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by society's need to promotethe family. Thisquestion isaddressed in other
chaptersinthisvolume. Herelwill noteonly that thecost in human suffering
and productivity should be entered into the equation; equal treatment
would only result in more socia cohesion as sources o alienation are re-
moved. Thefuller participation d gay citizensinthe political, economic, and
socia life d the nation is a benefit not to be ignored. Such participation
should, of course, include attempts to portray more accurateimages o gay
relationshipsin the media.

These considerations are suggestive rather than exhaustive. They may
seem unredlistically optimisticin a period of socia retrenchment. But any
movement for social justicemust be persistent despite changesin political or
socia currents. Gay male relationships are in a period d flux due to the
changesin thesexual attitudes of many Americans. Despite the lack o full
opportunity, there has never been as favorable a climate in Americafor the
growth of astrong, positive, and healthy gay identity. The continuance of
thisclimate isessential if society wants the maximum possible from its gay
citizens.
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Understanding Lesbian Relationships

Letitia Anne Peplau
Hortensia Amaro

Althoughlove may not "make the world go 'round"”, the lives of most
adultsare powerfully affected by their experiencesin intimate relationships.
Itiscommonly believed that the psychologicaly healthy adult must havethe
capacity for work and love. Theimportance o intimate relationships is no
less great for lesbians than for heterosexuas. Ye, whereas heterosexual
women can readily findinformation about thejoysand problemsd relation-
shipswith men in advice columns, scholarly books, and college courses on
marriage and family, leshians have few comparable sources of accurate
information. For anyoneinterested in understanding lesbian lifestyles, fac-
tual informationisessential.

In thischapter wereview scientificknowledge about | esbian |overel ation-
ships. Althoughfiction, biographies, theimpressionsd therapists, and other
sources (e.g., Berzon & Leighton, 1979; Vida, 1978) can provide useful
insightsinto |esbian relationships, we haverestrictedour review toempirical
research. Weareacutely aware of themethodological problemsaof conduct-
ing research in the gay community —or among members of any partialy
hidden group (Morin, 1977; see Gonsiorek's introduction, Chapter 5).The
most serious problem in this area has been the impossibility of obtaining
representative samplesd lesbians. As aresult, it isimperative that research
resultsbeinterpreted cautiously.
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In attempingto portray leshian relationships, it isimportant to curb the
impulseto oversmplify the complexitiesd women's experiences. Thereis
no such thing as the "typicd leshian couple.”” Most empirica research
has concentrated on a limited segment o the lesbian population: Typica
respondents have been younger, educated, middle-class white women.
Unfortunately,very little is known about lesbiansfrom other backgrounds.
Exiding research contributeslittleto our understandingd the role d such
factorsas age, education, socid class, religion, ethnicity and culturein les-
bian relationships.

With these cautions in mind, we reviewed the available empirical re-
search. We began with the question d how many lesbians are currently
involvedin steady rel ationships. Seven studies* provideinformation on this
issue. Amongthesestudies, the proportiond women whowerecurrentlyin
a steady relationship ranged from 45 to 80 percent. In most studies, the
proportion d women in ongoing relationships was close to 75 percent.
Furthermore, the same studiesindicate that many leshiansare living with
their partners; estimatesrangefrom 42 to 63 percentd dl leshianssurveyed
living with their partners.

Although these figuresshould not be taken as representatived dl les-
bians, they do suggest that at any particular point in timemany lesbiansare
involved in an intimate relationship. What these statisticsdo not tel us, o
course, iswhat these relationshipsarelike—whether or not lesbian couples
are happy, loving,or committed. Later in the chapter we probe moredeeply
intothequality d leshianrelationships.Itisimportant to recognizethat those
lesbhianswho are not currently in a steady relationshipare a diverse group.
They include women who have recently ended a relationship through
breakupor through the death d a partner, women who are eager to begin a
new relationship, and otherswho do not want asteady relationship.

A related question concerns the average length d lesbian relationships.
Do most leshians have fairlyshort-lived affairsor longer-term relationships?
Thisisadifficult questiontoanswer. For an adol escent — whetherlesbian or
heterosexua —a relationship d three months may seem “long”; for a 50-
year old person, a relationship o 15years may belong. In other words, a
person'sage determinesto some extent thelengthd timethat a relationship
can have endured and subjective perceptionsd whether or not a relation-
ship haslasteda"long" time.

