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Preface
It is January 2018. I am in the waiting room of a sexual health clinic in the Netherlands
waiting to be called in for my check-up. I’m not a big fan of needles but maintaining
my sexual health is important to me. I get called inside the examination room. I’m
grateful to realize that the nurse is in the mood to make me feel at ease while I have
my blood drawn. She tells me to look away from the point at my arm where she is
about to insert the needle and kindly distracts me with small talk. What do you do? I
start rambling about being a scientist and that I study the well-being of lesbians, gay
men and bisexuals (LGBs). At the mention of my research topic, she lights up. She
gesticulates excitedly at the examination room and says: ‘Oh that’s funny, how fitting!’
In this dissertation, I argue that the way well-being of sexual minorities is
thought of in society and science is quite narrow. This has in part to do with the kind
of research that is conducted among this population. It is not a coincidence that the
first thing that enters people’s mind regarding sexual minorities are topics like HIV/
AIDS and other sexually transmitted diseases or mental health problems since these
are the dominant topics in research about them. Social scientific knowledge and a
social group’s standing in society inform each other. It is therefore crucial to broaden
the definition of well-being in research of sexual minorities to include positive aspects
that make for people’s quality of life. This is one main motivation behind the studies
into the social lives of persons in same-sex and mixed-sex relationships I present in
this dissertation.
In my example above, it would be easy to be outraged and focus on blaming
the nurse for her comment, dismissing her as prejudiced. In my opinion, it is more
fruitful to turn our attention toward the deeply rooted norms and values in our
societies that place heterosexual monogamy at its apex. Sometimes, the exclusion of
non-heterosexuality is quite literal, for example when people state that they do not
want to see public displays of affection between persons of the same sex. Often, it
happens indirectly via traditional ideas regarding family life, for example. People may
perhaps think of single mothers when they state that every child needs a father and
a mother to grow up happily. Yet, such ideas exclude two-mother, two-father and
multi-parent families by default. Such collective beliefs in society are bigger than any
single person. They are structural and assign each member of society a place in a web

xiv

of interrelated power structures. This position influences opportunities in life and the
lack thereof, and the way in which we process information and perceive the world.
This focus on the structural nature of collective norms and values in society
is not meant to relieve individuals from all responsibility. In my example, the nurse
likely made this comment not out of malice but precisely because she is genuinely
concerned for the well-being of sexual minorities. I am sure she meant well,
nonetheless she needs to examine her beliefs and try to do better. The reason why I
emphasize the structural argument is because it is the default in our individualized
society to blame individual people. And in doing so, we fail to examine our institutions,
laws, collective beliefs and cultural traditions for their in-built homophobic, sexist,
racist and classist+ qualities. Lastly, exaggerated outrage about the nurse’s comment
communicates that homophobia is not something that commonly happens. It
somehow marks homophobia as exceptional and surprising. Pretending that we
have arrived in a post-homophobic world, where homophobia is overcome except
for a few bad-willed individuals, is counterproductive to dismantling structural
homophobia.
At the beginning of my PhD people kept telling me that I would be sick and
tired of my research topic by the time I reach the end. Now that I have reached the
end, I can say that nothing could be further from the truth. While I have grown tired of
reading the exact same pieces of writing I have produced in preparation for this book,
the topic excites me more than ever. The more I work on it, the more I want to keep
working, discovering, improving. I look forward to continuing working on research in
the field of gender and sexuality. By finishing this dissertation, I am grateful for the
chance to contribute a small piece of research on structural inequality in a climate such
as this one. In this time of individualization, I feel it is the responsibility of sociologists
to reemphasize the structural forces in society, and to educate. Without falling victim
to structural determinism, of course, there is something liberating to realizing the
structures. It creates room for forgiveness, which in my opinion is needed for people
to become active in combatting homophobia, sexism, racism and the many other
-isms of our time. To me, there is something profoundly hopeful about this.
Amsterdam, The Netherlands
December 2018
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Chapter 1
Introduction
“Gay men and lesbians should be free to live their own life as they wish.” Every two
years, Europeans are asked to what extent they agree with this statement in the
European Social Survey. Alongside statements about democracy, modern science
and government involvement in combating income inequality, Europeans are
asked to give their opinion on the matter in an effort to gauge their attitude toward
homosexuality.1 There is considerable variation in agreement across the participating
countries, as well as within them. In 2016, half of the participating countries had
more than 80% of people agreeing with the statement, like Iceland, The Netherlands
and Sweden, for example. In others like Russia, Lithuania and Hungary, those who
disagree with the statement make up the larger proportion of people by far (see
figure 1.1). This alone shows, that homosexuality is far from being universally
accepted across Europe. And even in those countries where most people agree with
the statement, the question remains: what does it really mean when people say they
are willing to grant the basic freedom of living an autonomous life to members of a
marginalized social group? Is that truly an indication that homosexuality is becoming
less stigmatized? What are the consequences for the lives of persons in same-sex
relationships who live in these countries?
It is certainly true that the situation for lesbians, gay men and bisexuals (LGBs)
in Europe has improved over the past decades if we look at legal rights. More and
more protective and supportive laws have been implemented across Europe. In
2000, for example, hate speech against sexual minorities was punishable by law in
five European countries (Carroll & Mendos, 2017). By 2017, this number had risen
to 33 countries. Marriage and family laws are the ones receiving most attention in
the public eye. The Netherlands was the first European country to open marriage to
same-sex couples in 2001, followed by Belgium in 2002 and Spain in 2003. Currently,

Note that I refrain from using the adjective or noun ‘homosexual’ in this dissertation. The terms carry negative
connotations to the clinical history of the word. However, I make use of the noun ‘homosexuality’ as an umbrella
term for same-sex attraction, behavior and identity. Referring to any of the three sub-dimensions instead would
be conceptually imprecise (see my discussion on sexual identity labels below).
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same-sex marriage is legal in fourteen European countries (Carroll & Mendos, 2017).2
In Ireland, this law has even been adopted by popular vote in a referendum in 2015
(Ó Caollaí & Hilliard, 2015). It is also undeniable that the visibility of sexual minorities
has increased, be it on political agendas, in academia or in popular culture (Ayoub,
2015, 2016). Public visibility takes the form of LGBT3 representation in mainstream
media and large, and often highly commercialized, Gay Pride celebrations in many
major European cites. What does all of this mean for LGBT emancipation? Is Europe
slowly but surely moving towards a world in which homophobia and heterosexism
become less and less relevant? Are gay men and lesbians free to live their lives as
they wish?
In the broadest sense, in this dissertation I study whether persons in samesex relationships face structural obstacles to living equally autonomous lives as
heterosexuals in Europe. Specifically, I investigate the existence of a social wellbeing gap between persons in same-sex and mixed-sex relationships. Thereby, I will
examine the role of the societal context in which people live at two levels, namely in
European countries and in municipalities in the Netherlands. While it is laudable that
the legal situation of LGBs has improved, and people seem increasingly willing to
grant LGBs the basic freedom to live their lives autonomously, it is important to keep
studying what this means for the well-being of persons in same-sex relationships
and for LGBs, in general. Only by studying the impact on the people themselves
can this question be answered. I study the impact of this variation across European
countries and I study the case of the Netherlands more closely. The Netherlands is
an interesting case study since the country is relatively accepting of homosexuality
in international comparison but shows a lot of internal variation. The overarching
research questions of this dissertation are: Is there an overall social well-being
gap between persons in same-sex and mixed-sex relationships in Europe and in the
Netherlands? And to what extent does this possible gap depend on the wider societal
context in peoples’ country of residence in Europe and municipality of residence in the
Netherlands?
With this dissertation, my contribution to the scientific literature on sexual
minorities is both substantive and methodological. Substantively, I broaden the

The report by Carroll and Mendos (2017)/ILGA lists 13 countries. Germany adopted same-sex marriage on October 1, 2017 after the ILGA report was published (Connolly, 2017)
3
Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual and Trans. When I speak about the emancipation movement, I use the acronym LGBT,
which includes trans persons. Note that in my theorizing and empirical work I only refer to LGBs (without the T) or
sexual minorities, since I cannot identify trans persons in my studies.
2
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understanding of well-being in the field by focusing on its social dimension. I
argue that the understanding of well-being in the field has traditionally been
rather narrow and is in dire need of broadening. Moreover, I strengthen a contextsensitive approach to the study of well-being in sexual minorities. Methodologically,
I contribute to the field by systematically reviewing the many challenges associated
with studying LGBs quantitatively and by evaluating the potential of promising
existing data sources. Moreover, I have collected primary survey data on persons
in same-sex couples in the Netherlands in the Unions in Context project (Fischer,
Kalmijn, & Steinmetz, 2017), which close a large gap in the field by creatively tackling
five core challenges. This introductory chapter is intended to provide the historical
and scientific context to keep in mind as the reader moves on to the empirical
studies presented in this dissertation.

Figure 1.1 Percentage of people who agree (strongly) that gay men and lesbians should be free to
live their own lives as they wish per country in 2016 (weighted)

Notes: Percentages calculated based on the weighted proportion of people per country who agree or agree
strongly with the statement. Dashed vertical line represents the weighted mean across all the countries, which
equals 73%. Source: European Social Survey 2016.
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The historical origin of well-being research among sexual minorities
The emergence of a research field concerned with the well-being of sexual
minorities in the Western world can be traced back to 1973, when homosexuality
was removed from the second edition of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of
Mental Disorders (DSM-II; American Psychiatric Association, 1973). Prior to that,
homosexuality was pathologized and regarded as mental disorder. Psychiatrists,
psychologists and physicians were preoccupied with asking questions about
the possible ‘causes’ of homosexuality and how it could be ‘treated’. The research
informing the pathologization of homosexuality was based on highly selective
groups of individuals, such as those seeking treatment for their homosexuality,
those brought in for treatment against their will, and prison populations (Drescher,
2012; Meyer, 2003). As a result, biased studies were produced that seemed to
confirm the classification of homosexuality as a mental disorder. The crucial shift
from studying such selective groups of individuals toward studying homosexuality
in the general public occurred in the middle of the 20th century. The most famous
early studies were those that became known as the Kinsey reports by the American
sexologist Alfred Kinsey and colleagues (1948; 1953). This work built the foundation
for distinguishing homosexuality from mental disorders: in the general population,
not all homosexuals were affected by mental disorders but some, which meant the
two could not be equated to each other.
Such work, and primarily the strong activism of the LGBT movement in the
1960s and early 1970s, brought about the removal of homosexuality from the DSMII in 1973. Scientific inquiry could now slowly change toward trying to understand
what made this group so vulnerable to mental health problems, like depression
and anxiety (Hart et al., 1978; Herek, 1984). Initially, there was a worry that evidence
of higher rates of mental disorders among sexual minorities could lead to a repathologization of homosexuality (Meyer, 2003). Only later did the higher prevalence
come to be understood as a result of the marginalized societal position. The questions
asked were now: why was it the case that sexual minorities are so disproportionately
affected compared to the general population, and what could be done about it?
This was an important shift in the way of thinking about homosexuality, which has
paved the way for research into the well-being of LGBs to emerge. Naturally, the
removal of homosexuality from the DSM-II in 1973 merely marked the beginning
of a slow and gradual change. It was not until 1987 that truly all references to
homosexuality were removed the DSM (Bauer, 2006) and only in 1990 did the World
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Health Organization remove homosexuality from the International Classification of
Diseases (ICD-10; Drescher, 2012). With the advent of the HIV/AIDS crisis, the first
large-scale probability surveys into sexual behavior in the general population were
launched (e.g., Laumann, Gagnon, Michael, & Michaels, 1994). Around the same
time, Ilan Meyer (1995) first published his work on the minority stress model, which
linked mental health problems among gay men to stigmatization of homosexuality
in society. This, and other work examining the attitudes of mainstream society
(e.g., Herek, 1984; Levitt & Klassen, Jr., 1976; Smith, 1971), helped move toward an
understanding of psychological suffering of LGBs as a result of marginalization and
living daily lives in societies that are at their core heterosexist.

Current research on well-being disparities
Now, 45 years after the removal of homosexuality from the DSM-II, the field of
studies into the well-being of sexual minorities maintains its strong focus on
pathology. Homosexuality itself is no longer pathologized, of course, yet the topics
receiving most attention with regard to sexual minorities are those related to mental
health, physical health, HIV and other STIs, and substance abuse. A brief review of
the general findings from this literature in the United States and Europe illustrates
just how important this route of scientific inquiry continues to be, as the evidence
overwhelmingly points toward the precarious situation of sexual minorities. Meyer
(2003) and Lewis (2009) reviewed evidence from 16 unique large-scale national
surveys: ten were from the United States, two from the United Kingdom, two from
the Netherlands, one from Austria and one from New Zealand.4 The authors find that
sexual minority men were on average three to four times more likely to experience
depression, anxiety, suicidal ideation, and other disorders compared to heterosexual
men. Among women, there is consistent evidence suggesting there is three to four
times the likelihood of substance abuse problems among sexual minority women
compared to heterosexual women (Lewis, 2009; Meyer, 2003). Sexual minority
women are also two to three times more likely to experience mood disorders
compared to heterosexual women. As an example, one representative study from
the United States showed that sexual minority men were 3.5 times more likely to

They are separate reviews, whereby four articles overlap. The remaining 12 articles are unique to the authors
reviews.
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experience major depression, five times as likely to experience panic attacks and
2.6 times more likely to report psychological stress compared to heterosexual men
(Cochran, Sullivan, & Mays, 2003). Among women, the study found evidence of a 3.9
times higher likelihood of experiencing general anxiety disorder among lesbian or
bisexual women compared to heterosexual women (Cochran et al., 2003). Moreover,
there is a high prevalence of suicidal behavior as a review of 25 large-scale studies
in the United States showed (King et al., 2008). The described trends among the adult
population are largely mirrored among LGB youth. Lewis (2009) and Marshall et al
(2011) reviewed 29 unique large-scale surveys among young LGBs, predominantly
from the United States, showing a high prevalence of depression and suicidal
behavior.5 LGB youth were three times as likely as heterosexual youth to contemplate
suicide, three times as likely to attempt suicide and four times as likely to make an
attempt that required medical attention (Marshal et al., 2011). Recent evidence from
LGB youth in Iceland shows that such disparities also exist in places assumed to be
tolerant (Gisladottir, Gronfeldt, Kristjansson, & Sigfusdottir, 2018).
The evidence from the Netherlands stands out in the review by Lewis (2009), with
the largest disparities in health outcomes among men, despite the country having a
tolerant reputation. Evidence from a nationally representative study among adults in
1996 showed that suicide symptoms were staggeringly high among sexual minority
men compared to heterosexual men, namely between two to ten times for different
symptoms (Gaaf, Sandfort, & ten Have, 2006). These effects are enormous and can
only partially be explained by controlling for life time psychiatric morbidity. The same
study found that sexual minority women were twice as likely to contemplate suicide
than heterosexual women, which can be explained by higher likelihood to experience
psychiatric disorders (Gaaf et al., 2006). Other nationally representative studies from
the Netherlands show that sexual minority men are two to three times as likely to have
mood and anxiety disorders (Sandfort, de Graaf, Bijl, & Schnabel, 2001). Sexual minority
women were four times as likely as heterosexual women to struggle with substance
abuse disorders and 2.4 times as likely to suffer from lifetime mood disorders (Sandfort
et al., 2001). A later study showed mixed results with regard to substance abuse but
largely confirmed the high prevalence of mental health disorders among gay men
and lesbian women (Gaaf et al., 2006). In the latter study, sexual minority men and
women also showed higher levels of acute and chronic physical health problems. This
difference with heterosexuals persisted when controlling for psychological morbidity,

5
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suggesting it is not an over-report artifact by those who suffer from psychological
disorders (Gaaf et al., 2006). Research that focusses on partnered individuals tends to
find no difference in the level of self-rated health between persons in same-sex and
mixed-sex relationships (Denney, Gorman, & Barrera, 2013; Wienke & Hill, 2009). A
study in the United States among persons in same-sex and mixed-sex relationships
also reports no difference in psychological distress between the union types (Wight,
LeBlanc, & Lee Badgett, 2013).
Besides the literature that focuses on psychological stress, psychiatric morbidity
and self-harm, there are studies that conceptualize the well-being of sexual minorities
in a positive sense. Most prominently, those studies examine psychological wellbeing and adjustment and come from the field of (social) psychology and public
health (Frost & Fingerhut, 2016; Gisladottir et al., 2018; e.g., Riggle, Rostosky, Black, &
Rosenkrantz, 2017). There are a handful of exceptions with broader conceptualizations
of well-being. For example, a study using nationally representative panel data from
Australia conceptualizes well-being as life satisfaction over the life course in addition
to a number of mental health outcomes (Perales, 2016). The author finds a significant
well-being deficit among LGBs (measured by self-assignment to identity labels)
compared to heterosexuals, which diminishes in size across the life course. Two other
studies based on nationally representative data show lower levels of life satisfaction
among self-identified LGBs and heterosexuals in the UK and Australia (Powdthavee &
Wooden, 2015) and among persons in same-sex relationships compared to persons
in mixed-sex relationships in the Netherlands (Tornello, Ivanova, & Bos, 2018). There
is also research on the basis of the European Social Survey, where the authors report
a deficit in happiness and self-rated health among persons in same-sex compared to
persons in mixed-sex relationships (van den Akker, Blaauw, et al., 2013; van der Star &
Bränström, 2015).
Overall, the strong focus on research into mental and physical health disparities
was, and remains, critical given the history of scientific inquiry into sexual minorities and
given the persisting disparities. I have briefly elaborated on the (de)pathologization of
homosexuality precisely in order to outline how important such research is. It remains
important to continue to explore the high prevalence of these issues and find avenues
for intervention. Nonetheless, the well-being of sexual minorities is still theorized
and operationalized rather narrowly; it is primarily understood as the absence of
ill health, disease and substance abuse and within a psychological framework. In
this dissertation, I argue that it is essential that the understanding of well-being is
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broadened, not lastly because they type of scientific knowledge we have stands in
interplay with the discourse around the social group being studied. In other words, the
production of scientific knowledge about sexual minorities which goes beyond the
pathological is part and parcel of further dismantling stigma around homosexuality.

Beyond mental and physical health
In this dissertation, I work with an understanding of well-being which goes beyond
mental and physical health. To be precise, I focus on the social realm of people’s
lives. Thereby, I have two defining principles in mind. First, how people relate socially to
each other is an integral part of individual well-being. It is derived from having positive
relationships, feeling accepted and valued by others and receiving affirmation for
one’s behaviors (Larson, 1993; Volker, Flap, & Lindenberg, 2006). Social well-being then
constitutes the opposite of experiencing social and emotional isolation or feelings of
loneliness. This is important when evaluating people’s quality of life in the broadest
sense. This aspect of social well-being is highly relevant when studying members
of a socially stigmatized group such as sexual minorities living in heteronormative
societies, as this may bring about isolation and loneliness in individuals. Acceptance
and affirmation may be more difficult to obtain when dominant norms in society are
at odds with an individual’s very identity and existence. In the past years, we have
seen the advent of studies that look at support networks of LGBs, mostly among
particularly vulnerable groups such as aging LGBs or LGB youth. Yet is seems difficult
to shake the focus on mental and physical health, as social support is often studied as
buffer in the relationship between minority stress and mental and physical health (e.g.,
Fredriksen-Goldsen, Kim, Shiu, Goldsen, & Emlet, 2015; Frost, Meyer, & Schwartz, 2016;
Moran, Chen, & Tryon, 2018). Rarely is the social dimension of well-being among LGBs
studied in its own right, while an entire field of study is doing exactly that among the
heterosexual majority (for exceptions see Kertzner, Meyer, Frost, & Stirratt, 2009; Ueno,
Wright, Gayman, & McCabe, 2012).
Second, how individuals relate to society, and how society in turn relates to them,
is closely linked with fundamental questions about citizenship and social cohesion.
Here, I conceptualize social well-being as active participation in society. That includes
participation at different levels ranging from the polity to the residential neighborhood
as well as involvement in private social circles. In this context, I speak of social
integration in the sense of Keyes (1998), who takes social integration to refer to “the
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quality of one’s relationship to society and community” (p.122). Social integration can
be linked to the larger debate on social cohesion, where concerns for the “belonging,
inclusion, participation, recognition and legitimacy” (Jenson, 1998, p. 29) of all societal
members stand central. Structural marginalization then means not being recognized
as equal members of society, with the right to have (social) needs met and basic
freedoms protected. Sexuality is increasingly recognized in debates about citizenship
precisely because of this (Richardson, 2017). Note that it is with the interdependence
between individuals and society in mind that I study social integration. I do not mean
to imply that assimilation of sexual minorities into heteronormative society should be
the goal but – ideally – there should be an accommodation by broadening notions of
sexuality and citizenship. Against this background, it is imperative to also take a closer
look at the heterosexual majority in society.

Social well-being in context: Examining the mainstream
Social well-being is inherently relational. Therefore, I examine whether a potential
social well-being gap between persons in same-sex and mixed-sex relationships is
influenced by the wider societal context in which they live. As previously mentioned,
there are large differences in the way people in different European countries think
about homosexuality (see figure 1.1) as well as in the degree of legal equality. In this
dissertation, I exploit this variation to empirically study the link between tolerance of
homosexuality at the contextual level and social well-being on the individual level.
Only by studying this link directly is it possible to understand the impact increasingly
liberal attitudes and improved legal situations have on the social lives of LGBs.
The notion that the societal context matters for the well-being of individuals is a
common one in the study of sexual minorities as well as other social group who defy
societal norms in the broadest sense. For example, the negative effect of divorce on
well-being is larger in countries that have strong norms against divorce (Kalmijn,
2009; Verbakel, 2012) and that the well-being gap between married and unmarried
cohabiting couples is smaller in countries where cohabitation is more accepted and
more prevalent (Soons & Kalmijn, 2009; also see Fischer, Kalmijn, & Steinmetz, 2016).
A large body of literature theorizes and studies the impact of people’s attitudes
towards homosexuality and mental health outcomes among sexual minorities
(Hatzenbuehler, 2009, 2011; Hatzenbuehler, Birkett, Van Wagenen, & Meyer, 2014;
Meyer, 2003). Others have shown that laws, such as equal access to marriage, have
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measurable effects on the well-being and relationships of persons in same-sex
couples (LeBlanc, Frost, & Bowen, 2018; Riggle, Wickham, Rostosky, Rothblum, &
Balsam, 2017).
In my empirical chapters, I examine the societal context at two levels, namely
the national level (European countries) and the municipality level within the
Netherlands. At the national level, I conceptualize tolerance of homosexuality in
terms of a formal and an informal dimension. Tolerance as a formal institution refers
to the degree to which persons in same-sex relationships and LGBs in general are
protected and supported by the laws in a country. The policies and laws can be either
supportive (e.g. access to services, benefits) or protective (e.g. anti-discrimination
legislation). The totality of laws concerning persons in same-sex relationships and
LGBs in general make up the formal institutional context in each country. When I
speak of tolerance as an informal institution, I refer to societal attitudes about
homosexuality, gender roles and family values, and the level of gender equality and
religiosity in a society. These factors constitute the informal institutional framework
within which I theorize the existence of a possible social well-being gap between
persons in same-sex and mixed-sex relationships. While homophobic discrimination
can be direct and overt, I argue that it often takes on subtler indirect forms rooted in
traditional beliefs about gender roles and family values. Persons in same-sex couples
who do not conform to social norms about femininity or masculinity, for example,
may experience social sanctions such as exclusion or ridicule in a context that values
traditional gender roles. Similarly, parenthood in same-sex couples can be difficult
to reconcile with ideals of the traditional nuclear family and gendered ideas about
child-rearing, especially in two-father families. Religiosity is a relevant aspect since the
largest religious congregations in Europe have traditionally opposed homosexuality.
My decision to include multiple measures for tolerance of homosexuality is therefore
primarily a substantive one. It is also methodologically useful, as the use of multiple
measures increases measurement reliability compared to single-item measures.
In the second part of the dissertation, I examine the Netherlands as a national
case study. There I have tested whether the principle that the societal context
influences social well-being can be applied to a more disaggregate context.
Specifically, I study the informal institutional context on the level of municipalities
in relation to social well-being using the same measures as on the country level. The
municipality context is more proximate and the variation in attitudes might be more
immediately relevant to persons living in these contexts, compared to the country
level. In addition, I explore a social factor, namely the size of the LGB population
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within the municipalities. I use the size of the LGB population as a way to make
inferences about the visibility of sexual minorities within a municipality.
Note that there is a conceptual difference between tolerance of homosexuality
and acceptance. I work with the notion of tolerance because my measures capture
the basic conditions which allow sexual minorities to ‘be left alone’ and co-exist with
the heterosexual majority. The term tolerance reflects how none of these things
implies active support of homosexuality from the people or the state. Instead, it
refers to the minimum requirement for LGBs to live autonomously. For example, the
prevalence of liberal attitudes about what constitutes a family can be regarded as a
necessary condition for acceptance of homosexuality but not a sufficient one.

Representative data on LGB populations
The quantitative study of LGB populations is notoriously difficult because of the
numerous challenges associated with collecting suitable survey data (Umberson,
Thomeer, Kroeger, Lodge, & Xu, 2015). The plan for this dissertation was always to
approach the topic quantitatively in order to study structural disadvantages of
persons in same-sex relationships compared to persons in mixed-sex relationships.
From the start, it was clear that the existing survey data to study the social
dimension of persons in same-sex couples and LGBs was incredibly limited. A lot of
research on LGBs has been based on nonprobability samples, which does not allow
for generalizations to a larger population. Given the enormous biases that can
result from selective samples and given what selective samples have historically
done to the study of homosexuality, the quest for representative survey data
was central. In fact, it is a core contribution of this dissertation to the field that all
empirical research is based on probability data, which allows generalizations to a
larger population. Many prior studies also only focused on LGBs without including
heterosexuals as a comparison group, for example the first EU-wide LGBT survey
by the European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights (2012) or the numerous
health- related studies in the United States as discussed in Herek, Norton, Allen &
Sims (2010). As a consequence, findings based on such data are not comparative
and cannot be generalized to a broader target population. Topics are often limited
to health, victimization or LGB-specific topics. Often, typical topics in sociology
that come up in social surveys of the general public are not included, making the
type of knowledge we have quite narrow.
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European Social Survey and Generations and Gender Survey
In a search for representative survey data on LGBs, which are not biased by
convenience recruitment strategies, I initially turned to two large-scale probability
surveys, the European Social Survey6 and the Generations and Gender Survey.7
Both surveys cover a wide range of topics, including social contacts and well-being
measures relevant to this dissertation. The surveys allow for the identification
of persons in same-sex couples via the household grid, where the gender of a
respondents’ partner is recorded. While these data are based on random samples,
new challenges arose. Persons in same-sex relationships made up a very small
proportion of the sample (around 1%), creating statistical power issues. It is also a
big problem for such a numerically small group, when mistakes such as recording
errors occur (e.g. recording one partner’s gender wrong and hence misclassifying
the couple). In a numerically large group of mixed-sex couples, a few same-sex
couples which are accidentally misclassified as mixed-sex couples do not matter.
However, when this happens vice versa, the small group of same-sex couples is
easily inflated by wrongly coded mixed-sex couples and findings can get distorted.
A few inconsistencies in these data led me to investigate more closely whether
this might indeed be the case, prior to using these data for my empirical work
(discussed in detail in chapter 2).

The Safety Monitor
Over recent years, there has been a lot of advocacy to include sexual orientation
and gender identity (SOGI) questions in existing social surveys in both the United
States and Europe. As a result, the inclusion of SOGI items has increased albeit most
often in surveys about matters of mental and physical health or victimization. In
my search for representative survey data, which would allow the study of social
dimensions of well-being for LGB populations in the Netherlands, I came across
one such survey: the Safety Monitor.8 The Safety Monitor is an annual survey on
victimization, crime and relationships with the police, which includes a small section
on social integration into the neighborhood. The survey is conducted among
non-institutionalized persons aged 15 and older and is nationally representative.
http://www.europeansocialsurvey.org/
https://www.ggp-i.org/
8
http://www.veiligheidsmonitor.nl/
6
7
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Since 2012, the survey includes a question about respondents’ attraction to men,
women or both men and women. One major advantage of the Safety Monitor is
that the survey is based on large numbers of observations. Annually, a minimum
of 65.000 respondents participate and 14% of the population per sampling unit is
covered (Statistics Netherlands, 2017). This is a crucial advantage when studying a
numerically small social group such as LGBs. The challenge of having only LGBs in
the survey compared to heterosexuals was therefore somewhat less grave.
Yet, the other aforementioned problems with data from surveys that were
not specifically designed to study LGBs, remained a concern. While working with
these data, I discovered an error in the public data file of the Safety Monitor
(2012-16). This error related to the gender variable initially led to a substantive
misclassification of heterosexuals as LGBs. A short research note demonstrated
how this misclassification resulted in unlikely conclusions about the household
constellations of this group (Kalmijn, Fischer, Steinmetz, & Van Gaalen, 2017). The
error has since been corrected and the potential of these data was exploited for
the empirical study in chapter 6.

The UNICON project: Unions in Context
Overall, it became clear that there is a dire need for a carefully crafted dataset of
persons in same-sex couples and families, which (1) purposefully includes persons in
same-sex couples in the sampling frame, (2) uses a random sample, (3) oversamples
persons in same-sex couples to achieve a large number of observations, (4) includes
a suitable comparison group of heterosexual couples and which (5) covers a wide
range of substantive topics. In answer to this apparent need, the decision was made
between my supervisors and I to collect primary survey data on lesbian, gay and
heterosexual couples and families in the Netherlands in the Unions in Context
(UNICON) project.9 The timing of this data collection was quite unusual as it fell
into the second and third years of my four-year long PhD trajectory. Generally, data
collection happens at the beginning so that the data can be used for the subsequent
empirical work. The marked importance of collecting such data, however, motivated
us to go forth with it despite the unusual timing. The support from funding parties like
the Dutch Association for Sexology and the interdisciplinary Amsterdam Centre for
Inequality Studies was another source of encouragement that the project addressed

9

http://unionsincontext.nl/
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a distinct scientific gap.10 The UNICON data was collected by web-mode between
July and December 2016 in 20 Dutch municipalities. Substantively, the survey covers
many life domains combining LGB-specific topics such as degrees of openness about
partner of the same sex, identification with the LGBT community and minority stress
with general topics like social integration, civic participation, relationship quality,
parental home and labor market integration (Fischer et al., 2017). Methodologically,
the survey has an innovative sampling design (discussed in detail in chapter 3). For
example, the UNICON data include cohabiting couples whose unions are not legally
recognized and allow for potentially complex parenthood constellations in the
sampling frame.

A note on sexual identity labels
Sexual orientation can be measured in three distinct ways, namely by self-assignment
to identity labels (lesbian, gay, bisexual, etc.), according to same-sex sexual behavior,
or attraction to persons of the same sex. In this dissertation, I rely on partnership
inferred sexual orientation in all but one chapter. That means, I use the presence
of a partner of the same or opposite sex as a proxy for sexual orientation. This is
primarily a practical choice as it allows me to identify sexual minorities in data that
does not record any information on sexual orientation. In one chapter, I infer sexual
orientation from attraction to men, women or both sexes. I am aware that sexual
orientation, the sex of the current partner, sexual attraction and sexual behavior all
stand independently and do not always overlap. I have however chosen to make use
of identity labels because my research speaks to the larger field of LGB studies. I also
make this choice to emphasize that I am not focusing on the relationship context in
any substantive way. The relationship context is a tool to identify sexual minorities in
survey data and population registers.

The UNICON project was funded by the Amsterdam Centre for Inequality Studies (AMCIS); the research group
Institutions, Inequalities and Life courses (IIL) at the University of Amsterdam; Fonds Stimulering en Ontwikkeling
from the Nederlandse Vereniging voor Seksuologie (NVVS) and the ERC project ‘Family complexity’ by Matthijs
Kalmijn [FP7/2007-2013 / ERC grant agreement no. 669334].
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Overview of the dissertation
I structured this dissertation in three parts which reflect the three main foci in
my work; one methodological and two substantive ones. The quest for data that
is comparative, representative, and goes beyond matters of mental health and
victimization played a central and ongoing role. I thought it therefore appropriate
to include a part in the dissertation that reflects this. I have carefully evaluated
each possible data source I came across before exploiting its potential. The result
is four substantive studies into the social realm of well-being of persons in samesex and mixed-sex relationships in Europe. They each contribute a small novel piece
of knowledge on matters ranging from people’s personal networks and integration
into the neighborhood to their social relation society as a whole.
In Part I: The Quest for Representative Data, I present two methodological
chapters. In those chapters I review three data sources, which form the basis for my
substantive chapters, in terms of their potential and limitations.
Chapter 2 is a thorough evaluation of the only two social surveys that allow a
study of persons in same-sex couples cross-nationally: the European Social Survey
(2002 - 2012) and the Generations and Gender Programme (2002 - 2010). In this
chapter I systematically compare demographic and socio-economic characteristics
of persons in same-sex relationships in those two data sources. This is aimed at
providing a first check on the quality of these data. The comparison includes survey
data from Belgium, the Czech Republic, Germany, France, the Netherlands and
Norway.
In Chapter 3, I describe how I collected my own survey data on persons in samesex relationships in the Netherlands. I review the contribution of the UNICON project
and the challenges that remain. The chapter concludes by providing a descriptive
overview of lesbian, gay and heterosexual couples and families in the Netherlands.
Part II: Country Comparisons is the first set of substantive empirical studies. Here,
I exploit the afore mentioned variation across European countries in their tolerance
of homosexuality to explore what the consequences of this variation are for various
dimensions of well-being of persons in same-sex and mixed-sex relationships.
Chapter 4 is an examination of a possible well-being gap between persons
in same-sex and mixed-sex couples, whereby well-being is defined as social wellbeing and depressive feelings. Social well-being is measured by the inversely coded
loneliness scale of De Jong-Gierveld and Van Tilburg (2006) and depressive feelings by
the 7-item CES-D scale (Levine, 2013). The possible role that tolerance of homosexuality
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plays in the size of this gap is considered by comparing these union types across nine
European countries, which vary in their levels of tolerance of homosexuality and in
their LGB-affirming laws (informal and formal institutional context, respectively). The
countries under study are Austria, Belgium, Bulgaria, the Czech Republic, France,
Germany, the Netherlands, Norway and Poland.
In Chapter 5, this principle is applied to different indicators of social integration,
whereby social integration is understood as having positive social relationships and
active participation in society. More precisely, persons in same-sex relationships
are compared to persons in mixed-sex relationships in terms of their informal social
networks (strong and weak ties) and their public participation (formal volunteering,
political participation) with the aim of uncovering possible marginalization and
exclusion. The role that tolerance of homosexuality, understood in a normative and
legal sense, plays in these processes is central to this study. This study is the first to
apply randomly sampled cross-national data to this issue; a total of 29 countries are
included.11 While this is a unique set up to directly link tolerance of homosexuality
at the country level to differences in social integration, I conclude this chapter by
discussing the limitations of such a design.
In Part III: Zooming in on The Netherlands, the focus moves from cross-national
comparisons to examining the Netherlands more closely. The Netherlands is an
interesting case because the country has a reputation of being very accepting of
sexual diversity. The decision to ‘zoom in’ can remedy some of the challenges I faced in
the cross-national comparisons.
Chapter 6 examines possible differences between LGBs compared to
heterosexuals with respect to their integration into the residential neighborhood.
This is the only study in the dissertation that uses data on LGBs who are single as
well as partnered. Sexual orientation is measured by individual attraction rather
than a partnership-inferred measure. By means of a multilevel analysis of individuals
nested in municipalities in the Netherlands, it is examined if there is a gap in social
integration between LGBs compared to heterosexuals, and if so, to what extent
municipality characteristics can explain variations in this gap. Specifically, it is a
test of a cultural explanation (i.e., how liberal or conservative the cultural climate is
in a municipality), and a social explanation (i.e., how large the share of LGBs in the
municipality is).
Austria, Belgium, Cyprus, the Czech Republic, Denmark, Germany, Estonia, Finland, France, Greece, Hungary, Iceland, Ireland, Israel, Italy, Latvia, Lithuania, the Netherlands, Norway, Portugal, Romania, Slovakia, Slovenia, Spain,
Sweden, Switzerland, the United Kingdom, Turkey and Ukraine
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Chapter 7 is the first study utilizing the new data from the UNICON project. Using
a name generator question, I study the size, composition and density of personal
networks of partnered lesbian women and gay men in the Netherlands. Nothing
is known about this in a broad population of LGBs. Heterosexuals are included as a
comparison group to examine a possible stratification of personal networks along
sexual-orientation lines.

17

PART I
THE QUEST FOR REPRESENTATIVE DATA

Chapter 2
Same-Sex couples in Cross-National
Survey Data1
Introduction
In recent years, the number of social scientific studies on same-sex couples has
augmented steadily. Same-sex unions have gained increased visibility in Western
societies and there is an ever-growing interest to know more about this union type
(e.g., BPB, 2010; Keuzenkamp, 2010; Kurdek, 2005; Steenhof & Harmsen, 2003). That
is particularly true given the rapidly evolving changes in the legal and normative
institutional frameworks regarding same-sex relationships in Western countries.
Survey-based approaches to the study of same-sex couples and lesbian, gay
and bisexual (LGB) persons in general are challenging and quantitative scholars
continuously make efforts to overcome methodological obstacles associates
with studying this population in a quantitative fashion (Umberson et al., 2015).
Quantitative studies often aim at studying observations that are representative
of larger populations. In the case of same-sex couples this has often been done
using officially registered partnerships in census and register data. Yet, there are
large differences across countries in the way same-sex unions are measured by
the respective register or census bureaus. Even the officially registered unions
of same-sex couples are not as easily compared across national borders because
there are substantial differences between countries in the degree to which union
formation rights are available to same-sex couples, and in the legal consequences
that are factually attached to such a status (see Waaldijk, 2005). This cross-national
incomparability is a major drawback if we accept the classic sociological premise that
institutional contexts matter for behaviors and attitudes of social actors. Particularly,

1

This chapter is published as:

Fischer, M. M. (2016). Identifying same-sex couples in cross-national survey data: a comparison of same-sex
couples’ demographic and socio-economic traits in six European countries. In R Meuleman, G Kraaykamp & M
Wittenberg (Eds.), Nederland in context: verschillen en overeenkomsten (pp. 50-79). Den Haag: DANS.
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when studying non-traditional unions such as same-sex couples, the normative
and legal institutional context can be an important source of inequalities in all life
domains, rendering issues related to same-sex couples particularly eligible for crossnational comparative research.
To my knowledge, currently there are two social surveys which allow for the
identification of persons in same-sex unions in data that is both cross-nationally
comparable and based on probability sampling strategies: the European Social
Survey (2002 - 2012) and the Generations and Gender Programme (2002 - 2010).
Hitherto, the potential of these data sources has remained largely untapped by
scholars interested in studying same-sex unions in and across European countries.
Besides the potential that lies in these data, there are certainly also challenges
associated with studying same-sex couples using data, which were not specifically
designed for this purpose. As same-sex couples make up only a small fraction of
the population, their small numbers are easily inflated, for example, by erroneously
recorded data. Coding errors in the gender variable can lead to a misclassification
of mixed-sex couples as same-sex couples, which can lead to an ‘overreporting’ of
same-sex couples and a conflation of possible differences between the groups.
Moreover, the total share of same-sex couples and lesbian, gay and bisexual persons
within a given population is unknown. This makes it impossible to create a proper
probability-based sampling frame that yields a sample representative of all samesex couples. Therefore, information about same-sex couples relies on common
survey data in which the possible underrepresentation of same-sex couples with
different socio-demographic backgrounds (i.e., with different levels of education,
age or income) can neither be detected for certain nor can it be corrected. Despite
these challenges, the potential of these data to study same-sex couples should
not be dismissed entirely. Instead, we can make an effort to check the quality
of these data to the best of our abilities. In this chapter, I make a first attempt of
performing such a check by comparing the data sets to each other following a logic
of convergent validity. In other words, by comparing various socio-demographic
and socio-economic properties of same-sex couples in both surveys, I expect to find
similar distributions (i.e. the same relative distance between same-sex and mixed-sex
couples). This is primarily a descriptive exercise as convergent results cannot provide
ultimate proof that the data are sound. However, such a check can be viewed as a
minimum requirement when it comes to an evaluation of the correct capturing of
same-sex couples in surveys.
I have selected six countries for the comparison of the relative gap in
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demographic and socio-economic characteristics between same-sex and mixed-sex
couples across the two surveys: Belgium, the Czech Republic, Germany, France, the
Netherlands and Norway. The countries were selected because they are available
in both surveys and allow for the identification of sufficient same-sex couples per
country. I handle a minimum of 30 couples per country, which refers to the countries
in the first wave of the Generations and Gender Programme (GGP) and to the pooled
data across six waves of the European Social Survey (ESS). In the following sections,
I briefly explain the method of comparison and the logic behind it. I then introduce
both data sources in more detail, and describe the identification of the union types
within these data. After that I present the results of the comparison differentiating
between socio-demographic characteristics that are directly related to the labor
market and those which are not. I conclude by reflecting on my observations in the
light of typical challenges associated with studying same-sex couples in survey data.

The logic and method of comparison
At the heart of these comparisons stand expected gaps in demographic and socioeconomic characteristics between the union types, such as the average age or levels
of labor market participation. Based on previous research, which has often but
not exclusively relied on census and register data, we know that same-sex couples
differ in many aspects from mixed-sex couples. For example, persons in same-sex
couples are often younger and higher educated compared to persons in mixed-sex
couples (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2013; Gates, 2013; Verbakel & Kalmijn, 2014).
Sometimes differences in life courses, value-orientations and institutional contexts
are assumed to drive true differences between the union types; sometimes there
are suspicions of selection mechanisms that are specific to same-sex couples, e.g.
a reluctance to report same-sex partners due to fear of stigmatization (Janssens,
Elling, & Kalmthout, 2003). Regardless of the underlying drivers of such differences,
I capitalize on the fact that they are often observed, and expect to detect similar
distributions in the two cross-national data sets. Accordingly, I focus this comparison
on those demographic and socio-economic characteristics for which I expect
differences based on the existing literature. I apply a logic in line with the principle
of cross-validation, that is, the combination of knowledge originating from more
than one data source within a logic of convergent validity (see e.g., Bryman, 2004;
Mathison, 1988). Existing knowledge about same-sex couples in the literature serves
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as one such data source. The other data sources serving as basis for this comparison
are the ESS and the GGP surveys. Concretely, I answer two questions for each
examined characteristic: First, do we observe a gap in the respective demographic traits
between the union types, which is in line with previous research? And second, is this
observed gap between the union types stable across the two surveys in terms of size and
direction?
In order to answer the first question, I estimate a regression whereby union
type (0 = mixed-sex couple, 1 = same-sex couple) and survey (0 = ESS, 1 = GGP)
are regressed on each socio-demographic trait. I start the analyses by pooling all
the countries together. Since I expect country-specific differences, this analysis is
subsequently repeated for each country separately. The regression function has the
following form:
y = b0+ b1 union type + b2 survey + ε

(M1).

