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Three critical questions for future research on lesbian
relationships

Lisa M. Diamond

Department of Psychology, University of Utah, Salt Lake City, Utah, USA

ABSTRACT
In this article I discuss three questions that should be priorities
for future research on lesbian love and relationships. The first
question concerns the very definition of “lesbian relationship,”
given how many women may be engaged in same-sex
relationships without identifying as lesbian. The second
question concerns the potential influence of childhood neglect
and abuse on adult women’s same-sex relationships, a topic that
has important implications for both psychological well-being
and relationship functioning. The third question concerns the
potential downsides of legal marriage for women’s same-sex
relationships, a topic that is particularly important in light of the
newfound legal recognition of same-sex marriage in all 50
states. Although there are many understudied questions in the
domain of women’s same-sex relationships, research on these
three questions has particularly strong potential to advance our
understanding of lesbian love and relationships in important
ways.

KEYWORDS
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abuse; relationship

The past several decades have witnessed dramatic increases in the scientific investi-
gation of same-sex relationships, but certain topics have remained woefully under-
investigated or, in some cases, outright taboo. We are now at a point at which our
investigation of same-sex relationships will be hampered by continued inattention
to such issues. The goal of this article is to outline three key unanswered questions
in the study of same-sex love and relationships that should be research priorities
going forward: First, what do we mean by “lesbian relationship,” given that not all
women in same-sex relationships consider themselves lesbians, and not all lesbians
pursue exclusively same-sex relationships? We need greater investigation of these
understudied groups in order to understand the complex interdependence between
sexual identification and sexual relationships. Second, how do histories of child-
hood neglect and abuse shape women’s adult same-sex relationships? Sexual
minorities have substantially higher rates of childhood neglect, non-sexual abuse,
and sexual abuse than do heterosexuals, and although there is an extensive body of
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research investigating how these experiences shape individual well-being, there has
been no substantive attention to the long-term implications of these experiences
for same-sex relationship phenomena. Third, what are the potential downsides of
legal marriage for women’s same-sex relationships? The steady advance of legal
recognition of same-sex relationships is undoubtedly a social and political victory,
yet for many years feminists have extensively documented the ways in which tradi-
tional marriage has oppressed women and limited their independence and agency.
These critiques have been revisited by many scholars in the context of same-sex
marriage, and yet these critiques typically focus on the “downsides” of legal mar-
riage for individual well-being and/or political progress. An unexplored question is
whether legal marriage has potentially negative relationship implications, contrary
to the widespread social–psychological view that legalization would uniformly
enhance the strength and functioning of same-sex relationships.

These are certainly not the only questions that can yield important advances in
the study of women’s same-sex love and relationships. Why, then, have I empha-
sized these three in particular? My selection of these questions is largely motivated
by the fact that they each pose particularly uncomfortable challenges to the current
“conventional wisdom” regarding lesbian love and relationships. Each of them, in
one way or another, tackles ideas or constructs that are unpopular, taboo, or sim-
ply difficult to handle theoretically and methodologically. Without a “push,” it
might be tempting for scholars studying lesbian relationships to leave these tricky
topics aside, and yet we would do a disservice to the field if we did so. Toward this
end, my goal is to show exactly why these questions are so important to the study
of lesbian love and relationships and to suggest particularly intriguing lines of
future research.

Question #1: What do we mean by “lesbian relationship”?

Nearly 20 years ago, when the first issue of the Journal of Lesbian Studies was pub-
lished, it was common for any sexual relationship between two women to be
described as a “lesbian relationship.” Yet there are two fundamental problems with
equating the terms “lesbian relationship” and “same-sex relationship.” First, not all
women in same-sex relationships consider themselves lesbians. Second, not all les-
bians pursue exclusively same-sex relationships. Both of these problems have dis-
tinct and important implications for research.