A recentstudy by Bell and Weinberg (1978)of 283lesbianslivingin San
Franciscoinquired about thelength d women’s first |esbianrel ationship. On
the average, women in thissample were 22 yearsold when they had their
first"relatively steady relationship.” Nearly 90 percent said they had been
"inlove" with thisfirg partner, and the typical first relationshiplasted for a
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mediand oneto three years. For lessthan 8 percent @ the womendid this
fird relationship end in three months or less. This pattern d establishing
relaively enduring relationships characterizes not only lesbians fird inti-
mate relationshipsbut al so their subsequent rel ationships.

Several studies® have asked leshiansto describe the length d their cur-
rent love relationship. In these studies, most participantshave been young
lesbiansin their 20s. The typicd length d their relationships was two to
three years. Studiesd older lesbianswould be especialy useful in under-
standing the length d relationships, but such research is strikingly absent
from the exigting literature. Studies that have included small numbers o
older leshians®document that relationshipsd 20 years or more are not
unusual.

The relative stability of most leshians relationshipsisfurther reflectedin
dataon thetotal number of different partnerslesbians have had. In the Bl
and Weinberg (1978)study, in which nearly hdf the whitelesbianssampled
wereover age 35, the mgority & women had had fewer than 10 different
leshian sexual partnersduring their lifetimes. One-time or brief sexual lia-
sonsoccurred but were uncommon.

Thus, the picturethat tentatively emergesfrom these satigticsis that the
majority d lesbians experience relatively stable, long-term relationships.
Important exceptionsto this pattern should be noted, however. A minority
d leshians have shorter relationshipsand a greater number o different
partners. For example, intwo studies (Bell & Weinberg, 1978; Jay & Y oung,
1977), 15 percent o respondents reported that they had had sexual rela-
tionswith 250r morelesbian partners. It seemslikely that for some lesbians
thisreflectsa pattern d choice—a rejectiond committed relationshipsasa
personal goal. For other lesbians, casua sexual affairs may occur concur-
rently with a committed relationship. For il others, a pattern d many
partners may reflect difficultiesin establishing intimate bonds; such prob-
lems might be based on the interndization and acting out d the culture's
rejection d lesbian relationshipsand d stereotypesthat |lesbiansare unable
to devel oplong-term rel ationships(compareEttorre, 1980).

Having seen that most |esbiansspend much df their adult livesin intimate
love relationships, we next turn to findings about the nature o lesbian
relationships. We begin with an examination o lesbians attitudes and
valuesabout relationships, and look at issuesd” commitment and perma-
nence in lesbian couples. In a later section we investigate role-playingin
leshian relationshipsand present findings debunking the myth that lesbian
couplesadopt characterigticdly "masculine” and "femining” roles. Thisis
followed by a discussion d research on power in lesbian relationshipsand
an examinationd the sexual livesd leshian couples.
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ATTITUDESABOUT RELATI ONSH PS

For most lesbians, love relationships are important. Bell and Weinberg
(1978) asked leshians how important it wasto them to havea *' permanent
living arrangement with a homosexual partner.” One-quarter of lesbians
said that thiswas "the most important thingin life" and another 35 percent
said it was “very important.” Less than one woman in four said that a
permanent living arrangement wasnotimportant to her. So, again, weseea
ranged views, with a couple orientation being most common."

It has frequently been speculated that lesbian relationships are more
"romantic” thanthosed heterosexuals. For example, Hydeand Rosenberg
(1976)suggest that ** homosexual women livealmost anidyllicloverelation-
shipwith their partner, with moreintenseemotion and imagination than the
typical heterosexual relationship™ (p. 176).Only one study has examined
thisissue empiricaly. Peplau etal. (1978) administered a six-item romanti-
cism scale to a sample of 127 lesbians in Los Angeles. Items assessed
adherenceto the belief that *love conquersdl.” Included were statements
about true lovelasting forever and love overcoming barriers d race, reli-
gion, and economics. As a whole, leshiansin this sample were not strongly
romantic in their beliefs. Further, when lesbians’ romanticism scores were
compared tothose d matched samplesd heterosexual women, gay men,
and heterosexua men, nosignificant differenceswere found among any of
thegroups (Cochran& Peplau, 1979). So, whilesomelesbiansmay indeed
havea highly romanticized oridealizedview d loverelationships, thisorien-
tation does not appear to be any more common among lesbians than
among other adults.

