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Research Summary 

 
Minority Stress in Lesbian, Gay, and Bisexual Individuals 
 
Psychological and psychiatric experts have agreed since 1975 that homosexuality is neither a form of 
mental illness nor a symptom of mental illness (Conger, 1975). Nonetheless, there is growing recognition 
that social prejudice, discrimination, and violence against lesbians, gay men, and bisexuals take a 
cumulative toll on the well-being of these individuals.  Researchers (e.g., DiPlacido, 1998; Meyer, 2003) 
use the term "minority stress" to refer to the negative effects associated with the adverse social conditions 
experienced by individuals who belong to a stigmatized social group (e.g., the elderly, members of racial 
and ethnic minority groups, the physically disabled, women, the poor or those on welfare, or individuals 
who are gay, lesbian, or bisexual). 
 
A recent meta-analysis of population-based epidemiological studies showed that lesbian, gay, and 
bisexual populations have higher rates of stress-related psychiatric disorders (such as those related to 
anxiety, mood, and substance use) than do heterosexual populations (Meyer, 2003).  These differences 
are not large but are relatively consistent across studies (e.g., Cochran & Mays, 2000; Cochran, Sullivan, 
& Mays, 2003; Gilman et al., 2001; Mays & Cochran, 2001).  Meyer also provided evidence that within 
lesbian, gay, and bisexual populations, those who more frequently felt stigmatized or discriminated 
against because of their sexual orientation, who had to conceal their homosexuality, or who were 
prevented from affiliating with other lesbian, gay, or bisexual individuals tended to report more frequent 
mental health concerns.  Research also shows that compared to heterosexual individuals and couples, 
gay and lesbian individuals and couples experience economic disadvantages (e.g., Badgett, 2001).  
Finally, the violence associated with hate crimes puts lesbians, gay men and bisexual individuals at risk 
for physical harm to themselves, their families, and their property (D'Augelli, 1998; Herek, Gillis, & Cogan, 
1999).  Taken together, the evidence clearly supports the position that the social stigma, prejudice, 
discrimination, and violence associated with not having a heterosexual sexual orientation and the hostile 
and stressful social environments created thereby adversely affect the psychological, physical, social, and 
economic well-being of lesbian, gay, and bisexual individuals. 
 
Same-Sex Couples 
 
Research indicates that many gay men and lesbians want and have committed relationships.  For 
example, survey data indicate that between 40% and 60% of gay men and between 45% and 80% of 
lesbians are currently involved in a romantic relationship (e.g., Bradford, Ryan, & Rothblum, 1994; 
Falkner & Garber, 2002; Morris, Balsam, & Rothblum, 2002).  Further, data from the 2000 United States 
Census (United States Census Bureau, 2000) indicate that of the 5.5 million couples who were living 
together but not married, about 1 in 9 (594,391) had partners of the same sex.  Although the Census data 
are almost certainly an underestimate of the actual number of cohabiting same-sex couples, they 
indicated that a male householder and a male partner headed 301,026 households and that a female 
householder and a female partner headed 293,365 households.1 
 
Despite persuasive evidence that gay men and lesbians have committed relationships, three concerns 
about same-sex couples are often raised.  A first concern is that the relationships of gay men and 
lesbians are dysfunctional and unhappy.  To the contrary, studies that have compared partners from 
same-sex couples to partners from heterosexual couples on standardized measures of relationship 

                                                 
1The same-sex couples identified in the U.S. Census may include couples in which one or both partners 
 are bisexually identified, rather than gay or lesbian identified. 



quality (such as satisfaction and commitment) have found partners from same-sex and heterosexual 
couples to be equivalent to each other (see reviews by Peplau & Beals, 2004; Peplau & Spalding, 2000). 
 
A second concern is that the relationships of gay men and lesbians are unstable.  However, research 
indicates that, despite the somewhat hostile social climate within which same-sex relationships develop, 
many lesbians and gay men have formed durable relationships. For example, survey data indicate that 
between 18% and 28% of gay couples and between 8% and 21 % of lesbian couples have lived together 
10 or more years (e.g., Blumstein & Schwartz, 1983; Bryant & Demian, 1994; Falkner & Garber, 2002; 
Kurdek, 2003).  Researchers (e.g., Kurdek, in press) have also speculated that the stability of same-sex 
couples would be enhanced if partners from same-sex couples enjoyed the same levels of social support 
and public recognition of their relationships as partners from heterosexual couples do. 
 
