstd
intimate relationships. Although some accepted this readily and deemed ibélipest
others were distressed and either held back from fully engaging with oth&sried
their present relationships would not last (Chapter VIII). Several partisipaondered if
they would get divorced and did not want to be like their parents in that regard.
Participants vowed they were never going to have multiple relationshigs$ adgorce,

a common occurrence for adult children of divorce (Wallerstein, 2005; Wailhegste
Kelly, 1979).

One explanation for participants holding back from engaging in relationships is
elucidated by Fairbairn (1941/1952b, 1943/1952a). Participants in this study exgerienc
parental failures and breaks in ministrations pre- and post-divorce. When this, tlceur
child internalizes a negative relationship with their parent, a relationstiiwnd to a
parent who is expected to be satisfying, but withholding nonetheless. In preséfa, day
unconscious efforts are made to influence relationships to continue connectimgrso ot
with this similar emotional essence established in the past.

Although participants spoke of wanting a permanent loving relationship, a fair
number did not feel fully equipped or invested to make relationships last or worfdered i

they were ever going to meet someone with whom they felt compatible.r¥tzle
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(2005), in discussing the 25-year follow up of children of divorce she and her coleague
performed, wrote “at adulthood, the experience of having been through parenteg divor
as a child impacts detrimentally on the capacity to love and be loved withimg,las
committed relationship” (p. 410). Sixty percent of the women and 40% of the men
established reasonably gratifying and enduring relationships, but theadesot.
Participants’ concerns were not surprising, considering prior objetibrelhanxieties
get mobilized in present-day relationships, particularly when curnentnastances
resonate with the past. Once parental divorce shatters the illusion afirgtgds lasting
forever, then trust, object constancy, and separation anxiety may become prahlemati

later life for everyone.

Clinical Implications

Participants were overwhelmed and confused regarding the nature of ansreas
for the many changes they witnessed and experienced in their household ah@iwith t
parents. All too often participants attributed their parents’ emotional or phgsisence
as a rejection of them. When children blame themselves for parental negletiuse,
they take ownership of and thereby internalize bad attributes of the parerfosi@is an
illusion of control over their environment and retains the possibility for futueefoam
their parent. The child surmises, If only | can be less bad, my parent will V€S
idea and the anxiety mobilized by this moral defense, may be understood by torning t

Fairbairn’s work.
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Many participants were left alone to make sense of the changes thegpzeéri
They had little guidance from others and few people to turn to for support or
understanding. At the same time, participants did not readily seek out people with whom
to talk, often due to being embarrassed and apprehensive about being open véth othe
Therapists working with people who have transitioned or are currentlytioansg from
a heterosexual household to a same-sex stepfamily due to a change in sexa#barient
of their parent, should explore the meanings clients ascribed to their paehigors
and how they felt living in their new family composition. Assisting clieéatsonstruct a
narrative about their family history is important; it allows clientexamine their core
beliefs about what constitutes, in their mind, a normal household arrangement and
intimate relationship and addresses any feelings of being different froshortiaant
culture.

Because many participants felt abandoned and neglected by their parents in the
post-divorce years, grieving this loss may be another necessary comgioineatment.
Resolution of clients’ grief could lead to more freedom and a desire to invest i
relationships with others. Fairbairn’s recasting of libido as objectisgeldcognizes the
primary importance of connections with others and provides a framework to tanders
the complexity of this task. Clients’ ongoing relationships with others, efiggraaents,
despite intense disappointment in the relationships are explained as an uncoiestoous t
the alluring parent who is believed to be full of promise to satisfy but is witimgpldi
nevertheless. If the client were to sever this tie without belief or Imojhe ipossibility of

future satisfying relationships with others, he or she would be left alone and alshndone



166
again and is staunchly defended against. Therapists need to recognizesa client’
maintaining allegiance to the bad object is one explanation for why peamerecked
in unsatisfying relationships with others.

Therapists need to be aware of any angst or protectiveness thesawgiicel
in revealing the nature of their same-sex stepfamily living genanents, as this means
disclosing their parent’s homosexuality, which is something the parenent ciay not
feel comfortable doing. Participants’ loyalty to and identificatiorihwhieir parent was
evident when hurtful comments made about the parent was felt as a narcigsisd to
participants. Clients may be less open with others, including the therapistemmr

avoid these wounds.

Areas for Future Research

Selection criteria for this study required participants to have expedetheir
parents’ divorce, to have had one parent disclose his or her homosexuality, and to have
lived at least 3 years in each family household. Participants in this studyhnergh the
divorce and lived in a same-sex household at various ages and in varying timeframe
These developmental and chronological factors did not exclude eligibikigwlse,
participants’ gender and age and the gender of the custodial, noncustodial, or gay pare
were not stipulated. This broad guideline was developed to provide a beginning point for
exploration into the intrapsychic and interpersonal factors involved in thes@osisuat
Future studies should take into consideration the impact of gender, age, developmental

factors, and timeframes.
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Participants ultimately moved into a same-sex stepfamily afteraddxensitions.
Some moved directly after the divorce, some after living in a single-parentiotaise
and some after living in another heterosexual stepfamily. Select panteipaed better
with these transitions whereas others were destabilized. Data anladys provide a
complete explanation why some participants coped better than others. Some believed
their present-day ability to manage stress and uncertainty stemmmeddaling with
these changes and conflicts in their past. Although participants spoke of ongoilyg fami
relationships as buffering negative aspects of these changes, future stadidsaddress
intrapersonal attributes of those better able to manage disruptions.