Given that most | esbianswant a steady relationship, what arethecharac-
teristicsthey seek insuch partnerships?T hesingle most consistent themeto
emergefromempirical research isthestrongimportance most lesbiansplace
onemotional intimacy and expressiveness. In thisregard, leshiansarequite
smilar to heterosexual women. For example, Ramsey, Latham and
Lindquist (1978)asked members d lesbian and heterosexual couples to
rank theimportance d 11 possible relationship goals. Lesbiansranked the
sharing of affection as most important, with personal development and
companionship next. Thesame three goalstopped thelist of heterosexual
women. Further, women in both groupsgaveleastimportanceto economic
security, community standing, and religioussharing. In another study (Pep-
lau et al., 1978; Cochran & Peplau, 1979), 127 |lesbians rated the impor-
tance they personally gave to 16 featuresof love relationships. Again, les-
bians gave greatest importance to "being able to talk about my most
intimate feelings” and "'laughing easily with each other.” These same fea-
tureswereal so given greatestimportance by a matched groupd heterosex-
ua women.
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A second theme that recurs is the value leshians place on equality in
relationships. In onestudy (Peplau et al., 1978), lesbiansstrongly endorsed
the importance d "having an egalitarian (equal -power) relationship™ and
strongly rejected theidea d " having more influencethan my partner in our
jointdecision-making."Similar findingshave been reported in ethnographic
studies o leshian communities in California (Wolf, 1979) and Oregon
(Barnhart, 1975). For many lesbians, an emphasis on egalitarianism is
linked to a more general endorsement of feminist values. Feminist|esbians
may be more conscious d the power dimension in close relationshipsand
more concerned about equality asa goa than are nonfeminist lesbians.

Thereismore diversity of opinion among lesbians about the desirability
o other features of love relationships. Two important dimensions along
which the relationship values d lesbians differ have been identified by
Peplau et d. (1978). A dimension of "dyadic attachment™ concerns the
importance women giveto having a close-knit, exclusive, relatively perma-
nent relationship. Some women arestrong proponentsd attachment who
want tospend most of their free time with their partner, share many activi-
ties, preserve sexual exclusivity,and know that the relationship will endure.
Other women reject many of these goals, preferringinstead to have alesser
degreed togethernessin their relationship. A second dimension, “personal
autonomy," concerns boundaries between theindividua and her relation-
ship. Whilesomeindividualsprefer toimmerse themselvesin a relationship
to the exclusion o outside interests and activities, other women prefer to
maintain greater personal independence.

Leshians attitudes about relationships are affected not only by their
personal histories but also by the social context in which they live. Ethno-
graphicstudiesad particular lesbian communitiesillustratehow group norms
can affect relationship values. For example, in the early 1970s Barnhart
(1975)studied intensively a counterculturecommunity d lesbianwomenin
Oregon. Among women in thisgroup, an ideology had devel oped empha-
sizingthat theindividual'sfirgt loyalty should be to the community; couple
relationships should be secondary. The community further encouraged
women to reject the idea o sexual exclusivity because, in their analysis, it
conflicted with norms o equality and sisterhood. As Barnhart points out,
many women experienced some difficulty in reconciling their preexisting
beliefsabout monogamous relationshipswith the newer attitudesendorsed
by their social group. Further research on variationsamongdifferent lesbian
groupsand communitiesin relationship valueswould be useful.

Satisfaction. Love. and Commitment

Given that many lesbianswould like to establish a satisfying, close rela-
tionship, how successful are they in achieving this goal? Unfortunately,
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information about satisfaction, love, and commitment in leshian relation-
ships comes from a few studies based on fairly small samples and using
self-report measures. Sothefollowingresultsarepresented cautiously. They
suggest that most |eshiansfind their relationshipsto be highly satisfying.

Onestudy (Cardell, Finn, & Marecek, in press) compared asmall Penn-

sylvaniasample o leshians, gay men, and heterosexuals on a measure of
couple adjustment. They found that leshians did not differ from the other
two groupsin adjustment; most couples were very satisfied with their rela-
tionship. Another recent study (Ramsey et al., 1978) compared 26 lesbian
couplesto 27 gay male couplesand 25 heterosexual couples. All couples
had lived together for at least six months; theaveragelength d cohabitation
for lesbian couples was over six years. Relationship satisfaction was mea-
sured by thewidely used Locke-Wallace marital adjustment scale. The les-
bian couples scored in the *well-adjusted range and did not differ sgnifi-
cantly from couplesin the other two groups.