The phenomenon of same-sex relationships among non-lesbian women
(whether those women identify as bisexual, heterosexual, or whether they decline
to label their sexuality at all) raises important questions about the linkage between
sexual/romantic relationship experience and sexual identification. It has been
widely documented that the majority of individuals with same-sex attractions and
behavior (a group I will refer to as sexual minorities) do not, in fact, consider them-
selves lesbian, gay, or bisexual (Igartua, Thombs, Burgos, & Montoro, 2009;
Laumann, Gagnon, Michael, & Michaels, 1994), and yet the vast majority of
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research on same-sex relationships has been conducted among individuals who
identify as lesbian or gay (reviewed in Diamond & Butterworth, 2009). This is not
surprising, given that most researchers recruit research participants by seeking
them in areas and contexts that overrepresent individuals who openly identify as
lesbian or gay (e.g., lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender [LGBT] community
centers and publications). Recruiting samples of same-sex couples in which one or
both members of the couple does not identify as lesbian requires altogether differ-
ent recruitment strategies and also requires changes in the description of the
research aims and procedures (e.g., studies should be described as focusing on
“women’s same-sex relationships” rather than “lesbian relationships”). These
changes are not difficult to make, and the internet (particularly social networks
such as Facebook) make it easier than ever before to recruit sexual-minority
research participants who do not openly identify as lesbian or gay.

Quite simply, there is no longer any reason to continue limiting samples to openly
identified lesbian couples. This limitation has introduced substantial potential distor-
tion into our existing body of research on same-sex love and relationships, given that
the experiences of non-lesbian-identified individuals in same-sex relationships are
likely to differ in important (but as yet poorly understood) ways from the experiences
of lesbian-identified individuals in same-sex relationships. For example, a woman who
is involved with a female partner, yet does not identify as lesbian, may have less access
to social support for her relationship from friends and family members (Diamond,
2008). This in turn might negatively impact the quality and longevity of the relation-
ship. Couples in which one partner openly identifies and the other does not may also
face unique challenges and strains that warrant study. Failure to measure and address
such phenomena could result in misspecifications of the full range of factors that shape
women’s experiences in same-sex relationships.

Of course, in order to appropriately assess differences between the same-sex
relationships of lesbians and non-lesbians, researchers must carefully assess the
reasons that women involved in same-sex romantic and sexual relationships might
decline to identify as lesbian. The most obvious may be fear of social stigma, but in
order to accurately assess how such fear may influence a woman’s couple relation-
ship, we must collect more nuanced data on the source and context of that fear.
For example, the psychological and economic risks of openly identifying as lesbian
may be substantially greater for women with lower socioeconomic status, those liv-
ing in socially conservative or geographically isolated communities, those living
with children or other family members, or those who are members of conservative
religious traditions. Culture and ethnicity also play an important role: Some ethnic
communities view “the LGBT community” as a predominantly White and middle
class phenomenon, and may suggest to community members that they must
choose between their ethnic identity and their sexual identity. For some ethnic-
minority women, then, involvement in a same-sex relationship may only be possi-
ble if they stay “under the radar” and do not openly claim a lesbian identity. By
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restricting research to “lesbian relationships” we risk excluding these voices and
underrepresenting the diversity of the sexual-minority experience.

Other women in same-sex relationships may decline to identify as lesbian
because they view their true identity as bisexual or heterosexual. Historically, both
of these groups of women have been treated with skepticism and systematically
excluded from research on same-sex relationships (reviewed in Diamond, 2008).
As Rust has ably and comprehensively documented (1993), the lesbian community
has long harbored fear, resentment, and suspicion regarding bisexual women, and
this has been manifested in research practices that systematically exclude bisexual
women from research samples. Heterosexually identified women involved in
same-sex relationships have received similar treatment and more open disdain,
given that they are often viewed as either closeted, curious, or confused (Diamond,
2008). The underrepresentation of these groups of women from research on same-
sex relationships has historically been justified by the argument that they are small
in number and exceptional in nature, and therefore have little to tell us about the
experiences of “most” sexual minorities. Yet we now have substantial new evidence
that women with bisexual patterns of attraction and behavior—including those
who identify as bisexual and those who identify as “mostly heterosexual”—far
exceeds the number of women with exclusive same-sex attractions and behavior
(Chandra, Mosher, Copen, & Sionean, 2011; Gates, 2011), and the single largest
group of women with same-sex attractions is the “mostly heterosexual” group,
which researchers have come to view as a distinct and important sexual orientation
group in its own right, appreciably distinct from both bisexuals and exclusive het-
erosexuals (Savin-Williams & Vrangalova, 2013). Notably, some research suggests
that younger generations of sexual-minorities are less likely to choose identity
labels altogether, and do not necessarily consider their pattern of sexual attractions
and relationships to represent a fundamental component of their self concept
(Savin-Williams, 2005).