The main effect of union type (b1) answers the first question, whether there is a gap
between the union types in terms of a certain socio-demographic trait, regardless
of which survey is examined. The main effect of survey (b2) functions as a control
variable accounting for baseline differences between the surveys that might arise
due to different sampling strategies. Where applicable, I account for variation in the
survey year, and the pooled analysis includes country dummies. Moreover, a gender
control variable is included since men and women are known to differ in some of
their demographic and socio-economic characteristics. For continuous variables I
use a linear OLS estimation and for binary outcome variables a logistic estimation
method.
In a second model, I include an interaction effect between union type and
survey in order to see whether the gap between the union types differs across
surveys. This regression function provides the answer to the second question:
y = b0 + b1 union type + b2 survey + b3 (union type * survey) + ε

(M2)

whereby b3 shows whether the size of the gap differs across surveys. In other
words, a non-significant interaction effect would suggest that the analysis provides
converging evidence across surveys with regard to the relative gap between the
union types. In practice, I cannot solely rely on the interpretation of the significancelevel since several challenges to the significance tests are encountered in this design.
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The first challenge is an increased likelihood of committing a type 1 inferential
error. As I estimate a large number of regression models on the same data, it gets
likelier that I find a significant result by chance. This is a problem referred to as
multiple comparison fallacy (for a short discussion of the issue see Feise, 2002).
Therefore, I always examine coefficients in addition to the test statistics, regardless
of their significance. The second challenge that arises is a heightened risk of type
2 inferential error. It occurs due to the fact that same-sex couples make up a very
small fraction of the sample, generally around 1%, which may not provide sufficient
statistical power to produce significant results. To address this issue, I initially pool
all six countries together for the analysis, so that the number of same-sex couples
is as high as possible. Yet, as I am ultimately interested in country differences I also
estimate the regressions for each country separately. Due to the fact that the number
of same-sex couples is reduced drastically when analyzing each country separately,
I mainly focus on the magnitude of the coefficients. I do so in the form of margins
plots as the visualization of the interaction term helps the interpretation. Moreover,
I refrain from analyzing men and women in same-sex unions separately, in order to
maximize group size. Instead, a control variable for the gender of the respondent is
included. Finally, I take advantage of the fact that I have all basic socio-demographic
information not only for the respondent but also for their current partners. This
allows me to include the partners and their demographic information as additional
respondents. Due to this strategy the number of same-sex couples increases from
985 (1.22%) to 1,966 (2.41%). This allows for a more conservative test of differences
between the surveys, as I considerably increase statistical power. Since it can no
longer be assumed that the observations are independent in the sample, I cluster
the analyses on the couple-level in order to avoid overestimating the similarity of
observations. Naturally, this is only possible for characteristics on the individuallevel; analyses concerning household- or couple-level traits are done using the
original number of observations.
With respect to the possible outcomes of these analyses and their
interpretation, I expect to observe differences between the union types in line with
the existing literature. Also, I expect that the examined gaps do not vary too much
across the surveys in terms of size. As mentioned previously, if those two outcomes
can be observed, this is no definitive proof for good data quality. However, they
provide us with a minimum level of confidence in the data sets. If differences in the
size or direction of the gap across surveys appear, I take this as reason to examine
the surveys in more detail. If the gaps merely differ in size, but generally point into
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the same direction, I consider this still a reasonably good outcome as the substantive
implications are similar. Such differences can arise due to the fact that the survey’s
sampling frames are not explicitly designed to capture same-sex couples, and
might therefore capture different sub-sets of the same-sex couple population. If the
surveys, however, differ in terms of the direction of the gap, this clearly indicates
that there might be quality issues in one of the surveys. It remains difficult to
decide on which survey is more credible in such a case. Taking a closer look at the
design and data collection process of each of the surveys can help make a decision.
Moreover, it is a useful exercise in and of itself to document such discrepancies and
to bring attention to them. Finally, I do not apply weights to the analyses, since I
am interested in the relative difference or gaps (as opposed to absolute difference)
between the union types across surveys.

Data
In this chapter, I make use of the fact that the design of the ESS and the GGP is
comparable and that they both aim at national representativeness. The ESS collects
data among all non-institutionalized persons aged 15 and over, regardless of their
nationality, citizenship or language. The sample is collected by multi-stage random
probability sampling, whereby sampling frames of individuals, households and
addresses may be used (European Social Survey, 2012b). Respondents within a
household are selected randomly from all household members aged 15 and older
and are interviewed face-to-face. In order to maximize comparability between the
surveys, I limit the age range to 18 – 80 years which corresponds to the age range
in the GGP. The sample sizes per country and wave have always a minimum of
1,500 observations (800 for smaller countries). The GGP is a panel study that maps
demographic changes in European countries and collects detailed data on intimate
and family relationships. Unlike the ESS, not the entire survey is conducted face-toface, but all variables that are compared were part of the face-to-face section. The
GGP targets the non-institutionalized population in a country between the ages 18
and 80. The sampling guide recommends a random probability sampling method
to all participating countries (Simard & Franklin, 2005). According to the countryspecific study documentations, all six countries have adhered to this standard. The
description of the sampling procedures is not equally detailed for all countries
making it difficult, for example, to assess the exact procedure for the Czech Republic.
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The GGP has relatively large sample sizes, on average 9,000 per country in wave 1
(United Nations, 2005a), which is beneficial for the investigation of numerically small
groups such as same-sex couples.

The procedure of identifying same-sex couples
In both surveys the identification of same-sex couple rests on the willingness of
respondents to report their relationship with each household member and each
household member’s gender. I combine this information with the gender of the
respondent to identify the type of couple (mixed-sex or same-sex). In the ESS the
respondents are firstly asked to indicate the number of persons living in the household.
The interviewers are instructed to then record information on all household
members in a grid in descending order of age (oldest first). A tip is included that it
‘may be useful to add the names or initials of each household member’ (European
Social Survey, 2012a) to avoid confusion, but the interviewer is not required to note
down the names. The first piece of information to be completed is the gender of
a household member. Since there appears to be no formulated standard question
to inquire about the gender of each household member in the questionnaires, I
assume that it is up to the interviewers to formulate such a question. Or perhaps,
interviewers determine the gender without asking a question only on the basis of
names. The exact procedure is not obvious from looking at the questionnaire. After
that, the type of relationship is determined by asking ‘What relationship is he/she
to you?’. A show card is presented, whereby ‘husband/wife/partner’ is the first of six
possible options. In combination with the gender of the partner, it is possible to
classify persons into having a same-sex or mixed-sex relationship.
In the GGP, the introductory sentences to the household grid reads: ‘To begin,
I would like to ask you about all persons who live in this household. Who are they?
To help me keep track of your answers, please tell me their first names and how
they are related to you’ (United Nations, 2005b). The interviewer then writes down all
the names of household members, and presents the respondent with an extensive
show card of possible relationships. The first option is ‘partner or spouse’, followed
by 16 other detailed possibilities to report biological and non-biological family
members. The interviewer proceeds to record the age, gender and employment
status of the respondent him/herself, before s/he finally returns to the list of names
and asks for every household member ‘Can I just check, that [name] is male/female?’.
On the one hand, it is good that there is a clearly formulated question (as opposed
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to the ESS questionnaire). On the other hand, respondents might feel exposed by
having to admit explicitly to living in a same-sex couple and may take this chance
to purposefully change a correct answer to something incorrect. The recording of
the household composition constitutes the first section in all the GGP surveys, while
the ESS records the household composition at the end of the core interview. There
is some evidence that the early placement of demographic questions increases
their response rate (Teclaw, Price, & Osatuke, 2012), yet some have suggested that it
may not be best practice to begin with questions that are potentially sensitive (e.g.,
Trochim, Donnelly, & Arora, 2015). In the case of same-sex couples, the recording
of these demographic information from the household grid can be sensitive. In the
GGP, respondents can also report a partner with whom they do not share a common
household. For the purpose of comparability, however, only partnerships of persons
living together will be considered. As a consequence, I only include couples which
are identified in the exact same manner as in the ESS, namely via the household grid.
Overall, I am able to identify 602 same-sex and 42,027 mixed-sex couples
in all countries and pooled waves of the ESS. In other words, 1.41% of all unions
in the ESS are between two persons of the same sex. In the first wave of the GGP
there are 383 same-sex and 37,565 mixed-sex couples; the proportion of same-sex
couples lies at 1.01%. Estimates around 1% are commonly observed, therefore these
numbers seem adequate (Black, Gates, Sanders, & Taylor, 2000; Jaspers & Verbakel,
2013). Respondents who reported living with more than one partner in their
household (N = 229 in ESS, N = 11 in GGP) or who reported partners under the age
of 14 (N = 7 in ESS, N = 8 in GGP) were omitted. In the ESS, 131 respondents did not
report the gender of their partner. In the GGP, this was the case for 49 respondents.
These observations were also excluded from the analysis. Figure 2.1 illustrates the
percentage of couples which are between partners of the same sex in each of the
eight countries and for each survey. Given the similar design of the two surveys, I
expect that they produce roughly the same numbers. Therefore, it is striking that the
relative number of same-sex couples is consistently larger in the ESS in all countries
except the Netherlands. Particularly for France and Belgium, the proportion of samesex couples is almost twice as high in the ESS as in the GGP. In the Netherlands, the
GGP shows a somewhat larger proportion of same-sex couples than the ESS. For the
rest of the countries (the Czech Republic, Germany and Norway) the numbers are
comparable.
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Figure 2.1 Percentage of same-sex unions per country in the ESS and the GGP

Source: ESS rounds 1-6 and GGP wave 1.

Perhaps, these observed cross-national differences can be linked to the fact that the
ESS covers a time span of ten years with six repeated measurements, whereas the
GGP surveys were conducted within a range of one to three years as part of one
wave in each country. On the one hand, the likeliness to capture members of this
small population incidentally increases with repeated survey waves. On the other
hand, a longer time span also gives room for processes such as increased acceptance
of homosexuality to unfold, which could render more people confident to report a
same-sex relationship. Yet, the observed differences in the proportion of same-sex
couples might also indicate that the ESS numbers are more plagued by inflation of
wrongly coded mixed-sex couples, at least in Belgium and France. Figure 2.2 shows
the proportion of same-sex couples for the ESS broken down for each country and
survey wave. There are large country differences in the numbers. Norway shows
the most consistency over the years. Belgium displays the largest variation in the
number of same-sex couples per survey wave and the highest proportions (3.18%
in ESS1 and 3.34% in ESS6). Yet unlike suspected, no clear time trend towards larger
proportions of same-sex couples in later waves is visible. Belgium, Germany, France
and the Netherlands each show numbers around the 2% mark in some of the survey
years. These numbers appear too high compared to other estimates. However, I am
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not able to assess whether we are dealing with inflation by merely looking at these
numbers. Instead I move on to taking a closer look at who these couples are in the
following sections in order to shed light on these issues.

Figure 2.2 Percentage of same-sex unions per country and ESS round

Source: ESS rounds 1-6 correspond to the years 2002-2012. Czech Republic did not participate in round 3.

Results
Socio-demographic differences between the unions types
I begin by comparing gaps between same-sex and mixed-sex couples in
demographic characteristics that are not directly related to the labor market. As
previously introduced, I proceed in two steps: First, I compare observations from the
two surveys to existing knowledge in the literature. Formally, the existence of a gap
between the union types is investigated by examining the main effect of being in
a same-sex union in Model 1. After that, I compare the size and direction of such a
potential gap across the two surveys by interacting survey and union type in Model
2. The coefficients for the pooled-country analysis are reported in the text, the
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estimates for each country separately are presented in figures. The subscripts next
to the country name demark significant estimates in the following manner: † p < .10,
* p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001. The analyses for age and education are conducted
on the individual level where I treat partners as respondents; on the couple level I
examine the age difference between the partners, whether their education differs
and whether they have at least one child living in the household.
Age. In the existing literature on same-sex couples it is often observed that
persons in same-sex couples are on average younger than persons in mixed-sex
couples. Verbakel and Kalmijn (2014) report that men in same-sex relationships
are on average 3.4 years younger than men in mixed-sex relationships in the Dutch
Labor Force Surveys 2001 – 2007. Gates (2013) finds an age gap of 5 years between
same-sex and mixed-sex couples in the US Census Bureau’s American Community
Surveys 2005 – 2011. It has been suggested that this might be due to the fact that
particularly older lesbians and gay men are more reluctant to reveal their situation
in an interview setting because homosexuality remains less accepted among older
generations (Janssens et al., 2003). In the country-pooled regression analysis there is
evidence for this age gap, when looking at all countries combined and holding the
effects of gender, year and survey constant. On average, persons in same-sex unions
are 2.5 years younger than persons in mixed-sex unions (b = -2.523, p < .001, M1).
When looking at survey differences, I find a significant interaction effect between
union type and survey (at the 10% level), suggesting that the size of this age gap is
somewhat larger in the GGP (b = 1.476, p < .10, M2). Figure 2.3 shows the interaction
effect between union type and survey for each country separately.
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Figure 2.3 Mean age (in years) of persons in same-sex and mixed-sex unions in the ESS and the GGP

Source: ESS rounds 1-6 and GGP wave 1. Dashed line GGP, solid line ESS. MS = mixed-sex, SS = same-sex. Countryspecific difference between surveys significant at † p < .10, * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001.

Overall, same-sex couples tend to be somewhat younger in most countries,
even though the effect is rather small and does not occur in all cases. For instance,
there is no age difference between the union types in the Belgian GGP and the
German ESS data. In France and Norway, both surveys agree on the direction of
the age gap, and we only see some variation in the size. The significant effect in
the Netherlands is caused because the size of the gap differs somewhat across
surveys, yet substantially they both suggest that same-sex couples are younger. The
most striking disagreement between the two surveys can be found for the Czech
Republic. Whereas the ESS shows a younger age among same-sex couples, the GGP
suggests that same-sex couples are older than mixed-sex couples. In the light of
such opposing evidence, it becomes clear that rather serious issues in one of the
surveys can be suspected. And since the remaining countries either present the gap
as expected or no difference between the union types, it is reasonable to assume
that the GGP data is least credible in the Czech case.
Level of education. In both survey and census data it is often observed that
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lesbians and gay men are on average higher educated than their heterosexual
peers (Gates, 2013; Schwartz & Graf, 2010; Verbakel & Kalmijn, 2014). Again, there
is a commonly shared suspicion that this may be due to selection effects. Research
on the acceptance of homosexuality has shown repeatedly that persons with a
lower educational background tend to be less tolerant of homosexuality (Ohlander,
Batalova, & Treas, 2005). As a result, lower educated lesbians and gay men may have
more difficulty in being open about their sexuality due to stigma in their immediate
social environment or due to internalized homonegativity. Yet, since I look at persons
living with a partner it can also be that open cohabitation might indeed be a less
frequent occurrence among the lower educated because cohabitation arguably
entails some visibility. Regardless of the mechanisms behind this education gap,
I expect to observe that persons in same-sex couples are more often higher and
less often lower educated compared to persons in mixed-sex couples. Concretely, I
examine the proportion of persons, who have completed a form of tertiary education
(ISCED 5 - 6) and those who have not received formal education above the lower
secondary level (ISCED 0 - 2).
In the pooled-country analysis, I observe that persons in same-sex unions are
31% more likely to have completed tertiary education than persons in mixed-sex
unions (odds ratio = 1.311, p < .001, M1). This is in line with previous findings. The
interaction effect between union type and survey is positive and significant (OR =
1.503, p < .01, M2) indicating that the education gap is larger in the GGP. In both
regressions the age of the respondent is controlled for. These results can also be
observed in Figure 2.4. In the GGP the evidence aligns with the expectations based
on the literature in almost all countries; but in Germany and the Czech Republic
there is almost no difference between the union types in the GGP. The ESS seems
only accurate in Norway and the Czech Republic, in the remaining countries there is
no gap or even opposing evidence (in Belgium). Now turning to the lower end of the
education spectrum, there is a similar mix of results. In the logistic pooled-country
analysis, I find no significant difference between the union types when it comes to
being in the lowest education category (OR = 0.872, n.s., M1). The coefficient of the
main effect does, however, point into the expected direction. It indicates that samesex couples are 13% less likely to be in the lowest education category compared to
mixed-sex couples, at least in this sample. This gap is again somewhat larger in the
GGP (OR = 0.698, p < .10, M2). Figure 2.5 shows the reason why there is no significant
main effect: the surveys divert so much into different directions that the net effect
of the pooled-country analysis is cancelled out. In four countries (Belgium, Germany,
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France and Norway) I find entirely opposing evidence in the surveys. Sometimes
the GGP points into the expected direction, and sometimes the ESS. In the Czech
Republic there is almost no difference between the union types; and the Netherlands
shows the gap as expected in both surveys.

Figure 2.4 Proportion of persons in same-sex and mixed-sex unions who completed tertiary
education in the ESS and the GGP

Source: ESS rounds 1-6 and GGP wave 1. Dashed line GGP, solid line ESS. MS = mixed-sex, SS = same-sex.
Country-specific difference between surveys significant at † p < .10, * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001.
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Figure 2.5 Proportion of persons in same-sex and mixed-sex unions who completed lower secondary
education in the ESS and the GGP

Source: ESS rounds 1-6 and GGP wave 1. Dashed line GGP, solid line ESS. MS = mixed-sex, SS = same-sex.
Country-specific difference between surveys significant at † p < .10, * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001.

Assortative mating. I now turn to socio-demographic characteristics on the
couple-level. A considerable amount of literature has been published on partner
preferences for heterosexual couples, and also same-sex couples are increasingly
studied from such an angle. Among studies from the US and Europe, there is
agreement that assortative mating is less prominent among same-sex couples
than among mixed-sex couples when it comes to non-labor market traits such as
age, education and race (Andersson, Noack, Seierstad, & Weedon-Fekjær, 2006;
Ciscato, Galichon, & Gousse, 2014; Jepsen & Jepsen, 2002; Verbakel & Kalmijn, 2014).
I therefore expect that partners in same-sex couples, on average, have larger age
differences and differ more often in their level of education than mixed-sex couples.
This is confirmed by the pooled-country analysis which reveals significantly larger
age gaps among same-sex couples (b = 1.205, p < .001, M1). The interaction effect
in model 2 is not significant, which means that this gap does not vary across the two
surveys (b = 0.360, n.s., M2). If I examine the within-couples age differences for each
country separately, we can see that the surveys mostly show convergent evidence
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as almost all estimates suggest larger age differences in same-sex couples. The only
exception is the GGP in the Czech Republic, which suggests that the age differences
among same-sex couples are in fact smaller. It is also striking that the ESS shows age
gaps that are considerably smaller than in the GGP in half of the countries. Given that
the literature agrees on the fact that the age differences within same-sex couples
are often quite large, this could be a sign of data being partially inflated by wrongly
coded mixed-sex couples in the ESS.

Figure 2.6 Within-couple age difference (in years) per union type in the ESS and the GGP

Source: ESS rounds 1-6 and GGP wave 1. Dashed line GGP, solid line ESS. MS = mixed-sex, SS = same-sex.
Country-specific difference between surveys significant at † p < .10, * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001.

As far as the partner’s levels of education is concerned, I expect there to be
more similarities among mixed-sex couples than among same-sex couples. I created
a measure of educational homogamy that describes the partners’ distance across
three possible education categories: lower secondary (ISCED 0 – 2), post-secondary
non-tertiary (ISCED 3 – 4) and tertiary education (ISCED 5 – 6). If both partners are in
the same category their distance is zero; if they are in neighboring categories their
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distance is one; and if one person is in the highest category and their partner in the
lowest, or vice versa, their distance is two. The pooled-country analysis shows that there
are barely any within-couple differences in education levels in either union type (b =
0.029, n.s., M1). This finding does not vary across the two surveys as I find no significant
interaction effect (b = -0.008, n.s., M2). Not surprisingly then, the country-specific
analyses show barely any differences. Only the GGP in Norway and the Netherlands
and the ESS in Belgium, France and the Netherlands show slightly larger distances
among the same-sex partners than among mixed-sex partners. This scarcity of findings
is possibly related to the crudeness of the used education measures as it aggregates
different education levels together into three large categories. Unfortunately, this is
the most refined manner of coding this variable given the need to harmonize the data
for two surveys, eight countries and multiple survey waves.

Figure 2.7 Educational homogamy (0 no difference – 2 maximum difference) among same-sex and
mixed-sex unions in the ESS and the GGP

Source: ESS rounds 1-6 and GGP wave 1. Dashed line GGP, solid line ESS. MS = mixed-sex, SS = same-sex.
Country-specific difference between surveys significant at † p < .10, * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001.
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Children. Finally, I investigate the proportion of couples who have at least
one child living in the household. For obvious reasons, same-sex couples are far less
likely to have children than mixed-sex couples. Often, they have legal difficulties
accessing reproduction services and they can encounter stigmatization by their
environment for wanting to raise children. Moreover, there is a large gender
gradient in the number of same-sex parents. Yet, there are quite some couples
who do have children since the possibilities are getting better, and acceptance is
gradually increasing. Occasionally, persons in same-sex unions also have children
from previous heterosexual relationships. Records of same-sex couples with
children vary between 17% and 34% for female same-sex couples, and between 1%
and 24% for male same-sex couples (Andersson et al., 2006; Black et al., 2000; Bos
& Van Gelderen, 2010; Ciscato et al., 2014; Gates, 2013; Steenhof & Harmsen, 2003;
Verbakel, 2013). The pooled-country analysis confirms this parenting gap between
the union types (OR = 0.463, p < .001, M1). Roughly one in three same-sex couples
appear to be parents compared to half of all mixed-sex couples. These numbers are
somewhat higher than expected, but they are also not too far removed from to the
ones that Gates (2013) reports from the American Community Surveys 2005 -2011,
for example. A significant negative interaction effect signals that the parenting gap
between the union types is considerably larger in the GGP compared to the ESS
(OR = 0.619, p < .01, M2). A look at the country-specific analysis in Figure 2.8 reveals
that this effect is driven by the Czech Republic, France and Norway; there the ESS
estimates of same-sex parents are relatively high. Notably in all three countries,
the same-sex couples who have children are somewhat more often male than
female in the ESS. In the GGP this is only true for France. In the literature we saw
that female same-sex couples more often have children. Therefore, this could point
towards possible data issues in these countries. The remaining countries show
strikingly similar estimates of same-sex parents, which is encouraging evidence.
In both surveys, the balance between male and female same-sex parents leans
more towards female parents in Belgium and the Netherlands, and more towards
male parents in Germany. In the section that follows, I will examine labor-market
related characteristics of couples, whereby the role of children is an important one
to consider.
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Figure 2.8 Proportion of same-sex and mixed-sex unions with children in the ESS and the GGP

Source: ESS rounds 1-6 and GGP wave 1. Dashed line GGP, solid line ESS. MS = mixed-sex, SS = same-sex.
Country-specific difference between surveys significant at † p < .10, * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001.

Labor-market related characteristics
Labor force participation. Turning now to labor-market related traits of couples,
I start by looking at the labor-force participation of individuals. Gates (2013) has
suggested that persons in same-sex couples are somewhat more likely to be
employed than persons in mixed-sex couples: 82% of the identified same-sex
couples in the American Community Surveys 2005-2011 are actively participating
in the labor force compared to 69% of persons in mixed-sex couples. Such
differences could partly be linked to the fact that children are less often present
and/or anticipated in same-sex relationships. Given the large body of literature that
links female labor-force participation to the presence of children (see Matysiak &
Vignoli, 2008 for a review), differences can be expected between the union types.
In the analysis, everyone who is in paid labor, including self-employed persons, is
considered employed. The country-pooled analysis reveals that persons in samesex unions are indeed 25% more likely to be employed than persons in mixed-sex
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couples (OR = 1.252, p < .001, M1). This effect increases to over 60% when I control
for the presence of at least one child in the household (OR = 1.633, p < .001, M1).
Given the parenting gap between the union types, I continue with the model that
accounts for the presence of one or more children. When comparing the surveys to
each other, the employment gap between the union types appears to be larger in
the GGP than in the ESS (OR = 1.504, p < .01, M2). Looking at the country-specific
analyses, Figure 2.9 illustrates that this result holds for five out of the six countries.
In Norway, the ESS suggests that there is no employment gap between the union
types. The GGP suggests the same for the Czech Republic.

Figure 2.9 Proportion of labor-market participation among persons in same-sex and mixed-sex
couples in the ESS and the GGP per union type and survey

Source: ESS rounds 1-6 and GGP wave 1. Dashed line GGP, solid line ESS. MS = mixed-sex, SS = same-sex.
Country-specific difference between surveys significant at † p < .10, * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001.

Occupational fields. Beyond the mere labor-force participation, it is also
interesting to ask how persons in same-sex couples fit into the landscape of
gendered occupations. To my knowledge, the only record of someone mentioning
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any numbers to this topic is a study of Black et al. (2007), where the authors provide
an overview of the lesbian and gay population in the United States. They recorded
the mean proportion of women in the respondents’ occupation and show that gay
men and lesbian women less often work in fields that are dominated by their own
gender. On average, gay men had about 9% more women working in their field
than heterosexual men; lesbian women were on average surrounded by 5% fewer
women in their occupation than heterosexual women (Black et al., 2007 page 67,
table 7). For the analysis, I constructed a measure distinguishing between working
in a field that is dominated by individuals of the same sex as the respondent,
working in a field dominated by persons of the opposite sex, and working in a
‘gender-mixed’ field. The categories have been created based on all respondents
in the ESS data (not only couples) and I handle a cut-off point of 70% to determine
whether an occupation is dominated by men or women (for more details see
table 2.1 in the annex). The pooled-country analysis reveals that persons in samesex couples are indeed 50% less likely to work in an occupational field that is
dominated by their own gender (OR = 0.501, p < .001, M1) and more than twice as
likely to work in a field that is dominated by the opposite gender (OR = 2.653, p <
.001, M1) than persons in mixed-sex couples. Both these observations do not differ
significantly across the surveys (own gender OR = 0.704, n.s., M2; opposite gender
OR = 0.840, n.s., M2). Figures 2.10 and 2.11 show both the agreement with the
literature and the convergence between both the surveys. There is only occasional
disagreement on the size of the gap, e.g. in the Netherlands (Figures 2.10 & 2.11)
and the Czech Republic and Norway (Figure 2.10). Note that the variation across
surveys in M2 was only tested for the Czech Republic, France, the Netherlands and
Norway since appropriate data for the two remaining countries was not available
in the GGP. Hence, figures 2.10 and 2.11 only have an estimate for the ESS in
Belgium and Germany.2

The graphs for Belgium and Germany were created by estimating the regression function only for the ESS
survey, including a control variable for gender.

2
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Figure 2.10 Proportion of persons in same-sex and mixed-sex unions working in a field dominated
by their own gender in the ESS and the GGP

Source: ESS rounds 1-6 and GGP wave 1. Dashed line GGP, solid line ESS. MS = mixed-sex, SS = same-sex.
Country-specific difference between surveys significant at † p < .10, * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001.

Household specialization. Finally, I turn to examining labor-market participation
on the couple-level. Much scholarly attention has been given to the phenomenon of
specialization in market and domestic spheres within heterosexual couples over the
years. In married heterosexual couples there is often a clear division between paid
labor and work within the home, particularly when the couple has children (e.g.,
Dalmia & Sicilian, 2008; Verbakel, 2010). In a recent study on the division of labor in
US American couples, Giddings et al (2014) have shown that same-sex couples have
a lower tendency to specialize than mixed-sex couples. A comparison between
same-sex and mixed-sex couples in the Dutch Labor Force Surveys 1994 – 2007
by Jaspers and Verbakel (2013) makes the same finding. The authors also report
that dual-earner households are a far more frequent occurrence among same-sex
couples compared to mixed-sex couples (Jaspers & Verbakel, 2013, p. 341). In these
data, I am not able to explicitly distinguish between (involuntary) unemployment
and domestic work. Instead, I examine the ratio of dual-earner households per
union type as proxy for non-specialization. The reference category includes those
households where one or none of the partners is in paid work. As expected, the ratio
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Figure 2.11 Proportion of persons in same-sex and mixed-sex unions working in a field dominated
by the opposite gender in the ESS and the GGP

Source: ESS rounds 1-6 and GGP wave 1. Dashed line GGP, solid line ESS. MS = mixed-sex, SS = same-sex.
Country-specific difference between surveys significant at † p < .10, * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001.

of dual-earner households is larger among same-sex couples than among mixed-sex
couples (OR = 1.697, p < .001, M1), regardless of whether at least one child is present
in the household.3 This specialization gap is somewhat larger in the GGP than in the
ESS (OR = 1.371, p < .05, M2). Figure 2.12 shows that both these findings are true
for all countries, except Germany and the Czech Republic. In Germany, the size of
the specialization gap is exactly the same in both surveys. In the Czech Republic,
on the other hand, the surveys differ to a large degree. The GGP suggests there that
the gap is entirely reversed, which is opposite the expectations and disagrees with
the evidence we see in all the other countries. This evokes the idea that something
might be wrong with the GGP data in this case. Moreover, the fact that the gap is
consistently smaller in the ESS in four out of six countries might again signal possible
inflation by erroneously recorded mixed-sex couples in the ESS surveys.
3 If I control for children below schooling age (younger than 7 years), the gap closes somewhat. Same-sex couples
are then only about 40% more likely to be dual-earners compared to mixed-sex couples (OR = 1.378, p < .001,
M1). The estimates in the country-specific analyses barely change.
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Robustness check
In this section, I shortly examine the last two waves of the ESS separately. Even though
there is no clear increase over time apparent in the number of same-sex couples
per ESS round (see section on identifying same-sex couples), the pooling of the ESS
waves should not go entirely unexamined. The acceptance of homosexuality and
the awareness of challenges associated with the measurement of same-sex couples
may have increased over this period of ten years, which could positively affect the
quality of the data being recoded. Therefore, I repeated the comparisons between
the surveys using only the two most recent survey waves of the ESS from 2010
and 2012. For most estimates there are barely any changes. Occasionally, the ESS
estimates are corrected slightly into the expected direction, namely for the estimate
of being lowly educated (ISCED 0 - 2) in Belgium, France and the Netherlands.
Figure 2.12 Proportion of dual-earner households among same-sex and mixed-sex unions in the
ESS and the GGP

Source: ESS rounds 1-6 and GGP wave 1. Dashed line GGP, solid line ESS. MS = mixed-sex, SS = same-sex.
Country-specific difference between surveys significant at † p < .10, * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001.
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In Norway, the estimate for working in a field that is dominated by persons of the
own gender changes into the direction opposite of what is expected. All in all, most
estimates do not change. The estimates which are affected most by this check are
those for the Czech Republic. Yet, as the number of same-sex couples is extremely
low in the last two waves (N = 9), these changes have to be disregarded. The detailed
results of these additional analyses can be obtained upon request.

Discussion and recommendations
In recent years, there has been a growing interest in studying same-sex unions
from a quantitative angle. This chapter contributes to the field by systematically
reviewing the selected demographic and socio-economic characteristics of samesex couples in two data sources, which provide unique opportunities for studying
same-sex couples in cross-national comparison. I focused the comparison on those
characteristics for which I expect differences based on the existing literature in an
attempt to replicate these findings. Moreover, I make use of the opportunity that
we have two surveys, which are similar in their design, to see whether they produce
convergent results. To guide this investigation, I formulated two questions that were
answered for each of the ten demographic characteristics. The first question asked
whether previously observed gaps between the union types can be confirmed in the
ESS and the GGP. This was examined by looking at the country-pooled samples. The
second question asked whether the observed gaps are stable across both surveys
in terms of their size and direction. For this question, I examined each of the six
countries in more detail.
With respect to the first question, expectations based on previous findings
have been largely confirmed. Only for two out of the ten examined variables,
I did not find the expected gap between the union types in the pooled analyses,
namely educational homogamy and education (lower secondary and below). As
briefly discussed earlier, for educational homogamy this may be connected to the
crudeness of the measure. For the measure that captures the proportion of lowly
educated persons per union type, no significant difference between the union
types was found because the surveys showed such mixed results. All in all, most
of the expected gaps can, however, be replicated with both surveys; this generally
speaks for the quality of these data. For the second question, where I compared
these gaps across the two surveys, the evidence is more mixed. Seven out of the ten
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comparisons between surveys produced a significant interaction effect (at the 10%
level) suggesting variations in the examined gaps between the two surveys. In most
cases, however, this was caused due to variations in the size of the gaps, while they
pointed into the expected direction. There are four characteristics - the proportion of
couples with children, the labor-market participation of both individuals and couples
and being highly educated - where the surveys divert significantly in the size of the
gap (at the 5% level). In these cases, the GGP data appear to be more in line with what
the literature suggests. As mentioned before, this might indicate a possible inflation
of the same-sex sample in the ESS by erroneously recorded mixed-sex couples. As
the robustness checks showed, the more recent ESS data from 2010 and 2012 shows
somewhat more accurate estimates, at least for the most problematic variable (lower
secondary education, ISCED 0 - 2). However, this does not imply that the GGP is more
accurate for all the examined characteristics. Particularly in cases where we only see
minor diversions, the GGP occasionally opposes the existing literature.
Moreover, there are a number of country-specific issues where it is hard to
say which survey does perpetually better. One of the most prominent observations
is perhaps the fact that the Czech Republic often showed the largest degree of
disagreement between the surveys. Thereby, the ESS usually indicates the gap as
expected, whereas the GGP shows entirely opposing evidence. This is true for five
of the ten examined socio-demographic variables. For the proportion of children,
on the other hand, the GGP appears far more credible in the Czech Republic than
the ESS. Some of this Czech exceptionalism might be related to the fact that the
data collection was outsourced to an independent data collection agency (United
Nations, 2005a), which implies less oversight during the data collection process by
the GGP management. Next to the Czech Republic, Norway and the Netherlands
also showed some disagreement between the surveys; yet, mostly in size and it is
not possible to point out which survey is consistently more credible. In Belgium and
France, I sometimes observe opposing evidence in the two surveys, whereby the GGP
often but not always showed the more evidence in line with the literature. Finally,
Germany showed the most agreement between the surveys. It is noteworthy that
Germany also showed the least differences between the union types in general and
often suggested no gap at all. On the one hand, such evidence might point towards
a common weakness of these surveys in the German context. Perhaps the same-sex
couple samples are equally inflated by erroneous data in both surveys. An explanation
for this could be that a general lack of awareness about same-sex couples during
the interviewing. If same-sex couples are not perceived as ‘common’, their specific
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measurement problems are also not taken into account. On the other hand, this can
mean that we have gained new insights from these data. Much of the literature that
has been referred to used data from the US, Norway, Sweden and the Netherlands.
Perhaps, the surveys accurately document country-differences in the demographic
and socio-economic traits of same-sex couples. As previously mentioned, those can
reflect true differences or (country-specific) selections effects. Such a finding can mean
a broadening of the knowledge we had on same-sex couples in Germany. Taking all
the results into account, I conclude that the GGP more often emerged as credible
with the exception of the Czech data. The ESS often showed problematic estimates,
ranging from suspiciously high numbers of same-sex couples, over gaps that oppose
the literature to gaps that seem too small in size. The latter, I have interpreted as a
sign that differences between same-sex and mixed-sex couples are likely conflated
by mixed-sex couples that were erroneously recorded as same-sex couples.
This comparison has shown that it is extremely difficult to detect data issues
in hindsight. I have discussed the possibility that same-sex couples could be
underrepresented in these data, both in terms of certain socio-economic background
characteristics and the group of same-sex couples as a whole. Some of the divergent
evidence between the two surveys certainly originates from the fact that same-sex
couples cannot be included in the design of the sampling frame. As a result, different
parts of the population are captured and some disagreements between the surveys
can be expected. The question whether there is an underrepresentation of samesex couples due to same-sex union-specific selection effects cannot be addressed
without the knowledge of the entire population. I have also discussed the possibility
that same-sex couples are overestimated as a result of erroneously recorded mixedsex couples. This can have serious consequences for the study of differences between
same-sex and mixed-sex couples. Their differences get underestimated, possibly
to the point where differences are not detected at all. Whereas there is no ad hoc
remedy for either of these threats, I want to conclude the discussion by focusing
on one aspect that can be improved, namely the issue of inflated same-sex couple
numbers caused by faulty data. Since such inflation of the same-sex sample cannot
be proven in retrospect, preventing errors should be the first priority. I would like
to conclude this chapter by discussing five matters which should be considered
carefully when collecting survey data that can be used to identify same-sex couples.
Taking these recommendations into consideration can greatly improve the quality of
these data for researchers interested in studying same-sex couples in cross-national
comparison.
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Recommendations for survey providers
A clear, standardized interviewing procedure for the household grid. As I have
shown in this chapter, there are different practices when it comes to recording the
relationship and the gender of household members. It is crucial to the quality of
the data on same-sex couples that there are standardized spelled-out questions for
both these items. Interviewers who are not specifically sensitized to the possibility
of same-sex partnerships may unconsciously stir the respondent towards reporting
a different-sex partner, for example, by asking “Your partner is (fe)male I suppose?”
as opposed to asking “What is the gender of your partner?”. Perhaps, such faulty data
might also be recorded after assuming a different-sex partner instead of explicitly
asking. The manner in which this data is collected should under no circumstances
vary between countries, let alone between individual interviewers, to ensure the
comparability of these data.
Training of the interviewers. Same-sex couples make up a very small fraction of
society and even very few recording errors can greatly distort their numbers in survey
data. It is therefore important to sensitize interviewers to this risk. The consequences
of such mistakes should be made understood and appreciated. Depending on the
social context, homosexuality might be a taboo for many people. Awareness of the
fact that a relationship can also be between two persons of the same sex should
be made explicit during the training. This can minimize the distortion of data by
automatisms and assumptions on the side of the interviewer.
Treating the recording of the household composition as potentially sensitive
questions. The standard procedure of recording the household composition of
respondents in the surveys can turn into a sensitive matter when respondents
are required to admit to a partner of the same-sex. Recording this information
without regard for the potential sensitivity may increase the risk of error. It might
be advisable, for example, to include an introductory sentence that emphasizes the
anonymity of the survey despite the fact that everybody’s names are recorded. If we
accept the household grid as sensitive information, the placement within the survey
can also become relevant. It has been suggested that sensitive questions should
not be asked to early as interviewers should get a chance to build a rapport with
the respondent first. There is a large body of literature dealing with the many issues
that arise with surveying sensitive issues (for a review see Krumpal, 2013). Such
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practices might prove useful to increase correct measurement of non-traditional
living arrangements in general.
Careful consideration of the survey mode. While there are good reasons to
choose for personal interviewing in long and complex surveys, it might be worth
considering self-administered (computer-assisted) modes for the household gird,
where possible. On the one hand, this increases privacy and caters to the issue of
sensitivity. On the other hand, this might prevent accidental recording errors by
the interviewers. As a study by DeMaio, Bates and O’Connell (2013) has shown that
there was less measurement error for the relationship and gender question in selfadministered surveys compared to interviewer-administered ones.
Transparency of the full data collection cycle. Having access to detailed
descriptions about all steps involved in designing, collecting and processing
survey data is known to be imperative for data quality. Transparency about these
processes is essential for data users to assess the scope and quality of statements
they can make based on these data. In the light of the findings in this chapter, it
becomes apparent that not all information desired by the end users is available on
freely accessible (online) platforms. It is therefore desirable that the widely accepted
imperative of transparency, which is supported and strived for by many survey
providers, continues to be high on the agenda.
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The UNICON project: Lesbian, Gay and
Heterosexual Couples and Families in
The Netherlands1
The UNICON project collects web-mode probability survey data among persons in
same-sex and mixed-sex couples in the Netherlands using a sampling frame based
on population registers. The project is affiliated with a larger project on family
complexity in the Netherlands (Kalmijn, Ivanova, et al., 2017). It is the core objective
of the UNICON project to provide a high quality dataset that allows studying lesbian,
gay and heterosexual couples and families in the Netherlands jointly and rigorously.
This chapter is a detailed account of the survey design and data collection. I reflect
critically on the process and the final dataset in terms of response, the accuracy in
reaching the target population and representativeness. I conclude the chapter by
presenting first results about lesbian, gay and heterosexual couples and families in
the Netherlands on the basis of these new data.

Background of the project
Particularly when it comes to same-sex couples and their children, there is a wide
range of socio-psychological, socio-economic and social outcomes to be examined.
With the increased visibility they have gained over the past decades, much is being
said in the public realm, especially regarding (the well-being of ) children who
grow up with same-sex parents. The debates are often normative, also because
Parts of this chapter are published as:

1

Fischer, M. M. & Steinmetz, S. (2018). Designing a Sampling Frame for Same-sex Couples and Families: The Unions
in Context (UNICON) Study. In SAGE Research Methods Cases, 2018.
Fischer, M. M., Kalmijn, M. & Steinmetz, S. (2017). Design, Content and Questionnaire of the UNICON Study:
Lesbian, Gay and Heterosexual Couples and Families in The Netherlands. Research report. University of Amsterdam,
the Netherlands.
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comparative and representative empirical evidence about how same-sex unions and
families are really doing remains scarce. This is not surprising, given the difficulty of
collecting data on LGB populations, which are suitable to provide the basis for such
evidence. It is, however, nearly impossible to draw a true probability sample of samesex couples as there is no conceivable list of every same-sex couple or lesbian, gay
or bisexual (LGB) person in a country, which could serve as the sampling frame. As
a consequence, respondents cannot be selected randomly if we do not have an
exhaustive list of every member in the target population. In the UNICON project we
found a way to tackle this problem: we developed a strategy to identify cohabiting
same-sex couples and families in the Dutch population registers, which allowed us to
create a sampling frame to draw a probability sample of gay, lesbian and heterosexual
couples and families. As a result, we succeeded in surveying persons in same-sex and
mixed-sex relationships who live together with their partners, also if they are not in a
legally registered union. We have designed the UNICON project with the specific aim
to be inclusive of diverse family situations in times of rising family complexity and in
the context of legal limitations to same-sex parenthood.
In addition to the representativeness challenge, there are numerous other
methodological challenges associated with studying same-sex couples and families
using survey data as they are a numerically small, socially stigmatized and difficult
to reach social group (see table 3.1). Existing quantitative data sources that allow
studying LGB couples and individuals can be broadly categorized into three types.
First, persons in same-sex couples and LGBs are purposefully and carefully studied
by means on convenience sample studies. While such studies cannot make claims
about LGB couples and individuals in general, LGB-specific topics tend to be covered
thoughtfully and extensively. These data are suited to understand processes relevant
to LGBs in detail. Often, these studies do not cover heterosexuals, making studies into
structural inequality impossible. Convenience sample studies also tend to cover a
small fraction of the observations, which are normally included in large general social
surveys. One notable exception is the LGBT survey by the European Union Agency
for Fundamental Rights (2012) with over 93,000 individual respondents recruited from
28 countries via social networking sites and magazine advertisements. Second, LGBs
can sometimes be identified in some large general social surveys through partnership
inferred sexual orientation or because sexual orientation items have been added to
the survey at one point. This produces survey data, which is representative of the
general population of persons in same-sex couples. Persons in mixed-sex couples and
heterosexuals make up the majority of respondents in these surveys. On the one hand,
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their presence renders comparative studies possible. On the other hand, their large
numbers compared to few LGBs brings about challenges related to statistical power.
The small groups are also susceptible to distortions by small errors (see chapter 2 for
detailed discussion). The fact that LGBs are generally not thought of in the sampling
process suggests a heightened risk for such errors to occur.
Besides with survey data, it is possible to study persons in same-sex couples in a
representative manner based on population registers in Europe (e.g., Andersson et al.,
2006) and census data in the United States (e.g., Schwartz & Graf, 2009). Register and
census data have the advantage that they are a list of a country’s entire population
of officially registered same-sex couples (married or in a civil union). That means,
the entire population can be studied and nationally representative samples can be
drawn from these data. The large number of observations give great possibilities for
quantitative studies on same-sex couples. Yet, the range of substantive topics that can
be addressed is limited to demographic information such as income, employment and
living situation. Moreover, these studies work with a selective group, namely those
same-sex couples who are married or in a civil union. Cohabitating same-sex couples
who are not married or in a civil union cannot be reached in this way. In sum, existing
data sources, which currently allow studying same-sex couples, each address only part
of these challenges. By starting the UNICON project we fill a clear-cut gap in the field as
we address five of the core challenges with one single dataset.