Only recently have social psychologistsattempted to measure love sys-

tematically, spurred by Zick Rubin’s development of scales to measure
"love" and "liking" for a romantic partner. Cochran and Peplau (1979)
compared matched samplesd younger lesbians, gay men, and heterosex-
uals, dl of whom were in steady relationships. On Rubin’s measures, les-
bians reported high love for their partner, indicating strong feelingsof at-
tachment, caring, and intimacy. They also scored high on the liking scale,
reflecting feelings o respect and affection toward the partner. On other
measures, leshians rated their current relationship as highly satisfying and
very dose. When comparisons were made among lesbians, gay men, and
heterosexuals on these measures, no significant differences were found.
Alsoincluded in this research were open-ended questions asking partici-
pantsto describein their own words the **best things" and "*worst things™
about their current relationship. Systematic analyses (Cochran, 1978)
found nosignificant differencesin the responses o |lesbians, gay men, and
heterosexuals, dl d whom reported similar typesd joysand problems. To
examinethe possi lity that more subtle differences existed among groups
that were not captured by thecoding scheme, thestatementsweretyped on
cardsin astandard format with information about gender and sexual orien-
tation removed. Panelsd judges were asked to sort the cards, separating
men and women and heterosexuals and homosexuals. Judges were not
abletodistinguish correctly the responses o lesbians from those o hetero-
sexual women, heterosexual men, or gay men.

Taken together, these findings suggest that many lesbian relationships
are highly satisfying. Lesbian couples appear, on standardized measures, to
beaswell-adjusted as heterosexual couples. Thisdoesnot, of course, mean
that lesbians have no difficultiesin their relationships. They undoubtedly
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havesomed thesame problemsas heterosexuals— forexample, in coordi-
nating jointgoal sand resolvinginterpersonal conflicts. L esbian couples may
also have special problemsarisingfrom the hostileand rejecting attitudes of
many people toward leshians. Overall, however, existing research suggests
that lesbian relationships are as likdy to be personaly satisfying as are
heterosexual ones.

Corrdates of Satisfaction

Researchersareonly beginning toexaminefactorsthat promote personal
feelingsof love and satisfactionin leshian relationships. A study by Peplau,
Padesky,and Hamilton (1982)isafirg stepin thisdirection. They found that
among a group o relatively young lesbians from Los Angeles, satisfaction
was strongly related to equality d involvement in the relationship. Those
relationships in which partners were equally committed and equally *'in
love" tended to bethe happiest. In contrast, lopsided relationshipsin which
one partner was much more involved than the other were less satisfying.
Thispatternisquitesimilar to resultsd studiesd heterosexual relationships
(e-g., Hill, Rubin, & Peplau, 1976).

A second factor contributing to satisfactionin the lesbian relationshipsin
thisstudy wasequality of power. Wesaw earlier that most lesbiansarestrong
proponents o egalitarianism in relationships. Perhaps not surprisingly,
those women who perceived their current relationship as egalitarian were
significantly more satisfied than were women who thought their relationship
was not. Third, evidencewasalso found indicatingthat similarity of attitudes
and backgrounds facilitated successful relationships. Thisis consistent with
the widely replicated findingamong heterosexual s that similarity increases
attraction.

Itisdsointeresting to note factorsthat were not related to satisfactionin
lesbian relationships. In the Peplau, Padesky, and Hamilton (1982) study,
satisfaction was not related to the extent of involvement in lesbian or femi-
nist groupsand activities, nor wasit related to the degree to which women
wereopen versuscloseted about being lesbian. Findly, thethreestudiesthat
have examined satisfaction have looked for age-related differences. Results
indicated, however, that older and younger lesbians are equally likey to
havesatisfying relationships.

TheEndingof Relationships

Why do lesbian relationships break ‘up? Probably for many of the same
reasonsthat heterosexual relationshipsend (seeLevinger & Moles, 1979).
Permanence and commitment areaffected by two major factors. Firg, rela-
tionship bondsarestrengthened by the positive, rewarding features o rela-
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tionships. The complex set d ingredientsthat makes a particular partner
and rel ationshi pappesaling —whether it besexual attraction,fedingsd com-
patibility, or shared goals and activities—contributes to the stability of the
relationship. It ispossiblein any relationshipthat attractionswither and that
passionsand interestssubside; lesbianshave no specia immunity to faling
outd love.

A second set o factorsaffectingthe permanenced relationshipsconsists
d barriersthat make the terminationd the relationshipcosily, either psy-
chologicallyor materialy. For heterosexuals, marriageusudly createsmany
barriersto the dissolutiond a relaionship—including the cost d divorce,
the wifés financialdependence on her husband, joint investmentsin prop-
erty, children, and so on. Such factors may encourage married couplesto
work on improving a declining relationship, rather than to end it. In some
cases, they may also keep partnerstrapped in an empty relationship. Les-
bians probably encounter fewer barrierstotheterminationd their relation-
ships. Leshian relationshipsare not, for example, typicaly formdized by
legd contracts, and leshiansarelesslikdy to befinancidly dependenton a
partner. Whereas family.and friendsoften encourage heterosexual spouses
to work out their relationship problems, lesbians may have lesssocia sup-
port for their relationships. Becaused theselower barriersto breaking up,
lesbians are lesslikdy to become trapped in hopelesdy unhappy relation-
ships. But they may d so be less motivated to rescue deteriorating relation-
ships. All o these speculationsabout commitment in lesbian relationships
arein need d empirica verification.