A third concern is that the processes that affect the well-being and permanence of the relationships of 
lesbian and gay persons are different from those that affect the relationships of heterosexual persons. In 
fact, research has found that the factors that predict relationship satisfaction, relationship commitment, 
and relationship stability are remarkably similar for both same-sex cohabiting couples and heterosexual 
married couples (Kurdek, 2001, in press). 
 

Resolution 
 
WHEREAS APA has a long-established policy to deplore "all public and private discrimination against gay 
men and lesbians" and urges "the repeal of all discriminatory legislation against lesbians and gay men" 
(Conger, 1975, p. 633); 
 
WHEREAS the APA adopted the Resolution on Legal Benefits for Same-Sex Couples in 1998 (Levant, 
1998, pp. 665-666. 
 
WHEREAS Discrimination and prejudice based on sexual orientation detrimentally affects psychological, 
physical, social, and economic well-being (Badgett, 2001; Cochran, Sullivan, & Mays, 2003; Herek, Gillis, 
& Cogan, 1999; Meyer; 2003); 
 
WHEREAS "Anthropological research on households, kinship relationships, and families, across cultures 
and through time, provide[s] no support whatsoever for the view that either civilization or viable social 
orders depend upon marriage as an exclusively heterosexual institution" (American Anthropological 
Association, 2004); 
 
WHEREAS Psychological research on relationships and couples provides no evidence to justify 
discrimination against same-sex couples (Kurdek, 2001, in press; Peplau & Beals, 2004; Peplau & 
Spalding, 2000); 
 
WHEREAS The institution of civil marriage confers a social status2 and important legal benefits, rights, 
and privileges3; 
                                                 
2 Turner v. Safley, 482 U.S. 78, 95-96 (1987) (summarizing intangible social benefits of marriage in the course of 
striking down state restrictions on prisoner marriage, “[m]arriages . . . are expressions of emotional support and public 
commitment.  These elements are an important and significant aspect of the marital relationship.”); Maynard v. Hill, 125 
U.S. 190, 211 (1888) (marriage is more than a mere contract, it is “the foundation of the family and of society”); 
Goodridge v. Dep’t of Public Health, 798 N.E.2d 941 (Mass. 2003) (“[m]arriage also bestows enormous private and 
social advantages on those who choose to marry.  Civil marriage is at once a deeply personal commitment to another 
human being and a highly public celebration of the ideals of mutuality, companionship, intimacy, fidelity, and 
family”);  James M. Donovan, Same-Sex Union Announcements:  Whether Newspapers Must Publish Them, and 
Why Should we Care, 68 BROOK. L. REV. 721, 746 (2003) (“the intangible benefit of public recognition is arguably 
the most important benefit of marriage to the couple as a unit”); Gil Kujovich, An Essay on the Passive Virtue of 
Baker v. State, 25 VT. L. REV. 93, 96 (2000) ("historically, marriage has been the only state-sanctioned and socially 
approved means by which two people commit themselves to each other. It has been the most favored context for 
forming a family and raising children. From this perspective, creation of a same-sex alternative to marriage amounts 



 
WHEREAS The United States General Accounting Office (2004) has identified over 1,000 federal 
statutory provisions in which marital status is a factor in determining or receiving benefits, rights, and 
privileges, for example, those concerning taxation, federal loans, and dependent and survivor benefits 
(e.g., Social Security, military, and veterans); 
 
WHEREAS There are numerous state, local, and private sector laws and other provisions in which marital 
status is a factor in determining or receiving benefits, rights, and privileges, for example, those concerning 
taxation, health insurance, health care decision-making, property rights, pension and retirement benefits, 
and inheritance4; 
 
WHEREAS Same-sex couples are denied equal access to civil marriage5; 
 
WHEREAS Same-sex couples who enter into a civil union are denied equal access to all the benefits, 
rights, and privileges provided by federal law to married couples (United States General Accounting 
Office, 2004)6; 
 
WHEREAS The benefits, rights, and privileges associated with domestic partnerships are not universally 
available7, are not equal to those associated with marriage8, and are rarely portable9; 
 