Table 3.1 Overview of data sources to study LGBs in Europe and methodological core challenges
Data source
Challenge
(1)

Purposeful inclusion/
identification

(2)

Representative of a larger
population

(3)

Large number of observations/
statistical power

(4)

Heterosexual comparison group

(5)

Broad range of substantive
topics

Convenience
samples
✔

Large-scale
social surveys
✘

Population
register

UNICON
study

(✘)a

✔

✘

✔

✔

✔

(✔)b

✘

✔

✔

✔

✔

✘

✔

(✔)c

(✔)d

✘

✔

Notes: a entire population is covered but identification of persons who are not in legally registered unions is
extremely challenging; b often studies are quite small; one notable exception is the LGBT survey by the European
Union Agency for Fundamental Rights (2012); c focus on LGB-specific topics; d wide range but no coverage of
LGB-specific topics
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The UNICON data also address an important theoretical gap by implementing
and strengthening the relevance of the context regarding the well-being and the social
differences between mixed-sex and same-sex couples. The sampling design strongly
builds upon an existing survey of the Dutch population, namely the Netherlands
Longitudinal Life course Study (NELLS). The UNICON and NELLS are conducted in the
same municipalities and, therefore, the NELLS can be linked as source of contextual
data in the form of aggregated individual level variables of attitudes and behaviors.
If we look at same-sex couples and families as one of many existing non-traditional
family forms, there is a large body of literature from family sociology that highlights
the importance of the normative context (Kalmijn, 2009; Soons & Kalmijn, 2009;
Verbakel, 2012). At the center of these findings lies the general notion, that deviance
from widely shared social norms or values (i.e. regarding the traditional nuclear
family) can have wide-reaching consequences for an individual’s life. In line with this
premise, the UNICON data allow for the exploration of how prevailing norms about
homosexuality, gender roles and traditional family values affect the well-being,
health, social integration and relationship quality of persons in same-sex and mixedsex couples, and their children. This is possible because the individual level data
can be linked to aggregated data about opinions and attitudes from the NELLS. The
Netherlands is an interesting case to study this topic, as it has a general reputation of
being very tolerant towards homosexuality, while empirically showing much variation
and polarization (Buijs, Hekma, & Duyvendak, 2011; Hekma & Duyvendak, 2011;
Huijnk, 2014; Keuzenkamp, 2010; Kuyper, 2016; Kuyper, Iedema, & Keuzenkamp, 2013).
We argue that this has direct effects on whether or not same-sex couples and LGBheaded families can lead equally autonomous and satisfied lives as their heterosexual
counterparts. Social psychology (which is the field most prominent in LGB studies
so far) has been criticized in the past for failing to link micro-level inquiries to the
“larger patterns of inequalities and asymmetric power relations that these individual
level patterns reflect” (Hollander & Howard, 2000, p. 338). By taking this contextual
perspective and explicitly linking societal attitudes to well-being and social outcomes,
we want to connect issues regarding same-sex couples and LGB-headed families to a
larger discourse on inequality in other fields. The fact that all UNICON municipalities
are also covered in the NELLS gives ample opportunities to combine the surveys
in meaningful ways. The mixed-sex couples in the NELLS can serve as additional
comparison group for the large numbers of same-sex couples in the UNICON data.
Moreover, we can perform checks to compare the representativeness of the UNICON
data to that of the NELLS.
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Research design
The sample
The sample was designed using a two-step approach. The first step was a selection
of municipalities, which vary in their degree of urbanization and their geographical
location. This selection was based on a previous study, namely the Netherlands
Longitudinal Life course Study (NELLS). The motives to select the same municipalities
as in the NELLS are twofold. First, same-sex couples are oversampled in the UNICON
and it is possible to compare individuals from the UNICON with individuals in mixedsex relationships in the NELLS. This provides a larger heterosexual comparison group.
Second, the NELLS has a rich selection of attitudinal variables which can be aggregated
to the municipality level. These variables provide insight into the attitudes and
values held in each municipality. In the selection of municipalities, three degrees of
urbanization were considered (marginal, moderate, and strong)2 and three geographical
regions (North/East, West and South; for details see De Graaf, Kalmijn, Kraaykamp, &
Monden, 2010). Initially, thirty-five municipalities were contacted. Of those, twentyone municipalities cooperated. In order to fill empty cells in the grid in table 3.2, one
additional municipality was selected into the sample. Overall, the response rate on the
municipality level lies at 61%. The fieldwork has not succeeded in two municipalities
(see section 5), which resulted in a realized sample of twenty municipalities.

Table 3.2 Distribution of the realized sample of municipalities in the UNICON survey
Degree of urbanization
Region

Total

marginal

moderate

strong

North/East

2

3

1

6

West

1

2

6

9

South

1

-

4

5

Total

4

5

13

20

In the second step, local authorities at the municipalities were requested to
draw a random sample of households from the population registers. The aim was

The degrees of urbanization are based on the categorization used by Statistics Netherlands. In our measure we
have collapsed ‘not urban’ and ‘marginally urban’ and ‘strong’ and ‘very strong’ into one category.

2
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to not only capture officially registered unions such as married couples or officially
registered partnerships but also unregistered cohabiting couples. Therefore, we aimed
to approximate households, which are likely to be a cohabiting couple. The population
from which the sample was drawn was defined by households where two persons
between the age of 30 and 65 years live. Couple households were then approximated
by ensuring that the two persons did not have a parent – child relationship with each
other and were not each other’s siblings. The age limit of 30 – 65 years was implemented
to rid the sample of flat sharing student households. From this pool of households,
three types of households were distinguished during the sampling procedure. In type
1 households, the two persons were a man and a woman. The presence or absence of
children in the household was not an explicit criterion. The prevalence of children in
heterosexual couples is high enough to expect a sufficient share of type 1 households
with children without making it an explicit sampling criterion. In type 2 and type 3
households, the two persons were of the same sex. In type 2 households there were
no children under the age of 18 living in the household, whereas type 3 households
required the presence of at least one child under the age of 18. The children did not have
to be legally registered or biological children of the two selected persons. In order to
ensure sufficient observations of type 2 and type 3 households, these households were
oversampled so that together they made up about two-thirds of the sample. Within
each municipality the sample had the following distribution: type1 mixed-sex couples
with and without children (38%), type 2 same-sex couples without children (44%) and
type 3 same-sex couples with children (18%). The absolute number of respondents
contacted was dependent on the degree of urbanization and size of the municipality.

Getting respondents to participate
A core issue when conducting a survey among both same-sex and mixed-sex couples
is to find the right way to communicate the purpose of the study. That is to say that
some respondents, such as those in mixed-sex couples or those in same-sex couples
who are tired of being singled out as interesting to study, might chose not to respond
if we communicate the LGB topic as main focus of the survey (negative response bias).
It could also be that particularly those respondents, who are perhaps involved in LGB
advocacy and the LGB community, would respond to the survey if the communicated
aim is studying LGBs (positive response bias). Both of these scenarios would lead to
underrepresentation of certain LGB and heterosexual populations. Therefore, we have
decided that it was not advisable to feature the LGB topic prominently in the invitation
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letter to the participants. Instead, we emphasized diversity in living arrangements and
families in the hope that this would be attractive enough for same-sex couples to feel
encouraged to take part while reducing the previously described threats to (selective)
response.
The contact with respondents was established by sending a letter (via post) to
each household with an invitation to participate in our web survey. Persons who were
not included in the original sample could therefore not participate. As the content and
appearance of the invitation letter can influence the response rate (Leeuw, Callegaro,
Hox, Korendijk, & Lensvelt-Mulders, 2007) we were diligent in the letter design and
formulation. In order to personalize the letter as much as possible, both partners were
addressed by name both on the outside of the letter and in the letter head. The letter
contained an invitation to take part in the web-based survey by entering a web address
into the browser and by using individual codes to log in. In order to enhance the response
rate among our Type 2 and 3 households, they received incentives entailing a pre-paid
voucher worth €5 for a popular Dutch online retailer. Depending on participation,
households received up to three reminders in generous succession to each other per
post. It was our intention that both partners in the household would fill in the survey. In
cases where only one of the two partners replied, we keep the responses in the dataset
because not every research question requires dyadic information. Instead, respondents
can be treated as individuals in same-sex couples if the researcher accounts for the fact
that some of them come from the same household in the analyses (i.e. by clustering of
the standard errors).
Two municipalities have sent the invitations directly instead of providing the
addresses to the research agency. In this case, the municipalities have distributed the
invitation letters as attachment to a general letter sent by the municipality. There was
little control from our side to monitor the process. Moreover, it was not possible to
follow up on participation by sending reminders in these two municipalities. As the
response in these municipalities was exceptionally low (below 7%), they were excluded
from the final dataset.

Response and sampling accuracy
Using the described research design, we were able to collect data for 1,435 individual
respondents (in 935 households) including 510 persons in mixed-sex couples and 843
persons in same-sex couples. Of those 843 persons in same-sex couples, 267 persons
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(in 168 households) say they live with one or more children. Almost all of the samesex households with children are female (N = 154). This is a great result as our study
currently constitutes the largest survey among same-sex parents in the Netherlands,
following a non-probability study by one of our co-investigators with 100 lesbian
parent households (Bos, 2004).

Table 3.3 Number of observations in the UNICON dataset per household type
Mixed-sex
with/out
children

Same-sex
without
children

Same-sex
with
children

Single

Missing

All
cases

Valid
cases

Individuals

510

576

267

61

21

1,435

1,353

Households

356

356

168

42

13

935

880

Notes: Valid cases = cases for which the household type is known, excl. missing and single households.
Missing = respondents dropped out before answering question or partners gave conflicting information.
Source: UNICON 2016.

In this regard, our approximation strategy to identify same-sex couple
households in the register data proved to be accurate. Calculations based on the
completed survey data show that the sampled household types correspond to the
observed household types in 90% of the completed questionnaires.3 Specifically,
98.5% of the households which were sampled as mixed-sex couples turned out to
be mixed-sex couples. For households sampled as same-sex couples with children
the accuracy was at 92%. The accuracy was lowest for households sampled as
same-sex couples without children, namely 78%. Of the households sampled as
same-sex couples without children, about 8% turned out to live with one or more
children after all. This could be indicative of parenthood arrangements, which
are complex and perhaps have to bypass the law. While the overall accuracy was
quite high and is certainly encouraging, it should be kept in mind that this can also
indicate the possibility of selective response. As the survey has been promoted
to be about diversity in living arrangements, this could have encouraged in
particular response from multi-person households such as families. The group of
non-respondents can differ from the respondents in this aspect.
On the household-level, we have a response rate of 34% among same-sex
couples with children, 27% among same-sex couples without children and 20%

The calculations are based on 19 of the 20 municipalities. One municipality did not want to include the household
type in the sample and could therefore not be included in this calculation.
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among mixed-sex couples. This is a satisfactory result for a web-based survey in
times of declining response rates and survey fatigue (Manfreda, Bosnjak, Berzelak,
Haas, & Vehovar, 2008; Tse-Hua Shih & Fan, 2008). The Dutch government as well as
many commercial actors survey the Dutch population extensively and frequently,
which poses a challenge to response rates. In international comparison, the
Netherlands has often been among the least responsive countries (e.g., Beullens,
Matsuo, Loosveldt, & Vandenplas, 2014). Moreover, it is generally difficult to
achieve high response rates when conducting self-administered web-mode
surveys (Manfreda et al., 2008). Against this background, we are satisfied with the
fact that about a quarter of the initial sample participated.
To our knowledge, there are no other studies with a similar approach to
studying same-sex couples and families (address-based probability sample, postal
contact, web-mode survey) to which we could compare the achieved response rate.
The contact via mail has a number of advantages, such as conveying importance.
Research shows that the response to web-based surveys is higher when respondents
are approached via postal mail as opposed to contact initiation via e-mail (Millar
& Dillman, 2011). There are however also challenges associated with this way of
contacting respondents. Respondents have to make the switch from a letter to
the web-based survey by typing in an address into the web browser and logging
on with individualized codes. This extra hurdle can demotivate respondents or
perhaps they simply forget about it because the letter is put down and forgotten
about. We have implemented a pre-paid incentive among same-sex households in
order to convey the legitimacy of the survey and to increase the response. Overall,
it is important to be aware that those who declined to participate might differ in
relevant ways from those who did participate (e.g., Tourangeau & Yan, 2007), which
can possibly make the sample less representative of the larger population. While
this is a drawback to consider, the UNICON data currently constitutes a highly
unique dataset in the field as it is the largest survey among same-sex parents in
the Netherlands to date and the only such survey based on a probability sample.
It was expected that the response rate would be higher among same-sex
couples than among mixed-sex couples. The topic of diversity in living and family
arrangements may encourage those who consider themselves to live in a nontraditional couple or family to participate. The differences in response among
the three household types confirms this (see table 3.4). We observe a higher
response among same-sex couples with children (34%) and without children
(27%) compared to mixed-sex couples (20%). These differences can be observed
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in all three geographical regions. In municipalities of moderate urbanization,
same-sex couples had a slightly lower response than mixed-sex couples. In all
other municipalities, same-sex couples participated more often. This is in line with
another Dutch study among lesbian and heterosexual parents in the Netherlands,
which uses a wide range of non-probability recruitment strategies, and also
observed a higher response among lesbian families compared to heterosexual
families (Bos, 2004).

Table 3.4 Overview of UNICON response rates by sampled household type
All
cases

Mixed-sex
with/out
children

Same-sex
without
children

Samesex with
children

Unknown

3,870

1,637

1,724

418

91

61

7

43

6

5

3,809

1,630

1,681

412

86

7

3

2

1

1

a

Sample of addresses

b

Incomplete addresses

c

Relevant sample base [a-b]

d

Not reached

e

Refusals

2,867

1,304

1,220

270

73

f

Total response [g+h]

935

323

459

141

12

g

both persons responded

500

147

267

81

5

h

one person responded

435

176

192

60

7

i

% reached [e+f]/c

99.82

99.82

99.88

99.76

98.84

j

% cooperation f/[e+f]

24.59

19.85

27.34

34.31

14.12

k

% overall response [f/c]

24.55

19.82

27.31

34.22

13.95

Note: The category ‘unknown’ contains cases where the local authorities did not disclose the household type in
the sample of addresses. Source: UNICON 2016.

The representativeness challenge
Although the designed sampling strategy paid off in terms of reaching our target
population, other challenges to representativeness remain. If the group of nonrespondents differ in any systematic way from the respondents, the sample is not
representative of the entire population but a selective part of it. In social surveys of
the general population, this issue is addressed with the construction of non-response
weights.
The properties of the target population are known (e.g., the age distribution),
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which allows to correct for differing participation rates across social groups, like people
from different socio-economic backgrounds, for example. The population of LGBs is
unknown and the construction of such weights is therefore not an option. While it is
unlikely to assume that homosexuality as such is somehow non-randomly distributed
in society, rendering separate knowledge of this population necessary for weight
construction, the same cannot safely be claimed for sexual minority identities and living
openly with a same-sex partner. Factors such as socio-economic class, cultural and
religious background, age, and gender can all play a role in both the development of a
gay or lesbian identity and the decision to live such an identity openly. For example, it is
often observed that gay men and lesbians in surveys have higher education levels than
heterosexuals (see chapter 2). Higher education is associated with higher acceptance
of homosexuality (Ohlander et al., 2005), making it easier for someone in such an
environment to be open about their sexuality. Higher education levels among LGBs
compared to heterosexuals might then reflect true differences between the groups,
even though same-sex attraction is most likely randomly distributed in the population.

Non-response selection bias
In the UNICON study, there are two main reasons why selective response may have
occurred. First, there are general challenges related to the web-mode of the survey.
People who do not have easy access to a computer and the Internet (although Internet
penetration rates are high in the Netherlands), who are illiterate or those who do not
fully master the Dutch language are by default excluded from participating in the
study. In this regard, although a web survey might be a good opportunity to receive
information on sensitive topics such as sexual orientation (Gribble, Miller, Rogers, &
Turner, 1999; Villarroel, 2006), we could not follow up on these nonresponse populations
with telephone or face-to-face interviews. Second, selective non-response might be
related to the way we frame the main purpose of the study. Participation depends
on the personal interest of people in the survey topic (family complexity/diversity in
living arrangements) and their motivation to support our research. We have had direct
feedback on this issue by some respondents who informed us about the reasons for
not participating in our study. During the course of the fieldwork we were approached
by a handful of persons who felt it would have been better to openly announce the
LGB focus of the study. They had spoken to acquaintances about the invitation letter
and discovered that other same-sex couples but no heterosexual couples in their
social circles were invited. As a result, they felt unjustly targeted and mislead by the
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purpose of the study. Of course, this perception is related to the fact that there are far
more heterosexual couples within a given geographical location, which means that a
random sample of mixed-sex couples is likely more spread out than a sample taken
from a small (and possibly interconnected) set of same-sex couples. The recruitment
strategy was carefully examined and approved by the ethics board of the University of
Amsterdam prior to the data collection.

Evaluating representativeness in the UNICON
It is incredibly difficult to actually show to what extent selective response may have
occurred since the population characteristics are unknown. The best option to
evaluate the representativeness is the comparison with other surveys, which allow the
identification of persons in same-sex couples. Converging distributions of background
characteristics in both surveys can be a first check into the quality of the data. Yet,
diverging evidence does not allow us to conclude which of the data sources is the more
accurate one. It merely directs our attention towards a possible issue of non-response
bias. The opportunities for such comparisons are rare, not lastly because the design of
the UNICON explicitly differs from existing data sources (see table 3.1). In an effort to
evaluate the representativeness to the best of our ability, we have applied a twofold
strategy in a separate study (Steinmetz & Fischer, forthcoming). First, we compared
the characteristics of persons in mixed-sex relationships in the UNICON with those in
the Netherlands Longitudinal Life course Study (NELLS) – a survey representative of
the Dutch population. The assumption behind this step was, if the survey is successful
in representing mixed-sex couples, this is a good sign for the same-sex couples, as
well. And indeed, there were few differences between the persons in mixed-sex
relationships in the two surveys. We found evidence that young respondents (30-34
years) are somewhat underrepresented in the UNICON, while married people and
those with paid work are somewhat overrepresented. This is by no means a proof for
the quality of data on persons in same-sex couples but a first step.
Second, we compared persons in same-sex couples from the UNICON to
partnered LGBs in the Safety Monitor. This comparison is not unproblematic for a
number of reasons. For one, we are comparing partnership inferred sexual orientation
to attraction-inferred sexual orientation. Moreover, this comparison could only be made
for couples in legally registered unions, which is a subsection of the UNICON sample.
The Safety Monitors only allow for the identification of partnered individuals via their
legally registered union status. Despite these issues, this comparison can alert us to
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discrepancies between the surveys, which can be useful to keep in mind when working
with these data. Our findings show that there are fewer young persons between 30-39
years in same-sex relationships in the UNICON compared to the Safety Monitor. The
UNICON also has fewer persons with low education levels (lower secondary or less)
and fewer households with at least one child. Persons in same-sex relationships who
have paid work and women occur more often in UNICON than in the Safety Monitor.
Overall, the comparisons do not reveal any major discrepancies between the UNICON
and our selected benchmark surveys (NELLS & Safety Monitor). Evidence from both
comparisons point toward an underrepresentation of respondents in their thirties
compared to older respondents and an overrepresentation of employed respondents.

Trade-offs
In anticipation of possible threats to participation in our survey, we faced a number of
difficult trade-offs. Specifically, we have decided against asking questions about sexual
identity, gender identity, and ethnicity/race in the UNICON data. These items have
not been included in the questionnaire after weighing the benefits of asking these
questions against the potential threat to participation among heterosexual and cisgender4 respondents. It was one of the core objectives of the UNICON to study both
persons in same-sex and mixed-sex couples jointly, which involves difficult trade-offs.
The survey was advertised to be about diversity in living arrangements, which may
make a group that might perceive itself as the norm feel less inclined to partake. The
concern was that, were they to encounter questions about sexual and gender identity
they might conclude that they were indeed not the type of respondent we were
looking for. One great advantage of the UNICON sampling design is that we used an
urbanization-stratified sample of municipalities. This way, it was ensured that smaller
and presumably more conservative municipalities were being surveyed, as well. Both
sexual and gender identity questions were not asked because the team was worried
about alienating cis-gender and heterosexual respondents in these most conservative
municipalities. It is difficult to know whether this would have affected response in
hindsight. Yet, seeing that the response rate was indeed lower among mixed-sex
couples than among same-sex couples, this was likely a valid concern.
With regard to measuring the ethnicity/race of respondents, similar concerns
about sensitivity led us to exclude the questions from the survey. The timing of the

4

Cis-gender persons are persons who currently identify with the gender they were assigned at birth.
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UNICON fieldwork fell into a period, where the documentation of Dutch citizens’
ethnicity/race by the government was in heated public debate. Thus far, information
about citizens’ birthplace as well as the birthplace of both parents were recorded in the
population registers of the Netherlands. On the basis of this information, people were
classified into ‘Western or non-Western allochthonous’ and ‘autochthonous’ citizens.
In March 2016, the Second Chamber of the government accepted a motion to stop
using these othering terms. Statistics Netherlands also announced to erase this hurtful
terminology from their work (De Ree, 2016). Of course, it was not the intention to use
these exact terms to measure ethnicity/race in the UNICON. Yet, the act of recording
information on ethnicity/race itself had become so politicized, that we thought it a
great risk to participation to include such measures at the time. Again, it is difficult to
judge in hindsight to what extent such a question would have truly affected response.
Looking back, I would rather we had included measures for ethnicity/race, especially in
a country like the Netherlands. Homosexuality has been used in processes of othering
ethnic and religious minorities (Mepschen, Duyvendak, & Tonkens, 2010), making the
intersection of non-heterosexual identity and ethnic/racial minority status a highly
relevant one to study. The UNICON does include questions on religious identification.

First results of the UNICON study
I now present some first descriptions of lesbian, gay and heterosexual couples and
families in the Netherlands on the basis of the UNICON data. First, a brief look at the
socio-demographic characteristics of lesbian, gay and heterosexual couples and
families in the Netherlands. Then, I show information on childlessness and parenthood
in same-sex couples, followed by information on openness and coming out from the
LGB module of the UNICON.

Sociodemographic characteristics
Table 3.5 shows weighted means and percentages that can be generalized to the
Dutch population of persons in same-sex and mixed-sex couples. There are a few
notable differences between the two groups on the individual level. Persons in samesex relationships are more often women (63%) and notably higher educated (68%)
than persons in mixed-sex relationships (54% women, 54% highly educated). Not
surprisingly, persons in same-sex couples are also significantly less often married than
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those in mixed-sex relationships (60% versus 76%). The number of married persons
is high along with the number of people with paid work. This is likely a reflection of
the previously discussed selective response on the basis of these characteristics. The
observed characteristics on the individual level are largely in line with information from
other studies of persons in same-sex couples (see chapter 2 for details).

Table 3.5 Socio-demographics of same-sex and mixed-sex households in the Netherlands
Same-sex couple households

Mixed-sex couple households

N

M/%

SE

N

M/%

SE

Age (Mean)

843

46.86

0.41

510

48.21

0.59

Sex, 1 = female

843

63%

0.02

510

54%

0.03

Individual level variables

Education
≤ lower 2ndary

824

7%

0.01

493

16%

0.02

≤ post 2ndary non-tertiary

824

25%

0.02

493

30%

0.03

≥ tertiary

824

68%

0.02

493

54%

0.03

815

89%

0.01

487

87%

0.02

Married

843

60%

0.02

505

76%

0.02

Civil union

843

12%

0.01

505

8%

0.02

Single

843

27%

0.02

505

15%

0.02

Age difference

524

4.93

0.25

354

3.05

0.19

Educational homogamya

504

0.42

0.04

337

0.41

0.04

Child/ren

524

33%

0.03

356

66%

0.03

Dual earner household

498

80%

0.02

334

78%

0.03

marginal

356

16%

0.03

524

22%

0.04

average

356

14%

0.03

524

28%

0.04

high

356

70%

0.03

524

50%

0.04

Paid work, 1 = yes
Marital status

Couple-level variables

Urbanization

Notes: Bold estimates mark significant difference between same-sex and mixed-sex households at the .05-level.
Not all data is dyadic, therefore the N for individual level variables does not equal the couple-level N x 2.
N also varies across variables (within levels) because of item non-response.
Weighted percentage does not always add up to 100% because each number is a point estimate of the
population value, with uncertainty expressed in the standard error.
a
Educational homogamy calculated on the basis of the individual level three-category variable: 0 no difference in
education level, 1 adjacent levels, 2 maximum difference.
Source: UNICON 2016.
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Childlessness and parenthood among same-sex couples
The prevalence of parenthood among same-sex couples is at 33% (table 3.5). Since
this percentage was calculated with weights based on information from Statistics
Netherlands, this is not strictly a UNICON finding. The UNICON contribution to this
topic is the uniquely detailed information on the specific situations of same-sex
headed families in the Netherlands as well as same-sex couples without children. I
begin with the latter. The first part of table 3.6 shows same-sex couples, who do not
have any children (N = 356). The sex distribution of the childless same-sex couples
is balanced with a weighted average of 48% women and 52% men. Of those samesex couples, who do not have any children, 11% plan to have children in the future.
It is striking to see that only about half of all childless same-sex couples expressed
to be childless by choice (55%). The percentage of those who explicitly state that
it is not a choice to be childless lies at 17%. The remaining 28% of the answers fall
into the answer categories ‘don’t know’ and the ‘other, namely…’. Upon scanning the
open-ended answers, it became clear that this question was misinterpreted by a
substantive number of persons in same-sex couples. Open answers repeatedly state
that persons felt they had no choice whether they wanted children or not because
of their status as same-sex couples. This is of course precisely what we intended to
measure. Yet assuming that the survey was designed with heterosexual couples
in mind may have led some persons in same-sex relationships to feel offended or
excluded by this question.
The second part of table 3.6 gives information on same-sex headed families
(N = 168). Here, the sex of the parents is heavily skewed towards women. In 90%
of the cases, the parents in same-sex headed families are women. Parenthood is
generally less prevalent among male same-sex couples (Black et al., 2000; Gates,
2013; Verbakel, 2013). It is therefore also not surprising that it was not possible to
recruit a larger number of men in same-sex relationships who have children. Overall,
the UNICON data has information on 14 households with children that are headed
by two men. As a result, the descriptive statistics cannot be split by couple sex. It
is important to keep in mind that the information presented in table 3.6 mostly
applies to female same-sex couples. Among those households with children, it is
most common to have two children (52%). Fourteen percent of same-sex couple
headed families have three children or more. Moreover, one in five same-sex couples
with at least one child plans to have more children (20%).
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Table 3.6 Childlessness and parenthood among same-sex couples in the UNICON sample and the
Netherlands
Childless same-sex couples (N = 356)
N

%

Weighted %

S.E.

Women

169

47%

48%

0.03

Men

187

53%

38

11%

11%

0.02

318

89%

Yes

211

55%

56%

0.03

No

58

17%

Other/Don’t know

87

28%

Couple sex

Plan to have children
Yes, maybe
No
Childless by choice

Same-sex parent families (N = 168)
N

%

154

92%

14

8%

One

66

Two
Three+

Weighted %

S.E.

Couple sex
Women
Men

90%

0.04

39%

34%

0.05

85

51%

52%

0.05

17

10%

14%

0.04

34

21%

20%

0.04

134

79%

Number of children

Plan to have more children
Yes, maybe
No

Notes: S.E. = standard error; information presented on household-level. Weighted percentage does not add up
to 100% because each number is a point estimate of the population value with uncertainty expressed in the
standard error. Source: UNICON 2016.

It can be challenging for same-sex couples to have children due to many
legal obstacles (Bos & Van Gelderen, 2010). It is therefore interesting to know more
about the circumstances of children who are raised in same-sex couples. Table 3.7
shows information on the level of the children who live in same-sex couple headed
families. No weights were applied to these distributions, as the application of
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weights to the data on child-level is not straight forward. Instead, the table provides
a description of the children as they appear in the sample. Overall, same-sex parents
have provided information on 288 children who are growing up in same-sex headed
families. Those children are relatively evenly distributed across age categories. Young
children between the ages of 0 and 4 form the biggest group with 35%, followed
by children in school age between 5 and 10 years (26%). Eighteen percent of the
children in the sample are between 10 and 14 years old, and 21% are aged 15 years
and older.
A substantive share of the children was born in the relationship in which they
are currently being raised, namely 78%. Fifteen percent of the children were born in
former relationships of one of the partners. A few couples chose the ‘other’ options,
which can refer to adopted children, for example. A high share of children in the
sample was biologically born to one of the two parents, namely 85%. It is interesting
to take note of the 8% of children who are coded as missing. For these children the
parent had reported that they child is the biological child of both partners in the
couple, which is no possible. It does perhaps reflect defiance to the survey question
of biological parenthood. It could also be an indication that misclassification of
heterosexual couples as same-sex couples has occurred in these cases. Finally, there
is a high prevalence of children whose same-sex parents have shared custody over
them (85%). It is important to remember that almost all of these families are headed
by women. Particularly the high prevalence of children who live with their biological
parent would likely be much lower among male same-sex parents. The same applies
to the number of children born into the current relationship and the prevalence of
shared custody for the child. This point is illustrated by the fact that of 24 children
in male same-sex households, 17 do not have a biological father living with them in
the household.

LGB module in the UNICON: Coming out
While the notion of coming out is somewhat artificial, since most people spend
their entire lives coming out again and again, it can be an important moment when
someone is open about their sexual orientation for the first time. In the UNICON,
people in same-sex relationships were asked how old they were when they first
came out. Figure 3.1 shows the age distribution of coming out, with an average of 24
years. There is however quite some variation ranging from 5 years to 52 years. A total
of 40 persons answered ‘not applicable’. This likely reflects people who reject the idea
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of a single moment of coming out. In order to account for the fact that openness
about sexuality can vary across different life domains, respondents with a samesex partner were asked about their openness about that partner in different social
circles. A high share of respondents with a partner of the same sex are open about
this with their mother and father (86% and 79%, respectively). A substantial share
has chosen the answer category ‘not applicable’. Almost all of those persons also
indicated that the respective parent is no longer alive. It remains unclear whether
the parent knew when they were still alive (given they already had the partner then).
Overall, openness was reported to be high among family members and friends. In
nearly all cases all friends and family members knew. Among work colleagues or
fellow students, 17% said that most of them knew about the partner of the same-sex
and 80% that all of them knew.

Table 3.7 Characteristics of same-sex parent families’ children in the UNICON sample
N

%

100

35%

Age
0-4 yrs
5-9 yrs

75

26%

10-14 yrs

52

18%

15+ yrs

61

21%

Born in…
current relationship

225

78%

former relationship

42

15%

other

21

7%

Yes

246

85%

No

19

7%

Missing

23

8%

245

85%

43

15%

Biological parent in couple

Legal custody
Both partners
One partner
Total

288

Note: This information is available for children who currently live in the household, including children who split
their time between the current home and another parent’s home. It excludes children who permanently live
elsewhere (N = 46). Source: UNICON 2016.
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Figure 3.1 Distribution of the coming out age among persons in same-sex relationships in the
UNICON survey

Note: Dashed vertical line marks the unweighted mean. Source: UNICON 2016.

Table 3.8 Age of coming out among persons in same-sex relationships in UNICON and the
Netherlands

Age of coming out

N

Mean

S.D.

Min

Max

Weighted mean

S.E.

805

23.25

6.87

5

52

23.56

0.32

Note: 38 respondents are left out as they answered “not applicable”. Source: UNICON 2016.
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Table 3.9 Openness about a partner of the same sex in UNICON and the Netherlands
N

%

Yes

721

86%

No

5

1%

117

14%

656

78%

Weighted %

S.E.

86%

0.01

79%

0.02

Mother knows about partner

Not applicable
Father knows about partner
Yes
No

6

1%

181

21%

None of them

1

0%

0%

0.00

A few

7

1%

1%

0.00

Not applicable
Other family members know about partner

Most of them
All of them
Not applicable

20

2%

3%

0.01

807

97%

96%

0.01

8

Friends know about partner
None of them

1

0%

0%

0.00

A few

0

0%

0%

0.00

Most of them
All of them
Not applicable

5

1%

1%

0.01

831

99%

99%

0.01

0%

0%

0.00

6

Work colleagues or fellow students
None of them
A few

2
26

3%

3%

0.01

Most of them

148

18%

17%

0.01

All of them

638

78%

80%

0.02

Not applicable
Total N

29
843

Source: UNICON 2016.
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Well-being among persons in same-sex and mixed-sex relationships
I now turn to the first results from the well-being module in the UNICON. In table
3.10, I have summarized the predicted probabilities for well-being among persons
in same-sex and mixed-sex relationships. The analyses are done for men and women
separately in order to allow for within-sex comparisons. I have adjusted the predicted
means and percentages for age of the respondent and corrected for the nested
structure on the household level (i.e., sometimes two respondents live in the same
household as a couple, sometimes only one of the partners responded). Overall, I
find that there are very few differences between men and women in same-sex and
mixed-sex relationships in the Netherlands. Depressive feelings, social well-being,
and health seem equally high among all four groups. This is in line with research
based on large-scale representative data that suggests no difference between
partnered LGBs and heterosexuals in terms of self-rated health (Denney et al., 2013;
Wienke & Hill, 2009) and psychological distress (Wight et al., 2013). Denney et al
(2013) however found differences in health when splitting the groups according to
sex, marital status and having children. The results presented here are preliminary
and should be studied in more detail in future analyses.
The only significant differences that emerge between persons in same-sex
and mixed-sex relationships concern psychosomatic symptoms. Note that the
prevalence of all psychosomatic symptoms appears high due to the coding of the
answer categories. The coding of the variables is such that having never experienced
the symptom in the past 4 weeks has the value 0, whereas all other answers (rarely,
sometimes and often) are assigned the value 1. The percentage therefore expresses
whether the respondent has ever experienced the symptom over the past 4
weeks. I found that men in same-sex relationships experienced significantly more
sleeplessness or insomnia compared to men in mixed-sex relationships, namely 63%
versus 52%. Among women, a significant difference regarding the experience of
stomach problems and nausea emerged; 44% of women in mixed-sex couples said
they experienced this compared to 33% of women in same-sex relationships. Yet
overall, there appears to be no structural difference in well-being between the four
groups.
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.12
SE

2.67
%

806
N

803

11%

.01

10%

44%

65%

67%

78%

61%

%

2.95

7.60

2.45

.29

Mean

Mixed-sex
relationship
SE

.02

.03

.03

.03

.03

.03

SE

.17

.08

.04

.03

560

567

567

567

567

567

N

567

567

567

567

N

13%

37%

53%

.02

.03

.03

.03
.03

67%

.03

SE

.17

.10

.03

.03

SE

Men

63%

53%

%

2.39

7.52

2.41

.27

Mean

Same-sex
relationship

9%

31%

48%

52%

67%

55%

%

2.09

7.70

2.45

.22

Mean

Mixed-sex
relationship
SE

.02

.03

.03

.03

.03

.03

SE

.16

.09

.04

.03

Notes: Predicted probabilities stem from regression analyses of well-being on relationship type (same-sex or mixed-sex) adjusted for age and clustered standard errors on the householdlevel. Analyses were done separately for men and women. Significant within-sex difference in means and percentages are marked in bold. Means predicted with OLS regression,
percentages with logistic regression. See annex for the coding of the variables.
a
5-item index (0 rarely/never - 3 often/always) b 4 item index (0 most of the time - 3 never)
c
(0 not at all satisfied -10 completely satisfied) d (0 not at all -10 completely)
Source: UNICON 2016.

Victim of violence in past 5 years

.02
.02

58%
36%

806
806

Headaches

Stomach ache, nausea

.02

.02

73%
63%

806
806

Fatigue, lack of energy

difficulty sleeping, insomnia

.02

59%

806

Back pain

Psychosomatic symptoms in past 4 weeks

Health obstructs daily life

d

.07

.02

7.63

806

2.52

806

Self-rated healthc

SE
.02

Social well-beingb

.25

806

Mean

Women

Depressive feelingsa

N

Same-sex
relationship

Table 3.10 Predicted probabilities for well-being among women and men in same-sex and mixed-sex relationships (adjusted for age and common household)

THE UNICON PROJECT
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Concluding remarks
In this chapter, I presented the UNICON project, which is a web-mode probability
survey among persons in same-sex and mixed-sex couples in the Netherlands. I
have shown how the UNICON addresses five core challenges in collecting data on
LGB populations: the UNICON project (1) purposefully includes persons in samesex couples in the sampling frame, (2) uses a random sample, (3) oversamples
persons in same-sex couples to achieve a large number of observations, (4) includes
a suitable comparison group of heterosexual couples and which (5) covers a wide
range of substantive topics. All in all, the data collection process and the obtained
dataset can be evaluated positively. Using a sampling frame based on population
registers, we have collected high a quality dataset that allows studying lesbian, gay
and heterosexual couples and families in the Netherlands. The proposed research
design is innovative and the strategy to create a sampling frame by approximating
couple households proved to be accurate and successful. As such, we consider our
approach a fundamental advancement in collecting probability-based survey data
for LGB populations. To our knowledge, it is the biggest probability-based survey
on same-sex couples and families which allows studying a broad range of topics
(such as well-being, social integration and relationship quality) comparatively to
heterosexual couples. This comparative aspect is crucial when trying to uncover
the structural inequality of one social group compared to the majority. Moreover,
the currently is the largest survey of same-sex headed families in the Netherlands.
I intend this detailed account of the data collection process and the discussion of
encountered problems to be a guide to other researchers interested in using survey
data to study persons in same-sex relationships.
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PART II
CROSS-COUNTRY COMPARISONS

Chapter 4
Does Tolerance Matter?1
Introduction
Research examining differences between same-sex and mixed-sex couples often
focuses on comparing relationships from a psychological angle (e.g., Kurdek, 2005)
or on the demographic composition of the couples (Andersson et al., 2006; Verbakel
& Kalmijn, 2014). Yet, differences in well-being between these union types, be it in
terms of happiness, self- expression or social connectedness, remain understudied.
This is surprising, since there is plenty of research examining well-being differences
among different heterosexual unions (Diener, Suh, Lucas, & Smith, 1999; Soons &
Kalmijn, 2009; Wilson & Oswald, 2005). A few studies have shown that there is a
higher prevalence of both physical and mental health problems among lesbians
and gay men than among heterosexuals (Lewis, 2009). Yet, the scarcity of studies
explicitly focusing on the presence of well-being (as opposed to the absence of
psychological and physical ill- being) makes it difﬁcult to link this research to wellbeing differences between union types. Particularly, the social aspect of well-being,
which is recognized as crucial for individuals’ general health (Larson, 1993), remains
largely unexplored for lesbians and gay men (for an exception, see Kertzner et al.,
2009).
One often-considered aspect that could challenge the well-being of lesbians
and gay men is (in)tolerance towards homosexuality. While usually included when
theorizing about the well-being of lesbians and gay men, the link is often not
examined empirically. Instead, tolerance towards homosexuality is commonly
researched as an outcome in sociology, and its individual and macro-level sources
are the focal point of investigation (Kuyper et al., 2013). When consequences of (in)
tolerance are examined explicitly, this is never done across larger contexts, such as

1

This chapter is published as:

Fischer, M. M., Kalmijn, M., & Steinmetz, S. (2016). Does tolerance matter? A comparative study of well-being of
persons in same-sex and mixed-sex unions across nine European countries. European Societies, 5(18), 514–534.
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countries. This is related to the scarcity of data, which allows such a design. Moreover, this link is usually studied based on convenience samples, and often without
taking a heterosexual comparison group into account. The selective inclusion in
convenience samples can result in highly biased outcomes and a lack of comparison
makes it hard to put ﬁndings into perspective. Only recently a small body of
work is emerging where the consequences of sexual stigma on lesbian, gay and
bisexual persons are examined using probability-based data sets (Hatzenbuehler &
McLaughlin, 2014; Hatzenbuehler, McLaughlin, Keyes, & Hasin, 2010). These studies
do, however, retain a strong focus on psychiatric disorders.
To ﬁll the above-described gaps, the present study is among the ﬁrst to use
nationally representative survey data to examine to what extent a gap in well-being
between persons in same-sex and mixed-sex couples can be explained by differences
in the normative and legal contexts regarding tolerance towards homosexuality. We
examine two dimensions of well- being, namely social well-being (in nine countries)
and depressive feelings (in ﬁve countries). The latter allows us to connect to the
existing literature about lower levels of psychological well-being among lesbians
and gay men; the former allows us to extend this literature by including indicators
of positive social relationships and feelings of belonging. It is important to note
that we do not focus on sexual orientation per se, but on differences between
persons in same-sex and mixed-sex couples. The data stem from the ﬁrst wave of
the Generations and Gender Programme (GGP; 2002– 2011) and include Austria,
Belgium, Bulgaria, the Czech Republic, France, Germany, the Netherlands, Norway
and Poland. The cross- national design containing a large number of persons in
same-sex couples allows us to explicitly link differences in tolerance across countries
to well-being outcomes. Moreover, the ﬁndings of this study are generalizable to
the population of partnered individuals in these countries. By partnered individuals,
we refer to people who are living with a partner and people who have a steady
partner for at least 3 months with whom they do not share a household. That renders
it possible to view intolerance also as a social problem on an aggregate level, as
opposed to isolated incidents that occur predominantly on the interpersonal level.

Theoretical and empirical literature
As indicated, we examine two aspects of well-being, namely depressive feelings and
social well-being. While studying depressive feelings has a long-standing tradition
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in well-being research (Diener et al., 1999), social well-being has attracted attention
only in the past few decades. In this context, scholars have referred to different
components of social well-being, ranging from close relationships and their quality
(Larson, 1993), over loneliness (Pinquart, 2003), to social integration and participation
at the community and societal levels (Keyes, 1998). In either under- standing of
social well-being, a general sense of embeddedness in the immediate and/or wider
social environment is central, whereas social and emotional isolation and loneliness
constitute the opposite. We work with the loneliness scale by De Jong-Gierveld and
Van Tilburg (2006), which combines positively worded items about the presence
of close relationships with negatively worded items about the absence of feelings
of belonging. While De Jong-Gierveld and Van Tilburg focus on the negative side
of the coin by calling their concept loneliness, we would like to stress the broader
relevance of social embeddedness in the overall state of well-being by calling the
concept social well-being. The overall scale is a hybrid measure between the absence
of ill-being, or belonging, and the presence of well-being, or social embeddedness.