Quite simply, whereas previous research on same-sex relationships has treated
lesbians as the most normative and common “type” of sexual-minority woman,
this is wrong. Instead, non-lesbian women with bisexual patterns of attraction and
behavior constitute the norm. Yet we know almost nothing about their unique
experiences and concerns in same-sex relationships, and how their experiences
may differ from those of lesbians. By focusing previous research exclusively on
self-identified lesbians, we have been building models of same-sex relationship
functioning that are based on the smallest and arguably least “representative” sub-
set of the female sexual-minority population. In order for the study of women’s
same-sex relationships to move forward scientifically and to produce knowledge
that can be meaningfully applied to clinical and social work practice, we need to
ably represent the entire population of women with same-sex relationships, includ-
ing those who identify as bisexual, heterosexual, or nothing at all (all of which may
prove increasingly prevalent over time, given the historical changes noted by
Savin-Williams, 2005).

4 L. M. DIAMOND



Another underinvestigated topic is the other-sex relationships (i.e., relationships
with men) of self-identified lesbians. Rust (1992) was among the first to document
the high prevalence of periodic other-sex sexual experiences among self-identified
lesbians. Rust’s questionnaire research found that the greater number of years that
a lesbian had been “out,” the greater the chances that she ended up becoming
involved in an other-sex sexual relationship (while maintaining her lesbian label),
and Rust provocatively suggested that other-sex sexual involvements might be an
inevitability for many lesbians over the life course. Of course, her study was con-
ducted in the early 1990s, when it was arguably more common (compared to the
present time) for women with bisexual patterns of attraction to identify as lesbian,
given the lower visibility of bisexuality within the lesbian–gay community and the
prevalence of biphobia. Yet contemporary studies continue to document that
many lesbians continue to experience periodic other-sex attractions and pursue
periodic other-sex behavior (reviewed in Diamond, 2008). No systematic research
has been conducted on the diverse motives, experiences, and consequences of les-
bians’ other-sex relationships, and how they influence a lesbian’s future same-sex
relationships. The lack of attention to these questions likely reflects the taboo that
surrounds other-sex relationships among lesbians, yet this simply underscores the
importance of investigating this phenomenon. Research documenting the preva-
lence and charting the diverse experiences of lesbians in other-sex relationships
can provide critically important information to clinicians working with lesbian cli-
ents involved in such relationships, and can play a particularly important role in
reassuring them that they are “normal” and that their experiences are worthy of
respect.

Question #2: How do histories of childhood neglect and abuse shape
women’s same-sex relationships?

An increasing body of research, much of it from large-scale, population-based,
representative and longitudinal studies, clearly shows that sexual-minority
women and men have substantially higher rates of childhood neglect, non-sexual
abuse, and sexual abuse than do heterosexuals (Andersen & Blosnich, 2013; Aus-
tin, Jun, et al., 2008; Friedman et al., 2011; McLaughlin, Hatzenbuehler, Xuan, &
Conron, 2012; Sweet & Welles, 2012). Historically, researchers have been reluc-
tant to openly address the abuse histories of sexual minorities for fear of appear-
ing to confirm the homophobic notion that same-sex orientations are “caused”
by child abuse (a notion that has no empirical support, as discussed by Rind,
2013). Yet over the past decade, scholars have increasingly turned a rigorous eye
to the robust correlation between adult same-sex sexuality and childhood abuse/
neglect, drawing on large and reliable datasets to test hypotheses about the rea-
sons for this association and its implications for the psychological and physical
well-being of sexual minorities (Alvy, Hughes, Kristjanson, & Wilsnack, 2013;
Austin, Jun, et al., 2008; Austin, Roberts, Corliss, & Molnar, 2008; Balsam,
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Lehavot, Beadnell, & Circo, 2010; Balsam, Rothblum, & Beauchaine, 2005;
Hughes, McCabe, Wilsnack, West, & Boyd, 2010; Hughes et al., 2010; Rind,
2013; Roberts, Austin, Corliss, Vandermorris, & Koenen, 2010; Roberts, Glymour,
& Koenen, 2014; Roberts, Rosario, Corliss, Koenen, & Austin, 2012; Wilsnack,
Kristjanson, Hughes, & Benson, 2012).