Sometimes participants’ close friends drew their attention to thenpsisame-
sex relationship by commenting or asking about the nature of the relationstep. O
times friends were silent. More information is needed to understand why the rfdahae o

relationship and household was denied or not talked about by others outside the family.
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Adult Children of Gay Parents

Research Participants Requeste
LGBT

Adults (age 18 and older) who have lived with their
heterosexual parents and now live (or lived) in akbian or gay
stepfamily.

For a research study to fulfill requirements for aDoctoral Dissertation
ELIGIBILITY CRITERIA  FOR PARTICIPATION:
e You must be at least eighteen years of age.
e You must have lived with your heterosexual bioladjgarents at
least three years.
¢ One of your biological parents announced she lsd@sor he is
gay and therefore divorced.
¢ You must have subsequently lived or are currentlggd with
your lesbian or gay parent and her or his samgpaerer at least
three years.
¢ You must be available for an interview, approxinhag®
minutes in length, with possibility of a follow-upterview if
additional information or clarification is needé&tarticipants will
receive a $10 gift card per interview.

If you are interested in signing up or finding outmore about this
study, contact Debbie Barrett, LCSW, CADC by telephoe at (630)
217-7754 or debbiebar3@aol.com. All information wilbe kept
completely confidential.
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INTRODUCTION— Hello, my name is Debbie Barrett. Thank you for your interest in
my study entitled: Living in a Same-Sex Stepfamily Post Parental&a. Is this a
convenient time to talk, or would you prefer | call you at another time? | heed a
fifteen minutes of your time.

This study is a research project that is part of the requirements fomiglé Ph.D.
program at the Institute for Clinical Social Work in Chicago, lllinois.

How did you hear about this study? Have you seen the criteria requiredticppton?

| would like to go over them with you to determine eligibility. Are you:

e At least eighteen years of age?

e Have you first lived with your mom and dad at least tlyesgs?

e Did your mom or dad announce she is lesbian or he is gay and subsequently
divorce?

e Next have you lived or currently live with your now lesbian or gay parent and her
or his same-sex partner at least thyears?

e Are you available for one interview approximately one and one-half hour in
length, with a possible follow-up interview if additional information or
clarification is needed?

Now that it is determined you meet the criteria to participate in this stiedyou have
any questions before | continue?

PURPOSE—The purpose of this study is to research the experience of children
transitioning from one household structure to another, resulting from the parent’s
changed sexual orientation and subsequent divorce. Results may be used to exlucate th
mental health field and provide more effective clinical services, whilehalgdul in
expanding the current literature.

PROCEDURES USED IN THE STUDY AND THE DURATION— Participation in
this study will involve being interviewed for approximately one and one-half hour in
length, with potential for another interview if additional information or cleatfon is
needed. The time frame for completing the interviews will depend on your avgjlabil
and our ability to coordinate scheduled times. If you agree to participats stuby, we
will do the following:

e Sign a consent form.

e Schedule and patrticipate in a one and one-half hour interview, and potentially
another interview if additional information or clarification is needed, at aitoca
and time convenient for us.

e Agree to have the interview audiotape recorded.

e Understand you will receive a monetary incentive of a ten dollar gift card
following each interview.

Please note your participation in this research is voluntary and you may stop the
interview at any time. The location of the interview will be your choice& gbur home,

the private practice office space provided by me or an agreed location.
BENEFITS—If you choose to participate in this studyere are no direct benefits for
participation in this research project. Howew@yu may experience positive feelings, such as
a sense of relief in being able to talk about your experience. You will recenmmetary
incentive of a ten dollar gift card following each interview. Your story wilp lilee
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mental health field better serve those in family transitions such as yoursillasdtivio

the clinical literature. It is hoped benefits to greater society vallltevith exposure and
knowledge about these types of family transitions.

COSTS—There is no monetary cost associated with participation in this study. Any
expenses incurred due to travel costs will be paid by me. There will be eostnef up

to two one and one-half hour interviews.

POSSIBLE RISKS/SIDE EFFECTS—t is possible you may be asked about sensitive
issues that could evoke negative emotional responses. If you are observably ingset to t
point of not being able to continue the interview, | will stop the interview to ask and
assess how you are feeling. If additional support is needed, | will provide younevith t
names of mental health centers that can help you sort out some of the feelingy you ma
be having.