National-level tolerance
Recent studies suggest that the well-being of persons in different union types
partially depends on the wider social context. These studies have shown that the
negative effect of divorce on well-being is larger in countries that have strong
norms against divorce (Kalmijn, 2009; Verbakel, 2012) and that the well-being gap
between married and unmarried cohabiting couples is smaller in countries where
cohabitation is more accepted and more prevalent (Soons & Kalmijn, 2009). These
ﬁndings suggest that valuable insights into the well-being of individuals in varying
union types may be gained by examining the institutional contexts of countries.
When studying the well-being of persons in same-sex couples, the level of tolerance
towards lesbians and gay men is an obvious starting point.
When considering the level of tolerance at the national level, two different
dimensions of tolerance can be differentiated: an informal and a formal one. The
informal institutional context refers to tolerance as a normative concept, denoting
public acceptance of variations in appearances, lifestyles, personalities or beliefs.
It is distinct from the (dis)approval of individuals as it refers to commonly shared
values and standards that govern the realm of the accepted within societies at
large. In intolerant societies, homosexuality lies outside of this delineated norm due
to the pervasiveness of conﬂicting values. Religious and political afﬁliations, the
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prevalence of traditional family and gender values, and gender equality are thought
to inﬂuence (Kuyper et al., 2013) or in fact constitute (Oswald, Cuthbertson, Lazarevic,
& Goldberg, 2010) tolerance of sexual diversity on the country and/or community
level. Since this is a macro-perspective on tolerance, it is important to remember that
there is heterogeneity within countries. Relatively intolerant countries are merely
made up of more people holding intolerant views than tolerant views, and vice versa
in tolerant societies.
In countries where the majority of people disapprove of homosexuality, and
where the environment is encoded with a general message of rejection (Oswald et
al., 2010), persons in same-sex couples may internalize negative stereotypes about
themselves, develop a tendency to retreat from social interactions and grow lonely.
Moreover, research has shown that being a member of a devalued social group
can be problematic (Katz, Joiner Jr., & Kwon, 2002), as social approval is central
to an individual’s well-being (Ormel, Lindenberg, Steverink, & Vonkorff, 1997). It
is necessary for developing feelings of belonging and embeddedness which are
generally gained through compliance with prevailing norms in communities and
society at large. In intolerant societies, the threshold for verbal or even physical
assault may be lower, creating an unsafe environment which fosters alertness and
tension. This is particularly relevant for persons who live together with their samesex partner, since a shared home entails visibility. Overall, these mechanisms may
cause individuals with same-sex partners to experience depressive feelings at an
increased rate as well as prevent them from achieving social well-being, either by
exclusion through others or because of a tendency to ‘hunker down’. Against this
back- ground, we hypothesize that in the presence of a well-being gap between
persons in same-sex and mixed-sex couples, the gap should be smaller in countries
where the informal institutional context is more supportive of homosexuality
(hypothesis 1a).
Within this normative perspective on tolerance, it is useful to make a distinction
between women and men in same-sex couples since previous research suggests that
people, in particular heterosexual men, tend to express more discomfort with gay
men than with lesbians (Herek, 2002; Monto & Supinski, 2014). If, on the one hand,
men are more often the target of anti-gay sentiments and actions, and, on the other
hand, are also more often the ones holding and expressing anti-gay sentiments
towards their (male) peers, it is reasonable to expect that the well-being of men
in same-sex couples is more susceptible to differences in the informal institutional
context than the well-being of women in same-sex couples. Therefore, we assume
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that in the presence of a well-being gap between persons in same-sex and mixedsex couples, the impact of differences in the informal institutional context is larger
for men than for women (hypothesis 1b).
Turning to tolerance as a formal institution, we consider the legal context, or
in other words the degree to which individuals in same-sex unions are permitted
and supported in living their lives as they wish. Enabling laws, such as being able
to marry or adopt children, are often subject of heated public debate. In the USA,
for example, concerns for child well-being are often raised in combination with
these rights (Stacey & Biblarz, 2001). A lack of enabling laws within a country can
effectively limit the extent to which individuals in same-sex unions are able to
lead equally autonomous lives as individuals in mixed-sex unions. Particularly, the
right to establish formal legal ties has consequences for inheritance, child custody
or medical emergencies, including life and death decisions. Some countries have
addressed this by establishing civil unions or registered partnerships, allowing
same-sex couples to gain marriage-like rights. However, often there are substantial
differences between countries in the degree to which such rights are available,
and in the legal consequences that are factually attached to such a status. It has
been suggested that legal tie formation has a similarly positive effect on well-being
among same-sex couples as it has among mixed-sex couples (Riggle, Rostosky, &
Horne, 2010).
Protective laws can prevent persons with homophobic attitudes from
acting upon their beliefs, even though laws cannot always prevent incidents from
happening. They can, however, give victims of physical and other discrimination
legal ground to seek justice. There is a symbolic dimension to them signifying that
lesbians and gay men are considered worthy of the state’s protection. In some cases,
where these laws may only be implemented in order to gain access to the European
Union, this symbolic dimension is irrelevant. In most countries, however, the presence
of protective rights communicates a supportive attitude of ofﬁcial institutions
towards its gay citizens. Therefore, we assume that in the presence of a well-being
gap between same-sex and mixed-sex unions, the gap is greater in countries where
the formal legal context is intolerant towards homosexuality, compared to countries
with more supportive legislation (hypothesis 2).
The lines between the formal and informal dimensions are not entirely clearcut, since both aspects of tolerance on the country level are closely intertwined and
mutually inﬂuencing, so that a clear separation is difﬁcult. Yet, a failure to separate
the dimensions would conceal the fact that there are divergent patterns present
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in the European context; that is, a country has high informal tolerance but low
formal support, or vice versa. In the present study, therefore, both approaches are
employed in a complementary fashion to evaluate the impact of varying levels of
tolerance across countries.

Data, operationalization and method
Data
The advantage of the present study is that we are able to identify same- sex couples
in nationally representative data from multiple countries (see below). The data
come from the ﬁrst wave of the GGP; the countries included in the present study are
selected on the basis of the availability of the dependent variables and under the
condition that individuals in same-sex unions can be identiﬁed: Austria (2008–2009),
Belgium (2008–2010), Bulgaria (2004), the Czech Republic (2004–2005), France
(2005), Germany (2005), the Netherlands (2002–2004), Norway (2007–2008) and
Poland (2010–2011). The GGP offers the distinctive opportunity to identify persons
with same-sex partners who live either together in a household or apart; both
types of relationships are included in this study. This yields 518 persons in samesex couples and 66,883 persons in mixed-sex couples. Across the nine countries,
same-sex couples make up 0.78% of the sample on average, 0.95% when using
weights.2 This is similar to the percentage found in other sources.3 The application
of standardized, country-speciﬁc population weights barely changes the means of
the variables of interest (see Table 4.1), so we use unweighted data for the analysis.
Missing data were deleted list-wise under the assumption that the information is
missing at random since no nested patterns could be identiﬁed. The number of
missing values for individual level variables did not exceed 2%, with the exception of
the depression scale, which is unavailable for Germany, the Netherlands, Austria and
Poland. Since an exclusion of these countries would mean a loss of valuable data,
we decided not to exclude them from our analysis of social well-being. In Norway,

Germany (1.72%, N = 114), The Netherlands (1.82%, N = 96), France (1.08%, N = 77), Belgium (1.22%, N = 67),
Norway (0.80%, N = 62), Czech Republic (0.46%, N = 27), Bulgaria (0.32%, N = 29), Austria (0.34%, N = 13), Poland
(0.07%, N = 8).

2

3 1% in the European Social Survey; partnered lesbians (0.62 %) and gay men (0.71 %) in the United States (Black,
Gates, Sanders, & Taylor, 2000).
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Table 4.1 Descriptive statistics of the sample
N

Min

Max

Weighted
mean

Unweighted
mean

Standard
deviation

Well-being

65,688

1

3

2.67

2.68

0.39

Depressive symptoms

35,151

1

4

1.27

1.28

0.45

Living together

66,883

0

1

0.88

0.90

0.30

Child in household

66,883

0

1

0.53

0.55

0.50

Relationship duration

66,883

0

66

19.93

20.34

15.09

Female

66,883

0

1

0.51

0.54

0.50

Age

66,883

17

85

46.09

46.25

14.91

high

66,883

0

1

0.26

0.27

0.27

average

66,883

0

1

0.49

0.52

0.50

low

Mixed-sex unions

Education

66,883

0

1

0.25

0.21

0.41

Unemployed

66,883

0

1

0.07

0.07

0.06

Migration background

66,883

0

1

0.15

0.11

0.31

Well-being

503

1

3

2.71

2.71

0.38

Depressive symptoms

262

1

4

1.32

1.34

0.54

Living together

518

0

1

0.77

0.76

0.42

Child in household

518

0

1

0.27

0.26

0.44

Relationship duration

518

0

58

14.38

13.93

13.79

Female

518

0

1

0.41

0.46

0.50

Age

518

18

80

43.37

44.19

14.03

high

518

0

1

0.37

0.43

0.50

average

518

0

1

0.44

0.40

0.50

low

Same-sex unions

Education

518

0

1

0.19

0.17

0.38

Unemployed

518

0

1

0.06

0.06

0.06

Migration background

518

0

1

0.17

0.13

0.34

Country level
Informal
institutional context
Formal
institutional context

9

-1.81

1.58

-0.09

1.10

5

-0.87

1.58

0.33

0.97

9

2

6

3.25

1.43

5

2

6

3.54

1.43

Source: Generations and Gender Survey 2002-2011.
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Operationalization
Dependent variables. The ﬁrst dependent variable is social well-being, which is
measured by a shortened version of the loneliness scale developed by De JongGierveld and Van Tilburg (2006). This includes 3 items about having meaningful
relationships (‘there are plenty of people that I can lean on in case of trouble’, ‘there
are many people that I can count on completely’ and ‘there are enough people I feel
close to’) and 3 items about feelings of belonging (‘I experience a general sense of
emptiness’, ‘I feel rejected’ and ‘I miss having people around’). The answer categories
included ‘no’, ‘more or less’ and ‘yes’. The ﬁnal scale ranges from 1 (low social wellbeing) to 3 (high social well-being) and shows adequate internal consistency (α =
0.74). The scale was also found to be reliable and valid for cross-cultural comparisons
(De Jong Gierveld & Van Tilburg, 2010).
The second dependent variable is depressive feelings, measured by a
shortened version of the Center for Epidemiologic Studies Depression Scale (CES-D).
Respondents indicated how often in the last week they experienced seven aspects
of depressive mood (‘last week: I felt that I could not shake off the blues even with
help from my family or friends; felt depressed; thought my life had been a failure; felt
fearful; felt lonely; had crying spells; felt sad’). Respondents indicated whether they
experienced each of these symptoms ‘seldom or never’, ‘sometimes’, ‘often’ or ‘most
or all of the time’. The index is created from the average score on these items and
shows a high internal consistency (α = 0.89). The items are coded reversely so that a
high score denotes more depressive symptoms, and a positive effect on depressive
feelings must be interpreted as adverse for well-being.
Main predictors. The main predictor on the individual level is union type
distinguishing same-sex and mixed-sex couples. This distinction is generated by
combining answers to direct questions about the current partner and the gender of
the partner. This allows the identiﬁcation of different couple types, who live together
and those who do not. On the national level, we include two measures of tolerance.
The informal institutional context (normative tolerance dimension) in a country is an
index that contains four measures. The ﬁrst measure is the aggregated mean score
on a single-item measure of attitudes towards homosexuality (‘Should gays and
lesbians be free to live their own life as they wish?’ recoded into 1 disagree strongly
to 5 agree strongly). The second measure is the level of gender equality, speciﬁcally,
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the Gender Empowerment Measure (GEM, 0 perfect inequality – 1 perfect equality).4
The third measure is composed of three items mapping the average religious
involvement in a country (α = 0.96). We used the standardized mean scores of ‘How
religious are you’ (recoded 0 very religious, 10 not at all religious), ‘How often do you
attend religious services apart from special occasions’ (recoded, 0 every day, 6 never)
and ‘How often do you often pray apart from religious services’ (recoded, 0 every day,
6 never). The fourth measure is the aggregated mean score on 10 items measuring
traditional views on family and gender roles (α = 0.74). We used standardized
average scores on the following items: ‘working mother can have warm relationship
with children’, ‘husband and wife should both contribute to household income’, ‘a
job is the best way for women to be independent’, ‘fathers are as well suited to look
after children as mothers’, ‘pre-school child suffers with mother working’, ‘women
really want home and children’, ‘being housewife is as fulﬁlling as paid job’ (agree
strongly – disagree strongly), ‘children need both parents to grow up happily’ (0
disagree, 1 agree), ‘women need children to be fulﬁlled’ (0 no, 1 yes), ‘a woman wants
to have a child as a single parent, but she does not want a stable relationship with
a man’ (1 disapprove, 2 depends, 3 approve).5 All items are recoded so that a higher
score indicates more liberal family and gender values. The final resulting index is the
average of these four measures and shows great internal consistency on the country
level (α = 0.82).
The formal institutional context in different countries is measured by a
continuous variable counting supportive laws for lesbians and gay men (ranging
from 0 to 7). Information for this variable was assembled from the ‘State-sponsored
Homophobia’ reports (2008–2014) by the International Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Trans
and Intersex Association. Countries can gain six points on the scale by having the
following laws in place: the prohibition of discrimination based on sexuality in the
work- place, constitutional prohibition of discrimination based on sexuality, the
prohibition of incitement to hatred, the recognition of hate crimes based on sexual
orientation as aggravating circumstances, administering an equal age of consent for
homosexual and heterosexual acts between consenting adults and having adoption
rights for same-sex couples. The ﬁnal point is awarded if marriage is open to samesex couples. This point is weighted. Three different legal situations are taken into

GEM data used: AT (2008), BE (2008), BG (2006), CZ (2004/06), FR (2004/06), DE (2004/06), NL (2002/06), NO
(2006/08), PL (2008). Source: http://hdr.undp.org

4

5

EVS-waves used: AT (4), BE (4), BG (3 & 4), CZ (3 & 4), FR (3 & 4), DE (3 & 4), NL (3), NO (4), PL (4)
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account regarding union formation – full marriage equality, having most rights
equal to marriage and having some rights equal to marriage6 – each constitute onethird of this ﬁnal point. They are treated hierarchically, meaning that if a country has
(iii) full marriage equality, then the points for the previous levels of having (i) some
or (ii) most rights available are also awarded – the country then gains the full point.7
For both, the informal and formal institutional context, we relay also on additional
data sources which are always matched with the exact years or the year coming
closest to the year of data collection of the GGP. If the GGP data collection falls in
between two available time points, the average is used. This also holds for some
countries in the GGP where multiple survey years are available. The Netherlands
implemented the law that considers hate crimes based on sexual orientation an
aggravating circumstance in 2003, which falls into the middle of the GGP data
collection span for The Netherlands (2002 – 2004). Therefore, half a point was
awarded to The Netherlands for this law.
Controls. Besides the contextual factors, there are a number of individual level
factors that need to be taken into account. One such factor is whether couples live
together (0 no, 1 yes) as it entails visibility and openness for same-sex couples. We
also consider whether a couple has children living in the house (0 no, 1 yes, including
non-biological). Relationship duration refers to the duration of living together or the
length of the relationship for those who live apart. With regard to education, we
distinguish lower secondary (ISCED 0–2) from post-secondary non-tertiary (ISCED
3–4) and tertiary education (ISCED 5–6 tertiary). We also include a dummy whether
one is unemployed or not (which includes the employed, students, the retired and
stay-at-home parents; 0 no, 1 yes) as this may differ between the union types. A
binary variable indicates whether a respondent is born outside the country, or at
least one of their parents, to account for possible multiple minority statuses. We
control for gender and both linear and non-linear effects of age.

⁶ Source: http://ilga.org
⁷ For both, the informal and formal institutional contexts, we rely also on additional data sources which are always matched with the exact years or the year coming closest to the year of data collection of the GGP. If the GGP
data collection falls in between two available time points, the average is used. This also holds for some countries
in the GGP where multiple survey years are available. The Netherlands implemented the law that considers hate
crimes based on sexual orientation an aggravating circumstance in 2003, which falls into the middle of the GGP
data collection span for the Netherlands (2002 – 2004). Therefore, half a point was awarded to the Netherlands
for this law.
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Method
The relationship between well-being and union type is explored by estimating several
ordinary least squares (OLS) regression models. First, a baseline model with the union
type as the sole predictor is estimated (M1). Then, control variables on the individual
level are introduced as well as country dummies to adjust for country differences in
well-being (M2). Since there are only nine countries in total, a multilevel design cannot
be applied. Our interest in the well-being gap between same-sex and mixed- sex
couples is explored by including interaction terms between the union type and the
two tolerance measures (M3 and M4). The main effects of the tolerance measures are
omitted from all models, since this effect is already captured by the country dummies.
Moreover, the interaction terms between being in a same-sex union and the two
measures of tolerance are included in separate models due to their correlation and
theoretical overlap. Models M1a–M4a are estimated with social well-being as the
outcome variable; models M1b–M4b are regressed on depressive feelings.
Figure 4.1 Country-level correlations between the formal and informal institutional context across
9 European countries
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Results
Describing well-being and tolerance
Before looking at the regression results, it is useful to examine the measures of
interest descriptively. There appear to be few differences in the distribution of the
two well-being variables between the union types. Figure 4.1 shows a plot of both
dimensions of tolerance at the country level. They correlate moderately (r = .67 both
when N = 9 and when N = 5), empirically conﬁrming their conceptualization as two
distinct but inter- related dimensions of tolerance. Moreover, we can see that most
countries with many supportive laws also appear liberal in terms of their informal
institutional context. Yet, at the lower end of the legal scale, there is a cluster of
countries – for example, Austria and Poland – which have only few laws in place,
while differing strongly on the normative dimension. This illustrates the usefulness
of distinguishing the two dimensions. It is noteworthy that Norway, as the most
tolerant country in a normative sense, is in the middle of the cluster on the legal
dimension suggesting that legal tolerance might be lagged behind public opinion.

Regression estimates for social well-being
First, we examine the main effect of being in a same-sex union on social well-being.
Table 4.2 shows that the coefﬁcient is not signiﬁcant, suggesting that there is no
overall difference between the union types (M1a and M2a). Nonetheless, variations
across countries may be present that could be revealed by interacting the union type
with our country level tolerance measures. The interaction coefﬁcient between the
informal institutional context and the type of union, indeed, is signiﬁcant (b = 0.067,
p < .01), implying that the informal context affects same-sex couples differently
than their mixed counterparts. Concretely, we see that there is a gap in social wellbeing between the union types, and it is smaller in more tolerant societies. Figure
4.2 illustrates how strongly associated the effect size of being in a same-sex union on
social well-being is with the informal institutional context (r = 0.91).8 Effect sizes
range from −0.44 in the least tolerant climate to +0.17 in the most tolerant climate,
indicating that an intolerant climate has a large negative impact on the well-being
⁸ The effect sizes in Figure 4.2 stem from individual regression models that were estimated per country. In those
models we use standardized versions of the dependent variables so that coefﬁcients can be interpreted as effect
sizes. The main predictor of being in a same-sex union and all individual level control variables are included.
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of same-sex couples. The change in sign reveals that a more supportive normative
climate not only entails a closing of the well-being gap, but in fact a reversal. Based
on this, our hypothesis 1a is clearly supported. Furthermore, we expected that
men in same-sex unions would be more susceptible to differences in the informal
institutional context than women. When estimating the interaction effect for men
only, the coefﬁcient indeed increases compared to the full sample (b = 0.082, p < .01,
M3a men only).
When looking at women only, the interaction coefﬁcient has halved in size
and is no longer signiﬁcant (b = 0.044, p > .05, M3a women only). In line with our
expectation, it is mostly gay men’s social well-being that appears to be dependent
on the informal institutional context. This is also reﬂected in the effect sizes of being
in a same-sex couple on social well-being. For men, they range from a large negative
effect in an intolerant climate (−0.47) to a moderate positive effect in a tolerant
climate (+0.30). The effect size of an intolerant climate (while insigniﬁcant) is smaller
for women (−0.34) and absent in a tolerant climate (+0.04). Overall, these ﬁndings
indicate that hypothesis 1b is supported as well.

Figure 4.2 Country-level correlation of the magnitude of the effect of being in a same-sex relationship
on social well-being and depressive feelings with the formal and informal institutional context
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When looking at the formal dimension of tolerance, we also ﬁnd a signiﬁcant
interaction effect (b = 0.024, p > .05, M4a), showing that the gap also depends on
the formal dimension. In a context with the least supportive laws, same-sex couples
on average score 0.05 points less on the social well-being scale than their peers
in mixed-sex unions. When the maximum number of supportive laws is in place,
individuals in same- sex unions fare slightly better on average (0.03 points). Even
though the legal dimension is less strongly associated with the effect size of being
in a same-sex couple than the normative dimension (r = .73, see Figure 4.2), the
estimates overall conﬁrm hypothesis 2.
As these are ﬁndings in support of our hypotheses, we continue by evaluating the
robustness of the joint effects of both tolerance measures and union type on social
well-being. We do this by excluding different sub- groups of the sample to see
whether one particular group drives the estimates. If that were the case, the effect
would change substantially or even disappear under the exclusion of the respective
subgroup. First, we exclude one country at a time, since with our limited number of
macro-units, the interaction could depend on just one country. However, the effects
persist under the exclusion of each country in turn, showing that this is not the case.
After that, we estimate the models under the exclusion of those who indicated that
they do not live together, in order to obtain a more homogeneous sample. Again,
the interaction effects remain signiﬁcant with a slightly higher coefﬁcient (the small
number of individuals who do not live together does not allow to execute the test
vice versa). Hence, both interaction effects are robust (Table 4.3).
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(0.016)
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(0.014)
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(0.014)

2.831***
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Yes

-0.009**

(0.031)

0.067**

(0.019)

-0.023

M3a
all

30820

(0.021)

2.904***
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yes

(0.036)

0.082**

(0.025)

-0.003
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men

35371

(0.020)

2.780***

yes

yes

(0.003)

(0.011)

0.044

(0.028)

-0.042

M3a
women

66191

(0.014)

2.831***

yes

yes

-0.009**

0.024*

(0.048)

-0.094†

M4a

35413

(0.002)

1.281***

no

no

(0.005)

(0.028)

0.057*

M1b

(0.023)
35413

35413

1.269***

yes

yes

(0.005)

0.157***

(0.019)

-0.016

(0.033)

0.075*

M3b

(0.023)

1.269***

yes

yes

(0.005)

0.157***

(0.034)

(0.027)

0.067*

M2b

Depressive feelings

Note: Standard errors in parentheses. †p < .100, *p < .050, **p < .010, ***p < .001. IIC = Informal institutional context. FIC = formal institutional context.
Source: Source: Generations and Gender Survey 2002-2011.
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Country fixed effects

(1 = yes)

(0.003)

-0.009**

(0.023)

0.004

0.026

M2a

(0.003)

Female

Controls

Same-sex * FIC

Same-sex * IIC

(1 = yes)

Same-sex union

Main predictors

M1a

Social well-being

Table 4.2 OLS regression models of social well-being and depressive feelings on union type and tolerance
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Table 4.3 Robustness analyses (OLS regression models) excluding different subgroups of the sample:
regression coefficients and standard errors
Same-sex * IIC
Sub-group

Same-sex * FIC

N

Coefficient

SE

Coefficient

SE

excluding AT

62.325

.0655**

.0238

.0234*

.0118

excluding BE

60.703

.0629**

.0240

.0227†

.0135

excluding BG

57.101

.0726**

.0254

.0234*

.0117

excluding CZ

60.311

.0619*

.0247

.0205†

.0120

excluding DE

59.563

.0680**

.0243

.0280*

.0132

excluding FR

59.083

.0676**

.0232

.0252*

.0115

excluding NL

60.915

.0677**

.0236

.0306*

.0132

excluding NO

55.492

.0850*

.0334

.0266*

.0117

excluding PL

54.035

.0623*

.0259

.0218†

.0118

Living together

59.604

.0874**

.0275

.0272*

.0131

Full sample

66.191

.0673**

.0234

.0244*

.0114

Note: Standard errors in parentheses. †p < .100, *p < .050, **p < .010, ***p < .001. ICC= informal institutional
context, FIC = formal institutional context.
Source: Generations and Gender Survey 2002-2011.

Regression estimates for depressive feelings
Being in a same-sex union has a positive effect on depressive feelings (b = 0.057, p <
0.05, M1b) meaning that it increases the level of depressive feelings by 0.057 points
on average. This effect persists when controlling for other individual level covariates
and when holding country characteristics constant (b = 0.067, p < .05, M2b). Even
though the effect size is small (Cohen’s d = 0.12), there appears to be a difference
between the union types. Yet, opposed to the ﬁndings on social well-being, the
inter- action effects between the type of union and the measures of tolerance are
not signiﬁcant. This is also not the case when splitting the sample between men
and women. Possibly, the smaller sample size when looking at only ﬁve countries
may cause these estimates not to be signiﬁcant. Therefore, it is at least interesting to
examine the direction of the coefﬁcients and the implied association in the sample.
Both the coefﬁcient for the combined effect of union type and the informal context
(b = −0.016, p > .05, M3b) and the combined effect with the formal context (b =
−0.017, p > .05, M4b) imply that there is a trend towards a closing of the gap with
increasing tolerance (see Figure 4.2). However, the effect sizes of being in a samesex union on depressive feelings are relatively small, ranging from 0.08 in the least
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tolerant to 0.30 in the most tolerant climate. Overall, both hypotheses 1a and 2
remain formally unsupported for depressive feelings.

Discussion and conclusions
The current study is novel in that it applied nationally representative data to examine
how a possible well-being gap between same-sex and mixed- sex couples depends on
national-level tolerance towards homosexuality. In the GGP data, about 500 same-sex
couples are identiﬁed and compared to mixed-sex couples within the same country. A
selection of nine European countries, where differences in tolerance prevail, provides
the diverse landscape in which we explore these relationships. For social well-being, we
ﬁnd that the effect of being in a same-sex couple indeed depends on the wider social
and legal context in a country. For depressive feelings, such evidence is not found.
For social well-being, the applied cross-national comparative design reveals the
gap by allowing for the level of tolerance to vary across countries. This is in line with
evidence from qualitative literature, where feelings of isolation of lesbians and gay
men living in a heteronormative society have been highlighted (Flowers & Buston,
2001; Harper & Schneider, 2003). Our approach improves upon these earlier studies by
systematically comparing well-being differences in different settings. The examination
of the effect sizes of being in a same-sex union on social well-being in relation to
our tolerance measures nicely illustrates that for differences in social well-being the
informal institutional context matters more than the formal context. This is not entirely
surprising, since it is called into question by feminist and queer theorists whether certain
laws regarding lesbians and gay men do in fact align with the needs and wishes they
have from the state, especially when it comes to marriage rights (Josephson, 2005). In
addition, we see that the effects are large in intolerant climates, suggesting that samesex couples compromise feelings of social embeddedness and connectedness when
the larger social environment is intolerant towards homosexuality. Smaller effects in the
most tolerant climates can imply that, once a minimum level of tolerance is achieved,
social well-being is less dependent on the larger social environment and possibly more
on personal and interpersonal factors. However, this could also be due to the fact that
our data do not cover the ‘full’ range of supportive societies for larger effect sizes to
unfold. Future research including a greater range of countries is needed to explore this
ﬁnding in more detail. We also ﬁnd interesting gender differences. The gap in social
well-being between the union types depends more strongly on the context for men
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than for women. This aligns with the expectations we formulated based on research
on gender differences in attitudes towards homosexuality. The interaction effect for
women is no longer signiﬁcant when splitting the analysis by gender. Again, future
research with greater sample sizes and possibly a wider range of countries in terms of
tolerance are required to further explore this issue. While it is expected that the gap is
less dependent on tolerance for women, it seems fairly unlikely that it does not depend
on tolerance at all.
For depressive feelings, we found no signiﬁcant joint effect of union type and
either measure of tolerance. We suggest two explanations for this ﬁnding. On the one
hand, depressive feelings can be considered a private aspect of well-being, whereas
social well-being explicitly refers to its relationship with the social environment and is
inherently social. For social well-being, understood as having positive relationships as
well as feelings of embeddedness and belonging, the dependency on the congruence
of one’s own views and values with the values of the wider community or society at
large is apparent. Depressive feelings, as a private aspect of well-being, are perhaps
inﬂuenced more strongly by individual and personality characteristics as well. On the
other hand, it is also possible that a larger sample of countries is required to uncover
relationships between depressive feelings and tolerance. For practical reasons, our
analysis of depression was based on ﬁve countries, whereas our analysis of social wellbeing was based on nine countries.
Overall, we have demonstrated that it is of utmost importance to account
for the wider social context when analyzing well-being, particularly for persons in
non-traditional living arrangements such as same-sex couples. While a small gap in
depression between the union types is immediately visible, the differences in social
well-being were only revealed due to the comparative design because it depends in
part on the varying contexts. In addition, we have illustrated the theoretical usefulness
of treating tolerance on the country level as a predictor of well-being. While many
studies have examined predictors of tolerance, especially at the contextual level, we
have statistically shown some of the consequences of (in)tolerance. Our approach of
focusing on the consequences of national-level tolerance also shows the necessity
to distinguish isolated occurrences in speciﬁc settings from intolerance as a social
problem. We would like to conclude this study with a call for targeted efforts to include
same-sex couples in large cross-national surveys, by, for instance, means of explicit
items inquiring about the type of union in terms of gender composition and living
arrangement. Such data are needed in order to advance our knowledge on the nature
of the well-being gap between persons in same-sex and mixed-sex couples.
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Chapter 5
Social Integration and its Link with Tolerance
of Homosexuality
Introduction
Prior to the sexual revolution in the 1960s, the heterosexual married couple
constituted one of the most important building blocks of Western cultures. Since then
we have seen an ever-increasing diversification of family and relationship structures,
such as single-parent families and same-sex unions, for example. Despite the fact
that this diversification is visible and continues to grow, non-traditional unions are
still viewed more negatively than the traditional heterosexual married couple (e.g.
Van der Valk, Spruijt, De Goede, Larsen, & Meeus, 2008). This can have wide-reaching
consequences, such as reduced relationship commitment, well-being and health
for persons in marginalized relationships (Lehmiller, 2006). In this study we focus on
persons in same-sex couples as one non-traditional union type which has gained
space and visibility in the public sphere. Specifically, we are interested in potential
differences between persons in same-sex and mixed-sex couples when it comes
to their integration in private and public social networks. The current literature on
marginalized relationships has mostly focused on outcomes such as psychological
well-being, relationship quality and perceived social support; we analyze social
integration, which we conceptualize as both personal informal relationships and
active participation in society. This is an underexplored, albeit closely related aspect
when it comes to the general quality of life for those who are part of non-traditional
unions.
Gaining a more encompassing knowledge of social integration of persons in
same-sex couples is relevant because a certain degree of social integration, understood
as positive social relationships which stand in opposition to marginalization and
exclusion but not diversity, is essential to the functioning and well-being of both
individuals and society at large. Overall, the issue of social integration can be linked
to the larger debate on social cohesion, where concerns for the “belonging, inclusion,
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participation, recognition and legitimacy” (Jenson, 1998, p. 29) of all societal members
stand central. At the core of our interest lies the role of tolerance of homosexuality
in these processes. Country level tolerance of homosexuality is considered in a
normative and legal sense; throughout the chapter we refer to it in terms of both
informal and formal institutional contexts. The leading research questions sum up the
two objectives of this study: Is there a gap between persons in same-sex and mixedsex unions in terms of their social integration in 28 European countries and Israel
(RQ1)? And, to what extent does the size of this potential gap depend on differences
in country level tolerance of homosexuality (RQ2)?
This study has an explorative character because close to no research has been
done on the social integration of persons in same-sex couples based on probability
sample data, let alone in a cross-nationally comparative manner. This is certainly
related to a shortage of suitable data to set up such a design. Using randomly sampled
data from the European Social Survey (2002-2012), we make a first, systematic attempt
at mapping social integration across private and public domains of persons in samesex and mixed-sex couples in Europe. We have chosen to include a wide range of
indicators for social integration (six in total) and a large number of countries in order
to get a broad impression of the phenomenon. The countries included in the study
are Austria, Belgium, Cyprus, the Czech Republic, Denmark, Germany, Estonia, Finland,
France, Greece, Hungary, Iceland, Ireland, Israel, Italy, Latvia, Lithuania, the Netherlands,
Norway, Portugal, Romania, Slovakia, Slovenia, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, the United
Kingdom, Turkey and Ukraine. It is important to realize that the questionnaires in the
European Social Survey are completed by one person in the household, allowing us
to study one person in a couple but not both. This is not necessarily a drawback since,
in the broadest sense, we are interested in the way (in)tolerance of homosexuality
has an impact on different social outcomes for non-heterosexual individuals. Studying
individuals who are currently in a couple not only makes measuring the target group
easier,1 but it also means studying a specific subgroup who are most likely publicly
displaying their defiance of the heterosexual norm by living with a partner of the
same sex. Public visibility is central to our study of social outcomes of (in)tolerance. If
a person experiences same-sex attraction or has same-sex relationships but chooses
to conceal them, then there are possible psychological repercussions but it does not
necessarily have to play out in differences in social integration.
1 There is no consensus about the way lesbian, gay, and bisexual individuals should be identified in surveys, either
by self-assignment to identity labels (L, G or B), according to behavior (same-sex romantic/sexual relationships),
or self-reported attraction to persons of the same sex.
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Theoretical background
The varying levels of tolerance in the countries provide the framework within
which we theorize the expected mechanisms concerning social integration. It is
therefore useful to begin by elaborating on this perspective before getting into the
mechanisms. Institutions can broadly be described as “humanly devised constraints
that shape human interaction” (North, 1990, p. 3). In the literature on discrimination,
institutional or structural discrimination refers to “the totality of ways, in which
societies foster discrimination, via mutually reinforcing systems of discrimination
[...] that in turn reinforce discriminatory beliefs, values and distribution of resources”
(Berkman, Kawachi, & Glymour, 2014, p. 69). On the one hand, there are laws and
official codes of conduct, which are enforced by the state. In our case we consider
laws that touch upon the lives of persons in same-sex unions, either by protecting
them or by enabling them to live equally autonomous lives as persons in mixed-sex
unions. In other words, it is either about inhibiting or allowing same-sex couples
to access services and benefits, and about attempting to control discriminatory
behavior by mainstream society. Moreover, laws also operate at a symbolic level.
Anti-discrimination laws in housing or hiring processes will not always prevent
discrimination but they communicate support and worthiness of protection to
non-heterosexual citizens. The opportunity to seek legal justice in the case of
discriminatory acts can feel empowering, perhaps even increasing feelings of safety.
The absence of such laws might make individuals in same-sex unions feel left to their
own devices, and may hinder them in interacting freely with all members of society.
Laws can also be thought of as tangible indicators of the perceived level of tolerance
in a society. Not every person is equally susceptible to differences in the informal
institutional context. The legal framework can then function as a point of reference
when forming an opinion about how tolerant society as a whole is perceived.
On the other hand there are informal institutions, which are widely shared
norms and values that influence (the preferences of ) actors by setting standards of
appropriateness and legitimacy (Branisa, Klasen, Ziegler, Drechsler, & Jütting, 2014).
This aspect of tolerance is conceptually broader than the legal perspective because
the underlying principle of norm violation does not refer to persons in same-sex
couples only. Rather, the notion of informal institutions and possible incongruence
with individual behavior can be applied to any kind of behavior which is public
(e.g. divorce, unmarried cohabitation and single parenthood). In the present study,
we consider norms and values that refer to tolerance of homosexuality directly,
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but also two interconnected aspects, namely the degree of gender equality and
the prevalence of religiosity in a society (Kuyper et al., 2013; van den Akker, van
der Ploeg, & Scheepers, 2013). In societies where the traditional nuclear family or
traditionally defined gender roles are highly valued, homosexuality by definition
lies at the margins of the realm of the accepted. Not only do these norms influence
human behavior by setting informal rules and providing guiding principles for
everyday life (Branisa et al., 2014), but they also influence the power distribution
between actors. The relationship between societal tolerance and various social
outcomes for individuals who are members of a minority group is well studied for
immigrants, for example. Scenarios for immigrants, who are limited in their social
integration due to xenophobic sentiments in their host society (e.g. Hear, 1994), can
suggest similar consequences for openly gay individuals who live in societies which
are not accepting of homosexuality.
The formal and informal institutional contexts are theoretically closely
intertwined. In fact, we expect the two dimensions to affect social integration via the
similar causal pathways (which we will describe in the next section). Nonetheless,
we consider it useful to treat them as distinct dimensions, both in our theoretical
discussion and empirical analysis. This is for two reasons. Firstly, it is possible that
countries show divergent patterns on the two dimensions. A country could have
favorable laws for same-sex couples, whereas public acceptance is relatively low
compared to other countries with the same number of laws. It is also possible that
public opinion is favorable toward homosexuality, whereas the according laws
are not (yet) in place. To illustrate this point, Austria and Ukraine both have few
supportive laws in place, whereas people’s attitudes are far more tolerant in Austria
than in the Ukraine. Spain compares to Austria in terms of people’s attitudes, while
having far more laws supportive of persons in same-sex couples. Collapsing the
two dimensions would cover up such nuanced differences between the countries.
Secondly, the dimensions are of different nature in the sense that laws are explicitly
designed to control the behavior of individuals, whereas norms may not apply as
universally and bindingly.
We approach tolerance at the country level as opposed to personal,
interpersonal or more disaggregated geographical levels. This puts the emphasis on
the structural properties that tolerance of homosexuality can take. Such a perspective
aids in understanding that a person may have agency in reacting to obstacles
posed by intolerant institutions, yet rarely possesses the power to directly change
the situation. Whereas interpersonal discrimination can perhaps be influenced by
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confronting behavior or by seeking distance, obstacles posed by an unfavorable
institutional context are far more difficult to confront. It is important to realize that
taking such a perspective does not imply that countries are homogeneous units, i.e.,
that an entire country is either tolerant or intolerant toward homosexuality. There
is of course variety in attitudes held by the people within countries. Instead, this
institutional take on tolerance of homosexuality can be understood as highlighting
the structural nature of (in)tolerance, which inevitably touches upon all five aspects
of socially cohesive societies, namely ‘belonging, inclusion, participation, recognition
and legitimacy’ (Jenson, 1998). We now turn to elaborating on the expected
mechanisms which may cause a gap in social integration between persons in samesex and mixed-sex couples. This is done separately for the two dimensions of social
integration: integration in informal social networks; and active public participation.

Informal social networks
When thinking about the processes at play, it makes sense to make a distinction
between social ties which are informal and those that are formalized (van der Meer
& Tolsma, 2014). Arguably there is more agency in selecting members in close
(extra-familial) trust networks than there is in wider networks. It has therefore been
suggested that individuals who identify as lesbian, gay, bisexual or transgender
generally have a similar number of close intimate relationships, or strong ties in the
words of Granovetter (1973), to heterosexuals (Galupo, 2009). Yet, when it comes
to interaction with others in (semi-)public contexts such as the workplace, schools
and other wider informal circles—what Granovetter calls weak ties—a connection
with prevailing sexual stigmas is often proposed. One possible mechanism might
operate via psychological pathways. Individuals in openly gay relationships may fear
the rejection of others and choose to retreat from social interactions. In some cases,
this might occur via lowered self-esteem, which in turn is negatively linked to taking
initiatives in social situations (Baumeister, Campbell, Krueger, & Vohs, 2003). It might
also occur via more severe paths of psychological stress and depressive feelings,
which were shown to negatively impact social integration into wider communities
in a sample of urban dwellers in Spain (Gracia & Herrero, 2004). Another possible
mechanism might operate indirectly by encoding the environment with a general
message of rejection (Oswald & Holman, 2013).
While the normative climate at the societal level cannot be assumed to describe
the climate within smaller contexts such as the workplace or neighborhoods,
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personal interactions within more disaggregate contexts are embedded in the
wider institutional context. That means that even if someone does not experience
discrimination in their immediate social circles, they might be worried about it when
meeting new people, and consciously or unconsciously chose to remain within
already existing circles. Moreover, Katz, Joiner Jr and Kwon (2002) have shown that
membership in a group that is not valued in society can cause emotional distress
independent of an individual’s personal self-esteem, which in turn may hinder social
integration as suggested by Gracia and Herrero (2004). Moreover, social integration
is a two-way process and obstacles can also occur on the end of the other people. If
the overall normative climate is intolerant of homosexuality, individuals might worry
about the stigma attached to having a lesbian or gay friend (Galupo, 2015). A greater
prevalence of sexual stigma might also lead to reluctance in some heterosexuals
to interact with non-heterosexual individuals because they might worry about
becoming the target of romantic or sexual desire. This can occur in combination with
a stereotyped perception of homosexuals as “hypersexual” (Buijs et al., 2011, p. 151).
Against this background, we have formulated the following hypotheses:
H1: In formal (1a) and informal (1b) institutional contexts which are intolerant
of homosexuality, persons in same-sex couples have fewer weak ties than
persons in mixed-sex couples.
H2: There is no gap in terms of strong ties between the union types,
regardless of how tolerant the formal and informal institutional contexts are
of homosexuality.

Active public participation
In the context of public social ties, we can imagine that the above-described
mechanisms occur in a similar way. Knowing that the majority of society thinks
negatively about a social group might cause members of that group to retreat
from public life in order to minimize visibility and exposure to this negative climate.
Particularly, more formalized types of public integration such as volunteering in civic
organizations might be negatively affected if an individual in a same-sex union fails
to identify with society at large. Arguably, a minimum level of identification with
society or a sense of solidarity is required in order to be motivated to ‘give back’ to its
members. This depends of course on the type of organization, since involvement in
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LGB2 organizations could be a way to contribute to the in-group and does not require
a positive relationship with society at large. In the given data, we cannot distinguish
between these types of organizations. The question is formulated in a broad way,
merely referring to any voluntary organizations. We therefore assume that this refers
to organizations that benefit society in general. Under this assumption, we would
expect a gap in volunteering between the union types in countries with less tolerant
formal and informal institutional contexts, and no gap in volunteering in tolerant
contexts.
H3: In formal (3a) and informal (3b) institutional contexts which are intolerant
of homosexuality, persons in same-sex couples volunteer less than persons in
mixed-sex couples.
Another way to think about social integration in the public sphere is political
participation, such as involvement in political parties or voting (Reitz, Phan, &
Banerjee, 2009). On the one hand, we can imagine that persons in same-sex couples
would be more likely to get involved in a context where they are less accepted in
order to change their situation. This could become apparent in the act of voting,
which has a relatively low threshold for getting involved. In addition, there has been
a strong tradition of activism around issues of homosexuality since the late 1960s
and early 1970s, which could translate into active involvement beyond voting. We
call these the mobilizing hypotheses:
H4: In formal (4a) and informal (4b) institutional contexts which are intolerant
of homosexuality, persons in same-sex couples show higher levels of political
participation (working for a political party, voting) than persons in mixed-sex
couples.
On the other hand, if an individual does not identify with society at all, i.e.
feels disappointed by society and possibly holds doubts about the legitimacy of
the political structures in place, they might have a lower sense of political efficacy
and probably get involved less often. Perhaps an intolerant climate also comes with
limited political choices in terms of issues salient to non-heterosexual citizens, which
again might discourage participation. Moreover, while voting is an individual act,
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involvement in political parties again introduces the role of other actors to the process.
Individuals or entire organizations might not want to be associated with individuals
in same-sex unions, for example because they are concerned that the organization
might involuntarily be used to promote acceptance of homosexuality, and so hinder
their participation. Given these considerations, we have reason to expect both lower
and higher political participation among individuals in same-sex couples. In either
scenario, we would expect there to be no difference in the likelihood to get politically
involved between the union types in relatively tolerant countries. Based on the opposing
theoretical arguments, we arrive at a competing set of expectations for intolerant
contexts, which we call the alienation hypotheses:
H5: In formal (5a) and informal (5b) institutional contexts which are intolerant of
homosexuality, persons in same-sex couples show lower levels of political activity
than persons in mixed-sex couples.