Yet these investigations typically focus on the individual experiences and well-
being of sexual minorities, and the specific implications of childhood neglect and
abuse for adult relationship functioning is not typically studied. Researchers study-
ing women’s same-sex love relationships can no longer afford to ignore the contro-
versial and uncomfortable topic of childhood abuse and neglect among sexual-
minority women. The fact that so many sexual-minority women and men have
such histories means that the psychological sequelae of such experiences are likely
to influence a woman’s same-sex relationships at some point: Even if a woman was
not abused herself, she may become involved with a woman who has had experi-
enced abuse, or a woman whose previous lover has experienced abuse. Hence,
childhood abuse may have a number of complex, indirect, and slow-developing
effects on a woman’s lifetime relationship experiences over her lifespan, which
may serve to compound any deleterious effects that they may have on her individ-
ual well-being and psychologial functioning. There are also likely to be complex
bidirectional associations between deficits in individual functioning and relation-
ship functioning, such that the women who face the greatest obstacles regarding
individual adjustment may have the hardest time preventing these obstacles from
spilling over into their intimate ties, and women with conflictual relationships may
have trouble drawing psychological security from their partners.

Notably, in addition to the numerous studies documenting robust correlations
between childhood sexual abuse and adult psychological problems such as anxiety
and depression, studies have also found that childhood sexual abuse predicts a
range of specifically interpersonal difficulties including distrust of others, ambiva-
lence about interpersonal closeness, sexual dysfunction, feelings of isolation, and
poor personal boundaries (Beitchman et al., 1992; Briere & Elliott, 1994; Busby,
Glenn, Steggell, & Adamson, 1993; Cole & Putnam, 1992; Finkelhor, 1990; Finkel-
hor, Hotaling, Lewis, & Smith, 1989; Mullen, Martin, Anderson, Romans, & Herbi-
son, 1994). As argued by Larson and Lamont (2005), these problems may impede
women’s ability to form and sustain satisfying romantic partnerships, not only
because they may find it difficult to meaningfully communicate with and confide in
romantic partners (as found by Mullen et al., 1994) but because their own fears,
doubts, and pessimism regarding emotionally intimate relationships may become
self-fulfilling prophecies, through maladaptive relationship behaviors that slowly
undermine relationship quality (Larson & Lamont, 2005). This may be the reason
that women who have experienced childhood sexual abuse report a greater number
of marital problems, more maladaptive behavior such as contempt and defensive-
ness, lower marital sexual satisfaction, and have a greater likelihood of divorce (Col-
man & Widom, 2004; Finkelhor et al., 1989). All of the cited studies have been
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conducted with samples of heterosexual women, and nothing is currently known
about how sexual abuse influences women’s relationship experiences in same-sex
relationships. Given that the vast majority of abusers are men, and that female sur-
vivors of abuse often report some degree of distrust of men (Sheldon & Bannister,
1998), it is possible that same-sex relationships may be perceived by female survi-
vors as safer and more trustworthy than other-sex relationships, facilitating more
positive relationship experiences and outcomes. Yet it is also possible that the inter-
personal difficulties reported by many abuse survivors are so fundamentally rooted
in a woman’s own psychology that they do not vary as a function of the characteris-
tics of her partner (not only the partner’s gender, but also the partner’s age, sensitiv-
ity, psychological stability, responsiveness, etc.). Hence, there are reasons to expect
both similarities and differences in the relationship experiences and outcomes of
abuse survivors in same-sex versus other-sex couples, and these issues deserve close
scrutiny. Not only would such investigation advance our basic understanding of
core psychological processes in same-sex female couples, but they are critical for the
development of sound, evidence-based guidelines for therapists working with same-
sex couples in which one partner has experienced childhood abuse.

Question #3: What are the potential downsides of legal marriage for
women’s same-sex relationships?

The 2015 Supreme Court ruling recognizing same-sex marriage across the entire
United States is undoubtedly a social and political victory, yet the implications of
legal marriage for the actual daily practice of living in—and sustaining—a healthy
same-sex relationship need more systematic study. In particular, the potential
drawbacks and dangers of legal same-sex marriage for women’s same-sex ties war-
rant close scrutiny. Obviously, critique of the heteropatriarchal institution of mar-
riage and the legal regulation of intimate relationships has been a fundamental
project of feminism for over 200 years (Auchmuty, 2004; Bernard, 1973; Mill,
1869; Rich, 1980; Wander, 1974; Wollstonecraft, 1792/1929). Feminist criticism
has demonstrated that the institution of heterosexual marriage has historically
oppressed women by keeping them economically dependent on men, defining
their worth with respect to their roles as mothers and caretakers, preventing
women from gaining economic and political independence, and trapping them in
relationships that are unsatisfying at worst and abusive at best. Yet in the progres-
sive push for the legalization of same-sex marriage over the past decade, many of
these critiques of marriage have been set aside. Hence, whereas feminists have his-
torically argued for the dismantling of the entire institution of marriage (e.g., Rob-
son, 1998), advocates for same-sex marriage have often eagerly pronounced that it
will actually strengthen the institution of marriage by enfolding an ever-larger
number of citizens within its framework (Young & Boyd, 2006).