PRIVACY/CONFIDENTIALITY— The information you provide is confidential. Your
identity and the identity of any persons to whom you refer to during these intemvié

not appear or be used in this research project. However, phases and/or sentences you say
may be used anonymously as data in this study. Do you give your consent to have this
data published? The audio tapes used in this study will be destroyed immediately a
they are transcribed. Raw data, such as transcriptions and notes will teel Se@u

locked filing cabinet for a maximum of five years after | graduatehéiend of the five
year period the raw data will be destroyed.

SUBJECT ASSURANCES—BY signing the consent form at our first meeting, you
agree to take part in this study. You will not give up any of your rights or esteagrom
responsibility for carelessness. You may cancel your consent to continue indlgigts

any time without penalty or loss of benefits. You have the right to terminateigegtion

in this study at any time.
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Informed Consent for Participation in Research
INSTITUTE FOR CLINICAL SOCIAL WORK

l, , acting for myself, agree to participate in
the research study entitled: Living in a Same- Sex Stepfamily PasttRBeDivorce. This

work will be carried out by Debbie Barrett, LCSW, CADC under the supervision of Joa
DiLeonardi, Ph.D., the Dissertation Chair. This study is conducted under the aw$pices
the Institute for Clinical Social Work, 200 N. Michigan Ave., Suite 407, Chicago, IL
60601, (312) 726-8480, as part of the requirements for fulfilling the Ph.D. program.
PURPOSE

The purpose of this study is to research the experience of children transitroningfe
household structure to another, resulting from the parent’s changed sexuationeand
subsequent divorce. Results may be used to educate the mental health field and provide
more effective clinical services, while also helpful in expanding therduiiterature.
PROCEDURES USED IN THE STUDY AND THE DURATION

Participation in this study will involve being interviewed for one and one-halfihour
length, with a follow-up interview if additional information or clarification ischesd The

time frame for completing the interviews will depend on thelalgity of the participant,

and the ability to coordinate scheduled times with this researcher. If yaitagre

participate in this study, we will do the following:

e Sign a consent form.

e Schedule and patrticipate in a one and one-half hour interview, and potentially
another interview if additional information or clarification is needed, at adamde
location convenient for both of us.

e Agree the interview will be audiotape recorded.

e Understand you will receive a monetary incentive of adtdlar gift card
following each interview.

It is important you are aware participation in this research is voluntaryocanchay stop
the interview at any time. The location of the interview will be your chaiice your
home, in the private practice office space provided by this researcher or ah agree
location.

BENEFITS

There are no direct benefits for participation in this research project. Hgweuanay
experience positive feelings, such as a sense of relief in being able to talk@lrout
experience. You will receive a monetary incentive of a ten dollar giftfododving each
interview. Your story will help the mental health field better serve thosenityfa
transitions such as yours, and will add to the clinical literature. It is hopeditseo
greater society will result with exposure and knowledge about these types lgf fami
transitions.

COSTS

There is no monetary cost associated with participation in this study. Anysegpe
incurred due to travel costs will be paid by this researcher. There wiliilne @ost of at
most two one and one-half hour interviews.
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POSSIBLE RISKS/SIDE EFFECTS

It is possible you may be asked about sensitive issues that could evoke negative
emotional responses. If you are observably upset to the point of not being able to
continue the interview, | will stop the interview to ask and assess how you larg.fée
additional support is needed, | will provide you with the names of mental health centers
that can help you sort out some of the feelings you may be having.
PRIVACY/CONFIDENTIALITY

The information you provide is confidential. Your identity and the identity of any persons
to whom you refer to during these interviews will not appear or be used in this hesearc
project. However, phases and/or sentences you say may be used anonymously as data in
this study. You give your consent to have this data published. The audio tapes used in this
study will be destroyed immediately after they are transcribed. R@aygiech as
transcriptions and notes will be secured in a locked filing cabinet for a maxainive

years after this researcher graduates. At the end of the five year periad itheta will

be destroyed.

SUBJECT ASSURANCES

By signing this consent form, you agree to take part in this study. You have not given up
any of your rights or released this institution from responsibility fazleasness.

You may cancel your consent to continue in this study at any time without penkdss

of benefits. You have the right to terminate participation in this study atraayYour
relationship with this researcher or staff of the ICSW will not be &fteimn any way,

now or in the future, if you refuse to take part, or if you begin the study and then
withdraw. If you have any questions about the research methods, you caalda# D

Barrett at (630) 217-7754 or Joan DiLeonardi, Ph.D., Dissertation Chair at (312) 726-
8480. If you have any questions about your rights as a research subject, ycallmay
Daniel Rosenfeld, M.A., Chair of Institutional Review Board, ICSW, 200 N. Michigan
Ave., Suite 407, Chicago, IL 60601, (312) 726-8480.

SIGNATURES

| have read this consent form and agree to take part in this study as it is ekpldame
consent form.

Signature of Participant Date

| certify | have explained the research to and believe
she/he understands and has agreed to participate freely. | agree to aysadetitional
guestions when they arise during the research or afterward.

Signature of Researcher Date
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