Data and measurement
Data
We used data derived from six waves of the European Social Survey (ESS, 2002-2012).
The samples in the ESS were drawn randomly among persons aged 15 or older in 36
European countries and Israel; the interviews were conducted face to face. In our sample,
we selected individuals who are living together with a partner in one household, who are
between 15 and 80 years old, and whose partners are between 15 and 100 years old. The
reason for applying these age limits is that there are a number of unlikely data occurring
for respondents aged 80 and higher (e.g., extremely old or young partner, unlikely
household constellations). While potentially faulty data are generally not a big problem
in large surveys, it becomes more pertinent when looking at a population that makes
up such a small fraction of society. Finally, we deleted 223 respondents who reported
having more than one partner living in the household. Missing data on the individual
level variables showed no nested patterns and are excluded from the analyses.
In our study, we selected those 29 countries that had at least 10 persons in same-sex
couples across all ESS rounds pooled together. Kosovo and Luxemburg were excluded
because of a lack of contextual data. We chose to allow for such low numbers of persons
in same-sex couples per country in order to maximize both the number of same-sex
couples and countries in the analysis. Overall, the complete dataset of waves one to six
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contained 306,664 cases. After the selection of individuals in couples, the cleaning of the
data, and the selection of countries, we retained 153,571 persons in mixed-sex unions
and 1,624 persons in same-sex unions.

Dependent variables
Social integration in informal social networks was measured as the frequency of social
interaction (How often do you meet socially with friends, relatives or work colleagues? 1 never
- 7 every day) and the relative participation in social activities (Compared to other people of
your age, how often would you say you take part in social activities? 1 much less than most
- 5 much more than most). These were our measures for weak ties. We also measured the
number of strong ties (How many people do you have with whom you can discuss intimate
and personal matters? 0 none – 6 ten or more), which was only available for the year 2012
(ESS round 6). Active public participation was measured by having respondents indicate
their involvement in different activities in the past 12 months, namely being involved in
work for voluntary or charitable organizations (1 at least once a week - 6 never) and having
worked in a political party or action group (0 no, 1 yes) as a way of “trying to improve things
in [their country] or help prevent things from going wrong” (European Social Survey,
2014). The variable for working for a voluntary or charitable organization was only
available for the years 2006 and 2012 (ESS rounds 3 and 6). The final measure of active
participation in civil society was voting (Did you vote in the last national election? 0 no, 1
yes). All continuous dependent variables were standardized within countries, so that the
regression coefficients could be interpreted in terms of effect sizes.

Individual level predictors and controls
The main predictor at the individual level is the union type (0 mixed-sex, 1 same-sex),
which was based on direct questions about co-residing partners and their gender. In
addition, there were compositional differences between the union types that need to be
taken into account, i.e. controlled for statistically. In all analyses we controlled for gender,
age, the level of education (ISCED 0-2, ISCED 3-4, ISCED 5-6) and living in a big city (0 no,
1 yes). We included education to account for the overrepresentation of higher-educated
individuals in same-sex relationships. Lower-educated persons in same-sex relationships
are thought to be more prone to hiding their situation due to unfavorable attitudes in
their immediate environment (e.g. Janssens et al., 2003). Gay men in particular, and
to a lesser extent lesbians, often move to cities (Wimark & Östh, 2014), where social
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integration is generally lower than in rural areas. Moreover, same-sex couples have
children less often. This can mean more free time and resources for social interaction,
but it also entails a lack of social foci around childcare facilities, schools and the like (Feld,
1981).3 We controlled for having one or more children (0 no, 1 yes) in all analyses except
voting, since voting does not require a lot of time or a large network. Accordingly, we
included a control for working hours as a proxy of the amount of free time one has to
allocate to different activities in all models expect for voting. We also took into account
whether someone is a (first- or second-generation) migrant since a double-minority
status can mean that disadvantages of both groups accumulate. Depending on the type
of ethnic or cultural minority there might be a greater risk of being excluded from family
and kin relations because of having a same-sex partner (Jaspal, 2015; Jaspal & Cinnirella,
2012). Again, this control was included in all analyses except for voting, which does not
necessarily require a social network. The model for voting had a control for citizenship
status in the country of residence (0 not a citizen, 1 citizen) and a minimum age of 18 in
order to ensure eligibility to vote.

Contextual variables
At the country level, the informal institutional context was measured by a cumulative
index that combines attitudes toward homosexuality with the level of religiosity and
gender equality in a country. First, the individual level measure “Gay men and lesbians
should be free to live their own life as they wish” (1 agree strongly - 4 disagree strongly)
was standardized within the full sample and aggregated to the country level. Next,
we created an index of religiosity using three individual level measures of religious
involvement (How often do you attend religious services apart from special occasions &
How often do you often pray apart from religious service, 0 every day - 6 never) and selfreported religiosity (How religious are you? 0 very religious - 10 not at all). These three
items form a highly reliable index (Cronbach’s α = .96, averaged across all ESS rounds).4
The index was then standardized and aggregated to the country level. Gender equality
was measured by the Gender Empowerment Measure (GEM).

3 Social focus theory refers to the fact that structural features of interaction such as the workplace or the
residential area (social foci), where interactions inevitably happen more often than in a non-structured
environment, facilitate the establishment of ties. If A and B share a focus and B and C share a focus, it is likely that
A and C will share a focus.
⁴ ESS round 1: α = .97, ESS round 2: α =.95, ESS round 3: α = .96, ESS round 4: α = .97, ESS round 5: α = .97, ESS
round 6: α = .93
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Finally, all three components were added up into one single cumulative index of the
informal institutional context. We chose to include religiosity and gender equality
in the measure because they are both closely related to tolerance of homosexuality
(Kuyper et al., 2013). They can therefore enhance our ability to measure the normative
climate toward homosexuality. Gender equality was included because it reflects
emancipation from traditional gender roles, which in turn is beneficial for individuals
who defy gender norms by having a partner of the same sex. Religiosity was included
in the measure because historically, the largest and most influential religious
denominations in Europe were officially opposed to homosexuality. The overall
measure of the informal institutional context showed good internal consistency
(Cronbach’s α = .80).5 The formal institutional context was measured by a continuous
variable counting the number of supportive and protective laws in a country (range
0 - 9). The data were compiled from annual reports (2008 – 2014) by the International
Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Trans and Intersex Association (ILGA). The laws included were:
prohibition of discrimination based on sexuality in the workplace, constitutional
prohibition of discrimination based on sexuality, the prohibition of incitement to
hatred, the recognition of hate crimes based on sexual orientation as aggravating
circumstance, equal age of consent for homosexual and heterosexual acts between
consenting adults, adoption rights for same-sex couples, and marriage being open to
same-sex couples. We mean-centered this variable so that the marginal effects could
be interpreted more easily.

Analyses
Potential differences in social integration between the union types were explored by
multilevel regression models using Stata13. Multilevel models explicitly account for
the fact that persons who live in the same country have a greater chance of being alike
than persons from different countries because they are nested in a common context.
The frequency of social interaction, the participation in social activities, the number of
strong ties and working for a voluntary or charitable organization were analyzed using
a linear multilevel model. The remaining two outcome variables, working for political
party and voting, are binary and therefore analyzed with multilevel logit models.

⁵ ESS round 1: α = .78, ESS round 2: α =.83, ESS round 3: α = .82, ESS round 4: α = .83, ESS round 5: α = .80, ESS
round 6: α = .75
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1,521 0.828 0.377

151,085 0.045 0.207

145,871 0.828 0.377

Work for political party

2.025 1.620

Citizenship

Working hours

Big city

151,232

1,624 0.437 0.496

151,571 0.544 0.498

151,546 0.170 0.375

Child/ren

Migration background

1,624 0.184 0.388

1,624 46.11 14.68

151,571 0.519 0.500

151,571 49.16 14.54

1,624 0.425 0.495

484

3.107 1.372

Female

2.147 1.686

243

Age

Independent variables

Voting

1,617 0.052 0.226

48,432

Volunteering

2.758 1.402

25,079

Strong ties

1,601 2.723 0.909

148,581 2.705 0.915

Social activities

1,621 4.779 1.520

150,951 4.738 1.547

Social interaction

Dependent variables

SD

N

Mean

Same-sex couples

SD

N

Mean

Mixed-sex couples

0 – 84

0–1

0–1

0–1

15 – 80

0–1

0–1

0–1

1–6

0–6

1–5

1–7

Range

Table 5.1 Means, standard deviations, range and coding of the variables used in the analyses

Are you a citizen of [country]? (0 no, 1 yes)

Hours worked per week incl. overtime (12h * 7 days max)

Which best describes the area where you live? (0 other, 1 big city)

0 no, 1 yes (incl. 2nd generation); by combining country of birth of
respondent, mother and father.

Children living at home or not (0 no, 1 yes)

0 male, 1 female

Did you vote in the last national election? (0 no, 1 yes)

During the last 12 months, have you worked in a political party or
action group? (0 no, 1 yes)

How often in the past 12 months have you been involved in work
for voluntary or charitable organizations? 1 at least once a week - 6
never (only round 3 & 6)

How many people, if any, are there with whom you can discuss intimate and personal matters? 0 none – 6 ten or more (only round 6)

Compared to other people of your age, how often would you say you
take part in social activities? 1 much less than most - 5 much more
than most

How often do you meet socially with friends, relatives or work colleagues? 1 never - 7 every day

Variable description
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29

Informal institutional context

Source: European Social Survey 2002-2012.

29

Formal institutional context

2.000
1.000

0
0

126,852 0.290 0.454

low

Contextual variables

126,852 0.286 0.452

126,852 0.423 0.494

high
1,286 0.247 0.431

1,286 0.418 0.493

1,286 0.335 0.472

SD

N

Mean

Same-sex couples

SD

N

Mean

Mixed-sex couples

medium

Table 5.1 Continued

ISCED 0 – 2

ISCED 3 – 4

ISCED 5 – 6

Variable description

-3.1 – 1.6 Cumulative index of five variables

-4.3 – 4.7 Number of supportive laws, centered. Source: ILGA-reports 2008-14

0–1

0–1

0–1

Range
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First, we estimated baseline models for each variable (i.e., empty model without
any predictors) to explore how much of the variance in the dependent variables resides
at the individual and at the contextual levels (M0). Next, we included union type as a
single predictor for each of our six outcome variables (M1). Thereby, we controlled for
relevant individual level characteristics and include dummies for countries and survey
years. The country dummies hold constant all variance associated with countryspecific characteristics, which are static over time. The survey year dummies account
for developments that change over time for all respondents, regardless of in which
country they live. This helps to better isolate differences in social integration, which are
only associated with the variables of interest. In the next model, we added the country
level variable measuring the formal institutional context and a cross-level interaction
of this variable with the union type (M2). The final model included the country level
variable measuring the informal institutional context and a cross-level interaction of this
variable with the union type (M3). In the presence of the country dummies in the model,
the cross-level interaction can be interpreted as showing the gap in social integration
between the union types at different levels of tolerance. We refrained from analyzing
the two measures of tolerance in the same model due to their theoretical and empirical
overlap. In additional analyses we also controlled for the acceptance of homosexuality at
the regional level, which did not affect our findings.

Figure 5.1 Country-level correlation between the formal and informal institutional context across
29 countries

112

SOCIAL INTEGRATION AND ITS LINK WITH TOLERANCE OF HOMOSEXUALITY

Results
Before we examine the regression results, we take a look at the distribution of the
contextual measures in the sample. The formal and informal institutional contexts are
positively correlated (r = .74). We can see in figure 5.1 that the measures converge in
most countries, i.e. high scores on the informal dimension coincide with high scores
on the formal dimension (and low scores with low scores). There is however some
divergence, for example Romania and Turkey. This confirms our theoretical notion that
the two dimensions are closely intertwined, even overlapping, yet distinct.
Our hierarchical modeling strategy implies that part of the variance in the
dependent variables lies at the country level, which we expect to be explained by our
institutional context measures. We therefore begin by reporting the amount of the
variance residing at the country level from the empty models (M0) for each outcome
variable. Beginning with the informal social network measures, we see that for social
interaction with friends, colleagues and relatives and the number of strong ties, about
13% of the variance lies at the country level. This is a relatively large share given that
a design with a large number of individuals and relatively few contextual cases would
already consider 5% of variance at the contextual level to be substantial (van der Meer,
2010). About 4% of self-reported participation in social activities relative to others of
the same age can be explained by cross-country variation. For volunteering, working
for a political party and voting, 8%, 7% and 11% of the variance is located at the county
level, respectively. It becomes clear that the social integration patterns within countries
are at least partially influenced by shared experiences within national borders. The
largest share of the variance, however, resides at the individual level. This confirms that a
multilevel modeling strategy is appropriate to investigate social integration in this study
since it allows us to explicitly model the interplay of the micro and the macro levels.

Table 5.2 Variance decomposition of the empty baseline multilevel regression models: country and
individual level variance
Social
interaction

Social
activities

Strong
ties

Volunteering

Working for
polit. party

Voting

Country level

12.8%

3.9%

12.5%

8.2%

6.7%

11.0%

Individual level

87.2%

96.1%

87.5%

91.8%

93.3%

89.0%

Source: European Social Survey 2002-2012.
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Regression results informal social networks
We begin by looking at the main effect of being in a same-sex union on two dimensions
of an individual’s informal social network, namely their weak ties (frequency of social
interaction, participation in social activities) and their strong ties (table 5.3). We find that,
on average, persons in same-sex couples socially interact slightly less often with friends,
colleagues and relatives than persons in mixed-sex couples (b = -.049, p < .10, M1). Yet,
given the fact that any effect below .10 is considered small (Cohen, 1988), this effect is not
very substantive. With regard to taking part in social activities relative to peers, we find no
significant difference between the union types.
Turning to the effect of being in a same-sex union on strong ties, there is also no
significant difference between the unions. The sign of the coefficient is positive (b = .047,
p > .100, M1), unlike the two coefficients for the weak ties measures. Even though we
find no substantial differences between the union types in M1, we move on to looking
at the proposed interaction effects with the contextual measures. The small size, or the
absence, of main effects may be the result of context dependency, e.g. positive effects in
rather tolerant countries and negative effects in less tolerant countries, which cancel each
other out. For the frequency of social interaction, we find no significant interaction effect
with either the formal (M2) or the informal institutional context (M3). In both models, the
small main effect of being in a same-sex union remains relatively stable, suggesting that
persons in same-sex unions socially interact somewhat less often with friends, relatives or
colleagues than persons in mixed-sex couples, regardless of how tolerant the institutional
context is.
Next, we examine whether the institutional context causes differences in the
participation of persons in same-sex and mixed-sex couples in social activities relative to
their peers. There is a small negative interaction effect between being in a same-sex union
and the formal institutional context (b = -.034, p < .05, M2). The negative sign suggests that
persons in same-sex couples participate less often in social activities compared to others
of the same age in countries where the legal context is more supportive. Even though
the effect size is relatively small, this is against our expectations in hypothesis 1a. There is
no significant interaction effect with the informal institutional context, yet the sign is also
negative (b = -.041, p > .10, M3). Overall, this refutes both hypotheses 1a and 1b, which
expected persons in same-sex couples to participate more often in social activities in
more supportive countries.
In hypothesis two, we expressed the expectation that the number of strong ties is
not context-dependent. However, we do observe a significant negative interaction effect
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of being in a same-sex union with both the formal (b = -.094, p < .10, M2) and informal
institutional contexts (-.184, p < .10). In these models, we also observe a significant positive
main effect of being in a same-sex union. This suggests that, in a country with an average
number of protective laws in place and an averagely tolerant informal institutional
context, persons in same-sex unions have more strong ties than persons in mixed-sex
couples (b = .203, p < .10, M2 and b = .128, p < .05, M3, respectively). If we calculate the
effect size of being in a same-sex union on strong ties in the least supportive formal and
informal institutional contexts, we see effects of .605 and .585, respectively.6 These are
sizable. Turning to the highly tolerant institutional contexts, this gap cannot be found.
Instead, persons in same-sex couples report having slightly fewer strong ties than those
in mixed-sex couples (-.241 and -.101, respectively). This leads us to reject hypothesis two.

Table 5.3 Multi-level regression models of informal social networks on union type and tolerance:
regression coefficients and standard errors
Model

Coefficient

M1

Same-sex

M2

Same-sex
Formal IC
Same-sex *
Formal IC

M3

N same-sex

Social activities

Strong ties

-.049†

-.023

.047

(.025)

(.025)

(.061)

-.043

†

-.007

.203†

(.026)

(.026)

(.105)

.002

.001

.012

(.004)

(.004)

(.011)

-.012

-.034*

-.094†

(.014)

(.014)

(.050)

Same-sex

-.048†

-.012

.128†

(.026)

(.026)

(.076)

Informal IC

.158***

.034

.020

(.025)

(.025)

(.018)

.006

-.041

-.148†

Same-sex *
Informal IC
N total

Social interaction

(.027)

(.027)

(.076)

133,448

133,745

22,864

1,449

1,438

229

Notes: b-coefficients can be interpreted as effect sizes as y variables were standardized; standard errors in
parentheses; IC = institutional context. † p < .10, * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001.
Source: European Social Survey 2002-2012.

⁶ The effect size at different levels of the institutional context is calculated in the following way:
bx same-sex + (b(xsame-sex *xinstitutional context) *value of xinstitutional context
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Regression results for public participation
Next, we examine social integration in the public realm by comparing levels of
volunteering and political participation. Persons in same-sex couples are on average
somewhat less involved in work for voluntary or charitable organizations that persons
in mixed-sex couples (b = .127, P < .01, M1). Additional analyses show that this effect
is mainly driven by men in same-sex couples. For women the effect is far weaker
and not significant. The significance test for women has to be viewed with caution
though, since this could also be a power issue due to the lower number of female
observations in same-sex unions. When it comes to the remaining two aspects,
working for a political party and voting, there is no significant difference between
the union types. Nonetheless, we will briefly discuss the direction of the coefficients
in order to get an idea of the distribution in the sample. Even though these results
are not generalizable to a larger population, it is interesting to note that same-sex
unions in this sample are 20% more likely to work for a political party compared
to mixed-sex unions. The coefficient for voting is close to a value of one, implying
that there is indeed no difference in participation in national elections between the
union types in this sample. As mentioned previously, it is still fruitful to examine
the cross-level interactions since the absence of main effects may be brought about
by the context dependency of the effects. In hypotheses 3a and 3b, we formulated
the expectation that same-sex unions would volunteer less than mixed-sex unions
if the formal and informal institutional context are less tolerant. However, we find
no evidence in support of this claim. For the remaining two variables, which look
at political participation, we expected differences in a less tolerant climate. Thereby
we left the direction of such a gap open. Again, we find no differences between the
union types when it comes to the influence of the context on their political behavior.
Also when looking at the coefficient sizes and directions, we find no evidence that
there are any meaningful differences between the union types when it comes to the
effect of the institutional context on their political behavior.
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Table 5.4 Multi-level regression models of formal social networks on union type and tolerance:
regression coefficients/odds ratios and standard errors
Model

Coefficient

M1

Same-sex

M2

Volunteering

Same-sex

Formal IC
Same-sex *
Formal IC
M3

Same-sex
Informal IC
Same-sex *
Informal IC

N total
N same-sex

Working for
political party (OR)

Voting (OR)

-.121*

1.194

.975

(.048)

(.135)

(.073)

-.126*

1.184

.973

(.060)

(.137)

(.073)

-.039***

.971

1.022†

(.010)

(.019)

(.012)

.003

1.018

1.015

(.032)

(.065)

(.044)

-.118*

.157

.972

(.054)

(.137)

(.073)

.080†

1.153

.965

(.044)

(.135)

(.070)

-.005

1.144

1.051

(.054)

(.140)

(.082)

43,711

151,732

146,368

443

1,445

1,513

Notes: B-coefficients can be interpreted as effect sizes as y variables were standardized; OR (= odds ratios);
standard errors in parentheses; IC = institutional context. † p < .10, * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001.
Source: European Social Survey 2002-2012.

Discussion and conclusions
Social integration, understood as positive social relations and active participation in
society, has been linked to many advantages for both individuals and societies at large.
In this chapter, we examined differences in social integration between persons in
same-sex and mixed-sex couples in countries with varying levels of tolerance toward
homosexuality. More precisely, we compared the union types in terms of their informal
social networks and their public participation with the aim of uncovering possible
marginalization and exclusion. This study is the first to apply randomly sampled crossnational data to this issue. Overall, we find little evidence that persons in same-sex
couples differ from persons in mixed-sex couples in the number of strong ties and
their level of volunteering. Among most indicators of social integration, we find no
difference between persons in same-sex and mixed-sex couples.
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The most striking finding in the present study is that related to the contextdependent gap in strong ties between the union types. We find that persons in
same-sex couples have a clear advantage in the number of persons with whom they
discuss intimate matters compared to those in mixed-sex couples, in the countries
which are least supportive of homosexuality. In highly supportive institutional
contexts, persons in same-sex couples report having slightly fewer strong ties than
persons in mixed-sex couples. This finding may be indicative of a larger necessity to
build a network of trusted persons in less tolerant contexts. Of course, the quantity
of ties is no direct evidence for the quality of those relationships (i.e., someone
could have few but important intimate ties). Yet, this finding suggests that close
relationships are actively built as a source of resilience when the wider social context
is not tolerant of homosexuality.
With regard to the weak ties, the findings are mixed. In countries where there
is an average level of support for homosexuality expressed in formal and informal
institutions, persons in same-sex couples socially interact with friends, colleagues
and relatives somewhat less often than persons in mixed-sex couples. Yet, they do
not feel that they participate in social activities less often than others of their age.
A small interaction effect with the formal institutional context suggests that a more
supportive legal context comes with somewhat lower participation in social activities
among persons in same-sex couples. The size of the effect is relatively small, yet it
suggests a similar tendency as observed for strong ties. The interpretation of the
effects for weak ties is complicated by the fact that the measures are not precise
about the nature of the ties. In fact, by referring to ‘friends, colleagues and relatives’
they might capture a mix between strong and weak ties. Especially the distinction
between extended family members and colleagues on the one hand and friends on
the other could be an important one. Same-sex couples may for example chose to
hide their situation at work but not among friends. Moreover, friends are generally
chosen relatively freely, whereas there is of course less agency involved in choosing
work colleagues and relatives. We also do not know whether these ties are with
selected persons who are either supportive of same-sex couples or who are sexual
minorities themselves. If the difference between the union types’ integration merely
lies in the type of ties but not in the number, this study was not able to capture that.
Van der Meer and Tolsma (2014) highlight the importance of carefully answering the
question “Who is connected to whom, where, and how?” (p. 461). Future research is
needed to address this limitation of the current study.
We also examined potential differences in volunteering and political

118

SOCIAL INTEGRATION AND ITS LINK WITH TOLERANCE OF HOMOSEXUALITY

participation. It appears that persons in same-sex couples volunteer less on average
than persons in mixed-sex couples, but we find no evidence that there is any gap
between the union types in terms of working for political parties or voting. Only
the positive direction of the (non-significant) coefficients for active participation in
political parties hints that the activism hypothesis might be somewhat more plausible
than the alienation hypothesis. From research in the field of migration, we know that
factors such as group identification and perceived group-based deprivation and
discrimination can play an important role in the political participation of minority
groups (Kranendonk, Vermeulen, & van Heelsum, 2018). Especially in intolerant
contexts we would therefore have expected differences in political participation
between the union types. One possible explanation for the fact that we do not
find an effect may be that both alienation and activation processes are at play,
simultaneously. Persons in same-sex couples are not a homogenous group, after all.
Differences in personality and individual experiences may activate one mechanism
over the other in different persons. Another reason may be connected to possible
selection of well-adjusted persons in same-sex couples in the survey data.
Selection bias may, in fact, be one reason why the effects we find in this study
are small for some variables and entirely absent for others. Persons in same-sex
couples might be afraid of stigmatization and therefore chose to hide their situation
from the interviewer in face-to-face interviews of the European Social Survey. If
predominantly the confident and well-adjusted persons in same-sex relationships
chose to be open about their situation, who in turn might show higher levels of social
integration, the most isolated are not captured. The result is an underestimation of
the difference in social integration between persons in same-sex and mixed-sex
couples. This might arguably be a bigger problem in less tolerant countries, resulting
in selection bias of fewer and particularly well-integrated persons in these countries.
If this selection problem is correlated to tolerance of homosexuality in a country, this
could be the reason why we find no association between a social integration gap
and country level tolerance.
Another reason, why the effects are relatively small or absent in this study, may
be linked to coding errors in the survey data. The numerically small group of samesex couples is easily inflated when mixed-sex couples are accidentally classified as
same-sex couples on the basis of errors in the gender variable. A few wrongly coded
mixed-sex couples can drive up the average level of social integration in the small
group of same-sex couples, which results in an underestimation of the difference
between the groups. In chapter 2 of this dissertation, I have illustrated that this likely
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applies to the European Social Survey.
The direction of both these biases (selection bias and possible coding errs)
does not pose a substantive threat in cases where I do find an effect. It would merely
mean that the gap is likely even bigger than the one we detect. In other words, we
do not run risk of making wrong substantive conclusions by falsely accepting the
hypotheses. Yet, the direction of these biases are a problem when we find no effect,
as is the case with political participation. We might incorrectly refute the hypotheses
and conclude that there is no effect, while really there is. Unfortunately, there is no
way to separate this possibility from the actual absence of an effect.
Possible coding errors are incredibly difficult to detect when the data
collection is completed. The same applies to possible selection bias. One way to
address a selection of particularly well adjusted persons in same-sex relationships
in intolerant countries could be to study contexts that are already relatively tolerant.
While limiting the analysis in the present study to relatively tolerant countries would,
of course, lead to a loss of variation on our key variable, this topic may lend itself to
within-country studies on lower levels of aggregation (e.g., regions, municipalities or
neighborhoods). This is addressed in the two following chapters of this dissertation,
where I zoom in on social integration in Dutch neighborhoods and the composition
of personal networks of lesbian women, gay men and heterosexuals in the
Netherlands.
Overall, this chapter is a first systematic mapping of social integration of
persons in same-sex couples by using cross-nationally comparative non-probability
data. We have highlighted the necessity of studying the relationship of nontraditional unions, and same-sex couples in particular, to their social environment.
We have considered the totality of their social integration, namely private informal
social ties and their active involvement in voluntary associations and politics, in
order to highlight the larger relevance of this study to the debate on social cohesion.
We have shown that there are differences between the union types when it comes to
the number of strong ties and formal volunteering. These differences have emerged
despite the threats to data quality, which could lead us to underestimate differences
between the groups. That shows that there is a need for closer investigation, but it
also clearly illustrates the limits of currently available data.
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PART III
ZOOMING IN ON THE NETHERLANDS

Chapter 6
Social Integration into the Neighbourhood1
Introduction
In this paper we analyse the conditions under which lesbians, gay men and
bisexuals (LGBs)2 in the Netherlands are enabled to relate positively to their
residential environment. Building on established insights from the sexual minority
literature, we examine the conditions under which social integration of LGBs into
their neighbourhood is facilitated across different municipalities. Thereby, we
examine the role that acceptance of homosexuality within the municipalities plays.
In order to uncover potential structural obstacles to social integration, we study
LGBs comparatively by including heterosexuals as reference group. A large body of
sociological studies has emphasized the importance of the cultural climate (often at
the country level) for individual well-being when studying behaviour which either
aligns or is at odds with dominant norms in society. Getting divorced in countries
where divorce is relatively common versus countries where this is less common
(Kalmijn, 2009) or being childless in countries that vary in terms of their pervasiveness
of pro-natalist norms (Huijts, Kraaykamp, & Subramanian, 2013) are such examples;
the negative effects on well-being are smaller in contexts that are more accepting of
divorce and childlessness, respectively. In this study we examine to what extent this
principle can be translated to (potential) differences in social integration between
LGBs in the Netherlands. Prior research showed that acceptance of homosexuality
on the country level has consequences for social dimensions of well-being for
persons who are in same-sex relationships (Fischer, Kalmijn, & Steinmetz, 2016).
In this study we zoom in on smaller contextual units, namely municipalities. The

1 A version of this chapter is currently under review at an international journal as:
Fischer, M.M., Kalmijn, M. & Steinmetz, S. (2018). The Social Integration of Lesbians, Gay Men and Bisexuals:
Exploring the Role of the Municipal Context.
2 We measure sexual orientation on the basis of a question about attraction to men, women or both sexes. We
acknowledge that sexual orientation, attraction and sexual behavior do not have to coincide. For reasons of
comprehensiveness we use sexual orientation, sexual identity labels (i.e., gay, lesbian, bisexual) and same-sex/
opposite-sex attraction interchangeably throughout the text.
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advantage of testing this principle on a more disaggregate level is that we can do
justice to the variation within countries, which could arguably be more relevant to
individuals’ daily experiences. The leading research questions read: is there a gap in
social integration between LGBs compared to heterosexuals in Dutch municipalities?
And to what extent can characteristics of the municipalities account for variations in this
social integration gap?
The Netherlands is an interesting case to examine such differences as the
country is highly diverse despite its small geographic scale. Religiosity and church
attendance vary strongly across municipalities. In 2006, the proportion of nonreligious persons ranged from 3% to 80% across municipalities (Schmeets, 2009,
p. 129). Accordingly, attitudes towards social and political issues, social cohesion
and life styles vary as well (Schmeets, 2009). While the people in the Netherlands
are relatively accepting of homosexuality in international comparison the society
is internally polarized. There is a clear geographical component to this divide: the
Protestant north is traditionally more conservative on issues such as same-sex
marriage than the predominantly Catholic south; people in the highly urbanized
centres are more accepting of homosexuality than individuals in the rural areas.
Moreover, the municipality of Amsterdam has a longstanding LGBT3 history (Aldrich,
2004) and is often perceived a very liberal place within the Netherlands and Europe.
To our knowledge, there are no studies to date that have systematically
compared social integration between LGBs and heterosexuals on a large scale. This
can partially be explained by the scarcity of suitable data to make such comparisons.
Another reason is that sexual orientation is still not widely recognized as a factor that
stratifies individuals’ lives in quantitative sociological studies, despite evidence from
studies of (mental) health related issues (Felson & Adamczyk, 2017; Meyer, 2003;
Reczek, Liu, & Spiker, 2016) and economic (Blandford, 2003; Mize, 2016) and social
inequalities (Fischer et al., 2016; Kertzner et al., 2009). In this paper, we examine
the social realm by studying individuals’ social integration into the neighbourhood
using four waves of the Dutch Safety Monitor (2012-2015). These data are especially
suited to study a numerically small group such as LGBs due to its large sample size.
The relationship between sexual orientation and social integration is explored using
a multilevel framework which allows studying these individual level outcomes in
relation to the municipal context.

3 Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual and Trans (LGBT). Note throughout the remaining text we refer to LGBs only as no trans
respondents are included in the study.
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Theory and hypotheses
We study social integration into the neighbourhood as one component of overall
individual well-being (Gallagher, Lopez, & Preacher, 2009). The central notion of
social well-being is that people rely on relationships with others to realize wellbeing goals (Volker et al., 2006). This includes having positive relationships, feeling
accepted by others and receiving affirmation for one’s behaviours. In this study
we focus on social integration into one domain, namely the neighbourhood. The
neighbourhood is a geographically proximate site of potential social contact
and, as a social focus in the sense of Feld (1981), it provides structure to people’s
daily experiences and interactions. Differences across municipalities in attitudes
surrounding homosexuality, gender roles and family values provide the cultural
framework within which we theorize the expected differences in social integration
between LGBs and heterosexuals. The premise that a conflict with dominant social
norms surrounding homosexuality can have negative outcomes for LGBs has been
coined the minority stress model in the field of public health studies (Meyer, 2003).
We build on this model in our current study. Where Meyer (2003) emphasizes the
specificity of stress factors to LGBs, we take a broader sociological perspective by
including a range of aspects relevant to the lives of LGBs. Discrimination can be direct
and overt on the basis of homophobic attitudes, but we argue that it often also takes
on subtler forms rooted in traditional beliefs about gender roles and family values.
Therefore, we consider not only societal attitudes towards homosexuality but also
the prevalence of traditional gender roles and family values, gender equality and the
degree of religiosity of people in a municipality.
In order to better understand the aspects of the social environment which
facilitate LGBs in relating positively to the presumably heterosexual majority in
their neighbourhoods, we examine two possible hypotheses: a cultural and a social
hypothesis. Beginning with the cultural hypothesis, we identify three underlying
explanations how the liberal or conservative cultural climate surrounding
homosexuality can influence social integration of LGBs. First, in conservative
municipalities same-sex attracted individuals may retreat from social interaction,
consciously or unconsciously, in order to avoid negative reactions by others. This
does not have to involve negative interpersonal encounters, such as discriminatory
comments or behaviours. Rather members of a devalued social group might expect
rejection simply by being aware of a generally negative climate towards them (Katz
et al., 2002; Meyer, 2003; Oswald et al., 2010) and alter their actions accordingly.
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The explanation operates indirectly via a psychological pathway. Individuals can
internalize stigma about their same-sex orientation and begin to experience their
identity as tainted. This will negatively impact psychological well-being (Meyer,
2003). Low psychological well-being, in turn, is closely intertwined with all other
aspects of well-being (Gallagher et al., 2009) and can result in less contact with
others (e.g., Gracia & Herrero, 2004). The third explanation focuses on the behaviour
of other residents in the neighbourhood rather than that of the LGB individual.
Social integration is a two-way street, which can be hampered through exclusion
by others. Attempts to foster contact with other residents in the neighbourhood
should be met with reciprocity if we are to consider it social integration. This is not
a given in a context which is conservative, where heterosexual residents may not
want to be associated with LGBs. Residents may fear stigma by association (Kulik,
Bainbridge, & Cregan, 2008; Pryor, Reeder, & Monroe, 2012) and accompanying
social sanctions such as exclusion or ridicule. As a consequence, they might prefer
to avoid contact with those individuals who are (suspected to be) lesbian, gay or
bisexual. In light of these possible explanations, we expect that when the cultural
climate in a municipality is more conservative, LGBs will be less integrated into the
neighbourhood compared to heterosexuals (cultural hypothesis).
Since we are dealing with relatively small geographical units in this study (i.e.,
Dutch municipalities), the social environment may be relevant to studying social
integration among LGBs, as well. Examining the social environment in addition to the
cultural context may be particularly relevant when dealing with geographical units,
which are located within larger relatively accepting contexts (like the Netherlands
internationally). We therefore examine a social explanation alongside the cultural
explanation guided by three possible theoretical explanations. First, there might be
a direct behavioural pathway. A larger population of LGBs in a municipality can have
an effect on social integration through increased in-group contact opportunities.
This can be relevant on an interpersonal level in establishing in-group friendships
and for finding romantic partners in the area (Blau & Schwartz, 1984). Second, there
might be an indirect effect via a psychological pathway. In municipalities where
relatively few LGBs live the visibility of LGB persons, same-sex couples and samesex headed families is arguably lower than in municipalities where many LGBs live.
Theoretically, if higher numbers and visibility of LGBs increase the opportunity for
individual LGBs to identify with a group of LGBs, then social identification theory
suggests increased self-regarding attitudes and higher mental health for these
individual (see e.g., Hughes, Kiecolt, Keith, & Demo, 2015). In organizational settings,
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Kanter’s (1977) theory of tokenism similarly suggests that positive psychological
outcomes among members of a numerical (and stigmatized) minority are to
be gained through increased in-group size. A higher share of other LGBs within
municipalities may therefore allow individual LGBs to relate to others like oneself
and feeling less isolated or different from the heterosexual majority. Increased
psychological wellbeing then in turn benefits the social dimension of well-being.
Third, the group size can also be relevant on a more structural level since a larger
group of LGBs is more likely to be catered by LGB-oriented facilities (bars, sports
clubs, etc.), which can make LGBs feel less excluded overall. In addition, the visibility
of a larger LGB population might operate in opposing ways according to contact and
conflict theory (Pettigrew, Tropp, Wagner, & Christ, 2011). On the one hand, visibility
can create familiarity and contribute to the overall acceptance of homosexuality; on
the other hand, visibility can also spark backlash and make LGBs more vulnerable
to negative attitudes and public harassment. Yet overall, the theoretical evidence
regarding psychological, behavioural and structural mechanisms largely points
into the direction of a positive relationship between the group size and social
integration. Against this background, we expect that LGBs will be less integrated
into the neighbourhood compared to heterosexuals when the share of LGBs in a
municipality is smaller (social hypothesis).
When examining social integration into the neighbourhood in relation to the
municipality level, we are dealing with a higher risk of selectivity since individuals
can move around and select themselves into liberal municipalities. Regardless of the
motives for moving, however, we expect an effect of the cultural and social climate
in municipalities on social integration into the neighbourhood of same-sex attracted
individuals once they take up residence there. The relevance of the social and cultural
context of the current residence is supported by a recent study showing that LGBs
living in New York, who have migrated from areas of low social acceptance within
the United States and across the world, do not display any lingering mental health
disadvantages compared to the non-migrant LGB population (Felson & Adamczyk,
2017). In assessing the joint effect of sexual orientation and the cultural and social
context on social integration, other variables have to be taken into account, notably
sex, age, ethnicity, education, employment status, having children and marital
status. Age, sex and education are thought be related both to a willingness to
report same-sex attraction (Janssens et al., 2003) and influence social integration
into the neighbourhood (Campbell & Lee, 1990). Ethnicity becomes relevant when
membership of multiple minority groups overlaps and result in unique challenges
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to social integration. Having children and being married are both important factors
when it comes to neighbourhood integration and LGBs have (had) unequal access to
both family and union formation.

Data and measures
The individual level data stem from four waves of the Dutch Safety Monitor (2012-15,
pooled), an annual large-scale survey among individuals aged 15 years and older.
The topics in the survey focus on safety issues, experiences of violence and crime
but also neighbourhood integration relevant to this study. For this study we limited
the pool of respondents to respondents who are 21 years and older to ensure we are
dealing with adults. The questionnaires of the Safety Monitor are completed either
online or with paper and pencil. Testing our hypotheses requires the combination
of the individual level survey data with external data sources that measure the
municipal context. We have identified two suitable data sources from which we
can aggregate individual level attitudinal data to the municipal level, namely the
first wave of the Netherlands Longitudinal Life course Study (NELLS, 2009) and
the first wave of the Netherlands Kinship Panel Study (NKPS, 2004). Neither of the
surveys covers all municipalities that are covered in the Dutch Safety Monitor. That
means choosing each of these data sources will result in a sub-selection of the
municipalities, which are covered in the NELLS or NKPS. In the NELLS, municipalities
were selected quasi-randomly so that they are distributed across three geographical
regions and four degrees of urbanization (see De Graaf et al., 2010). The urbanizationstratification ensures the inclusion of rather small non-urban municipalities, which
would be numerically underrepresented in a truly random sample. As the selection
of municipalities is not entirely random, generalizations to the Netherlands as
a whole on the basis of this sample should be made with caution. The NKPS is a
larger survey than the NELLS and includes randomly sampled municipalities. This
allows to generalize the findings to all 380 municipalities in the Netherlands. Both
the NELLS and the NKPS sample have distinct advantages and limitations. Knowing
that multilevel estimates can be sensitive to the selection of contextual units, we
opt to analyse both samples. This results in two analytical samples on which we test
our cultural and social hypotheses. First, we selected those 31 municipalities in the
Dutch Safety Monitor which are also covered in the NELLS in order to combine it
with the contextual (i.e., aggregated individual level) data from the NELLS (sample
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1). Four municipalities were excluded because fewer than ten same-sex attracted
individuals could be identified. Secondly, we selected those 74 municipalities in
the Safety Monitor which are also covered in the NKPS and linked the aggregated
individual level data to the Safety Monitor (sample 2). This strategy allowed us to
examine the robustness of findings by comparing results in both samples. There is
an overlap of 18 municipalities; the remaining municipalities are unique to the two
samples.

Dependent variable
We work with a scale of social integration into the neighbourhood which is made
up of five items. Respondents indicated the degree to which they agree with the
statements ‘I feel at home with the people who live in the neighbourhood’, ‘I have a lot
of contact with other residents in the neighbourhood’, ‘People in the neighbourhood
barely know each other’, ‘The people in the neighbourhood get along well’ and ‘I
live in a nice neighbourhood where people help each other and do things together’
(agree strongly, agree, neither agree nor disagree, disagree, disagree strongly). The
items correlate highly with each other (α = .851 sample 1, α = .856 sample 2), which
lends support to our decision of treating them as one scale of social integration into
the neighbourhood. The answer categories were recoded into one direction where
a higher score indicates higher levels of integration. The items were added up and
then the scale was standardized so that regression coefficients of predictors can be
interpreted as effect sizes.

Individual level variables
The main independent variable on the individual level is sexual orientation measured
by the question “To which sex do you feel attracted to?”. The three answer possibilities
were: Would you say 1) ‘that you feel mostly/exclusively attracted to men’, 2) ‘that
you feel attracted to both men and women’, or 3) ‘that you feel mostly/exclusively
attracted to women’. We combined this variable with the sex of the respondent.
Individuals who report being mostly or exclusively attracted to the opposite sex
are classified as heterosexuals. Individuals who report being attracted to both sexes
(bisexuals) and those mostly or exclusively attracted to the same sex (lesbians, gays)
fall into one category (0 heterosexual, 1 LGBs). We made the decision to pool LGs and
Bs in order to maximize statistical power of the relatively small group. We control
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for age (mean-centred in analyses), the level of education (0 up to upper-secondary
(ISCED 1-3), 1 post-secondary non-tertiary (ISCED 4-5), 2 tertiary (ISCED 6-8)) and
whether someone is unemployed (0 no, 1 yes). Activity statuses such as student,
homemaker, pensioner and being unable to work fall into the zero category. We also
take the family situation into account by controlling for being in a legal union such
as marriage or registered partnership (0 no, 1 yes) and whether a child under the age
of 15 years is living in the household (0 no, 1 yes). Finally, we control for the ethnicity
of the respondent based on whether (one or both parents of ) the respondent was
born abroad (0 Dutch, 1 Western, 2 non-Western).

Municipality-level variables
The informal institutional context on the municipal level is made up of five
components, which all stem from aggregated individual level data from the NELLS for
sample 1 and from the NKPS for sample 2. In both surveys, we identified comparable
items that measure five core components of the cultural context. We focus on the
answers of Dutch natives only, because respondents with a non-Western ethnic
background were oversampled in the NELLS. Focusing on Dutch natives makes
the two data sources comparable. It may mean that the attitudes are estimated
more liberal than they are. All individual items making up the components were
recoded so that a high score indicates liberal attitudes and progressive behaviour.
The first component is the average attitude towards homosexuality and the second
component the average level of religiosity within a municipality. Third, we use a scale
measuring traditional family values by means of attitudinal items about unmarried
cohabitation and divorce. The fourth component measures how traditional attitudes
about gender roles are. The fifth component is a behavioural measure about
division of household labour constructed to capture gender equality. These five
components are each standardized within the analytical samples and then added
up to a cumulative index with great internal consistency (α = 0.904 in sample 1, α
= 0.926 in sample 2). See annex for a full list of all measures included in this index.
The final index is centred and standardized within each analytical sample: a negative
score stands for a conservative climate, a positive score for a liberal climate and
the value zero represents the average score. The relative group size of the LGBs per
municipality is a variable that is aggregated from the individual level answers to the
sexual attraction item and the sex of the respondent in the Dutch Safety Monitor
(pooled across the four waves). In the regression analyses we use a standardized
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version of this measure. We decided against controlling for urbanization on the
municipal level as the measure highly correlates with both the informal institutional
context measure and the share of LGBs. Moreover, the direction of causality between
the three measures is ambiguous.