ROLE-PLAYING

A fdse stereotype d |eshian reationshipsis that they mimic traditional
sex-typed heterosexual patterns, with one partner adopting a " masculine'
roleand the other a " feminine"role. Such role-playingissupposedly mani-
fested in the divisond household tasks, styled dress, patterns o domi-
nance-submission, and preferences about sexual behavior. In popular
thinking, such role-playingisseen asreflectinga desire by someleshiansto
be men. Researchdearly discreditsdl o thesecommon bdliefs.

Researchindicates that sex-typed role-playing is rare in contemporary
leshian life. Mogt leshianssay they didike such categoriesas "' butch" and
"femme," and rejecttheidead role-playing (Barnhart,1975; Jay & Y oung,
1977; Tanner, 1978). For exampl e, one leshian wrote:

| grivetodiminateall vestigesd role-playingin my relationshipwith women,
as theopportunitytodosoisoned themajor reasonstam alesbian. My lover
and | have constantly shifting roles. .. depending on the needs d the mo-
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ment. If ever 1fdlt we were getting locked into any roles, especially those of
butch/femme, | would run .. . to escape from thisrelationship [Jay & Young,
1977, p. 320).

Thetheme reflected in thisquotation and in other anecdotal accountsisthat
lesbian relationships permit women to avoid limitationsimposed by tradi-
tional mae-femae role-playing that occursin many heterosexual relation-
ships.

Severa studies® have examined role-playing patterns in the division of
household tasks, styled dress, and sexual conduct of lesbians. The consist-
ent findingisthat most eshiansdo not conform to rigid masculine-feminine
roles. Instead, roleshiftingand roleflexibilityarethe predominant pattern. A
reasonabl e estimate would be that only about 10 percent of |esbianstoday
engagein clear-cut role-playing. Oneleshian explained her participationin
role-playing:

When | amwith ayounger gir, | liketo. . . protect her,and Llikeit very much if
sheletsme buy drinks, etc. . . . What | like best about the " male" or " butch”
roleisthe protectiveangle, even though L realizeintdlectually that thisisa lot
of sexist shit[Jay & Young, 1977, p. 3221

It appearsthat role-playingwasmoreprevaentinthe"oldgay life'" (Woalf,
1979), a period beforethe 1950sevolutiond” homophileorganizationsand
the more recent effects d feminiam in the lesbian community. Cultural
stereotypes about leshian role-playing may have developed during this
earlier period, when the strai ght community's knowledged |esbian lifewas
largely derived from behavioral patternsobserved in gay bars. We do not
know how prevalent role-playing used tobe, sincemost research isd recent
vintage. Two studies based on data collected before 1969 (Bass-Hass,
1968; Jensen, 1974) reported that a mgjority d respondents engaged in
role-playing. Ethnographicaccounts(e.g., Walf, 1979) contain descriptions
by lesbiansof theold bar scenein major cities. It appearsthat there hasbeen
a higorical declinein role-playingamong American |lesbians.

Nevertheless,let usexaminefactorsthat may foster theadoption o these
sex-typed patterns. Four possibilities aresuggested by existingstudies. Firg,
role-playing may be more common among older women who were or
continue to be part o the old gay life. Second, role-playing may be more
common among leshiansfrom lower socioeconomiclevels {Gagnon & S-
mon, 1973; Woalf,1979).Although virtualy no dataexist on blue-collarand
working-classleshians, research has suggested that |ower-income hetero-
sexuals have more sex-typed behavior patterns than do higher-income
heterosexuas(e.g., Komarovsky, 1967). It may be that stronger adherence
to masculine-feminine roles is found among women who have traditional
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values, perhaps based on rdigiousand cultura socidization. Third, role-

playing may be related to the coming-out experiences o some leshians
(Gagnon & Simon, 1973; Saghir & Robins, 1973). For example, a young
woman whois new to thelesbian community may initidly dressin a stereo-

typicdly butch manner in order to bemoreeesily identified aslesbianand to
conformto her perception d group expectationsabout behavior. Fourth, in
some cases, role-playing may result from temporary Stuational factors.