                                                                                                                                                             
to an exclusion from the preferred and accepted status---an exclusion that could imply the inferiority or 
unworthiness of the couples who are excluded, even if the alternative confers precisely the same tangible benefits 
and protections as marriage.”); Greg Johnson, Vermont Civil Unions: The New Language of Marriage, 25 Vt. L. 
Rev. 15, 17 (2000) (reflecting on the inferior status of civil unions as compared to marriage). 
3 See e.g., Goodridge v. Dep’t of Public Health, 798 N.E.2d 941, 955-958 (Mass. 2003) (outlining Massachusetts 
statutory benefits and rights previously available only to married persons); Baker v. State, 744 A.2d 864, 883-84 (Vt. 
1999) (outlining Vermont statutory benefits and rights previously available only to married persons); Baehr v. 
Lewin, 852 P.2d 44, 59 (Haw. 1993) (summarizing some of the state law benefits available only to married persons 
in Hawaii). 
4 See Note 3. 
5 WILLIAM N. ESKRIDGE, JR., GAYLAW: CHALLENGING THE APARTHEID OF THE CLOSET 134-35 (1999) (describing 
the continuing exclusion of gays and lesbians from civil marriage). 
6 William N. Eskridge, Jr., Equality Practice: Liberal Reflections on the Jurisprudence of Civil Unions, 64 ALB. L. 
REV. 853, 861-62 (2001) (describing the “unequal benefits and obligations” of civil unions under federal law); Mark 
Strasser, Mission Impossible: On Baker, Equal Benefits, and the Imposition of Stigma, 9 WM. & MARY BILL RTS. J. 
1, 22 (2000) (“[S]ame-sex civil union partners still would not be entitled to federal marital benefits . . . .”); Recent 
Legislation, Act Relating to Civil Unions, 114 HARV. L. REV. 1421, 1423 (2001) (“Furthermore, the parallel between 
civil unions and marriage extends only to those aspects of each that do not implicate federal law. As the ‘Construction’ 
section of ARCU [the Act Relating to Civil Union] acknowledges, ‘[m]any of the laws of [Vermont] are intertwined with 
federal law, and the general assembly recognizes that it does not have the jurisdiction to control federal laws or the 
benefits, protections and responsibilities related to them.’”). 
7 Gary D. Allison, Sanctioning Sodomy: The Supreme Court Liberates Gay Sex and Limits State Power To Vindicate 
the Moral Sentiments of the People, 39 TULSA L. REV. 95, 137 (2003) (“Currently, eight states have domestic 
partnership laws in place.  By the late 1990s, 421 cities and states, and over 3,500 businesses or institutions of 
higher education offered some form of domestic partner benefit.”) (citations and internal quotations omitted). 
8 Eileen Shin, Same-Sex Unions and Domestic Partnership, 4 GEO. J. GENDER & L. 261, 272-78 (2002) (describing 
the limited reach of various domestic partnership laws); Mark Strasser, Some Observations about DOMA, 
Marriages, Civil Unions, and Domestic Partnerships, 30 CAP. U. L. REV. 363, 381 (2002) (noting that while 
domestic partnerships “provide particular financial benefits” and offer “a vehicle whereby individuals can express 
that they have a particular kind of relationship with someone else,” they “are neither the equivalent of civil unions 
nor the equivalent of marriage”). 
9 Nancy J. Knauer, The September 11 Attacks and Surviving Same-Sex Partners: Defining Family Through Tragedy, 
75 TEMP. L. REV. 31, 93 (2002) (“The two major drawbacks of domestic partnership are that it tends to grant 
relatively few rights and it is almost never portable.”). 



WHEREAS people who also experience discrimination based on age, race, ethnicity, disability, gender 
and gender identity, religion, and socioeconomic status may especially benefit from access to marriage 
for same-sex couples (Division 44/Committee on Lesbian, Gay, and Bisexual Concerns Joint Task Force 
on Guidelines for Psychotherapy with Lesbian, Gay, and Bisexual Clients, 2000); 
 
THEREFORE BE IT RESOLVED That the APA believes that it is unfair and discriminatory to deny same-
sex couples legal access to civil marriage and to all its attendant benefits, rights, and privileges; 
 
THEREFORE BE IT FURTHER RESOLVED That APA shall take a leadership role in opposing all 
discrimination in legal benefits, rights, and privileges against same-sex couples; 
 
THEREFORE BE IT FURTHER RESOLVED That APA encourages psychologists to act to eliminate all 
discrimination against same-sex couples in their practice, research, education and training ("Ethical 
Principles," 2002, p. 1063); 
 
THEREFORE BE IT FURTHER RESOLVED That the APA shall provide scientific and educational 
resources that inform public discussion and public policy development regarding sexual orientation and 
marriage and that assist its members, divisions, and affiliated state, provincial, and territorial 
psychological associations. 
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