Sample characteristics
Pooled across four survey waves and nested in 31 municipalities, sample 1 includes
86,761 individual observations. After imposing the age selection (minus N = 10,054)
and deleting cases that had missing answers on the variables of interest (minus N =
28,698), the analytical sample contains 51,298 individuals. Of those 6.7 % reported
to be gay, lesbian or bisexual (weighted percentage). This is comparable to other
estimates in large population surveys in the Netherlands, which vary between 4.3%
and 7.6% (see Kuyper, 2016, p. 43). In sample 2, we arrive at a pooled analytical
sample of 129,536 individuals nested in 74 municipalities. The original sample size
of 201,965 cases was reduced by 22,398 cases because of the age selection and by
another 64,723 through listwise deletion. The percentage of lesbian, gay or bisexual
respondents lies at 5.7% (weighted percentage). The descriptive statistics of the
sample are presented in table 6.1 separately for heterosexuals and LGBs in each
sample. The group of LGBs is somewhat older on average than the heterosexuals
(about 2 years on average), which may be connected to coming out later in life. LGBs
are also more often highly educated, less often in officially registered legal unions
and they are less often parents. Unemployment rates barely differ across the two
groups. In both samples, the deleted cases showed no nested patterns with any
of the other variables in the analyses. Respondents who did not answer the sexual
attraction question were more often female and more often 65+ years old.
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Table 6.1 Weighted means/percentages and standard errors of individual level variables by sexual orientation and sample
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Source: Dutch Safety Monitor 2012-15 (individual level data); NELLS wave 1 (sample 1); NKPS wave 1 (sample 2).
Notes: Means and percentages are weighted, SE = linearized standard errors. Standard errors are reported instead of standard deviations as the means and percentages are point estimates
based on weights rather than sample descriptives.
a
Standardized, unweighted version used in regression analyses. b In the regression analyses age is mean centred.
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Municipality-level predictors

Table 6.1 Continued
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Source: Dutch Safety Monitor 2012-15 (individual level data); NELLS wave 1 (sample 1); NKPS wave 1 (sample 2).
Note: The dashed lines indicate the mean of the respective variable in each sample.

Figure 6.1 Municipality-level correlation between the informal institutional context and the social context (size of LGB population) per sample
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There is considerable variation across the different municipalities in the relative
group size of LGBs and in how liberal or conservative the cultural climate is (see figure
6.1). The two measures are related on the contextual level, which suggests that the
level of acceptance of homosexuality partially coincides with the number of LGBs
living in a municipality. In sample 1, the correlation of the two measures is r(31)=.453
(p=.010) and in sample 2 r(74)=.379 (p=.001). It is noteworthy that Amsterdam is an
outlier on both variables as the municipality has a particularly liberal cultural climate
and is home to a large share of LGBs. This is not surprising given the status of the city
as gay capital of Europe. As there is both historic and empirical evidence suggesting
that Amsterdam has a special status for LGBs in the Netherlands, we examine this
aspect further in the regression analyses.

Method
The relationship between sexual orientation, social integration and the municipal
context is explored using linear multilevel regression models. Individuals are
nested in 31 and 74 municipalities in sample 1 and 2, respectively. The multilevel
models account for the nested structure of the data, where individuals within one
municipality may share unobserved characteristics. We use models with random
intercepts and a random slope for sexual orientation. That means that the level of
social integration in each municipality is allowed to vary and that we allow the effect
size and direction of sexual orientation to vary between municipalities. According to
the null-model without predictors, 4.5% (with 95% CI [2.8;7.4]) and 2.6% (with 95% CI
[1.8;3.6]) of the variance in social integration is situated on the municipality level in
sample 1 and sample 2, respectively. This is a relatively small share, yet it suffices for a
differential effect of the informal institutional context and the share of LGBs on social
integration of LGBs and heterosexuals to unfold. First, we examine whether there is
a main effect of sexual orientation on social integration, i.e., whether there is a social
integration gap (M1). All models include control variables on the individual level and
a survey year variable to account for the pooled survey waves. Next, we introduce
the interaction effect between sexual orientation and the informal institutional
context (M2) and between sexual orientation and the share of LGBs in a municipality
(M3). Those models examine whether a possible social integration gap can be
accounted for by the cultural and social composition of the municipalities. After
testing the cross-level interactions separately, we include them both in the same
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model to examine whether a liberal climate mediates the size of the LGB population
in a municipality (M4). Those models are calculated for both sample 1 (M1a-4a) and
sample 2 (M1b-4b). Next, we examine the sensitivity of the findings by excluding the
municipality of Amsterdam. To this end, all analyses are repeated under exclusion of
the municipality Amsterdam for sample 1 (M5a-8a) and sample 2 (M5b-8b).

Regression results
We begin by discussing the results of the analyses where Amsterdam is included
(table 6.2). In sample 1, there is no evidence that heterosexuals and LGBs differ
in their social integration into the neighbourhood (b = -.005, not significant,
M1a). The fact the we do not find main effects in the first two models could mask
opposing directions of the sexual orientation effect in liberal and conservative
contexts, which cancel each other out. Therefore, we examine whether there is an
interaction between sexual orientation and the cultural context. The main effect
of the cultural context is negative suggesting lower levels of social integration in
liberal contexts (b = -.105, p < .001, M2a). This is to be expected as a liberal climate
usually means that it is also a more urban setting and urban dwellers tend to be less
integrated into the neighbourhood than those living in non-urban areas. We find a
significant interaction effect between sexual orientation and the cultural context,
which confirms that there is a differential effect of sexual orientation in liberal and
conservative municipalities (b = .038, p < .05, M2a). In other words, the small positive
interaction effect suggests that, on average, LGBs forfeit less social integration into
the residential neighbourhood than heterosexuals when the municipal context is
liberal as opposed to conservative. Even though the effect is relatively small, this is
evidence in line with the cultural hypothesis. Turning to model 3, we also find that
there is a differential effect of sexual orientation across municipalities that vary in
term of the relative size of their LGB population (b = .029, p < .05, M3a). Again, against
the background of a negative main effect of the social context, this means the
negative effect of a larger share of LGBs on social integration is less strong for LGBs
compared to heterosexuals. This effect is also rather small, yet it shows supportive
evidence for the social hypothesis. Once the interaction effects are included in the
model simultaneously both interaction effects are reduced in size and become nonsignificant (M4a). This points towards a relationship between the LGB population size
and the cultural climate on the municipal-level, which was already demonstrated by
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the correlation between the two measures in the previous section.
We now turn to sample 2, which includes about twice as many municipalities
and respondents as the first one. The selection of those municipalities is random but
fewer small municipalities are included compared to sample 1. As in sample 1, we
do not find a difference in social integration into the neighborhood between LGBs
and heterosexuals (b = -0.10, n.s., M1b). When examining the cross-level interaction
between sexual orientation and the cultural context, we do not find the same result
as in sample 1. Instead, the interaction effect is not significant and the coefficient
is smaller in sample 2 (b = .006, n.s., M2b) compared to sample 1 (b = .038, p <
.05, M2a). The cultural hypothesis is not supported in sample 2. Next, we examine
whether there is a differential effect of sexual orientation on social integration
across municipalities that vary in the relative size of their LGB population. We find
a significant positive interaction effect (b = .016, p < .05, M3b). Even though the
coefficient is smaller compared to the one found in sample 1, the social hypothesis
receives support in both samples. Moreover, the interaction effect remains significant
when it is included simultaneously with the interaction between the cultural context
and sexual orientation (M4b).
In the following set of models, we exclude Amsterdam from both sub-samples
and analyze the remaining municipalities. This is intended to explore whether the
above results apply to the Netherlands as a whole when we neglect the potentially
influential case of Amsterdam. This is a relevant issue to explore as the municipality
of Amsterdam holds a status of the most liberal location in the Netherlands and is
home to a large share of LGBs (10.2%, weighted percentage). In addition, Amsterdam
is also numerically the largest municipality in both samples with 1,107 LGBs;
Amsterdam-based LGBs constitute 29% and 15% of the entire LGB respondents
in analytical sample 1 and 2, respectively. This leads us to examine the previously
discussed relations under exclusion of Amsterdam. Beginning with sample 1, we do
not find a significant effect of sexual orientation on social integration (b = -.024, n.s.,
M5a). The coefficient has a negative sign suggesting that, on average, LGBs score
somewhat lower on social integration than heterosexuals in this sample but the
difference is not significant. When turning to the cross-level interactions for possible
explanations of this gap, we do not find that the size of this gap varies significantly
across liberal and conservative contexts (b = .023, n. s., M6a) or contexts with varying
size of their LGB population (b = .026, n. s., M7a).
While the effect sizes of the interaction terms are comparable to those obtained
by the analyses including Amsterdam, they are no longer significant.
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Municipalities

Individual observations
31

51,298
31

51,298
31

51,298

yes

Control variables

yes

.029*
(.013)

Share of LGBs *
LGB
yes

-.084**
(.031)

-.041~
(.024)

M3a

Share of LGBs

.038*
(.020)

Informal institutional context *
LGB

-.022
(.020)
-.105***
(.029)

-.005
(.019)

LGB

M2a

Informal institutional context

M1a

Analyses including Amsterdam

Sample 1

31

51,298

yes

.021
(.016)

-.047
(.031)

.019
(.025)

-.083**
(.031)

-.040~
(.024)

M4a

74

121,618

yes

-.010
(.012)

M1b

74

121,618

yes

.006
(.012)

-.071***
(0.14)

-.012
(.013)

M2b

M3b

74

121,618

yes

.016*
(.007)

-.063***
(.014)

-.026~
(.014)

Sample 2
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74

121,618

yes

.021*
(.009)

-.042**
(.014)

-.015
(.015)

-.055***
(.014)

-.024~
(.014)

M4b
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yes
30

41,655

yes
30

41,655
30

41,655

yes

(.031)

.026

(.038)

-.101**

30

41,655

yes

.020
(.032)

-.063~
(.038)

.019
(.025)

(0.31)

.023
(.024)

(0.30)

73

111,975

yes

(.013)

-.019

M5b

73

111,975

yes

.009
(.014)

(0.14)

-.070***

-.017
(.013)

M6b

73

111,975

yes

.010
(.014)

(.017)

-.075***

-.024
(.014)

M7b

73

111,975

yes

.016
(.016)

(.016)

-.054**

-.015
(.015)

(.014)

-.054***

-.022
(.014)

M8b

Notes: ~ p < .100, * p < .050, ** p < .010, *** p < .001; unstandardized b coefficients, standard errors in parentheses. Dependent variable: social integration index made of 5 variables,
standardized across selected sample of municipalities. Control variables: sex, age (mean centered), child in household, marital status, education, unemployed, ethnic background, survey
year.
Source: Dutch Safety Monitor 2012-15 (individual level data); NELLS wave 1 (sample 1); NKPS wave 1 (sample 2).

Municipalities

Individual observations

Control variables

Share of LGBs *
LGB

Share of LGBs

Informal institutional context *
LGB

(.028)

-.041
(.028)

M8a

-.082**

(.020)

-.040

M7a

-.103**

(.020)

Informal institutional context

-.029

-.024

LGB

M6a

M5a

Analyses excluding Amsterdam

[Table 6.2 continued]

SOCIAL INTEGRATION INTO THE NEIGHBOURHOOD

141

CHAPTER 6

Including both interaction terms simultaneously does not change those results (M8a).
In sample 2, we again do not find a significant social integration gap between LGBs and
heterosexuals (b = -.019, n.s., M5b); moreover, there is no evidence that the size of this
gap depends on the informal institutional context (b = .009, n. s., M6b) or the relative
group size of LGBs (b = .010, n. s., M7b) when Amsterdam is excluded from the analytical
sample. A simultaneous analysis of both cross-level interactions does not change this
(M8b). Overall, these findings clearly show that the role of Amsterdam is influential.
There appears to be a stark contrast between Amsterdam and the rest of the country
when it comes to social integration into the neighborhood of heterosexuals and LGBs.
In additional analyses we have further explored and confirmed the specialty status
of Amsterdam by adding a dummy variable for living in Amsterdam versus the rest of
the Netherlands to our regression model. We interacted the Amsterdam dummy with
sexual orientation (see table 6.3). In both sample 1 and sample 2, we find a significant
positive interaction effect between living in Amsterdam and being LGB (b = .074, p <
.05 and b = .072, p < .05, respectively). The main effect of Amsterdam is negative. This
means that heterosexual people living in Amsterdam are less integrated than people
living elsewhere. In relative terms, however, LGBs in Amsterdam are better integrated
than heterosexuals in Amsterdam.

Table 6.3 Multilevel regression models of neighborhood integration on sexual orientation and living
in Amsterdam
Sample 1

Sample 2

b
(se)

b
(se)

LGB

-.023
(.019)

-.020
(.013)

Amsterdam

-.172
(.185)

-.151
(.134)

Amsterdam *LGB

.074*
(.036)

.070*
(.033)

Control variables

yes

yes

51,298

121,618

31

74

Individual observations
Municipalities

Notes: ~ p < .100, * p < .050, ** p < .010, *** p < .001. Dependent variable: social integration index made of 5
variables, standardized across selected sample of municipalities. Control variables: sex, age (mean centered),
child in household, marital status, education, unemployed, ethnic background, survey year. Source: Dutch Safety
Monitor 2012-15 (individual level data); NELLS wave 1 (sample 1); NKPS wave 1 (sample 2).
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Source: Dutch Safety Monitor 2012-15 (individual level data); NELLS wave 1 (sample 1); NKPS wave 1 (sample 2).

Source: Dutch Safety Monitor 2012-15 (individual level data); NELLS wave 1 (sample 1); NKPS wave 1 (sample 2).

Figure 6.2 Predicted level of neighborhood integration among LGBs and heterosexuals in Amsterdam and the rest of the Netherlands
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Discussion and conclusions
In this study we set out to examine (a) whether there is a gap in social integration
into the neighbourhood between LGBs and heterosexuals and (b) whether the
variation this gap can be accounted for by the informal institutional context (cultural
hypothesis) and the group size of LGBs (social hypothesis). We test this on highquality data from the Dutch Safety Monitor (2012-15). These data are enriched with
contextual data from two different sources, namely the Netherlands Longitudinal
Life course Study (NELLS, 2009) and the first wave of the Netherlands Kinship Panel
Study (NKPS, 2004). Overall, we find little evidence that there is an integration gap
between LGBs and heterosexuals in the Netherlands. As this finding could have been
a result of opposing effects in different contexts cancelling each other, we proceed
to examine whether a potential gap in social integration depends on the informal
institutional context (the cultural hypothesis). We find a modest but significant
interaction effect in the sample in which small municipalities are somewhat
overrepresented due to an urbanization-stratified sampling strategy. However, this
effect is contingent on the selection of municipalities and cannot be reproduced
using a random sample of municipalities. We therefore conclude that there is no
reliable evidence that attitudes towards homosexuality, gender, and family on the
municipal level influence the social integration of LGBs and heterosexuals differently.
One possible explanation for this finding is that the link between social norms
and individual level outcomes cannot simply be transferred from the country level –
where the hypothesis has been supported – to a more disaggregate level. Individuals
may be perceptive of prevailing norms on the national level through following public
discourse on the topic via electronic and printed national media. Variations in norms
of the municipal-level may be more difficult to perceive. Alternatively, the municipallevel might not be the most relevant one to determine social integration into the
neighborhood. Note that the informal institutional context is on the municipal
level whereas the outcome variable refers to the individual level (social integration
into the neighbourhood). This choice to focus on the municipal level was partially
a practical consideration. Yet, it was also motivated by the fact that boundaries
between municipalities are more tangible to individuals than the notoriously fuzzy
boundaries between neighbourhoods. The lack of contextual effects is in line with
a recent study in the United States that suggests that this leap from one level of
aggregation to a more disaggregate one is more complicated than a “dose-response
relationship” (Felson & Adamczyk, 2017, p. 1).
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Another possible explanation is that the neighbourhood is not the domain
where the effects of the cultural context are felt most vividly. Perhaps social
integration into work places, schools and universities or (extended) families are
affected. The absence of an integration gap may also be explained by the fact
that negative effects of the conservative climate are largely psychological instead
of behavioural. This could be particularly relevant since the Netherlands is already
relatively accepting of homosexuality in international perspective. A certain ‘baseline’
acceptance may shift the effects into the psychological realm where people do not
withdraw anymore but still do not feel fully accepted. Such an explanation connects
well with research documenting mental health disparities between heterosexual and
gay men in the Netherlands (Aggarwal & Gerrets, 2014; Sandfort, Bakker, Schellevis,
& Vanwesenbeeck, 2006).
Finally, it is possible that the definition of sexual orientation is not precise
enough. Prior research suggests that individuals identifying as ‘mostly heterosexual’
show similar mental and physical health disparities compared to heterosexuals
as do LGBs (Vrangalova & Savin-Williams, 2014). Unfortunately, these two options
form one answer category in the Dutch Safety Monitor. If mostly heterosexuals have
experiences that resemble LGBs, their categorization as heterosexual may conflate
the difference between the two groups. Consequently, the effect of the cultural
context is underestimated. The fact that we do find a small effect in one sample
may point towards such an underestimation but it is insufficient evidence. Future
research that distinguishes sexual orientation groups more carefully is needed to
address this.
Due to the inherently social nature of our outcome variable, we also test
whether the relative group size of LGBs in a municipality influences the social
integration of LGBs and heterosexuals differently (social hypothesis). We find
evidence in both samples that this is indeed the case. Yet, it appears that this finding
was largely driven by the city of Amsterdam. The urbanization-stratified sample,
which has a (design imposed) greater range in the contextual variable, shows a
similar effect size for the cross-level interaction between the relative group size
of LGBs and sexual orientation when Amsterdam is included and excluded. In the
sample with randomly drawn municipalities, where the variation in the contextual
variable is more limited, the effect size of the interaction drops also in size. The effect
appears to depend more on the presence of Amsterdam in the random sample.
Our analyses clearly confirm the exceptional status of the municipality of
Amsterdam for social integration differences between heterosexuals and LGBs. This
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is initially surprising as we expected the relationship between the municipal context
and social integration to be gradual (as expressed by the linear interaction effects).
Instead, we observe a dichotomy between Amsterdam and the rest of the country.
Amsterdam stands out as it is home to a large number of well-integrated LGBs. We
show that the general mechanism of lower social integration in urban contexts (such
as Amsterdam) compared to the rest of the Netherlands applies for both LGBs and
heterosexuals. Yet, the main difference is that urban LGBs in Amsterdam do not forfeit
as much social integration as heterosexuals do. Higher levels of social integration
among LGBs in Amsterdam can be plausible if LGBs in Amsterdam experience a
general boost in the way they relate to their social environment by the visibility and
presence of other LGBs.
In conclusion, sexual orientation is a relevant aspect that should be considered
when studying social inequalities on the individual level. There is some evidence
that the social and to a lesser extent the cultural composition of the context matter
but the results are not very stable. We do not take this to mean that the explanations,
which have received a wide range of support on more aggregate levels, do not apply
on a more disaggregate level. Instead, the explanations should be used as departure
point to explore the more complex mechanisms at play when it comes to the social
integration of LGBs. The fact that the theories developed for the country level cannot
be translated one to one onto more disaggregate levels is an important realization
in the advancement of the quantitative study of LGBs as new ways of understanding
those mechanisms need to be explored.
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Chapter 7
The Personal Networks of Lesbian Women
and Gay Men1
Introduction
This chapter is an analysis of partnered lesbian women’s and gay men’s personal
networks. Using a network name generator question, I study the networks in terms
of size, role composition, and diversity with regards to sexual orientation, sex and
relationship status. In addition to these compositional measures, the structure
of these networks is assessed using a measure of network density. While social
networks have been studied thoroughly in this manner for the general population
(Wrzus, Hänel, Wagner, & Neyer, 2013), this study is the first to do so for a broad
group of lesbian women and gay men. A thorough knowledge of lesbian women’s
and gay men’s personal networks is relevant directly to the individual and for society
as a whole. For the individual, personal networks are sources of material, practical
and emotional support. Understanding these networks gives insight into the kind
of social circles an individual has access to. Based on the composition of personal
networks, sociologists make inferences about the type of socialization an individual
experiences. From a societal perspective, the composition of personal networks (e.g.,
how diverse or segregated they are) amplify existing social, economic and health
inequalities (Chen & Volker, 2016; Pena-López & Sánchez-Santos, 2017). The social
ties of members of minority groups, specifically, are tightly linked to matters of social
cohesion and legitimacy in societies.
Prior research of the social networks of lesbians, gay men and bisexuals (LGBs)
has often emphasized social support over more general studies of social ties (e.g.,
Frost et al., 2016). Support ties have been a particularly important issue for the

1 A version of this chapter is under review at an international journal as:
Fischer, M. M. (2018). The Personal Networks of Lesbian Women and Gay Men: Results from Recent Probability
Sample Data in The Netherlands.
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vulnerable groups of LGB youth and young adults (McConnell, Birkett, & Mustanski,
2015; Moran et al., 2018) and aging LGBs (Fredriksen-Goldsen et al., 2013, 2015).
Thereby, social support is often based on perceived social support rather than a
direct study of network ties. While this may be useful when examining psychological
outcomes resulting from a mismatch between desired and perceived social support,
the composition of the actual network is decisive in reproducing and amplifying
structural inequality. Another strand of research has focused on sexual networks
under the premise of disease control, predominantly among men (Amirkhanian,
2014; Holloway, Pulsipher, Gibbs, Barman-Adhikari, & Rice, 2015). Furthermore, most
knowledge we have on the networks of LGBs is based on non-probability samples
that can be biased by non-random recruitment strategies. What is however entirely
absent is a study which (1) focuses more generally on the personal networks of
LGBs as opposed to support or sexual networks, (2) studies network ties directly,
(3) analyzes a broad population of LGBs including both younger and older adults,
and (4) uses probability-based data. In the light of ample evidence that links social
networks to economic, social and health inequalities, this is a rather concerning gap
in the social network literature.
To address this gap, I compare the size, composition and density of personal
networks of men and women who have a partner of the same sex with those
who have a partner of the opposite sex (hereafter referred to as lesbian women/
gay men and heterosexual wo/men, respectively) in a probability sample from
the Netherlands (Fischer et al., 2017).2 I use data from the Unions in Context
(UNICON) project, which collected high-quality probability survey data on samesex couples and families in the Netherlands. Note that all respondents in these
data are partnered, so generalizations to LG(B)s without a partner should be made
with caution. Heterosexuals were included in the study as a reference group. The
overarching research question reads: How similar or different are the personal
networks of partnered lesbian women and gay men compared to the personal networks
of partnered heterosexuals in the Netherlands? In the following sections, I discuss
theoretical expectations and the scarce empirical literature about a possible
stratification of personal networks along sexual-orientation lines.

2 Note that in this study I use the presence of a partner of the same or opposite sex as a proxy for sexual orientation. I am aware that having a partner cannot always be equated to identity labels (lesbian, gay, heterosexual),
especially since this binary distinction leaves no room for non-binary identities such as bisexuals and others. For
reasons of comprehensiveness I make use of binary identity labels in this study.
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Network size and role composition
Network size. Network size is associated with better health for presumed heterosexual
(Pressman et al., 2005) and for sexual minority populations (Fredriksen-Goldsen et
al., 2013, 2015). It is therefore relevant to examine whether lesbians, gay men and
heterosexuals structurally differ in the size of their personal networks. One reason
to expect smaller networks for LGBs compared to heterosexuals lies in the fact that
individuals do not chose their ties randomly. If the principle of homophily applies
to sexual orientation, as it does to race and education for example (McPherson,
Smith-Lovin, & Cook, 2001), that could result in smaller networks among LGBs. The
pool of LGB alters is relatively small compared to heterosexual alters; about 5 - 8%
of the Dutch population are estimated to identify as LGB (Kuyper, 2016). Empirically,
comparative evidence on network size is scarce since it is rare that heterosexual
comparison groups are included in studies that focus on LGBs. To my knowledge,
there is only one study based on a non-probability sample in Belgium, which found
smaller core discussion networks among LGBs compared to heterosexuals (Dewaele,
Cox, Van den Berghe, & Vincke, 2011).
Role composition. It has often been suggested that friendship ties are
particularly important among LGBs since kinship ties can be complicated or absent
(Rostosky & Riggle, 2017). The family-of-choice hypothesis holds that friendship ties
are used to compensate for the potentially lacking kinship ties. Empirical evidence
on how many kin or friendship ties LGBs have is scarce. Dewaele et al. (2011) report
evidence in support of the families-of-choice hypothesis in their Belgian nonprobability sample. One study in the United States suggests no difference in the
number of close friendship ties between lesbian and gay men and their heterosexual
counterparts (Galupo, 2009). In the light of this scarce and mixed evidence, I test
the family-of-choice hypothesis, which suggests fewer kinship ties in the personal
networks of lesbians and gay men compared to heterosexuals, but more friendship
ties.

Similar alters: sexual orientation, sex and couples
Sexual orientation. The presence of similar alters can be an important source of wellbeingfor individuals with stigmatized identities. Connectedness to similar alters can
be relevant in terms of identity affirmation, role model function, and understanding
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shared experiences (Ghavami, Fingerhut, Peplau, Grant, & Wittig, 2011). Even in
settings which are relatively supportive of homosexuality, in-group ties among LGBs
remain relevant. In a study of gay male college students in the U.K., Morris (2017)
found that friendships with other LGBs are used to reinterpret being gay “as a form
of social privilege” (p. 17). While it is plausible to assume that lesbian women and gay
men, on average, have more LGB ties than heterosexuals, nothing is known about
how many ties either of them generally have with sexual minorities.
Sex. Sex segregation in personal networks is a commonly observed
phenomenon, particularly in friendship networks (Kalmijn, 2002). Networks that
include kin ties are more diverse (McPherson et al., 2001). Sexual orientation can
complicate what we know about non-romantic same-sex ties. Most existing research
on sex segregation in networks has been done implicitly with heterosexuals in mind
and does not consider the possibility of same-sex romantic or sexual attraction as a
factor. Yet among men, the fear of becoming the target of sexual advances by other
men is one central aspect to negative attitudes toward homosexuality (Worthen,
2013). Also, men tend to hold more negative attitudes towards homosexuality than
women (Valfort, 2017). This will likely affect the number of male heterosexual alters in
gay men’s networks. A study that compares bisexual and lesbian women’s friendship
ties with heterosexual women found evidence that sexual orientation (and the sex
of the current partner for bisexuals) affects how integrated sexual minority women
are in their heterosexual female friends’ wider networks (Galupo, 2007). Therefore, I
expect lesbian women and in particular gay men to have fewer same-sex ties in their
networks compared to their heterosexual peers.
Couples. This study analyzes partnered individuals and therefore I examine the
presence of other couples in the personal network. Relationship stability is known
to be lower among same-sex couples than among mixed-sex couples (Kurdek,
2005), particularly among female same-sex couples (Andersson et al., 2006; CBS,
2016). The share of couple friends has been shown to increase with relationship
duration (Rözer, Mollenhorst, & Volker, 2015). Since same-sex couples have higher
dissolution rates, their relationships are shorter on average. It is therefore possible
that LGBs have fewer couples in their personal networks. The presumed causality is
not unidirectional. Having other couples to relate to is also thought to be beneficial
for relationship quality. The presence of couples can therefore be both a predictor
and a consequence of relationship quality.
In sum, I expect lesbian women’s and gay men’s personal networks to be
characterized by (1) more LGB alters, (2) fewer same-sex alters, and (3) fewer couples
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compared to heterosexuals’ networks. In addition, I expect the gap in same-sex
alters between gay and heterosexual men to be larger than among lesbian and
heterosexual women.

Network density
In addition to compositional aspects, one structural aspect is explored, namely
how densely connected members in the personal networks are. The degree of
connectedness of network members is often used as proxy for social cohesion in a
network (Bidart, Degenne, & Grossetti, 2018). High density in a network is related to
the flow of information and higher trust. It is therefore interesting to know whether
there are any differences along sexual orientation lines with regard to network
density, and what some of the explanatory factors for possible differences are. One
such factor is the number of kinship ties in the network. On the one hand, many wellconnected kinship ties result in high density. On the other hand, kin may be sparsely
connected to friends in the network, leading to fragmentation and lower network
density. Therefore, I would expect network density to be lowest when the number
of kin and non-kin ties in the network is similar, and to be higher if there are either
many or very few kin alters. Another explanation for possible differences in network
density could be the number of LGB alters. In a convenience sample of young
LGBs and heterosexuals, Ueno et al. (2012) found that ties across different sexual
orientations predicted lower network density for everyone. The presence of many
LGB ties could therefore lead to lower density if that results in group fragmentation.
Given the absence of any empirical evidence on this issue, the study of network
density remains entirely exploratory.

Data and method
Data
This study is based on unique survey data from the Unions in Context (UNICON)
project, a web-based probability survey among lesbian, gay and heterosexual
couples and families in the Netherlands. The data were collected between July
and December 2016. Respondents were sampled through a two-stage stratified
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sampling strategy. In the first stage, Dutch municipalities were selected across
three geographical regions (North/East, West and South) and three degrees
of urbanization (marginal, moderate and strong). Local authorities in those
municipalities were contacted with a request to draw a sample of addresses for
the study. Sixty-one percent of local authorities which were contacted decided
to cooperate.
In a second step, the authorities were asked to draw a random sample
of addresses from the population registers. The main sampling criterion was
that two persons between the age of 30 and 65 years live at the address. In
order to narrow in on couples, the two persons could not have a parent-child
relationship and they could not be siblings. The age limit aimed at excluding
student households. This strategy was preferred over relying on a sampling
frame of legally registered unions (married, civil partnership) because it also
captures couples who are cohabiting without having a legally recognized
partnership. Once respondents completed the survey, it was confirmed whether
they were de facto couples (90% estimation accuracy, see (Fischer et al., 2017)
for detailed account). From this pool of addresses, three groups of households
were distinguished. In the first group, there was one man and one woman. The
presence or absence of children in the household was not an explicit sampling
criterion. In the second and third groups, the two persons were of the same sex.
In the former of these groups, no children under the age of 18 were present.
In the latter, at least one child under the age of 18 had to be present. Official
parenthood status was not considered in order to allow for the complex legal
situations that same-sex parents often face. Since the prevalence of same-sex
couples, and especially those with children, can be low in some areas, these last
two groups were oversampled. Together they make up two thirds of the sample.
The final dataset includes weights which allow correction for the geographic
stratification of the sample and for the oversampling of same-sex couples and
same-sex families with children.
Respondents were contacted by post and invited to participate in the
web-based survey. The response rate at the household level was 24.5%, which
is a satisfactory result considering: declining response rates and survey fatigue
(Manfreda, Bosnjak, Berzelak, Haas, & Vehovar, 2008; Tse-Hua Shih & Fan, 2008),
the fact that the Netherlands is often among the least responsive countries
internationally (e.g., Beullens, Matsuo, Loosveldt, & Vandenplas, 2014), and
the difficulty of achieving high response rates when using self-administered
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web-mode surveys (Manfreda et al., 2008). The final dataset consisted of 1,435
individuals living in 935 households: 855 individuals with a same-sex partner
and 518 individuals with a partner of the opposite sex. The analytical sample for
this study included 1,348 individuals after I excluded respondents with missing
information on relevant demographic variables. The missing values showed no
nested patterns and, therefore, the cases were excluded under the assumption
of missing at random. The number of observations vary slightly between
the different analyses in cases where some respondents did not answer the
respective items used as dependent variables.
Table 7.1 contains weighted descriptive statistics for lesbian and
heterosexual women and for gay and heterosexual men in the Netherlands.
The descriptive statistics can be generalized to the population of partnered
persons in the Netherlands, who are between 30-65 years old and live together
with their partner. It is important to note that this does not rule out selectivity
on other individual background characteristics, as such characteristics are
unknown in the population. Table 7.1 shows that the partnered individuals are
on average between 46 and 50 years old. About 72 percent of lesbian women
and 63 percent of gay men obtained a higher education degree, compared to
half of all heterosexual women and 58 percent of heterosexual men. We see a
low prevalence of parenthood among gay men (8%), while 45 percent of lesbian
couples have one or more children. Among heterosexual men and women, about
60 percent have children. In the Netherlands, both marriage and civil unions are
open to same-sex and mixed-sex couples. Partnered lesbian women and gay
men are married in about 60 percent of the cases, whereas close to 80 percent
of heterosexual man and women are married. Civil unions are most prevalent
among partnered gay men (14%), followed by lesbian women and heterosexual
men (11%) and heterosexual women (6%). Seventy-one percent of all men, gay
and heterosexual, can live very comfortably on their current household income.
This is the case for 66 percent of heterosexual women and 62 percent of lesbian
women. Gay men and lesbian women frequently live in urban areas (about 70%),
compared to half of all heterosexual partnered persons.
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Table 7.1 Descriptive statistics (weighted; with standard errors) of respondents’ demographic
characteristics by sexual orientation
Lesbian
women

Heterosexual
women

Gay
men

Heterosexual
men

M/%

SE

M/%

SE

M/%

SE

M/%

SE

45.96

.52

46.99

.80

48.53

.61

49.62

.88

low

6%

.02

20%

.04

9%

.02

12%

.03

average

22%

.03

28%

.04

29%

.03

31%

.04

Age (Mean)
Education

high
Children, 1 = yes

72%

.04

52%

.04

63%

.03

58%

.05

45%

.03

64%

.04

8%

.02

61%

.04

61%

.03

77%

.03

60%

.03

77%

.04

Marital status
Married
Civil union

11%

.02

6%

.02

14%

.02

11%

.03

Single

28%

.02

18%

.03

27%

.03

12%

.02

8%

.02

8%

.02

6%

.02

6%

.02

Living standard
low
average

30%

.03

26%

.04

23%

.03

24%

.04

high

62%

.03

66%

.04

71%

.03

71%

.04

Urbanization
marginal

17%

.03

22%

.05

13%

.03

18%

.05

average

13%

.02

29%

.04

13%

.03

32%

.05

high

70%

.03

49%

.04

74%

.04

51%

.05

N

527

267

314

240

Notes: M = mean, SE = standard errors. Number of observations can vary slightly per variable due to missing
values (never exceed 3% per variable and sexual orientation subgroup). Standard errors are reported instead of
standard deviations as the means and percentages are point estimates based on weights rather than sample
descriptives. Source: UNICON 2016.

Measures
Network variables. The personal networks are measured by a name generator
question, which is an extension of the classic discussion network instrument by
Marsden (1987). Respondents were asked “Who are the people with whom you like
to do things or discuss important matters with?” Note that respondents were asked
to report persons outside the household, which excludes the partner they live with.
The classic core discussion question was extended with an activity component, to
accommodate both close important and somewhat more casual ties that make up
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the everyday personal networks of people. It was also intended to reduce a bias
towards overreporting of female ties when asking persons to report confidants
only. Network size is measured by the total number of persons reported, with a
minimum of 0 and a maximum of 8. For each network member, a number of name
interpreter questions were asked. For the role composition of the network, I consider
the total number of kin mentioned and the total number of friends. Similar alters
in the network are measured by the number of LGB ties, the number of same-sex
ties and the number of couples (i.e., alters who are married or who are cohabiting
with a partner). Network density is measured by the share of persons in the personal
network who know each other well (versus know each other a bit or not at all). This
was recorded for the subset of the first five network members only in order to limit
the survey burden on respondents. The density measure is calculated by dividing
the number of dyads who know each other well by the total number of dyads in
the network. The final measure ranges from 0 (nobody knows each other well) to 1
(everyone knows each other well). I also calculate the share of kinship ties (0 none
– 1 all) and the share of LGBs (0 none – 1 all) in the subset of the first five network
members as mediating variables for the analyses of network density.
Independent variable. The main independent variable is partnership-inferred
sexual orientation, which distinguishes four groups, namely lesbian women, gay
men, heterosexual men and heterosexual women. The groups are classified based
on the sex of the respondent and the sex of the partner with whom the respondent
lives.
Control variables. At the individual level, age is a predictor of network size and
composition (Kalmijn, 2012; Wrzus et al., 2013). A mean-centered version is included
in the analyses. Education is measured in three categories, namely low (up to mavo;
ISCED 0-2), average (mbo, havo-vwo; ISCED 3-4) and high education (HBO and
higher; ISCED 5-6). It has been observed that social networks of highly educated
individuals are larger, less dense and more diverse (McPherson, Smith-Lovin, &
Brashears, 2006; Mollenhorst, Völker, & Flap, 2008). Socioeconomic position is also
relevant as more financial resources are linked to larger networks. In this study,
socio-economic position is approximated by subjective evaluation of the current
household income. The final variable has three categories indicating whether
the living standard is perceived to be low (very difficult to cope; difficult to cope),
average (possible to cope) or high (living comfortably; living very comfortably). This
variable has fewer missing values than household income and is therefore preferred.
There is also ample evidence that the family situation is relevant to social networks

157

CHAPTER 7

(Rözer et al., 2015). Marital status is distinguished in three categories (married, civil
union, single), and the presence of at least one child under the age of 18 in the
household is indicated by a binary variable (no, yes). The degree of urbanization is
measured in three categories (marginal, moderate, strong). The measure is based
on the official 5-category measure by Statistics Netherlands, whereby the two
highest and two lowest degrees of urbanization are collapsed into two respective
categories. The demographic variables are used in the regression models to account
for compositional differences between the four groups and to control for omitted
variable bias.

Analyses
For each of the seven network variables, I run multiple ordinary-least squares
(OLS) regression models. The first model does not include any control variables to
show whether there is a mean difference between lesbian women/gay men and
heterosexuals. The following models include relevant variables, which may explain
part of the gap. The regression models which have count variables as outcomes
(number of kinship ties, friends, same-sex ties, LGBs and couples) are controlled
for network size since non-adjusted effects of count variables are not meaningful.
Central to all analyses is the sexual orientation effect, i.e., whether there are structural
differences between lesbian women/gay men and heterosexuals. In order to focus
on differences due to sexual orientation and not sex, I make within-sex comparisons.
First, I run the regression model with heterosexual men as the reference group and I
save the coefficient for gay men. Then, I run that same model again with heterosexual
women as the reference group and I save the coefficient for lesbian women. As the
coefficients of the remaining variables in the model do not change when altering the
reference category of sexual orientation, I present the coefficients for gay men and
lesbian women alongside each other in one table column. Note that the analyses
allow for comparisons between women (lesbian and heterosexual) on the one hand,
and between men (gay and heterosexual) on the other. Comparisons between
lesbian women and gay men can only be drawn as far as comparing the magnitude
of difference to their respective heterosexual counterpart but not directly to each
other. By sampling design, individuals are nested in municipalities and households in
these data. This needs to be accounted for in the analyses. Therefore, I use clustered
standard errors at the household level to statistically correct for the dependence of
two observations per household. Municipal-level variance is captured by controlling
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for urbanization, which is a municipality-level variable. Twenty municipalities are not
enough contextual units to reliably employ multilevel analyses.

Results
Bivariate results
Since we know almost nothing about the composition of lesbian women’s and gay
men’s personal networks, I begin by discussing what the personal networks look like
compared to heterosexual women and men. Table 7.2 shows that lesbian women
have the largest networks with 6 persons on average, followed by heterosexual
women and gay men (5 persons) and heterosexual men (4 persons). Several
respondents indicated that they have nobody with whom they discuss important
matters or like to spend time (not shown in table). This share was highest among
heterosexual men (16%), followed by gay men (7%), heterosexual women (5%) and
lesbian women (3%). In line with prior research (McPherson et al., 2006), women
have more kinship ties in their personal networks than men. Heterosexual women
named two kinship ties on average; lesbian women have significantly fewer with an
average of 1.62. Both gay and heterosexual men report about 1.50 kinship ties. The
number of friends in the personal network differs along sexual orientation lines, but
not between men and women: lesbian women and gay men have more friends in
their personal networks (about 3.3) than heterosexuals (about 2.5).
Moving on to the presence of similar others, lesbian women and gay men
both have an average of 1.4 LGB alters in their personal networks. Unsurprisingly,
heterosexual men and women have very few LGBs in their personal networks,
namely about 0.2 on average. Moreover, personal networks consist for a large
part of ties with persons of the same sex. Heterosexual men report 3.4 ties with
other men, whereas gay men have significantly fewer ties with other men (2.8). I
found that women have more same sex ties than men. Heterosexual women have
an average of 4.3 ties with other women, while lesbian women have 4.6 such ties
on average. When it comes to the number of couples in the personal network, all
groups reported about 3.5 persons in their network who are living with a spouse or
partner. There appears to be no difference between the groups in this respect. Next,
I turn to network density, which indicates whether the network members know each
other well. Overall, it seems that about a third of the network members know each
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other well. The difference between lesbian and heterosexual women is significant,
albeit small (36% versus 30% respectively). There is no significant difference among
gay and heterosexual men. In the next section, I explore whether these differences
in personal networks between lesbian women, gay men and heterosexuals can be
explained by demographic characteristics or by features of their personal networks.
Table 7.2 Description of personal networks of gay men, lesbian women and heterosexual men and
women: unweighted group means and standard deviations
Lesbian
women

Network size

Heterosexual
women

Mean
(SD)

N

Mean
(SD)

N

Mean
(SD)

N

Mean
(SD)

527

5.61

267

5.08

314

5.16

240

4.04

513

1.62

(2.36)
252

(1.50)
Friends

513

3.30

490

4.59

252

510

1.35

234

510

3.84

241

502

N

527

0.30

290

4.26

0.21

245

3.71

277

(0.27)

0.36

284

200

2.78

1.41

283

3.61

191

0.33

191

0.23
(0.99)

195

3.41
(2.09)

187

(0.28)
314

3.38
(1.86)

(1.92)
279

2.42
(1.84)

(1.50)

(0.32)
267

3.39

1.52
(1.47)

(1.71)

(1.85)
246

200

(2.06)

(0.49)

(1.91)
Density

2.54

1.49

(2.74)

(1.51)

(1.87)

(1.50)
Couples

290

(1.91)

(1.90)
LGB alters

2.03

(2.55)

(1.59)

(2.00)
Same sex alters

Heterosexual
men

N

(2.22)
Family

Gay
men

0.37
(0.33)

240

Notes: Significant within-sex mean differences at p < .05 indicated by bold fond.
All network measures range from 0 to 8, except density ranges from 0 (nobody know each other well) to 1
(everybody knows each other well). Source: UNICON 2016.