Accordingly, numerous feminists have raised concerns about the contemporary
emphasis on legal marriage within the LGBT community (Auchmuty, 2004;
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Barker, 2012; Butler, 2002). Perhaps most critically, advocacy for legalized same-
sex marriage has inevitably contributed to the historical privileging of monoga-
mous couplehood as the ideal context for individual self-fulfillment (DePaulo &
Morris, 2005) and legal marriage as the ideal form of couplehood (reviewed in
Boyd, 2013). Hence, whereas feminist activists have argued (successfully) for years
that marriage is a lifestyle choice, and not a fundamental necessity for human hap-
piness, advocates for same-sex marriage have tended to argue the opposite, noting
that it is the status of marriage as a fundamental context for human happiness that
makes its inaccessibility to same-sex couples so harmful.

This ideological stance marginalizes women with alternative forms of romantic
and sexual relationships, such as women with more than one romantic partner,
women who choose to pursue only casual sexual relationships, women who pursue
their most emotionally significant ties with platonic friends, and women who sim-
ply choose to remain uncoupled and/or celibate. The activism around same-sex
marriage implicitly creates a social hierarchy suggesting that the only same-sex
relationships and families that are deserving of social acknowledgement and legal
protection are those that are similar to traditional heterosexuality (Auchmuty,
2004; Harding & Peel, 2006; Lannutti & Lloyd, 2005; Wilkinson & Kitzinger,
2005). This hierarchy, of course, inevitably extends to individuals as well as their
relationships: “Good” sexual minorities are those with “good,” heterosexual-like
marriages, whereas “bad” sexual minorities are those who insist on breaking the
rules by pursuing nonmonogamous relationships, uncommitted relationships,
choosing to remain unpartnered, or choosing to raise children outside the context
of a committed monogamous partnership (Platero, 2007). Ideally, the fight to
extend social and economic protections for sexual minorities and their families
should extend to all sexual minorities, regardless of the specific form and structure
of their intimate lives. Yet the fight to legalize same-sex marriage has implicitly
supported mainstream culture’s privileging of one and only one type of family as
ideal and healthy.

To be sure, some feminists have argued that the legalization of same-sex mar-
riage has the potential to transform the institution of marriage in productive ways,
severing its ties to oppressive heteropatriarchal gender norms and creating new
and progressive possibilities for family and kinship that do not revolve around
reproduction (Hunter, 1995). Yet this view may be overly optimistic, and scholars
have argued that the risks of assimilation, accommodation, and increased social
regulation of intimate life appear to be greater than the likelihood of transforma-
tion (Barker, 2012). Given that same-sex couples have historically adopted a more
creative and egalitarian approach to the structure of their relationships and fami-
lies, often as a direct result of their exclusion from conventional norms and stand-
ards, it is certainly possible that the legalization of same-sex marriage will have a
beneficial impact on the structure of marriage for all individuals. Yet such achieve-
ments may still come at the expense of women whose family lives most diverge
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from conventional heterosexual norms of monogamous couplehood, and whose
legal and social status has historically been the most tenuous.

In particular, the question of economic dependence within families, and how it
is affected by legal marriage, deserves scrutiny. As Boyd and Young (2003) and
Harding (2011) have argued, women with low socioeconomic status may find that
legal same-sex marriage (because it has the effect of pooling assets across spouses)
reduces their eligibility for social services, such as subsidies for child care or health
insurance. Some scholars have argued that such phenomena represent a larger and
understudied threat of the institutionalization of marriage as a strategy for shifting
the burden of social caretaking from the state to the family (Boyd, 2013). Hence, in
evaluating the benefits of same-sex marriage, we must remain mindful of the dif-
ferential effect of marriage for women in different economic circumstances, and
who have different needs for state social services which use income as a criterion
for eligibility.

Clearly, there has been a healthy range of ideological debate regarding the
degree to which the legalization of same-sex marriage advances progressive femi-
nist ideals; what has gone relatively underinvestigated, however, is the degree to
which these thorny issues specifically play out in the day to day functioning of
same-sex couples. We need more research, on a larger scale, like that conducted by
Rolfe and Peel (2011). They conducted interviews with 12 individuals (5 couples
and 2 individuals) exploring attitudes and ambivalence regarding same-sex mar-
riage. Their findings show that concerns about assimilation into mainstream patri-
archal norms are more than ideological arguments, they are lived realities. As one
of their participants eloquently stated, “I think there’s a real danger that if you
impose the, the marriage model, and the social model of model of what that is
onto a gay relationship, you create actually a dysfunctional relationship that may
not sustain itself, rather than supporting a co-creation of something much richer
and deeper” (p. 324).

