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In its 2004 endorsement of what is commonly 
referred to as the “no differences” theory, the Ameri-

can Psychological Association (APA) declared that 
“there is no scientific evidence that parenting effective-
ness is related to parental sexual orientation: lesbian 
and gay parents are as likely as heterosexual parents to 
provide supportive and healthy environments for their 
children,” and “research has shown that the adjust-
ment, development, and psychological well-being of 
children is unrelated to parental sexual orientation 
and that the children of lesbian and gay parents are 
as likely as those of heterosexual parents to flourish.”1

These conclusions have been cited in numerous 
amicus briefs filed in court cases, including Oberge-
fell v. Hodges,2 the marriage case scheduled to be 
argued before the Supreme Court on April 28, 2015. 
In recent years, however, this position has been con-
tradicted by more rigorous studies indicating that 
children raised by parents in a same-sex relationship 
face greater emotional, developmental, and other 
difficulties than those raised by mothers and fathers, 
particularly by their married biological parents.

Flawed Early Studies  
Found No Differences

It is well understood in experimental design that 
the preferred method is to conduct (1) a blind experi-

ment (2) on a representative sample (3) using a sta-
tistically powerful hypothesis test. Early studies of 
parents in a same-sex relationship were lacking in 
at least one of these three design criteria, and most 
such studies were lacking in all of them.3

First, the participants were aware that the pur-
pose was to investigate same-sex parenting and may 
have biased their responses in order to produce the 
desired result.

Second, participants were recruited through net-
works of friends or through advocacy organizations, 
resulting in a sample of same-sex parents of higher 
socioeconomic status than is typical of parents in a 
same-sex relationship generally.

Third, on average, samples of fewer than 40 chil-
dren of parents in a same-sex relationship virtually 
guaranteed findings of no statistically significant 
differences between groups.

While many individual authors acknowledged the 
difficulties of studying a group that is relatively rare 
and difficult to identify through typical survey meth-
ods, the APA nonetheless used these flawed studies as 
a whole to support the “no differences” theory.

New Family Structures Study  
Indicates Differences Exist

In 2012, in his New Family Structures Study, Dr. 
Mark Regnerus, an associate professor of sociology 
at the University of Texas at Austin, addressed each 
of the three main problems with the earlier studies.4 
His research found that, similar to children from non-
intact families, those children who at some point dur-
ing their childhood lived with one parent and that par-
ent’s same-sex partner fared, on average, significantly 
worse than children of married biological parents on 
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a multitude of measures, including their educational 
progress as children and eventual employment and 
dependence on public assistance in adulthood.5 His 
study admittedly could not determine the causes of 
these differences, but their mere presence seriously 
challenges the notion that the “no differences” con-
clusion is settled science and demonstrates the need 
for further research into these matters.6

Differences Recently Shown Using 
Government Health Survey Data

Dr. Donald Paul Sullins, a professor of sociology at 
the Catholic University of America, recently published 
a series of studies7 that are among the most method-
ologically sound on the subject of same-sex parenting. 
He employs the National Health Interview Survey, a 
large, statistically representative survey containing 
various measures of physical and mental health, along 
with appropriate demographic control variables, that 
the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention has 
conducted since 1957. Using the most recent data, from 
1997 to 2013, out of 207,007 children, he finds 512 (or 
0.25 percent) whose parents were in same-sex married 
or cohabiting relationships at the time of the survey.

Controlling for child sex, age, and race and parents’ 
education and income, Dr. Sullins finds that children 
of parents in same-sex relationships fare significantly 
worse than those of opposite-sex parents on nine of 
12 measures of emotional or developmental problems 
and their use of mental health treatment. In gener-
al, children of parents in same-sex relationships are 
about two to three times more likely to experience 
such problems.

In his most extensive statistical analysis, in 
which he also takes into account relationship sta-
bility, stigmatization, and parents’ psychological 
distress, Sullins finds the prevalence of emotion-
al problems among children living with same-sex 
parents to be 4.5 times as high as among children 
living with their married biological parents, three 
times as high as children living with a married 
stepparent, 2.5 times as high as those with cohab-
iting parents, and three times as high as children 
with a single parent.

Further analyzing the data, he replaces the three 
variables mentioned in the previous paragraph with 
a single variable measuring biological parentage8 
and finds that:
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Biological relationship, it appears, is both neces-
sary and sufficient to explain the higher risk of 
emotional problems faced by children with same-
sex parents…. The primary benefit of marriage 
for children, therefore, may not be that it tends 
to present them with improved parents (more 
stable, financially affluent, etc., although it does 
this), but that it presents them with their own par-
ents…. Future research is needed to determine 
the mechanisms by which biological parentage 
affects child emotional wellbeing.9

The American College of Pediatricians et al., 
in their April 3, 2015, amicus brief in Obergefell 
v. Hodges, cite just-released work in which “Sul-
lins found that, while outcomes for children with 
opposite-sex parents improved if their parents 
were married, outcomes for children with same-sex 
parents were notably worse if their parents were 
married rather than unmarried.”10 In this latest 
study,11 using data from the congressionally man-
dated National Longitudinal Survey of Adolescent 
to Adult Health (the primary data source for the 
three best studies used to support the “no differenc-
es” theory), Dr. Sullins finds that children of report-
ed married same-sex parents are more likely than 
those of unmarried same-sex parents, unmarried 
opposite-sex parents, or married opposite-sex par-
ents to experience depressive symptoms, unhappi-
ness, daily fear or crying, and anxiety.

Furthermore, about a third of children raised by 
same-sex married parents report having been sexu-
ally abused by a parent or caregiver prior to 6th grade, 
a rate more than five times as high as children with 
any other category of parents, and among those who 
had ever had sex, about two-thirds of those raised by 
same-sex married parents report having been forced 
to do so against their will, a rate three to seven times 

as high as among those raised by any other category 
of parents. The magnitude of these differences is so 
great that, despite a small sample size, they are sta-
tistically significant, and further research is needed 
to determine their cause.

Research Does Not Support  
the Rush to Redefine Marriage

Decades of social scientific research shows that 
children, on average, fare best if raised by their own 
married biological parents. Relative to the intact 
family, other family forms tend to provide a less than 
optimal environment for children. This is not to say 
that every intact family is perfect or that every non-
intact family is disadvantageous for children; rath-
er, the data suggest that on average at the aggregate 
level, children are more likely to thrive when raised 
by their married biological mother and father.

New research findings raise significant concerns 
about how being raised by same-sex parents affects 
children and provide ample reason to slow the rush 
to redefine marriage. If, as the latest and most rigor-
ous studies find, children living with same-sex mar-
ried couples are at significantly higher risk for abuse 
or other negative outcomes, it is essential that politi-
cal or judicial action take into account their best 
interests as well as those of their adult caregivers.

The Supreme Court should refrain from impos-
ing a redefinition of marriage on the entire country. 
States should remain free to formulate marriage, 
divorce, adoption, and related policy as they seek to 
determine what best serves the needs of children in 
less than ideal circumstances without another state 
or the Supreme Court making these policy decisions 
for them.

—Jamie Bryan Hall is a Senior Policy Analyst in the 
Center for Data Analysis, of the Institute for Economic 
Freedom and Opportunity, at The Heritage Foundation.
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