Multivariate results
Network size and role composition. I begin by discussing the regression results for
network size (see table 7.3). The regression results confirm what we have already
seen in the bivariate analyses: both lesbian women (b = .504, p < .010) and gay
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men (b = 1.160, p < .001) have significantly larger networks than their heterosexual
counterparts. In the second model, I include demographic control variables. Being
young, highly educated and having a high living standard is associated with having
larger networks. Including these variables in the model renders the difference in
network size among lesbian and heterosexual women insignificant. The difference
among men diminishes somewhat in size but remains significant. Next, I include
a control variable for urbanization. Again, the coefficient for gay men diminishes
somewhat in size (b = .886, p < .001), yet the implications remain unchanged: gay
men have significantly larger networks than heterosexual men, with one more
person on average. Next, I examine the role composition of the network. It appears
that gay men have somewhat fewer kinship ties in their personal networks than
heterosexual men (b = -.285, p < .050). If we compare lesbian and heterosexual
women, the difference is even more pronounced (b = -.469, p < .001). When including
control variables for individual demographic characteristics and urbanization, both
effects are reduced in size. The difference among men is no longer significant. In
other words, lesbian women are the ones who have significantly fewer kinship ties
in their personal networks compared to their heterosexual peers.
The bivariate analyses have already suggested that both lesbian women and
gay men have more friends in their networks than their heterosexual counterparts.
This result is confirmed in the regression analyses, where I adjust for network size
(lesbian women b = .533, p < .001; gay men b = .550, p < .001). The effects also
remain stable when controlling for demographic explanations and urbanization.
Overall, there is clear evidence in support of the families-of-choice hypothesis
among women. Lesbian women have fewer kinship ties and more friendship ties
than heterosexual women. Among men, there is evidence that gay men have more
friendship ties, while they do not differ from heterosexual men in the number of
kinship ties.
Similar others. Lesbian women and gay men, on average, have one more
LGB tie in their network compared to their heterosexual counterparts (b = 1.052,
p < .001 and b = .998, p < .001, respectively). The effects remain stable in size
and significance when taking demographic characteristics and urbanization into
account. Interestingly, sexual orientation (and sex) of the respondent explain only
26% of the variance in the number of LGB ties in the personal network (adjusted
RP2P = .261). Turning to the sex composition of the networks, no difference is found
between lesbian and heterosexual women in the number of other women in their
networks (b = .045, p > .050). However, gay men have significantly fewer male ties in
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Size (1)

Size (2)

Size (3)

.110

.112

1,287

.170

.288***
(.019)
1,198

-.469***
(.117)
-.285*
(.131)

.135
(.119)

Family (1)

.189

.304***
(.020)
1,198

-.009~
(.005)
.177
(.169)
-.446***
(.103)
.128
(.100)
-.016
(.149)
.037
(.102)
-.067
(.145)
.042
(.101)

-.335**
(.118)
-.221
(.140)

.182
(.175)

Family (2)

Standard errors in parentheses and clustered on the household-level. ~ p < .10, * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001.
a
Mean centered b Middle category serves as reference category c Single is reference category.
Source: UNICON 2016.

1,287

.049

-.016*
(.008)
-.542~
(.288)
.618***
(.176)
.156
(.172)
-.299
(.248)
-.362*
(.163)
-.777**
(.274)
.548***
(.163)
.460
(.424)
.497~
(.274)

-.016*
(.008)
-.526~
(.291)
.657***
(.175)
.121
(.172)
-.322
(.248)
-.352*
(.164)
-.755**
(.276)
.548***
(.163)

1,287

.223
(.184)
.886***
(.257)

3.105***
(.370)

.253
(.183)
.920***
(.257)

3.534***
(.273)

Observations

.504**
(.183)
1.160***
(.241)

4.000***
(.181)

Adjusted R2

Size network

Network variables

Urbanization: strong b

Urbanization: marginal b

Living standard: high b

Living standard: low b

Child/ren, 1 = yes

Marital status: civil union c

Marital status: married c

Education: high b

Education: low b

Age a

Demographic variables

Gay (vs. hetero) men

Lesbian (vs. hetero) women

Sexual orientation

Constant

.192

.306***
(.020)
1,198

-.009~
(.005)
.173
(.171)
-.416***
(.105)
.095
(.102)
-.035
(.150)
.042
(.101)
-.054
(.146)
.042
(.101)
.141
(.240)
-.252
(.164)

-.323**
(.119)
-.205
(.139)

.383~
(.231)

Family (3)

.404

.579***
(.021)
1,198

.533***
(.129)
.550***
(.146)

-.370**
(.129)

Friends (1)

.414

.565***
(.022)
1,198

-.004
(.005)
.113
(.172)
.416***
(.112)
-.126
(.116)
.271~
(.155)
-.146
(.115)
.111
(.165)
.050
(.107)

.413**
(.132)
.429**
(.163)

-.455*
(.182)

Friends (2)

Table 7.3 OLS regression models of network size, role composition (family, friends) and similar alters (same sex, LGBs, couples) on sexual orientation

.415

.563***
(.022)
1,198

-.003
(.005)
.120
(.174)
.387***
(.115)
-.094
(.117)
.288~
(.155)
-.149
(.115)
.103
(.168)
.050
(.107)
-.301
(.302)
.174
(.179)

.407**
(.132)
.418*
(.162)

-.584*
(.247)

Friends (3)
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.273

.224***
(.021)
1,180

.003
(.005)
-.190
(.135)
-.112
(.096)
-.195~
(.100)
-.137
(.149)
-.089
(.095)
.362**
(.132)
.199*
(.085)
-.096
(.196)
.260~
(.137)

1.003***
(.079)
.904***
(.139)

-.810***
(.201)

LGB alters (3)

.647

.669***
(.016)
1,138

.045
(.093)
-1.060***
(.128)

.116
(.105)

Same sex alters (1)

.648

.668***
(.017)
1,138

.003
(.004)
-.016
(.131)
.099
(.097)
-.011
(.087)
.052
(.139)
.176*
(.089)
.196
(.148)
.100
(.089)

.059
(.097)
-.970***
(.144)

-.137
(.160)

Same sex alters (2)

Standard errors in parentheses and clustered on the household-level. ~ p < .10, * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001.
a
Mean centered b Middle category serves as reference category c Single is reference category. Source: UNICON 2016.

.261

Observations

Adjusted R2

1.052***
(.080)
.998***
(.124)

-.757***
(.093)

LGB alters (1)

.230***
(.021)
1,180

Size network

Network variables

Urbanization: strong b

Urbanization: marginal b

Living standard: high b

Living standard: low b

Child/ren, 1 = yes

Marital status: civil union Pc

Marital status: married Pc

Education: high b

Education: low b

Age a

Demographic variables

Gay (vs. hetero) men

Lesbian (vs. hetero) women

Sexual orientation

Constant

Table 7.3 continued

.648

.669***
(.017)
1,138

.002
(.004)
-.010
(.130)
.111
(.098)
-.024
(.088)
.044
(.138)
.179*
(.089)
.211
(.147)
.100
(.089)
-.288
(.194)
-.233~
(.134)

.075
(.097)
-.955***
(.145)

.063
(.190)

Same sex alters (3)

.665

.770***
(.017)
1,185

-.226**
(.087)
-.421***
(.111)

.133
(.089)

Couples (1)

.671

.767***
(.017)
1,185

.006
(.004)
-.025
(.133)
.029
(.079)
.221**
(.085)
.029
(.128)
.241**
(.086)
-.275*
(.134)
-.011
(.077)

-.168~
(.090)
-.257*
(.127)

-.161
(.140)

Couples (2)

.673

.769***
(.017)
1,185

.005
(.004)
-.031
(.132)
.056
(.079)
.191*
(.087)
.013
(.128)
.244**
(.086)
-.268*
(.135)
-.012
(.077)
.285~
(.149)
-.162
(.105)

-.163~
(.090)
-.247~
(.127)

-.044
(.168)

Couples (3)
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their personal network compared to heterosexual men (b = -1.060, p < .001). To
be precise, gay men have on average one man less in their personal network
compared to heterosexual men. Neither demographic characteristics nor
urbanization can account for this difference between gay and heterosexual
men.
The third type of similar alters analyzed in the personal network are
couples. While the bivariate analyses have suggested that there is no difference
in the number of couples in the network along sexual orientation lines, adjusting
for network size reveals relative differences. Lesbian women (b = -.226, p <
.010), and even more so gay men (b = .421, p < .001), have fewer partnered
alters in their personal networks compared to their heterosexual counterparts.
Being married and having children are associated with having more couples in
one’s personal network. The fact that lesbian women and gay men are not as
often married or parents as heterosexuals explains part of this difference. As
these variables are included in the model, the difference between lesbian and
heterosexual women is no longer significant. The difference between gay and
heterosexual men is reduced by 39%. When accounting for urbanization, the
difference between LGBs and heterosexuals is only significant at the 10% level
(lesbian women b = -.163, p < .100; gay men b = -.247, b < .100).
Density. Lesbian women have significantly less dense networks than
heterosexual women (b = -.069, p < .010, table 7.4). Substantively, this means
that the number of people who know each other well in lesbian women’s
personal networks is on average 7% lower compared to heterosexual women.
This finding remains the same when accounting for demographic explanations
and urbanization. Among men, no significant difference is found. The
coefficient for gay men is similar in size to that of lesbian women and it becomes
significant at the 10% level when adjusting for demographic characteristics
and urbanization. While this suggests a similar trend among men as among
women, the evidence is less pronounced among men. In order to explain the
gap in density among women, I first explore the role of kinship ties in the
network. The share of kinship ties in the network likely affects density since kin
tend to know each other regardless of whether the personal network around
ego is cohesive or not. Specifically, I include a quadratic term that allows the
effect of kinship ties on density to vary depending on how many kinship ties
there are in total. I find a large positive quadratic effect of kinship ties on
network density (b = .686, p < .001). Figure 7.1 illustrates this effect.
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We see that the average density is just below 30% when no kinship
ties are present in the network. An increase of kinship ties in the network
initially does not affect density in any meaningful way. After a tipping point,
however, namely when about 50% of the network is made up of kinship ties,
the confidence intervals of the point estimates no longer overlap. In other
words, density in the network increases significantly when 50% of the network
is made up of kinship ties. Additional kinship ties in the network result in a
sharp increase in density as indicted by the exponential line. Overall, the share
of kinship ties in the network explains around 13% of the variance in network
density (adjusted RP 2P increases from .055 to .183). It also fully accounts for the
difference in density between lesbian and heterosexual women, as the effect
is no longer significant.
Next, I examine whether a similar effect can be observed for the share
of LGB alters in the network. The quadratic term for share of LGB alters in the
network is positive and significant at the 10% level (b = .222, p < .100). Based
on the small size of the effect and the low significance, there is no strong
evidence that the share of LGBs in the network affect density in any substantial
way. Including the share of LGBs in the network in the model, however, brings
back the small gap in density between lesbian and heterosexual women. This
suppressor effect possibly occurs because the two measures of family and LGB
ties are weakly inversely correlated (r =. -.233). Overall, there seems to be a
small persistent gap in network density between lesbian and heterosexual
women when both the number of kinship ties and the number of LGB ties are
held constant.
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Table 7.4 OLS regression models of network density on sexual orientation and network role
composition
(1)

(2)

(3)

(4)

(5)

.370***
(.027)

.448***
(.041)

.486***
(.058)

.405***
(.052)

.410***
(.053)

Lesbian (vs. hetero) women

-.069**
(.026)

-.060*
(.025)

-.058*
(.025)

-.032
(.024)

-.056*
(.024)

Gay (vs. hetero) men

-.047
(.032)

-.063~
(.035)

-.060~
(.034)

-.024
(.032)

-.049
(.032)

Age a

-.002*
(.001)

-.002*
(.001)

-.003**
(.001)

-.003***
(.001)

Education: low b

.167**
(.052)

.168**
(.053)

.143**
(.053)

.144**
(.052)

Education: high b

-.035
(.024)

-.032
(.024)

-.002
(.022)

.003
(.022)

Marital status: married c

-.060**
(.021)

-.063**
(.022)

-.053**
(.020)

-.045*
(.020)

Marital status: civil union c

-.020
(.034)

-.022
(.034)

-.017
(.032)

-.009
(.032)

Child/ren, 1 = yes

-.022
(.021)

-.022
(.021)

-.021
(.020)

-.016
(.019)

Living standard: low b

.012
(.044)

.015
(.044)

-.002
(.041)

-.022
(.040)

Living standard: high b

-.015
(.023)

-.015
(.023)

-.013
(.022)

-.021
(.022)

Urbanization: marginal b

-.046
(.065)

-.059
(.064)

-.057
(.063)

Urbanization: strong b

-.043
(.044)

-.056
(.038)

-.064~
(.038)

Share of family linear a

-.169*
(.084)

-.114
(.084)

Share of family quadratic

.686***
(.107)

.657***
(.107)

Constant
Sexual orientation

Demographic variables

Network variables

Share of LGBs linear a

.002
(.093)

Share of LGBs quadratic

.222~
(.119)

Observations

987

987

987

987

987

Adjusted R

.014

.055

.055

.183

.205

2

Notes: Standard errors in parentheses and clustered on the household-level. ~ p < .10, * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p <
.001. a Mean centered b Middle category serves as reference category c Single is reference category.
Source: UNICON 2016.
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Figure 7.1 The quadratic effect of kinship ties and LGB ties on the density in personal networks for all
respondents combined; 95% confidence intervals

Source: UNICON 2016.

Discussion and conclusions
In this study I set out to address the lack of knowledge in contemporary sociology
with regard to the personal networks of partnered lesbian women and gay men.
The guiding research question asked: How similar or different are the personal
networks of partnered lesbian women and gay men compared to the personal networks
of partnered heterosexuals in the Netherlands? Using novel probability survey data
from the Netherlands, I studied a broad group of partnered LG(B)s and compared
their personal networks to those of heterosexuals in terms of size, composition and
density. The results illustrate that there are meaningful differences along sexual
orientation lines, along sex lines and at the intersection of the two.
One hypothesis that is often anecdotally referred to is that LGBs tend to
have more problematic kinship ties, which are then substituted by a chosen family
of supportive friendship ties (families-of-choice hypothesis). The current study
empirically tests the families-of-choice hypothesis on probability based survey
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data among partnered lesbian women and gay men. I find evidence among lesbian
women in support of this hypothesis but not among gay men. While gay men have
more friendship ties in their personal networks compared to heterosexual men, they
have similar numbers of kinship ties. One possible interpretation of this finding is
related to the fact that women have traditionally been responsible for kinkeeping
(Brown & DeRycke, 2010). If women are central to managing and maintaining kinship
relationships, they could have more to lose if their family reacts negatively to their
sexual orientation or same-sex partner. Men tend to have fewer kinship ties in their
networks to begin with (McPherson et al., 2006). More research on the intersection of
sexuality and sex is needed to truly disentangle this. Another possible interpretation
is linked to the fact that I studied partnered lesbians and gay men. Couples tend to
have more family focused networks (Rözer et al., 2015) and it is a possibility that the
families-of-choice hypothesis applies to gay men who are single. For lesbian women,
this finding of fewer kinship ties is quite concerning. Frost et al. (2016) have shown
that – like heterosexual men and women – lesbian women predominantly rely on
kinship ties for major support. The fact that lesbian women appear to have fewer
kinship ties can be detrimental in times of need. On the flipside, it is reassuring that
gay men appear to have relatively many friendship ties, as those appear to serve
as their primary source of support (Frost et al., 2016). Together, these findings also
explain why I find a difference in the size of networks for men but not women.
Lesbian women – like gay men – have more friendship ties, yet they lack kinship ties,
resulting in networks of similar size as those of heterosexual women.
While the role composition clearly differed between lesbian women and gay
men, network diversity in terms of sexual orientation emerged as a matter of the
sexual orientation of the respondent. Both lesbian women and gay men have one
more tie with someone who is LGB compared to heterosexuals. It is interesting that
the difference with heterosexuals is not larger than the observed one tie, on average.
Heterosexual men and women have very few LGB ties, in fact close to none at all
(.02 on average). Considering that there are persistent differences in how accepting
heterosexual men and women are of homosexuality (Valfort, 2017), it is interesting
to see that this does not seem to translate into differences in actual LGB ties. Possibly,
a larger sample would be needed to tease out differences within a group that is
already so small (i.e., the group of heterosexuals having at least one LGB tie in their
personal networks).
Sex segregation of personal networks is an oft-observed phenomenon, and
which can also be observed in this study. I find that women have substantially
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more same-sex ties than men, on average. Among men, a clear sexual orientation
difference is observed. Gay men tend to have fewer men in their personal networks
compared to heterosexual men. This finding is in line with literature that suggests
one of the unique challenges that gay men face when interacting with other men:
standards of masculinity strongly sanction male homosexuality (Worthen, 2013).
Without implying that female homosexuality is not socially stigmatized – the
processes differ from those applying to men – gay men emerge as the ones showing
structural differences in their personal networks. The current data do not allow for
a breakdown of the personal networks according to sexual orientation and sex of
the alters simultaneously, as the number of observations would become too low. It
would be insightful to conduct further research into whether gay (and heterosexual)
men’s ties are with other gay men or with heterosexual men to gain a more nuanced
understanding of the role of heteronormative masculinities and homophobia.
Finally, I find a small but persistent difference between lesbian and heterosexual
women in terms of network density. The two main mediators tested, the share of
family and LGB ties in the network, do not explain this difference. Additional studies
which allow respondents to report larger networks (i.e., more than eight ties) could
be useful to examine possible network fragmentation more closely.
As any study, the present one comes with certain limitations. First, it is important
to highlight again that the findings apply to lesbian women and gay men who are
currently partnered and who are living together with their partner. This makes this
group selective with limited applicability to singles. Based on existing research of
presumed heterosexuals, we know that the networks of partnered individuals tend
to differ from those of singles in meaningful ways. Couples have fewer friends and
more family-focused networks (Rözer et al., 2015). It is reasonable to assume that
these processes apply to lesbian women and gay men in a similar way. Yet, given that
homosexuality, and perhaps especially the presence of a same-sex partner, does not
comply with the prevailing heteronormative standard, it is advisable to examine in
what way these processes possibly differ for persons with same-sex partners.
Second, the fact that demographic and socio-economic characteristics of the
population of lesbian women and gay men is unknown makes it difficult to deal with
possible selectivity of the sample on such characteristics. From research on online
survey respondents, and surveys on sensitive issues, we know that respondents
can differ in meaningful ways from non-respondents. It also therefore remains
open whether oft-observed demographic patters, such as higher education levels
among LGBs, are the result of systematic selection or not. In another paper, the
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representativeness of the current data is evaluated carefully (Steinmetz & Fischer,
forthcoming). There is reason to suspect an overrepresentation of well-off households.
Overall, the conclusion is optimistic about the quality and representativeness of the
UNICON data.
Third, information about the ethnicity/race of the respondents was not recorded in
the survey. While a thorough study of the intersection between sexual orientation
and ethnicity/race lies well beyond the scope of the current study, it is an important
factor that cannot go unexamined. We know that LGBs who identify as members of
ethnic/racial minorities can face unique challenges, which may be reflected in the
size, composition and structure of their personal networks (e.g., Schneider, Lancki,
& Schumm, 2017). In addition, we know that the social networks of individuals who
belong to ethnic minorities have networks that structurally differ from those of the
majority in size and composition (McPherson et al., 2006). It is up to future studies
to shed light on what this means for the personal networks of a broad population of
lesbian women and gay men who belong to ethnic/racial minorities.
In sum, this study has provided long-overdue and novel information on the
personal networks of partnered lesbian women and gay men in the Netherlands. I
have outlined avenues for future research on the basis of the first systematic account
of the size, composition and density of their networks. Hopefully this study serves
as encouragement to others in the field to creatively tackle the many challenges
associated with survey research on a difficult-to-reach population such as lesbian
women and gay men. I have shown that there are meaningful differences between
lesbian women/gay men and heterosexuals, as well as within the group of lesbian
women and gay men. Sexual orientation should be considered as a stratifying factor
when studying personal networks in order to address a blind spot in the literature,
which predominantly assumes the heterosexuality of its study subjects.
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Discussion and Conclusion
In this dissertation, I set out to examine whether there are structural barriers to persons
in same-sex relationships to living equally autonomous lives as persons in mixed-sex
relationships in Europe and in the Netherlands. Specifically, I studied different aspects
of social well-being, ranging in scope from personal networks and neighborhood
integration to the relationship between individuals and society at large. Thereby, I
explored the relevance of the wider societal context to potential differences between
persons in same-sex and mixed-sex relationships. The overarching research questions
were: Is there an overall social well-being gap between persons in same-sex and mixedsex relationships in Europe and in the Netherlands? And to what extent does this possible
gap depend on the wider societal context in people’s country of residence in Europe and
municipality of residence in the Netherlands? These research questions called for largescale representative and comparative survey data – a scarce resource in the field.
The overarching principle for my empirical work is the assumption that if there
are no structural barriers for sexual minorities to live their lives as they wish, there
should be no empirical differences between sexual minorities and heterosexuals in
the way their social lives are organized. Instead, differences in the social organization
of lives are driven by individual or interpersonal factors (which are randomly
distributed in both groups), and by other well-studied axes of inequality such as
race and class, for example. This applies to all dimensions of social well-being, be it
personal networks, neighborhood integration or a person’s way of relating to society
at large. Preferences that may lead to differences in the organization of the social
lives of persons in same-sex and mixed-sex relationships are assumed to stem from
socialization according to heteronormative principles, and hence suggest that sexual
orientation is an axis of inequality (example discussed below). This overarching
principle motivated the research questions I asked in the substantive chapters and it
was the driver behind pursuing the sometimes rocky path of finding representative
and comparative survey data. I conclude this dissertation by discussing the main
findings, and by reflecting upon the limitations of my work and the scientific
contributions I have made to the field.

CHAPTER 8

Methodological challenges: solutions and lessons learnt
In the first part of this dissertation, I laid the methodological groundwork for the
substantive studies in my dissertation. The issue of finding large-scale, representative
and comparative survey data on LGBs was central. While a quantitative, comparative
design is by no means the only way to obtain scientific knowledge on sexual
minorities, it is indispensable to mapping structural inequality and its prevalence
in societies. With this first part of my dissertation, I have contributed to the field by
systematically examining existing data sources and by reviewing common threats
to the quality of these data. Moreover, I have collected primary survey data in the
UNICON project that addresses five core challenges in the field. The resulting dataset
is an asset to the field of LGB studies where representative, comparative survey data
is not readily available.
One of the most prominent challenges I encountered in this dissertation is
linked to concerns about data quality. I worked with secondary survey data in three
out of my four substantive chapters, which meant that at times I faced uncertainty
with regard to the quality of these data and I went to great lengths to carefully
evaluate the data before using them. One result was the correction of an error in the
gender variable of the Safety Monitor (Kalmijn, Fischer, et al., 2017). It is of course
not unusual that large-scale survey data suffers from occasional mistakes. In fact,
probability-based analytical methods, like the regression analyses I have used in this
dissertation, can by design deal with a small number of errors. As long as they are
not systematic, random noise gets expressed in the error terms of estimates, which
at worst become somewhat less accurate. In chapters 2 and 3, however, I have shown
how detrimental otherwise harmless errors can be for a numerically small group like
persons in same-sex relationships. I have carefully documented my process where I
reflected on possible problems and evaluated the quality. This can serve as orientation
for other researchers interested in using these data. Moreover, I have formulated
recommendations for survey providers who want to improve the usability of their
data for the study of persons in same-sex relationships. Specifically, it is important to
have a clear, standardized interviewing procedure for the household grid, to educate
interviewers on the topic of same-sex relationships, to treat the recording of the
household composition as potentially sensitive and to carefully consider the survey
mode. Moreover, it is pivotal to make the full data collection cycle as transparent as
possible for users of these data. Overall, I want to emphasize that secondary survey
data, which was not specifically designed with persons in same-sex relationships in
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mind, still bear important potential for the study of this group. The large design scale
of these surveys, the international comparability, and the wide range of substantive
topics are all well-worth the effort to try and maximize the use of these data. It is
simply necessary to reflect on the possible sources of errors and how these might
affect the research which is conducted with them.
My work has shown that the ad hoc diagnosis of errors in survey data is
incredibly difficult. Therefore, the optimal way to advance the quality of data on LGB
populations is by deliberately including them in the design of the survey from the
very beginning. In chapter 3, I have described how the UNICON project was designed
to do exactly that: provide high-quality data by considering the unique challenges
of including sexual minorities at every step of the design process. UNICON addresses
five core challenges in collecting data on LGB populations, as it (1) purposefully
includes persons in same-sex couples in the sampling frame, (2) uses a random
sample, (3) oversamples persons in same-sex couples to achieve a large number of
observations, (4) includes a suitable comparison group of heterosexual couples, and
(5) covers a wide range of substantive topics. In many ways, the UNICON project was a
great success. The dataset creatively addressed the fact that there is no exhaustive list
of same-sex couples or LGB persons that which could serve as basis for a probability
sampling frame. By approximating households, where it is likely that couples of
the same and the opposite sex live, we overcame this problem. This innovative
strategy for creating a sampling frame proved to be accurate as many households
that were sampled as same-sex couple households confirmed their status in the
survey. Representativeness is one of the core contributions of this dataset to the
field of LGB studies. Some challenges persisted and remain difficult to address; the
main one being selective response and the inability to truly correct for this. With a
survey response rate of 34% and 27% among same-sex couple households with and
without children, respectively, this is a threat to representativeness that needs to
be taken seriously. A comparison with secondary benchmark surveys in a separate
study pointed toward an overrepresentation of employed respondents and an
underrepresentation of respondents in their thirties. Besides these two points, the
comparison produced encouraging evidence (Steinmetz & Fischer, forthcoming).
The UNICON is currently the largest dataset on same-sex parents in the Netherlands
with information on 267 persons in same-sex relationships in 168 unique households
raising 288 children. The strategy of oversampling same-sex households has resulted
in large enough numbers of same-sex couples so that the group can be analyzed in
more detail. It is an important advancement that researchers who use the UNICON

175

CHAPTER 8

data are no longer forced to treat persons in same-sex relationships as one group.
Often they make up such a small group in existing social survey that they cannot
responsibly be split up according to different demographic and socio-economic
characteristics. Even though the remaining challenges associated with non-response
bias are not to be downplayed, the UNICON project is a substantial advancement in
collecting probability-based survey data for LGB populations.

Is there a social well-being gap in Europe and in the Netherlands?
The first substantive contribution of this dissertation to the literature is my study of
social well-being among persons in same-sex relationships. By examining disparities
in the social realm between persons in same-sex and mixed-sex relationships,
I broaden the conceptualization of well-being in the field of LGB studies. In my
empirical studies, the main effect of being in a same-sex relationship on social wellbeing captures whether there is an overall gap in social well-being across all contexts
that are studied. That is, regardless of the level of tolerance, the legal situation, the
visibility of other LGBs or any other context-specific factor, persons in same-sex
relationships on average differ in their social well-being from persons in mixed-sex
relationships. It is this gap that I referred to in this dissertation when speaking of
structural differences between the two groups. I have expressed this in my first
overarching research question: is there an overall social well-being gap between
persons in same-sex and mixed-sex relationships in Europe and in the Netherlands?

Europe
Beginning with European countries as a level of analysis, there is little evidence that
a social well-being gap exists. In fact, only for one indicator of social well-being,
namely formal volunteering, did I find convincing evidence in support of an overall
gap across the 29 countries under study; for the majority of the indicators I found no
structural difference between persons in same-sex and mixed-sex relationships. The
gap in formal volunteering I detected in chapter 5 is relatively small in size. Yet, the
finding is robust, meaning that it is insensitive to the robustness checks I performed
with regard to size and statistical significance. Persons in same-sex relationships
are somewhat less involved in work for voluntary or charitable organizations than
persons in mixed-sex relationships. I have conceptualized formal volunteering as a
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proxy of a person’s relationship with society at large. The literature on volunteering
suggests that people’s socio-economic and cultural position in society influences the
types of barriers they experience to volunteering in formal organizations (Rochester,
Paine, Howlett, Zimmeck, & Paine, 2016). Rochester and colleagues (2016) identified
it at a core challenge for voluntary organizations to ensure that “voluntary action is
inclusive – that is open to all regardless of race, gender, religion, disability, age, [and]
sexual orientation” (p. 239). My finding suggests that future research into barriers to
voluntary action should indeed consider sexual orientation as a relevant factor. In
the same study in chapter 5, I detected a small gap in social interaction relative to
peers who are the same age. Yet the size of this gap is close to zero and statistically
significant only at the 10% level, rendering this finding almost negligible. Persons
in both same-sex and mixed-sex relationships on average reported to be about
as likely as others at their age to take part in social activities. Persons in same-sex
relationships did so marginally less often.
In addition to the social well-being measures, I have studied possible differences
in depressive feelings across five European countries in chapter 4. And indeed, I have
identified a gap in depressive feelings between persons in same-sex and mixed-sex
relationships across Belgium, Bulgaria, the Czech Republic, France and Norway.
Persons in same-sex relationships reported higher average levels of depressive
feelings than persons in mixed-sex relationships. While the gap is statistically
significant at the 5% level, the size is relatively small. This is initially surprising, given
the bulk of evidence I discussed in the introduction suggesting serious mental health
deficits among sexual minorities (King et al., 2008; Lewis, 2009; Marshal et al., 2011).
One explanation for this discrepancy between the existing literature and my findings
could be geographic context. Much of the research I discussed in the introduction is
from North America but not exclusively. In fact, the two countries that stand out with
particularly pronounced differences between LGBs and heterosexuals in mental
health and self-harm are European, namely the Netherlands and Austria (Lewis,
2009; Sandfort et al., 2001). It is unfortunate that the survey measures for depressive
feelings in the GGP data (the survey I used for the analyses in chapter 4a) are not
available for the Netherlands and Austria. A direct comparison between the findings
from the survey with the literature would have been interesting. It is possible that
the inclusion of the Netherlands and Austria would have resulted in a larger overall
gap in my analyses in chapter 4. This is however mere speculation.
In fact, it is likelier that the differences in depressive symptoms between
persons in same-sex and mixed-sex relationships are indeed relatively small.

177

CHAPTER 8

Sandfort et al (2001) have studied individuals who have had sex with a person of the
same sex within the past year of the data collection, whereas I study persons who
live together with a partner. The authors note that the absence of a steady partner
is positively associated with the prevalence of psychiatric morbidity (Sandfort et al.,
2001, p. 86). This is also supported by my analyses of the UNICON data in chapter 3,
where I have not detected any difference between the level of depressive feelings of
persons in same-sex and mixed-sex relationships (see table 3.10). The fact that I find
no difference in the UNICON data, which have been designed rigorously with the
specific purpose of studying partnered LGBs in the Netherlands, lends support this
explanation that the gap is indeed small or absent. Also note that 20 years lie between
the data collection of the study of Sandfort et al (2001) and the UNICON study. The
societal position of sexual minorities improved over the past twenty years, which
can have resulted in smaller well-being differences. However, this does likely not
account for the large discrepancy that we observe here. I also want to point toward
the fact that I have analyzed depressive feelings as opposed to clinically diagnosed
disorders, self-harm and addiction. In that sense, these findings come from opposite
extremes of the mental well-being distribution. Comparing feelings of sadness
to clinically diagnosed mood or anxiety disorders is not ideal. In fact, Marshal et
al. (2011) have noticed in their meta-study of self-harm behavior among LGB and
heterosexual youth that the difference between LGBs and heterosexuals gets more
pronounced with increasing severity of the symptoms. LGB youth are twice as likely
to consider suicide and to plan an attempt than heterosexual youth, three times as
likely to attempt suicide and four times as likely to make an attempt that requires
medical attention (Lewis, 2009). This might be an indication that the mental health
differences between heterosexuals and sexual minorities vary with the severity and
nature of the specific symptom. Future research using large scale comparative and
representative data is needed to shed light on this possible heterogeneity of the
mental health gap.

The Netherlands
In the third part of this dissertation, I zoomed in on the Netherlands as a case study.
Within a relatively tolerant national context, I examined the social ties people
have in more detail. This has allowed me to uncover interesting differences in
the personal networks of persons in same-sex and mixed-sex relationships in the
Netherlands. In chapter 6, I conceptualized social well-being as social integration
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into the neighborhood. My analyses showed that there is no structural difference
between LGBs and heterosexuals in the Netherlands as a whole when it comes
to their integration in the neighborhood. The sensitivity analyses showed that
Amsterdam emerged as different from the rest of the country (discussed in
the next section). In chapter 7, I conceptualized social well-being as the size,
composition and density of people’s personal networks using an adapted version
of the traditional core discussion network measure (Marsden, 1987).
Both advantages and disadvantages for persons in same-sex relationships
emerged compared to persons in mixed-sex relationships. One such advantage is
that persons in same-sex relationships have somewhat more friends on average
than persons in mixed-sex relationships, namely ‘half a friend’ more.1 Among
men in same-sex relationships, this also means that they have significantly larger
networks than heterosexual men (by an average of one more person). On the
one hand, this can be interpreted as an encouraging sign for the social wellbeing of persons in same-sex relationships in the Netherlands. Even though
the size of the network and the number of friends does not say anything about
the quality of the relationships, it is a sign of positive social well-being. On the
other hand, this finding can also be interpreted in the light of necessity. In other
words, perhaps persons in same-sex couples have more friendship ties because
they need contacts outside their families of origin. This has been summarized
as the families-of-choice hypothesis, which holds that problematic or absent
ties with the family of origin are replaced with friendship ties (the family of
choice). Among women, I found evidence in support of this hypothesis. Sexual
minority women had significantly fewer family (of origin) ties in their social
network than heterosexual women. I have also shown that this deficit in family
(of origin) ties is linked to a small gap in network density among sexual minority
women compared to heterosexual women. Men did not differ from each other
in the amount of family (of origin) ties regardless of their sexual orientation. I
have argued, however, that their advantage in friendship ties might come from
necessity, based on research from the United States that suggested that sexual
minority men rely on friendship ties rather than their families of origin when
they are in need of major support, like borrowing a large sum of money (Frost
et al., 2016). This would render friendship ties more necessary to sexual minority
men compared to heterosexual men.

1 Effect is b ≈ .50 on count variable for number of friends.
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Among men, I found a gap in the sex composition of their networks. Gay men
have fewer men (and hence more women) in their personal networks compared to
heterosexual men. It is possible that this is rooted in different preferences among
some gay men, who actively seek out ties with women (demand argument). It is
however important to realize that preferences are not formed in a vacuum. It is quite
implausible to assume that social preferences inherently differ between gay and
heterosexual men. Instead, a preference for friendships with women among some
gay men can be understood against the background of alienation of gay men from
hegemonic masculinity. This alienation is rooted in the heteronormative organization
of society and forms the background to their preference. To illustrate this, consider the
tendency of parents from lower socio-economic backgrounds to send their children
to lower school tracks compared to equally gifted students of parents from higher
socio-economic backgrounds (Goldthorpe, 1996). It may seem like a personal choice
but it is clearly identifiable as a class-specific choice when studied as a structural
phenomenon, which serves as a mechanism for the intergenerational transmission
of disadvantage (Breen & Jonsson, 2005). Similarly, a preference for friendships
with women among some gay men may seem like a personal choice, while my
research clearly suggests that it is a structural phenomenon (i.e., measurable by the
main effect of sexual orientation). This finding can also be interpreted as a direct
result of the higher prevalence of homophobic attitudes among men than among
women (Valfort, 2017). On average, gay men then have fewer men to choose from as
potential ties than women (supply argument). Both arguments are in line with the
theory that suggests sexual orientation, much like race or social class, is an axis of
inequality in the social realm.
Overall, my studies showed that there is little evidence that an overall social
well-being gap between persons in same-sex and mixed-sex relationships exists
in Europe. Only for one out of the seven social well-being indicators I studied in
chapter 4 and 5 combined was a small gap found. In addition, I detected a small gap
in depressive feelings between persons in same-sex and mixed-sex relationships. In
the Netherlands, where I was able to look at the ties more closely, I did find structural
differences between persons in same-sex and mixed-sex relationships which I
interpret as social well-being gaps. Seven of the eight dependent variables showed
significant differences between persons in same-sex and mixed-sex relationships in
the Netherlands. An overview of the findings is presented in table 8.1.
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Is there a context-dependent social well-being gap?
My exploration of the societal context in relation to social well-being is the
second substantive core contribution of this dissertation to the field of LGB
studies. I strengthen a context-sensitive perspective with the second overarching
research question: To what extent does a possible gap depend on the wider societal
context in people’s country of residence in Europe and municipality of residence in the
Netherlands? I have examined attitudes toward homosexuality, gender roles, family
values, gender equality and religiosity (informal institutional context), laws relevant
to sexual minorities and same-sex couples (formal institutional context), and the
presence of other LGBs (social context) as context-specific factors that may be linked
to a possible social well-being gap. This relationship was expressed by cross-level
interaction effects between being in a same-sex relationship and the respective
contextual variable. A significant interaction effect meant that the contextual factor
affects persons in same-sex and mixed-sex relationships differently, and hence
influences the size and direction of a social well-being gap between them. I have
tested this principle at two levels of aggregation, namely at the country level within
Europe and at the municipality level within the Netherlands.

European countries
In chapter 4, I studied whether social well-being (measured by a reversely-coded
loneliness scale) depends on tolerance of homosexuality at the country level
(expressed as formal and informal institutional contexts) in nine European countries.
I found that this is indeed the case. Persons in same-sex relationships report lower
social well-being than persons in mixed-sex relationships in countries where
tolerance is low. An increase in tolerance results in a closing and even a reversal of the
gap. Yet, the ‘positive gap’ (i.e., advantage in social well-being) for persons in samesex relationships in tolerant countries is about half the size of the ‘negative gap’ in
intolerant countries. In other words, intolerance does more damage to the social
well-being of persons in same-sex relationships than tolerance brings advantages
in tolerant countries. I find this effect for both the attitudes and laws in a country,
yet the attitudinal measure has a larger effect. Moreover, it appeared that men in
same-sex relationships are more affected by the level of tolerance (as an informal
institution) than women in same-sex relationships. This finding highlights again how
tangible the effect of societal attitudes on the social well-being of sexual minorities
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is. Attitudes tend to be more negative toward gay and bisexual men than toward
lesbian and bisexual women (Valfort, 2017), which directly translates into a larger
disadvantage for men. Overall, the dependency of social well-being on tolerance
in chapter 4 is in line with the theory and with research in the United States, where
structural stigma has been linked to negative mental health outcomes for LGBs
(Hatzenbuehler, 2011; Hatzenbuehler, Keyes, & Hasin, 2009).
In chapter 5, I found a small negative interaction effect between being in a
same-sex relationship and tolerance at the country level on the number of strong
ties. The effect is negative, which was counter to what I expected based on the
theory. I expected a positive relationship between tolerance and social well-being,
like the one observed in chapter 4. One possible interpretation of this finding
is that intolerance creates a greater need to build a network of close and trusted
persons. I also found a small negative interaction effect between being in a samesex relationship and tolerance on the frequency of social interaction with friends,
relatives and colleagues. This finding could be interpreted similarly to the finding
regarding strong ties. It is however a major drawback that this measure combines
social interaction with friends, relatives and work colleagues into one. This makes
the measure imprecise and it does not convey sufficient information about who the
ties are with. The two negative interaction terms found in chapter 5 show that the
relationship between the societal context and social well-being of sexual minorities
is more complex than suggested by the theory I borrowed from the field of mental
and physical health. It is not always the case that low levels of tolerance result in
smaller networks. These findings highlight the necessity to develop theories which
are specific to the social experiences of sexual minorities.
Finally, there are a number of links that I theorized which did not get any
empirical support. Specifically, for the political dimension (working for a political
party and voting) I found no overall gap and no relation to the societal context. In
the next section, I discuss my interpretation of the null-findings in this dissertation
in more detail. Note that in all three cases where I did find a context-dependent
social well-being gap, the cross-nationally comparative research design was decisive
in making the respective finding. The opposing directions of the gap in tolerant
and intolerant countries meant that the gaps average each other out when they
are studied across all countries combined. Moreover, if the individual gaps in the
countries had been analyzed in isolation instead of in a cross-nationally comparative
design, it would not have been possible to make immediate sense of either the
positive or negative gap in a single country.
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Municipalities in the Netherlands
In the Netherlands, I explored whether differences in the informal institutional
context influence the neighborhood integration of sexual minorities differently than
heterosexuals. I found no evidence in my analyses in chapter 6, which would suggest
that this is true. Regardless of the municipality of residence, there is no detectable
difference in neighborhood integration between the two groups. This could be
linked to the fact that the Netherlands is already relatively tolerant, making withincountry differences in tolerance at the high end of the spectrum less influential. In
fact, such an explanation is in line with my earlier findings at the country level. I have
shown that intolerance has a relatively large detrimental effect on social well-being
of persons in same-sex relationships, whereas the gap closes at one point when
tolerance is higher. I have suggested that this marks a point where a certain ‘baseline’
of tolerance is achieved, which is sufficient to no longer cause a social disadvantage
to persons in same-sex relationships. This finding is in line with recent research into
psychological distress among sexual minorities in New York City (Felson & Adamczyk,
2017). The authors find no evidence that mental health among sexual minorities is
linked with the level of tolerance in their neighborhood and refer to the high overall
level of tolerance in New York City as explanation.
Another reason why I find no difference in neighborhood integration
between persons in same-sex and mixed-sex relationships could be rooted in the
neighborhood as a semi-public site (Hunter, 1985). It is possible that the attitudes
of the majority are more strongly felt in private social circles, whereas interaction
with others in more public arenas can be more actively managed, and may therefore
seem unaffected. Such an argument would be in line with the findings I made on
the country level. I found a context dependency only for those social well-being
measures which are referring to people’s (private) relationship with others. None of
the three measures that relate to public arenas (voting, working for a political party
and formal volunteering) showed any relationship with tolerance. I suggest that
social integration into the neighborhood falls in between what I have distinguished
as private relationships with others and public relationships with society at large.
It is private in a sense, since people live in their homes and have relationships with
neighbors when they chose. Yet, there is a structural aspect to it since the residents
do share the physical space of the neighborhood, regardless if they directly interact
with each other. This can be in a positive sense (i.e., community building) or in a
negative sense (i.e., having to deal with neighbors who are noisy). Residents also
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have a certain level of knowledge about each other, which accumulates through
observation, direct interaction or through the exchange of gossip. This gives the
neighborhood a more public dimension. Future research into the social relationships
of sexual minorities would likely benefit from being sensitive to the context of the
social relationships in terms of how public or private the setting is.
In chapter 6, I also explored a social factor, namely the size of the LGB
population in each of the municipalities. The size of the LGB population did not
vary enough across countries to explore this in the cross-national set-up. Across the
Netherlands there is however considerable variation, ranging from .03% to 11%.
Again, this social factor at the municipality level did not reveal a social well-being
gap between sexual minorities and heterosexuals across the Netherlands. Instead,
Amsterdam stood out as one exceptional municipality. In Amsterdam, the LGB
population is by far the largest and LGBs show higher neighborhood integration
than their heterosexual peers. This could be both the result of selection (i.e., LGBs
moving there in search of an environment that lets them connect to accepting and/
or similar others), and a sign that visibility is beneficial for the relationship of LGBs to
their social environment. This finding in Amsterdam is also in line with what Felson
and Adamczyk (2017) found in New York City. The authors report modest evidence
that psychological distress among sexual minorities was somewhat lower in areas of
New York City with a high concentration of sexual minorities. Yet in the rest of the
Netherlands, neither the attitudes nor the percentage of LGBs appeared to affect the
neighborhood integration of LGBs. Against this background, I prioritized a detailed
analysis of the personal networks of men and women in same-sex and mixed-sex
relationships at the individual level in chapter 7 over a further study of the societal
context.
In summary, I found no reliable evidence for the context dependency of a
social well-being gap at the municipality level in the Netherlands. On the country
level, there is some evidence that a social-wellbeing gap is influenced by both the
formal and informal context in a country. The evidence is most pronounced for social
well-being in chapter 4. A gap in the amount of strong ties in chapter 5 is detectable,
albeit only at the 10% significance level. The third gap in the frequency of social
interaction is quite small. While this may not appear as the most convincing evidence
at first glance, I take the presence of these effects seriously. In the following section,
I offer my interpretation of what to make of small effect sizes, borderline significant
results and the absence of effects for some variables in my analyses.
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Interpreting small effect sizes and borderline significance
Since I have studied a large number of dependent variables in this dissertation, I want
to take a moment to consider all findings and null-findings jointly and put them into
perspective. In total, I studied 15 social well-being variables and one mental health
variable. For all but two of these variables I found a gap between persons in samesex and mixed-sex relationships, be it an overall gap or a context-dependent gap.
Only for the two political measures I studied did I find no evidence for a gap at all. I
theorized context dependency for nine of these variables and empirically confirmed
such a relationship for three. Overall, the number of social well-being variables for
which evidence in support of a gap could be identified is high. However, some of
the effects are relatively small in size; some results are only significant at the 10%
level and for six variables I found no empirical evidence confirming the context
dependency I had theorized.