Saghirand Robins(1973)foundthat 12 percentd their lesbian respondents
had engagedin role-playing;the mgjority had devel oped such rolesbecause
one partner wastemporarily unemployed or attending school.

In summary, masculine-femininerole-playing is another area in which
variationsamong lesbians have been found. While the great mgjority o
leshians rejectsrole-playing, a minority continues to behave in sex-typed
ways. What should beremembered, d course,isthat the greatestamount o
role-playing hasalwaysbeen and continuesto befound among heterosex-
ua couples.

POWER

In theearlierdiscussiond lesbians attitudesabout relationships, we saw
that most gay women consider equality animportant rel ationshipgoa. How
successful are women in achieving this egditarian ideal ? There has been
only oneempirica investigationd power in lesbian relationships(Caldwell
& Peplau, in press), based on questionnaireresponsesfromasampled 77
younger Los Angeles |eshians who were in a steady relationship. When
asked directly who they thought should have more power in their relation-
ship, 97 percentd these women said that both partners should have "ex-
actly equa™ say in their relationship. Not dl women believed that their
rel ationshipattainedthisideal, however. When asked to describe theoverall
balance d power in their current relationship, 64 percent reported equal
power, but a sizable 36 percent minority reported that one partner had
greater influencethan the other.

Caldwell and Peplau investigated factors that tip the balance of power
away from equality in leshian relationships. Some years ago sociologist
Willard Wdler (1938)proposed the “principle of least interest” —suggesting
that whenone partner inarelationshipisrelativelylessinterestedor commit-
ted, she/he will have greater power. Clear evidence was found for such a
link betweenimbalancesd involvementand imbalancesd power inleshian

relationships. Socid psychologicad theory also suggeststhat power islikey
to accrue to the partner who has greater personal resources, in terms o
greater educationor incomeor other desirable characteristics. In thisstudy,
womenwho had relatively greater incomeand education than their partner
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tended to have relatively greater power. Thus, both relative dependency
and personal resourcesaffected the balance d power. Further research is
needed to confirm these findingsabout power in lesbian relationships.

SEXUAL BEHAVIOR

A cultura stereotype depictsleshians as highly sexual people. Perhaps
becaused thismyth, much o theresearchon lesbianshasinvestigatedtheir
sexudity. Ye research suggests many commonalities—and a few differ-
ences—between the sexual attitudes and experiences o leshiansand d
heterosexual women.

Studiesd physiologica aspectsd sexudlity (Kinsey et al., 1953; Magters
& Johnson, 1979) have found no differencesin the pattern o sexua re-
sponse of leshiansand heterosexual women. It is hardly surprising that the
physiological mechanics of sexual arousal and orgasm are similar for dl
women, regardless of sexual orientation.

It may also be useful in this context to recognize that the mgjority o
leshians have had sexual relationswith men aswell as with women. In one
study of 151 |eshians (Schagefer, 1976), 55 percent d respondents had had
heterosexual coitus prior to their first lesbian experience. Studies® suggest
that dose to80 percent o |esbians have had sex with men at sone pointin
their lives. For many leshians, these heterosexual experiences occurred in
thecontextd datingor marita relationships. Onestudy found that a mgjor-
ity of leshianshad dated men (Peplauetal., 1978). A sgnificant minority o
lesbians (perhaps25 percent) has been heterosexualy married.’

Lesbians evaluationsof their sexual relationshipswith men vary consid-
erably. Jay and Young (1977)found that 23 percent of lesbiansrated their
past heterosexual experiences as positive, 21 percent as neutral, and 55
percent as negative. One factor contributing to this may be that for some
leshians, sexual activitieswith men did not lead to orgasm (e.g;, for 33
percent d leshiansin Bel and Weinberg’s study). Equally important, how-

ever, may be differencesin the emotiona tone o sexual experienceswith
female and male partners. Schaefer (1976) asked the 57 lesbians in her
samplewho had had sexual rel ationsduring the past year with both women
and men to compare these experiences. Mgor differences were reported.
Most women said that compared to sex with men, sex with women was
moretender (94 percent), intimate (91 percent), considerate (88percent),
partner-rel ated (73percent), exciting (66percent), diversified (52percent),
and lessaggressive(71percent).
Studiesd leshians sexua experienceswith women have identified two
patterns. Firgt, for many lesbians, sex and loveare dosely linked. In asurvey
d 962 leshians (Jay & Young, 1977), 97 percentdf women said that emo-



