
Gay & Lesbian Research

Same-Sex Couples
In separate lines of research, Dr. John Gottman and Dr.
Julie Schwartz Gottman have observed the strength and
resilience of same-sex couples—even in the midst of the
cultural and social stresses to which same-sex couples are
uniquely vulnerable. These couples—like all couples—need
and deserve tailored, research-based support when they
are in distress.

Together, the Gottmans have a commitment to assuring that
lesbian and gay couples have resources to help strengthen
and support their relationships. Dr. Julie Schwartz Gottman made a key contribution to research on daughters
of lesbians: her work showed that daughters with lesbian moms do just as well as those raised by straight
moms. Dr. John Gottman conducted the first longitudinal study of its kind of gay and lesbian relationships
using multiple methods and measures. He was able assess the emotional strengths and weaknesses of the
relationships, and to learn what makes these relationships more or less stable.

What We’ve Learned: What Makes Same-Sex Relationships Succeed or Fail?
Dr. Gottman and his colleagues conducted a twelve-year study of same-sex couples to learn what makes
same-sex relationships succeed or fail. The research demonstrates that all couple types—straight or
gay—have many of the same problems and the same paths to staying happy together. But research has
shown that there are also some qualities of strength (like humor and ability to calm down during a fight) that
are especially key to same-sex couples.

Research abstract:
Correlates of Gay and Lesbian Couples’ Relationship Satisfaction and Relationship Dissolution

By John M. Gottman, Robert W. Levenson, James Gross, Barbara L. Fredrickson, Kim McCoy, Leah
Rosenthal, Anna Ruef, Dan Yoshimoto.

A sample of committed gay and lesbian cohabiting couples engaged in two conversations after being apart
for at least eight hours: (a) an events of the day conversation and (b) a conflict resolution conversation.
Physiological data were collected during the conversations and a videotape record was made. Couples
viewed the videotapes and rated their affect during the interaction. The video records were coded with a
system that categorized specific affects displayed. Models derived from physiology, from the perception of
interaction, and from specific affective behavior were related to relationship satisfaction, and to the prediction
of relationship dissolution over a twelve-year period. Results supported previous findings that satisfaction and
stability in gay and lesbian relationships are related to similar emotional qualities as in heterosexual
relationships.

Read this article from the Journal of Homosexuality, Vol. 45(1) 2003 here.

The 12 Year Study:
Gay and Lesbian Couples Research: A case of similarities of same-sex and cross-sex couples,
differences between gay and lesbian couples

Using state-of-the-art methods while studying 21 gay and 21 lesbian couples, Dr. John Gottman (University of
Washington) and Dr. Robert Levenson (University of California at Berkeley) have learned what makes
same-sex relationships succeed or fail.

One key result: Overall, relationship satisfaction and quality are about the same across all couple types
(straight, gay, lesbian) that Dr. Gottman has studied. This result supports prior research by Lawrence Kurdek
and Pepper Schwartz: They find that gay and lesbian relationships are comparable to straight relationships in
many ways.
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“Gay and lesbian couples, like straight couples, deal with every day ups-and-downs of close relationships,”
Dr. Gottman observes. “We know that these ups-and-downs may occur in a social context of isolation from
family, workplace prejudice, and other social barriers that are unique to gay and lesbian couples.” The
research uncovered differences, however, that suggest that workshops tailored to gay and lesbian couples
can have a strong impact on relationships.

What have they learned? Results from the Gottman gay/lesbian couples study

Gay/lesbian couples are more upbeat in the face of conflict. Compared to straight couples, gay and lesbian
couples use more affection and humor when they bring up a disagreement, and partners are more positive in
how they receive it. Gay and lesbian couples are also more likely to remain positive after a disagreement.
“When it comes to emotions, we think these couples may operate with very different principles than straight
couples. Straight couples may have a lot to learn from gay and lesbian relationships,” explains Gottman.
Gay/lesbian couples use fewer controlling, hostile emotional tactics. Gottman and Levenson also discovered
that gay and lesbian partners display less belligerence, domineering and fear with each other than straight
couples do. “The difference on these ‘control’ related emotions suggests that fairness and power-sharing
between the partners is more important and more common in gay and lesbian relationships than in straight
ones,” Gottman explained.

In a fight, gay and lesbian couples take it less personally. In straight couples, it is easier to hurt a partner with
a negative comment than to make one’s partner feel good with a positive comment. This appears to be
reversed in gay and lesbian couples. Gay and lesbian partners’ positive comments have more impact on
feeling good, while their negative comments are less likely to produce hurt feelings. “This trend suggests that
gay and lesbian partners have a tendency to accept some degree of negativity without taking it personally,”
observes Gottman.
Unhappy gay and lesbian couples tend to show low levels of “physiological arousal.” This is just the reverse
for straight couples. For straights, physiological arousal signifies ongoing aggravation. The ongoing aroused
state—including elevated heart rate, sweaty palms, and jitteriness—means partners have trouble calming
down in the face of conflict. For gay and lesbian couples this lower level of arousal shows that they are able
to soothe one another.

Gay and lesbian differences—mostly gender differences—on emotional expressiveness

In a fight, lesbians show more anger, humor, excitement and interest than conflicting gay men. This suggests
that lesbians are more emotionally expressive—positively and negatively—than gay men. This result may be
the effect of having two women in a relationship. Both have been raised in a society where expressiveness is
more acceptable for women than for men, and it shows up in their relationships.

Gay men need to be especially careful to avoid negativity in conflict. When it comes to repair, gay couples
differ from straight and lesbian couples. If the initiator of conflict in a gay relationship becomes too negative,
his partner is not able to repair as effectively as lesbian or straight partners. “This suggests that gay men may
need extra help to offset the impact of negative emotions that inevitably come along when couples fight,”
explains Gottman.

How did Drs. Gottman and Levenson study same-sex couples? Gottman and Levenson recorded gay and
lesbian couples interacting and coded partners’ expressions to learn more about their emotions. They also
used more common self-reporting and interview methods, in detail and over time. The combination of these
measures provided a thorough assessment. The results of this research are currently under review for
publication.

Gay and Lesbian Couples and Families Information

Gay and Lesbian Medical Association

Gay and Lesbian National Hotline

Human Rights Campaign FamilyNet
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