Context-dependent gaps and null-findings
I begin by discussing explanations for the context-dependent null-findings. It is
possible that tolerance on the context level does not affect the social well-being
of persons in same-sex relationships differently than that of persons in mixedsex relationships. That would imply that the theory, which I largely borrowed
from the field of mental and physical well-being of LGBs, does not apply to these
social dimensions of well-being. I theorized that, similarly to mental and physical
health, there is a social well-being gap between persons in same-sex and mixedsex relationships, which is associated with the level of tolerance of homosexuality
(i.e., intolerance means a social well-being disadvantage for persons in same-sex
relationships and tolerance means a narrowing or closing of the gap). Yet, I found
evidence in support of this hypothesis in chapter 4. In chapter 5, I showed that
the number of strong ties and the participation in social activities are related to
tolerance, albeit negatively. This evidence shows that there are differences in social
well-being which can be linked to tolerance, even though the theory borrowed from
the minority stress literature does not appear to translate one to one to the social
realm. In the light of these mixed findings, I have suggested that we need to extend
existing theories and develop adaptations specific to the social well-being of sexual
minorities.
There is also an explanation rooted in selection bias for why I find no context
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dependency in social well-being for some variables, and why the context dependent
gaps I have found are relatively small. We might be dealing with selection of
particularly well-adjusted persons in same-sex couples, whereas those who are
the most isolated due to (fear of ) stigmatization are possibly not captured. As
discussed in chapter 5, this might be a bigger problem in countries where tolerance
of homosexuality is low compared to more tolerant countries. If such a selection is
indeed linked with the level of tolerance, the context-dependency of the gap will
be underestimated or suppressed entirely. For the context-dependent effects which
I have found, this means that they are likely underestimated in size. In the cases
where no context-dependent effect was found, it is not possible to distinguish a true
negative (i.e., there is no effect) from a false negative effect (i.e., there is an effect
but it is suppressed and not detected). The occurrence of false negative findings is
known as type 2 inferential error.

Underestimating the social well-being gap
The detection of an overall social well-being gap is also plagued by a heightened
risk of type 2 inferential error because a number of mechanisms likely conflate the
difference between persons in same-sex and mixed-sex relationships. A selection
of well-adjusted persons in same-sex couples will not only suppress an interaction
effect between a social well-being gap and the context but it will also reduce the
overall size of a possible gap. If the most isolated persons chose not to take part in
the surveys disproportionately to the well-adjusted persons, the estimate of wellbeing for persons in same-sex relationships is too high. The ESS and GGP surveys
are both conducted face-to-face. In chapter 2, I argued that this may increase the
risk of concealment on the side of persons in same-sex relationships. Related to this
selection of well-adjusted persons is the couple-context. In this dissertation, I have
primarily studied partnered LGBs (with the exception of chapter 6), who are less
susceptible to negative mental health outcomes than unpartnered LGBs (Wight et al.,
2013). That means that the persons studied in this dissertation likely have relatively
high well-being when compared to the entire population of LGBs, resulting in small
differences with persons in mixed-sex relationships. A study based on representative
survey data from Germany recently showed that gay men and lesbian women expect
more cost from being in a relationship than heterosexuals due to expected rejection
by their social network (Hank & Wetzel, 2018). This could mean that well-adjusted
LGBs, who feel strong enough to overcome this expected cost of being in a same-

187

CHAPTER 8

sex relationship, disproportionately select into steady partnerships. Future research
is needed to examine the extent to which these expected costs are truly associated
with unequal selection into same-sex partnerships.
An underestimation of the difference between the two groups furthermore
can occur due to wrongly coded mixed-sex couples. Occasional coding errors are
generally not a big problem in probability-based analyses because random noise
gets formally included in the estimate in the form of an error term. Yet, for the
numerically small group of persons in same-sex couples it can be a serious issue.
To illustrate this again briefly, I refer to my discovery of a coding error in the gender
variable in the Safety Monitor (Kalmijn, Fischer, et al., 2017). The coding error affected
about 3% of all cases in the pooled surveys with more than 280.000 individual
observations, which should not affect the estimates of the heterosexual majority
in probability based analyses in any meaningful way. Within the group of LGBs,
however, the correction of this error resulted in a 30% reduction of the identified
LGBs. Thirty percent of heterosexuals, which were wrongly assigned to the group of
LGBS, can seriously bias the estimates for this group. In chapter 2, I have illustrated
that it is likely that particularly survey data that is not specifically collected for the
study of same-sex relationships might suffer from this problem. If persons in mixedsex couples have higher well-being, the inclusion of some of them in the group of
same-sex couples can inflate the average social well-being in the group, resulting in
an underestimation of the difference.
There are other mechanisms that might result in an underestimation of the
difference between sexual minorities and heterosexuals in my analyses. The fact
that I have relied on partnership-inferred sexual orientation in all but one of my
chapters brings about some imprecision regarding sexual identity and behavior.
Partnership-inferred sexual orientation does not allow a differentiation between the
different sexual identities which I have lumped together as LGBs, persons in samesex relationships or sexual minorities. Yet, there is evidence that self-identified sexual
orientation matters for different outcomes such as health disparities and substance
abuse. Specifically, bisexuals tend to be invisible (Gates, 2012), and sometimes have
worse health outcomes than lesbians and gay men (Dodge, Sandfort, & Firestein,
2007; Gisladottir et al., 2018). Through partnership inference, bisexuals can end up in
the group of heterosexuals by means of being in mixed-sex relationships. As a result,
the well-being of sexual minorities could be overestimated, while the well-being of
heterosexuals is underestimated.
The inability to differentiate properly between sexual identities is also a
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problem for the analyses in chapter 6, where I have relied on attraction-inferred
sexual orientation. I was not able to distinguish between heterosexuals and those
who identify as mostly heterosexual because these two groups were combined
in one answer category in the survey. Prior research has however suggested that
people who identify as mostly heterosexual show similar mental and physical
health disparities compared to heterosexuals as LGBs (Vrangalova & Savin-Williams,
2014). The conflation of mostly heterosexual with heterosexual could therefore
simultaneously lead to an underestimation of heterosexuals’ well-being and an
overestimation of LGBs’ well-being. Unfortunately, I am not aware of any estimate
of the size of the mostly heterosexual group relative to heterosexuals. These
mechanisms related to the imprecision of the sexual orientation measure are most
likely not as influential than the ones based on selective response and coding errors
discussed above, yet they are relevant to consider.

Statistical power and significance
In my analyses using existing secondary data, the group of persons in same-sex
relationships make up a small proportion of the total sample, namely around 1%.
This small group size relative to persons in mixed-sex relationships means that their
numbers might not have sufficient statistical power for an effect to be detected.
In other words, differences between the groups in the sample might reflect true
differences in the population but the estimate does not reach statistical significance
by the 5% standard commonly used in the social sciences. This would lead one to
falsely conclude that there is no difference between persons in same-sex and mixedsex relationships (type 2 error). However, the 5% confidence level is an agreed upon
threshold, which carries no inherent meaning as a cut-off point. It simply indicates
95% certainty in inference to the population. A regression coefficient shows whether
there is a difference between the groups in the sample. Statistical significance at the
10% means 90% certainty in the inference. In the face of the small group sizes I dealt
with in the ESS, the GGP and the Safety Monitor, I deemed it useful to adhere to this
lower level of significance.

Implications for my findings
Overall, the contemplations presented above all point to a possible underestimation
of the difference between sexual minorities and heterosexuals. That means that
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when I do find a statistically significant effect in my analyses, it is possibly even larger
than the magnitude of the effect suggests. It is more problematic when I do not
find an effect as I cannot distinguish the absence of an effect from a false-negative
finding (type 2 error). The inability to distinguish between the true absence of an
effect and a false negative finding is the most prominent limitation I encountered
in my empirical work. This applies mostly to the cross-level interaction effects,
which were not empirically supported. As I have discussed above, there is reason to
suspect that the estimates of the social well-being gap are biased downward, which
increases the likelihood of type 2 errors. In other words, not finding a social wellbeing gap yields inconclusive evidence. However, the direction of the bias is such
that I can safely assume that I am not drawing any false-positive conclusions (i.e.,
that there is a gap while really there is not, which is a type 1 error). False-positive
conclusions would substantively be worse. This way, I can be sure that once an effect
is found, it likely reflects a true effect which is possibly underestimated in size. Hence,
in the cases where I do detect an effect – be it small in size or only significant at the
10% level – I take the evidence seriously instead of dismissing these findings as not
impactful. These findings clearly indicate that there are differences in social wellbeing between sexual minorities and heterosexuals, which merit the attention of
future analyses.

Avenues for future research
This dissertation breaks new ground in a direction of research that is needed to
further dismantle the stigma regarding homosexuality. I have broadened the
conceptualization of well-being for sexual minorities beyond notions of mental and
physical health. I have done so by showing that there is a gap in well-being relative
to heterosexuals, not only in the well-documented pathological sense but also in
a social sense. While I have made novel findings regarding the social well-being of
persons in same-sex relationships, this is a mere beginning in understanding social
inequalities of sexual minorities. In some cases, I established a direct link with the
attitudes held in society and the presence of laws that are supportive of LGBs. In
others, persisting structural differences between persons in same-sex and mixedsex relationships emerged. This illustrates that there is merit to studying the social
well-being of persons in same-sex relationships cross-nationally and with a nuanced
focus on the individual-level. The hypotheses regarding the interaction between
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social well-being and the societal context were built on theory regarding the link
between stigma and mental health among sexual minorities (e.g., Hatzenbuehler,
2009; Meyer, 2003). It should be the imperative in future research to further our
understanding of the specific mechanisms that affect the social well-being of sexual
minorities in order to extend existing theories and inform the development of new
theories.
One important direction for future research then is the detailed individual-level
study of the social well-being gap between sexual minorities and heterosexuals in
different national contexts. My findings in this dissertation have shown that there are
cross-national differences in the social well-being gap between persons in same-sex
and mixed-sex relationships. Yet, I have only studied the networks in the Netherlands
in more detail. Even in a relatively tolerant country like the Netherlands, I uncovered a
number of relevant differences in the personal networks of persons in same-sex and
mixed-sex relationships. It would be insightful to study the networks in countries
where homosexuality is less tolerated. Specifically, it is important to study whether
the quality of the ties differ, e.g. with whom people are connected as opposed to
simply counting the number of ties in a network. One aspect of social well-being
of sexual minorities, which I have not explored in detail yet, is the connection with
other sexual minorities. The connection with other sexual minorities can be both
analyzed from an angle of opportunity (i.e., how visible are sexual minorities in a
particular context) and necessity (i.e., how much are ties to other sexual minorities
needed to realize social well-being goals in different contexts).
In the discussion of my findings, I have suggested that the study of social ties
among sexual minorities would likely benefit from a careful consideration of private
and public spaces of interaction. Even though this was not a central question in
my current analyses, it is interesting to notice that my findings seem to differ for
more private and public ties I studied. To reiterate, I found that tolerance on the
country level affected people’s private relationship with others but not the more
public dimensions like voting, working for a political party and formal volunteering.
I have suggested that interaction with others in more public arenas can be more
actively managed and may therefore seem unaffected. It is however unlikely that
the interaction with society is truly unaffected when that society, on average, is
relatively intolerant of homosexuality. In the UNICON survey, we asked respondents
to indicate whether they predominantly meet their friends in public spaces or
whether they prefer to meet at someone’s home in private. Such a distinction
is relevant in understanding possible marginalization since visibility matters for
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political bargaining power. Against the background of these contemplations, I want
to highlight again the importance of studying social ties mindfully by asking “Who is
connected to whom, where, and how?” (van der Meer & Tolsma, 2014).
In order to advance our knowledge of social disparities between sexual
minorities and heterosexuals, this dissertation has shown that data quality and
attention to measurement of this population are key concerns. This is echoed by many
researchers in the social sciences who are interested in studying LGB populations in
a quantitative manner (Bates & DeMaio, 2013; Gates, 2012; Umberson et al., 2015).
In my opinion, both the collection of new data, which are specifically designed with
LGBs in mind, and the optimization of existing data projects are indispensable to
advance the quantitative study of LGB populations.
In my discussion of the UNICON project, I have clearly shown the gaps that
these data address in the field. One notable strength is the group size of persons in
same-sex relationships. At the beginning of this dissertation I argued that the type
of knowledge we have about sexual minorities matters for the way we think about
the social group under study. This reasoning motivated the need to broaden the
notion of well-being in this field of study. One related aspect is that sexual minorities
are often studied as one homogenous group, (i.e., LGBs versus heterosexuals). In
the analyses using the ESS and GGP, the number of cases are so low that the group
cannot responsibly be split up into relevant smaller sub-groups. In the UNICON we
have oversampled same-sex households with the specific aim to have a large enough
sample size so that we can do justice to the heterogeneity within persons in samesex relationships. Allowing for differences according to age, socio-economic status
or race, for example, is indispensable to advance our knowledge of the mechanisms
underlying inequality. This is illustrated by findings of a large scale-representative
study in the United States into health differences between persons in same-sex
and mixed-sex relationships (Denney et al., 2013). Overall, there appeared to be no
health differences between the union types, yet a closer look at sex, marital status
and parenthood status did reveal meaningful differences.
Despite my emphasis in this dissertation on the challenges associated with
survey data of LGB populations, I want to highlight that there are simple and costeffective steps that can be taken to improve data quality of existing surveys. I have
focused on the various sources of error and their consequences for analyses in order
to alert users and survey providers to the specific issues and to help improve data
quality with a few relatively easy and low-cost solutions. Existing data projects
can improve the usability of their data for the study of same-sex couples and LGB
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individuals by optimizing the procedure regarding the household grid, wherever
applicable. In chapter 2, I have suggested that including the topic of same-sex
relationships in the training of interviewers and standardizing the procedure to
record the gender of household members can reduce the erroneous recording of
same-sex relationships substantially.
Another way to gather representative and comparative survey data on
LGBs is the inclusion of sexual orientation items in existing data projects, which
is increasingly happening across the United States and Europe. There is so much
data being collected on a wide range of social scientific topics, which makes the
inclusion of sexual orientation items one of the most cost-efficient ways to gather
data on topics which reach beyond mental and physical health and victimization.
One marked advantage of the inclusion of sexual orientation items compared to
partnership inference based on the household grid is the fact that singles can be
captured. While same-sex couples are often of interest to governments and the
public eye in the framework of marriage and family rights, the study of unpartnered
individuals should not be neglected.
In summary, both types of data sources – large scale existing social surveys
and surveys collected specifically to study LGB populations – have indispensable
value and are relevant to advance our rigorous, representative and comparative
knowledge on LGB populations. Quantitative researchers are eager to address the
challenges presented with studying LGBs in a quantitative manner, as for example
illustrated by the special issue ‘Measuring LGBT Populations’ in the Journal of Official
Statistics (forthcoming). If we as researchers in the field keep collectively engaged
with the challenges of studying LGB populations representatively and comparatively,
this promises a great future for the quantitative study of LGBs.

Concluding remarks
I would like to conclude with some final words that link back to the title of this
dissertation by revisiting the question: Are gay men and lesbian women free to live
their lives as they wish? This question – while by no means a well-delineated scientific
research question – is a common thread that has guided my thoughts throughout
the years that I have conducted the research presented in this dissertation. While
I will leave the big questions about what free and autonomous lives truly are to
philosophy, I will provide part of an answer that a quantitative sociologist like myself
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can provide: one about the distribution of power in societies. In the introduction
I briefly touched upon different signs that the situation for sexual minorities in
Europe has seemed to get better, such as increased visibility, more favorable
attitudes toward homosexuality, and the implementation of supportive laws.
And I have asked whether these developments mark the nearing end of stigma
regarding homosexuality and the beginnings of the irrelevance of homophobia in
contemporary European societies.
It should be clear by now that this is not the case. In fact, to draw such
conclusions is to fall victim to narratives of linear progress and modernization
(Rahman, 2014). It suggests that many countries in the West, particularly Northern
and Central European countries, have achieved a level of modernization with regard
to LGBT rights and acceptance to which other countries and the world need to
‘catch up’. Not only does this falsely insinuate that such a development is a state
that – once achieved – is not reversible. The fact that the current U.S. administration
is discussing the reversal of marriage for all is an example that backlash is always
possible. Such rhetoric also actively contributes to upholding the status quo: a
self-congratulatory stance toward the advancements made in LGBT emancipation
can precisely be a mechanism for upholding the unequal power balance between
sexual minorities and the heterosexual majority. The claim that the marginalization
of sexual minorities and homophobia are a thing of the past means that those who
claim they are still around are likely seen to be overreacting and too sensitive (Teal &
Conover-Williams, 2016). Within this reasoning, homophobia tends to be portrayed
as exceptional and as isolated discriminatory incidences as opposed to a structural
problem. An overemphasis of legal equality can furthermore suggest that legal
equality completes LGBT emancipation, while matters of true acceptance and equity
are far more complex and reach well beyond that. These are all elements of posthomophobic discourse, which is in essence resembling the familiar reasoning of
post-racism and post-sexism (Teal & Conover-Williams, 2016).
The only way to address notions like these is by studying the well-being of
sexual minorities directly, as I have done here for the social realm and as many have
done before me for mental and physical health. All these factors – visibility, attitudes
toward homosexuality and supportive legislation - of course matter to the wellbeing of sexual minorities. And attitudes have measurably improved over the years,
and supportive laws are increasingly adopted all across Europe. Yet, it is important
to realize that there is instrumental value in overemphasizing the achievements that
have been made. In this dissertation I have shown that intolerance of homosexuality
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is a structural problem with measurable consequences for the social well-being of
sexual minorities in Europe. My empirical analyses further showed that there are
detectable differences between persons in same-sex and mixed-sex relationships
when it comes to the organization of their social lives in the Netherlands. I have
interpreted these gaps to reflect social inequalities between sexual minorities
and the heterosexual majority. Put differently, persons in same-sex relationships
experience greater limitations to the freedom to live their lives as they wish in
European societies and the Netherlands than those in mixed-sex relationships.
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Annex
Chapter 2
Table 2.1 Coding of the variables
Variable

Coding/range

ESS

GGP

Individual level variables
Age

18 - 80

Tertiary education

0 no, 1 yes

ISCED 5 - 6

Up to lower 2ndary
education

0 no, 1 yes

ISCED 0 - 2

Labor-force participation

0 no, 1 yes

Participating = currently employed, self-employed or
working for a family business

Gender-dominated
occupational field

-1 maledominated,

Gender prevalence in an occupational field is established
based on the proportion of females in an occupation.
I converted the occupation variable (ISCO08) in ESS
round 6 back to ISCO88 using the conversion table by
Harry Ganzenboem. I then cut the last digit of the code
to arrive at 3-digit version to ensure greater numbers
of respondents in each occupational category. I handle
a cut-off point of 70%, meaning I consider a field with
70% or more women as female-dominated and a field
with 30% or less women as male-dominated. At least
20 persons make up the pool to decide if a category
is gender-dominated. If fewer than 20 observations
are in one category, missing values are assigned. This
calculation is based on all respondents in the survey, not
only couples. Partners in the ESS and both respondents
and partners in the GGP assume the classifications based
on the respondent in the ESS. Unfortunately, it was not
possible to harmonize the occupation variables for
Germany and Belgium in the GGP data into this format.

0 gender neutral,
1 femaledominated

Couple-level variables
Age difference

Absolute difference between the age of the respondents
and their partner

Educational homogamy

0 no difference, 1
small difference,
2 maximum
difference

0 no difference (R and partner in same education
category), 1 small difference (R and partner are in
neighboring categories, e.g. R in the low and the partner
in the average category), 2 maximum difference (one in
the high and one in the low category)

Children

0 no, 1 yes

Constructed by the ESS Author’s own calculations
using household grid
from
household
grid,
including all (non-)biological
children

Dual-earner household

0 no, 1 yes

Both partners are currently employed, self-employed
or working for a family business. Reference category
includes if one or both of the partners is not in paid work.
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Table 2.2 Weighted descriptive statistics per survey and union type
Union
type

European Social Survey
(rounds 1 - 6)

Generations and Gender
Programme (wave 1)

N

Mean

SE

N

Mean

SE

MS

42,027

49.410

.210

37,565

49.032

.354

SS

602

47.127

.625

383

47.406

.984

MS

41,891

.302

.008

37,198

.327

.017

SS

600

.348

.022

379

.440

.035

MS

41,891

.194

.007

37,198

.217

.019

SS

600

.190

.019

379

.169

.023

MS

39,980

.662

.005

37,487

.629

.009

SS

565

.696

.020

382

.682

.027

MS

40,147

.527

.004

16,608

.313a

.014

.213

a

.047

.073 a

.004

.079

.031

Individual level variables
Age
Education
tertiary
≥ lower 2ndary
Labor market participation
Occupation
≥ 70% own gender
≥ 70% opposite gender

SS

578

.367

.020

165

MS

40,147

.090

.002

16,608

SS

578

.220

.017

165

MS

41,829

3.672

.020

37,481

3.692

.028

SS

598

4.544

.246

379

5.005

.348

MS

41,405

.417

.004

35,317

.455

.005

SS

576

.465

.026

303

.437

.034

MS

42,027

.498

.006

37,565

.536

.011

SS

602

.349

.020

383

.292

.030

MS

39,440

.514

.006

37,383

.501

.008

SS

552

.553

.022

379

.536

.032

a

Couple-level variables
Age difference
Educational homogamy
Children
Dual-earner HH

Source: Author’s own calculations using ESS rounds 1-6 and GGP wave 1.
Note: No weights were available for the Czech GGP data. SE = Linearized standard errors. SS = same-sex couples,
MS = mixed=sex couples. a PExcluding Belgium and Germany due to a lack of data.
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50.993
(.228)
81,554
1,966
16

-3.578
(.100)

M1
-2.541
(.431)
-1.180
(.151)

***

***

***

***

51.013
(.228)
81,554
1,966
17

M2
-3.117
(.550)
-1.215
(.151)
1.476
(.883)
-3.578
(.100)

***

***

†

***

***

.820
(.013)
.983
(.001)
1.129
(.050)
81,040
1,955
17

M1
1.311
(.089)
1.034
(.025)

**

***

***

***

M2
1.116
(.099)
1.023
(.025)
1.503
(.208)
.820
(.013)
.983
(.001)
1.137
(.051)
81,040
1,955
18

Tertiary education (OR)

**

***

***

**
1.472
(.028)
1.041
(.001)
.049
(.003)
81,040
1,955
17

M1
.872
(.079)
1.337
(.037)

***

***

***

***

M2
1.008
(.114)
1.348
(.038)
.698
(.130)
1.472
(.028)
.041
(.001)
.049
(.002)
81,040
1,955
18

***

***

***

***

Up to lower secondary education (OR)

(table 2.3 continues on next page)

Source: Author’s own calculations using ESS rounds 1-6 and GGP wave 1.
Note: All models include country and year dummies. Df = degrees of freedom. The coefficients of the logistic regressions are reported as odds ratios (OR). Standard errors in parentheses.
Union type (0 mixed-sex, 1 same-sex), survey (0 GGP, 1 ESS), U*S (union type*survey).
† p < .10, * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001

N total
N same-sex
Df

Constant

Age

Female

Union type * survey

Survey

Union type

Age

Table 2.3 Country-pooled regression models of non-labor related socio-demographic variables on union type and survey: regression coefficients/odds ratios and
standard errors
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M1

M2

16

***

***

17

977

80,287

(.059)

3.717

(.026)

-.331

(.243)

***

***

***

M1

16

879

77,601

(.009)

.452

(.004)

-.005

(.004)

-.005

(.006)

.023

(.019)

.029

***

***

17

879

77,601

(.009)

.452

(.004)

-.005

(.040)

-.008

(.006)

.023

(.024)

.032

M2

Educational homogamy

***

***

M1

16

985

80,577

(.035)

1.087

(.017)

1.190

(.025)

1.167

(.032)

.463

**

***

***

***

17

985

80,577

(.035)

1.084

(.017)

1.190

(.089)

.619

(.025)

1.173

(.048)

.557

M2

Children (OR)

*

***

**

***

***

Source: Author’s own calculations using ESS rounds 1-6 and GGP wave 1.
Note: All models include country and year dummies. Df = degrees of freedom. The coefficients of the logistic regressions are reported as odds ratios (OR). Standard errors in parentheses.
Union type (0 mixed-sex, 1 same-sex), survey (0 GGP, 1 ESS).
† p < .10, * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001

977

Df

80,287

(.059)

3.715

(.026)

-.331

(.026)

.361

(.038)

-.331

(.040)

(.151)

1.065
.035

***

***

Age difference

.039

(.119)

1.205

N same-sex

N total

Constant

Age

Female

Union type * survey

Survey

Union type

[table 2.3 continued]
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*

***

***

***

18

1,886

79,357

(.042)

1.102

(.061)

3.788

(.010)

.607

(.191)

1.505

(.020)

.783

(.110)

*

***

***

**

***

***

15

846

57,601

(.033)

.963

(.027)

1.559

(.021)

.635

(.038)

.502

***

***

***

M2

16

846

57,601

(.033)

.961

(.027)

1.560

(.129)

.704

(.021)

.638

(.048)

.550

***

†

***

***

15

846

57,601

(.008)

.139

(.016)

.513

(.047)

.855

(.230)

2.653

M1

***

***

**

***

16

846

57,601

(.008)

.138

(.016)

.513

(.161)

.840

(.047)

.859

(.287)

2.792

M2

***

***

**

***

Occupation opposite gender
(OR)

17

931

77,754

(.017)

.472

(.047)

3.118

(.016)

1.085

(.021)

.874

(.117)

1.697

M1

***

***

***

***

***

18

931

77,754

(.017)

.473

(.047)

3.119

(.016)

1.085

(.192)

1.371

(.021)

.870

(.134)

1.491

M2

Dual-earner household
(OR)

***

***

***

*

***

***

Source: Author’s own calculations using ESS rounds 1-6 and GGP wave 1.
Note: All models include country and year dummies. Df = degrees of freedom. The coefficients of the logistic regressions are reported as odds ratios (OR). Standard errors in parentheses.
Union type (0 mixed-sex, 1 same-sex), survey (0 GGP, 1 ESS).
† p < .10, * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001.

17

1,886

N same-sex

Df

79,357

(.041)

1.096

(.061)

3.784

(.010)

.607

(.020)

.790

(.102)

1.378

M2

M1

***

M1

1.633

N total

Constant

Children

Female

Union type * survey

Survey

Union type

Occupation own gender
(OR)

Labor-force participation
(OR)

Table 2.4 Country-pooled regression models of labor related variables on union type and survey: regression coefficients/odds ratios and standard errors

Chapter 3
Table 3.11 Measurement and coding of the well-being variables in the UNICON reported in table 3.10
Concept

Range

Item(s) and coding of the answer categories

Depressive feelings

0– 3

To what extent does each statement represent how you
felt or acted in the past 7 days: “I felt I could not shake off
the blues even with the help of my friends” “I considered
my life a failure” “I felt anxious” “I felt depressed” “I felt
sad” (0 rarely or never, 1 sometimes, 2 regularly, 3 often or
always). Mean score across 5 items.

Social well-being

0– 3

Can you indicate to what extent the following statements
apply to you? “There are enough people that I feel close
to.” “I experience a general sense of emptiness.” “There are
many people I can rely on in case of trouble.” “I miss people around me.” (recoded so that higher score equals higher
social well-being; 0 definitely/most of the time, 1 quite a bit/
often, 2 a bit/sometimes, 3 not at all/never). Mean score
across 4 times.

Self-rated health

0 – 10

Overall, how satisfied are you with your health? (0 not at
all satisfied – 10 completely satisfied)

Health obstructs daily life

0 – 10

In general, could you indicate to what extent your health
is an obstruction to the activities in your daily life (e.g.,
in the household, during work or leisure time)? (0 not at
all – 10 completely)

Psychosomatic symptoms

0–1

During the last 4 weeks, how often were you bothered
by the following symptoms or health problems? “Back
pain” “” (original answer scale was 0 (almost) never, 1 rarely,
2 sometimes, 3 often)). Each symptom was recoded into
a binary variable, whereby 0 is never and 1 includes the
remaining answer categories.

Victim of violence

0–1

In the past 5 years, were you ever physically attacked
or threatened with violence, home or elsewhere (in the
street, in public transport, at work)? (0 no, 1 yes)
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Chapter 6
Table 6.4 Description and coding of the variables making up the five components of the informal
institutional context
Concept

Netherlands Longitudinal Life course
Study (NELLS, 2009)

Netherlands Kinship Panel Study
(NKPS, 2004)

Attitude towards
homosexuality

Homosexuality is wrong (1 always – 4
never); recoded into a dummy where 1 =
never wrong)

Two men or two women are allowed to cohabitate (1 agree completely – 5 disagree completely)

Religiosity

How important is your belief to you
personally? (1 very important – not
at all important); How often do you
attend religious services? (1 never – 7
several times a week)

How often do you attend religious
services? (1 almost never – one or
more times a week)

Gender roles

Do you think a woman should be
allowed to work part-time (fulltime),
if (a) she has a baby (0-1 year)? (b)
she has a child of pre-school age (2-4
years)? (c) her child goes to primary
school (5-12 years)? (d) her child goes
to middle school (13-18 years)? (recoded to 0 = no & don’t know, 1 = yes),
α = .864
(a) A man is equally suited to care for a
baby as a woman. (b) It is unnatural if
the man takes care of the household.
(c) Man and woman need to contribute equally to raising a child. (d) It
is beneficial for a young child if the
father also contributes to his/her care.
(1 strongly agree – 5 strongly disagree),
α = .735

(a) A woman must quit her job
when she becomes a mother (b)
It’s unnatural if men in a business
are supervised or managed by
women (c) Working mothers put
themselves first rather than their
families. (d) It’s best to divide tasks
and responsibilities in a relationship
according to the customs, traditions
and rules that have always been
there. (1 strongly agree– 5 strongly
disagree), α = .738

Family values

(a) A divorce is usually the best option
when partners do not succeed in solving their problems (b) Married persons
with young children have to stay
together no matter what. (c) People
divorce too easily in this country. (d)
Living together is a good alternative
to marriage. (e) Couples with children
are supposed to marry. (1 strongly
agree – 5 strongly disagree), α = .864

Men and women are allowed to
live together outside of marriage (1
strongly agree– 5 strongly disagree)

Gender equality

Task is done always or more often by
woman = traditional; task is shared
equally or done more often by man =
progressive (0 traditional – 1 progressive) (a) bring child to bed, get out of
bed at night, help dress, get ready in
the morning (b) wash child, bodily hygiene (c) stay home with sick child, go
to doctor (d) bring and pick up from
school or crèche (e) bring to sports
or other activities (f ) cook dinner (g)
grocery shopping (h) cleaning, tidying
up (i) laundry, ironing

Task is done always or more often by
woman = traditional; task is shared
equally or done more often by man
= progressive (0 traditional – 1 progressive)
(a) preparing meals (b) fetching
groceries (c) tidying up and cleaning
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Nederlandse Samenvatting
In mijn onderzoek bestudeer ik of in Europa, mensen in een relatie met iemand
van hetzelfde geslacht dezelfde structurele barrières tegenkomen als mensen in
een heteroseksuele relatie. Daarbij kijk ik specifiek naar de sociale welzijnskloof
tussen deze twee groepen. Ik neem daarbij de sociale context waarin mensen leven
onder de loep. Dat doe ik op twee niveaus, op het niveau van verschillende landen
binnen Europa en op het niveau van verschillende gemeentes binnen Nederland.
De rechten van lesbiennes, homos en biseksuelen (LHB’s) zijn de laatste decennia
aanzienlijk verbeterd. Over het algemeen zijn mensen meer bereid om LHB’s
vrijheden en autonomie te gunnen. Echter blijft het belangrijk om te analyseren wat
voor een effect dit heeft op het welzijn van LHB’s. Dit kunnen we alleen achterhalen
door de mensen in kwestie zelf te onderzoeken. Ik bestudeer daarom de impact
van de houding ten opzichte van LBH’s zowel in verschillende Europese landen als
binnen Nederland. De Nederlandse context biedt een interessante casus omdat
Nederland in vergelijking tot veel andere landen tolerant is op het gebied van
homoseksualiteit. Maar ook binnen Nederland is er veel variatie in de opvattingen
over homoseksualiteit. De overkoepelende onderzoeksvragen van dit proefschrift
zijn: Is er een sociale welzijnskloof tussen mensen in een relatie met iemand van
hetzelfde geslacht en mensen in een relatie met iemand van een ander geslacht? En
in hoeverre kan deze sociale welzijnskloof worden verklaard door de sociale context
van het Europese land of de gemeente binnen Nederland waarin zij wonen?

Vier Empirische Studies
Landen vergelijken
In mijn eerste twee empirische studies staat de potentiële sociale welvaartskloof
tussen mensen in een relatie met iemand van hetzelfde en mensen in een relatie met
iemand van een ander geslacht in verschillende Europese landen centraal. Hierbij
kijk ik specifiek naar het landelijke tolerantieniveau en of dat in verband staat met
(de grootte van) deze kloof. Mijn conceptualisering van tolerantie neemt zowel de
juridische context als de houding ten op zichte van homoseksualiteit, genderrollen,
familiewaarden en religiositeit in het land in acht.
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In Hoofdstuk 4 definieer ik sociaal welzijn als tevredenheid met de sociale
relaties die men heeft, wat onderdeel is van het individuele welzijn. Ik vergelijk
negen Europese landen door middel van een OLS regression met data van de
Generations and Gender Survey wave 1 (2005). Hieruit volgt dat er een duidelijk
verband bestaat tussen een relatief laag niveau van tolerantie en een lager sociaal
welzijn van mensen in een relatie met iemand van hetzelfde geslacht in vergelijking
met mensen in een relatie met iemand van een ander geslacht. In landen waar
het tolerantieniveau relatief gezien hoog is, zien we bij mensen in een relatie met
iemand van hetzelfde geslacht juist een hoger sociaal welzijn dan bij mensen in
een heteroseksuele relatie. Dit verband is sterker aanwezig bij mannen: het sociaal
welzijn van mannen in homoseksuele relaties wordt in het bijzonder beïnvloed
door het tolerantieniveau van een land. Er is een soortgelijk verband aanwezig wat
betreft de juridische context, maar deze is minder sterk dan het verband met het
tolerantieniveau.
Sociale integratie, oftewel hoe mensen zich verhouden tot de maatschappij
en vice versa, staat centraal in Hoofdstuk 5. Met behulp van de gecombineerde
data van de European Social Survey waves 1-6 (2002-2012), bestudeer ik 29 landen
door middel van multi-level regression. Deze analyse laat zien dat mensen in een
relatie met iemand van hetzelfde geslacht minder sociale interacties rapporteren
dan mensen met een partner van een ander geslacht. Dit blijkt los te staan van
het juridische en sociale tolerantieniveau binnen een land. Het is echter niet altijd
het geval dat mensen in een relatie met iemand van hetzelfde geslacht altijd een
achtergestelde positie hebben wat betreft sociale integratie. De analyse toont
dat in minder tolerante landen, mensen in een relatie met iemand van hetzelfde
geslacht een groter aantal sterke sociale banden hebben dan mensen in een
heteroseksuele relatie. Sterkere gemeenschapsbanden lijken noodzakelijk in relatief
intolerante landen. In tolerante landen vinden we geen significante kloof in sterke
gemeenschapsbanden. Naast deze bevindingen toon ik ook aan dat mensen in een
relatie met iemand van hetzelfde geslacht minder vaak vrijwilligerswerk binnen
organisaties verrichten vergeleken met mensen in een heteroseksuele relatie, los van
het tolerantieniveau in het land. Dit suggereert dat mensen in een relatie met een
partner van hetzelfde geslacht barrières ervaren om vrijwilligerswerk te verrichten
bij formele organisaties.
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Ingezoomd: Nederland
In Hoofdstuk 6 bestudeer ik het verband tussen het tolerantieniveau, de
grootte van de LHB-gemeenschap binnen verschillende Nederlandse gemeentes,
en het sociale integratieniveau van LHB’s en heteroseksuelen in hun buurten. De
analyses zijn gedaanaan de hand van multi-level regression modellen met individuen
genesteld in gemeentes. Daarvoor gebruik ik data van een periode van vier jaar van
de Nederlandse Veiligheidsmonitor (2012-2015). Mijn analyses tonen dat er geen
significante kloof bestaat tussen LHB’s en heteroseksuelen in hun sociale integratie
in de buurt waar zij wonen. Ook als er rekening gehouden wordt met verschillen
in tolerantieniveaus tussen gemeentes is er geen welzijnskloof. Een mogelijke
verklaring is dat Nederland relatief tolerant is ten opzichte van LHB’s, en daarom
verschillen tussen gemeentes minder invloed hebben.
Het onderzoek naar het verband tussen buurtintegratie van LHB’s en
heteroseksuelen in verhouding tot de grootte van de LHB-gemeenschap binnen een
gemeente wijst op een uitzonderlijke positie van Amsterdam. De LHB-gemeenschap
van Amsterdam is het grootst en het niveau van buurtintegratie ligt voor LHB’s hoger
dan voor hun heteroseksuele leeftijdsgenoten. Dit zou het resultaat kunnen zijn van
zelfselectie: LHB’s verhuizen naar Amsterdam omdat het een toelrante gemeente
lijkt waar ze gemakkelijker contact kunnen zoeken met andere LHB’s en anderen.
Het kan ook dat de zichtbaarheid van een grote LHB-gemeenschap een positief
effect heeft op de buurtintegratie van LHB’s.
Hoofdstuk 7 bevat mijn gedetailleerde analyse van de persoonlijke netwerken
van mensen met een partner van hetzelfde geslacht en mensen met een partner van
een ander geslacht. Dit is het eerste onderzoek dat gebruik maakt van data uit de
Unions in Context studie, die is uitgevoerd in 20 verschillende Nederlandse gemeentes
in 2016. Vrouwen met een vrouwelijke partner hebben meer vriendschapsbanden
dan vrouwen met een mannelijke partner. Deze bevinding past bij de zogenaamde
families-of-choice hypothese. Voor mannen in een homoseksuele relatie geldt dat zij
minder mannen in hun sociale netwerk hebben dan mannen in een heteroseksuele
relatie. Hierbij kan homofobie onder mannen een rol spelen. Vrouwen zijn
gemiddeld toleranter tegenover LHB’s dan mannen. Het is echter ook mogelijk dat
het uitoefenen van stereotype vriendschapscripts tussen heteroseksuele vrouwen
en homoseksuele mannen deels een verklaring biedt (de ‘gay best friend’).
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Wetenschappelijke contributie
De bijdrage die dit proefschrift levert aan LHB-onderzoek is een uitbreiding van
het concept van ‘welzijn onder LHB’s’. Dit doe ik door aan te tonen dat er een
welzijnskloof bestaat tussen LHB’s en heteroseksuelen, niet alleen in de vaak
aangetoonde pathologische zin, maar ook in de sociale zin. In sommige casussen
toon ik een direct verband aan tussen verschillen in sociaal welzijn en de houding
ten op zichte vanhomoseksualiteit, genderrollen, familiewaarden en religie en de
aanwezigheid van juridische regels die LHB’s ondersteunen. In andere casussen
blijken structurele verschillen tussen mensen met een partner van hetzelfde en een
ander geslacht onafhankelijk van de opvattingen van mensen ten op zichte van
LHB’s en de juridische en sociale context. Verschillen op basis van seksualiteit hebben
implicaties voor het individuele welzijn van mensen en sociale rechtvaardigheid op
maatschappelijk niveau. Dit proefschrift draagt bij aan een onderzoeksrichting die
hard nodig is om het stigma omtrent homoseksualiteit verder te ontmantelen.

Methodologische contributie
Mijn onderzoek draagt methodologisch bij aan het veld door systematisch de
obstakels te analyseren die horen bij het kwantiatief bestuderen van LHB’s. In mijn
onderzoeksproces heb ik gereflecteerd op de mogelijke problemen met en de
kwaliteit van bestaande survey data over het leven van LHB’s. Daarnaast heb ik in
Hoofdstuk 2 aanbevelingen geformuleerd voor data-projecten waarbij men de
bruikbaarheid van hun data voor het bestuderen van mensen met een partner van
hetzelfde geslacht zouden willen verbeteren. In het algemeen wil ik benadrukken dat
secundaire onderzoeksdata, die niet specifiek ontworpen zijn voor het bestuderen
van mensen met partners van hetzelfde geslacht, alsnog belangrijke bronnen
kunnen zijn voor het bestuderen van deze groep.
Echter, mijn werk toont dat de ad hoc diagnose van fouten in secundaire
onderzoeksdata erg ingewikkeld is. De optimale manier om de kwaliteit van data
over LHB’s te verbeteren is door LHB’s vanaf het begin specifiek in achting te nemen.
In Hoofdstuk 3 beschrijf ik hoe ik data heb verzameld binnen het UNICON project.
Het project had als doel om data van LHB’s te verwerven van hoge kwaliteit. Hierbij
is rekening gehouden met de obstakels die bekend zijn bij het bestuderen van LHB’s.
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Het UNICON project is op dit moment de grootste dataset met homoseksuele en
lesbische ouders in Nederland. De data bevat informatie van 267 ouders die een
relatie hebben met iemand van hetzelfde geslacht en die in totaal 288 kinderen
opvoeden. In UNICON proberen we de vijf meest voorkomende kernuitdagingen bij
het verzamelen van data over LHB’s aan te pakken door (1) mensen in een relatie
met iemand van hetzelfde geslacht doelbewust in het steekproefkader op te nemen,
(2) een willekeurige steekproef te gebruiken, (3) een oversample van LHB’s op te
nemen in de steekproef waardoor we grotere hoeveelheden observaties over deze
doelgroep hebben, (4) een vergelijkingsgroep van heteroseksuele paren mee te
nemen, en (5) door een brede scala van inhoudelijke onderwerpen te behandelen.
Voor meer informatie ga naar: www.unionsincontext.nl.
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