244 « LIFE ADAPTATIONS

tiona involvement wasimportant to sex, and 92 percent said that in their
own personal experiences, emotional involvement dways or very fre-
quently accompanied sex. Consistent with this emphasison affection, Bell
and Weinberg (1978)found that 62 percent o lesbianshad never had sex
with astranger, and 81 percent said that they had felt affectiontoward most
d their sexua partners. Gundlach and Reiss (1968)found that equal pro-
portions d leshians and heterosexual women—64 percent—said they
could have sex only f they were in love with the partner. So, whereas a
minority d |esbiansenjoyscasual or "recreationd"'sex, the mgority prefers
tolimitsexual activitiesto partnerstoward whom they fed at least affection.
Given this pattern, it is not surprising that many lesbiansdraw their sexual
partners from people they already know as friends (Peplau et d., 1978;
Schaefer, 1977; Tanner, 1978), and that theincidenced cruisng—mesting
casual partnersin barsand other settings—is quitelow (Jay & Y oung, 1977).

Researchal soshowsthat most|esbiansfind their sexual interactionswith
women highly satisfying. Lesbian love-making typicdly leads to orgasm.®
For example, leshians in one study said that they seldom had difficulty
achievingorgasm duringsex (Jay& Y oung, 1977).0nly 4 percent said they
never had an orgasm and 5 percent said they had orgasms infrequently.
Comparative studies suggest that | eshiansachieve orgasm more often dur-
ing love-making than do heterosexual women. Kinsey et d. (1953) com-
pared heterosexual women who had been married for five years with les-
bianswho had been sexudly active for an equal number d years. Among
these women, 17 percent d the heterosexua scompared to only 7 percent
o the lesbiansnever had an orgasm. Andonly 40 percent of heterosexuals
had orgasm easily (i.e., 90-100 percent of thetimethey hadsex),compared
to 68 percent d leshians. These differences may, as Kinsey suggested,
reflect differencesin the knowledge and sexual techniques d women's
partners. Butdifferencesin the emotional quality of sexual experiences may
be equally important.

Studies examining sexual behavior in steady lesbian relationships find
that for most women, sex isan enjoyable part d such relationships. In one
study (Peplauetal., 1978), three-quartersd leshianssaid that sex with their
steady partner was' extremely stisfying,"” and only 4 percent said that it was
not at al satisfying.

Availabledata® suggest that |esbian coupleshavesex about asoftenasdo
heterosexual couples. Among the younger leshians typicaly studied by
researchers, the average frequency of sex isabout two to three times per
week. Thisfigurevarieswidey from coupleto couple, however. Amongthe
leshiansstudied by Jay and Y oung, only Spercent reported havingsex daily.
Mog women (57 percent) had sex two to five times per week, 25 percent
had sex once a week, and 8 percent had sex less often with their partner.
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Little is known about the factorsthat influence the actua or desired fre-
guency d sex in lesbian relationships.

Sexual exclusivity is a controversia issue for many American couples,
both leshian and heterosexual, as discussed above. The predominant pat-
tern reported inavail ablestudies!® o |esbiansisseria monogamy——women
participatein aseriesd sexualy exclusivereationships. But other patterns
arealsocommon. Commentingon sexual openness, a lesbianexplained, *'|
have sex outsidethe relationship,and wetak about it openly. Sofar it has
had a positive effect.We both agree to be nonmonogamous™ (Jay & Y oung,
1977, p. 326). Onestudy (Peplauet al., 1978) found that sexual openness
was not related to dissatisfaction within women's primary relationship.
Women in sexually open relationshipswere justassatisfied with their steady
partner as were women in monogamous relationships. More needs to be
known about how different|eshian couples handlethiscontemporary issue.

Findly,itisimportant to notethat although many lesbiansare happy with
sexin their relationships, someleshiansdo havesexual difficulties.The myth
that al lesbians have perfect sex can be quite harmful to women who
experience problems. No systematic research exists on sexua difficulties
faced by lesbians, but observations by clinicians offer a few speculative
clues. Toder (1978)suggested that leshiansshare some d the same sexual
problemsas heterosexual women, includingorgasmicdysfunction and dif-
ferencesin the desired sexual frequency d partners. But lesbians may aso
have some specid problems, such as discomfort in taking the initiaivein
making love to a partner or sexual inhibitionsabout such activitiesas oral
sex. Moreresearch onlesbiansexuality isneeded to understand thisaspect
d leshbian relationships,and to provideinformationfor counsel orswho seek
to helplesbian dlients.

CONCLUSI ONS

Our reviewd researchonlesbianrelationshipshasfound widevariations
intheexperiencesd individua lesbians. For every general pattern that can
beidentified, thereare many exceptions.