These are precisely the sorts of tensions that relationship researchers must
attend to if we seek a comprehensive and thoroughgoing understanding of the
unique dynamics of same-sex couples. For example, how might the possibility
of legal marriage create new tensions in women’s same-sex relationships, espe-
cially given that two women in a couple might have highly divergent previous
experiences with the institution of heterosexual marriage and its potential for
oppression and repression? How might the possibility of legal marriage change
women’s attitudes and decisions about childbearing in the context of a same-
sex couple? Disagreements between partners regarding the necessity and value
of marriage are likely to become increasingly common, and the very meaning
of marriage may be something that couples struggle to define and to make
sense of. Relationship researchers must not shy away from investigating the
degree to which legalized same-sex marriage may in fact create new stressors,
problems, and forms of oppression for some women in same-sex relationships.
We must pursue answers to these questions without being afraid of blocking
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the important social and political advances that have been made in the arena
of same-sex marriage.

Conclusion and future directions

The past several decades have seen tremendous advancements in the psychological
investigation of sexual-minority women and their intimate lives. The sheer volume
of rigorous, interdisciplinary, socially impactful research on these topics demon-
strates the important strides that social science has made in treating the lives of
sexual-minority women as worthy of respect, dignity, and scientific scrutiny. Given
the quality, depth, and breadth of existing research on women’s same-sex love and
relationships, we are well poised to step back and adopt a critical perspective on
the questions that have yet to be addressed. In order to continue making meaning-
ful social and scientific contributions, we must have the courage to tackle the most
difficult, understudied, and taboo topics in the field.

Examples of future studies and future research questions include the following:
How do the same-sex relationships of exclusive lesbians differ (with regard to
duration, quality, satisfaction, conflict, power dynamics) from those of lesbian-
identified women who pursue both same-sex and other-sex relationships? How
might it affect a woman’s same-sex relationship if one partner strongly claims a
lesbian label, but the other views all sexual identity labels as regressive and
oppressive? To what degree do the same-sex relationship experiences of bisexual
women or “mostly heterosexual” women feed forward to shape their behaviors
and expectations in future relationships with men?

With regard to histories of abuse and neglect, potential research questions might
include the following: Which specific same-sex relationship dynamics appear to be
most strongly associated with histories of abuse and neglect in one or both partners
(e.g., conflict, accommodation, expectations, infidelity, sexual difficulties, attach-
ment dynamics), and how might these associations differ from those found in het-
erosexual couples? How does it affect a same-sex relationship when both partners
have experienced abuse, versus one? What are some of the unique issues that face
the female partners of female abuse survivors, compared to male partners? Among
bisexual women, do histories of abuse and neglect have different types of repercus-
sions for their same-sex relationships than their other-sex relationships? To what
degree are couple-based clinical interventions more or less effective than individ-
ual-level interventions for same-sex couples struggling with a partner’s abuse
history?

With respect to same-sex marriage, some of the most interesting and provoca-
tive questions are those that can only be answered with prospective research: How
might the availability of legal marriage alter the relationship expectations and
dynamics of future generations of female same-sex couples? To what degree might
married same-sex female couples inadvertently adopt more conventional roles, or
feel the pressure to do so? How might the economic dependencies created by legal
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marriage alter the power dynamics of female same-sex couples? How might cou-
ples resolve situations when one partner strongly desires the formal legal status of
marriage, whereas the other completely rejects marriage for ideological reasons?
To what degree might the availability of legal same-sex marriage influence some
women to give up “alternative” relationship practices (polyamory, casual sex) in
order to conform to the rising tide of social acceptance facing legally married
same-sex couples? Will some of these women view such choices with regret in later
years?

These are only a sampling of possible questions—the task for all of us is to gener-
ate more of such questions, and to expand the range of topics, problems, possibili-
ties, and dynamics that we can tackle in the coming years. As the complexity and
diversity of the sexual-minority population becomes increasingly apparent, we must
adopt an expansive, broad-minded, and incisive perspective on the multiple factors
that shape their intimate relationships. We owe nothing less to the thousands of
women who have so generously allowed us to study their most intimate experiences.
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