When possible, we have compared the attitudes and experiences o
lesbiansand heterosexua women. It isimportant to understand why such
comparisonsare useful. Wedo not assume that heterosexuality or hetero-
sexual marriageisan ideal pattern to be used asthestandard in analysesd
leshian relationships. Rather, such comparisons highlight similaritiesin the
valuesand experiencesd dl women. For example, childhood sociaization
experiencesd girlsin thiscultureoften emphasizeemotional expressiveness
and love ascentral todose relationships, and these themes can be seen in
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theadult relationshipsd both leshiansand heterosexuals(Cochran & Pep-
lau, 1979: Gagnon & Simon, 1973: Schaefer, 1976; for Smilar issuesin
male homosexuality,see Peplau & Gordon, in press). Second, comparisons
d leshianand heterosexual relationshipspoint to basicissuesthat confront
dl intimate couples, regardless of sexual orientation. For instance, im-
balancesd dependency can tipthe balance o power away from equality in
lesbian and heterosexual relationshipsaike. Findly, such comparisons help
toidentify those unique qualitiesof |esbian relationshipsthat make them a
positiveand desirablelifestylefor women.

Thereisalong list o needed research about leshian relationships. Be-
cause virtudly al o the research we have reviewed is based on white
women (exceptionsare Bel & Weinberg, 1978 and Hidalgo & Hidalgo-
Christensen, 1976), findingscannot be generalized to ethniclesbians. Exist-
ing research says little about the impact o cultural, ethnic, economic, and
religious factorson values and behavior in lesbian relationships. Ye it is
obviousthat relationshipsreflect both the personal experiencesd the part-
ners and the social context in which the relationshipexists. The nature of
satisfaction, commitment, sexuality, or power may differ for a Hispanic
couple living in the barrio, a Black professional couple, a first-generation
Adan couple, and the white respondents typically studied in previous re-
search. Ethniclesbiansfind themselvespart o two minorities,each of which
may rejecttheother. In ethniccommunities, traditional valuesoften resultin
hogtility toward lesbian relationships (Hidalgo & Hidalgo-Christensen,
1976; Mays, 1980). Similarly, within the lesbian community, cultural insen-
gtivity —or worse, racism—may lead to the exclusion o ethnic couples.
Clearly, invedtigationsd the relationshipsd minority leshiansare needed
(Mays, 1980).

Many questions about lesbian relationshipsremain unanswered. For
example, what impact do children have on lesbian relationships? How do
thesocia support networksaof lesbiansaffect thedevelopment of loverela
tionships, and how do these networks respond when relationshipsend?
What roledo family ties play in leshbian relationships, especialy for women
from cultureswherefamilid bonds are strong? What issuesarisein lesbian
couples where partners differ in race, religion, class, or age? What impact
does socid oppression have on lesbian relationships? What factorsfoster
happinessand commitment in |esbian coupl es?

Mog studiesd leshians have not focused specificdly on relationships,
and s0 we have had to gather relevant pieces d information as best we
could. Research directly investigatinglesbian relationshipswould be useful
toleshiansthemselves,and to relatives, friends, counsel ors, and otherswho
want to understand lesbians' lives. We hope this review will soon become
outdated as better research providesa more complete pictured the diver-
Sity o lesbian relationships.
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NOTES

1. The percentaged lesbianscurrently in a steady relaionship varies acrossstudies: Bel
and Weinberg (1978), 72 percent; Cotton {1975), &3 percent; Jay and Young (1977}, 80
percent; Oberstone and Sukoneck (1977), 80 percent; Peplau et d. (1978), 61 percent;
Raphael and Robinson (1980), 45 percent;and Schaefer (1976), 72 percent. These variations
reflect differencesin the wording o questions, the sampling procedures, the date d the
research, and theleshian populationsthemselves.

2. Theaverageor medianlengthd leshians current relationshipvariesacrossstudies: Bel
and Weinberg (1978), 1-3 years, Oberstone and Sukoneck (1977), 22 months; Peplau et a.
{1978}, 2.5 years, and Gundlach and Reiss(1968), 1-9 years.

3. Severa studieshaveincluded a smdl proportion o older leshians (Bell & Weinberg,
1978: Jay & Young. 1977: Saghir & Robins, 1973). Only one study (Raphael & Robinson,
1980) has explicitly focusedon ol der lesbians.

4. An emphasis on emotiona bonds in relationshipsis described by Bdl and Weinberg
(1978}, Cotton (1975), Hidago and Hidalgo-Christensen(1976), Peplau et d. (1978), and

Ramsey etal (1978).

5. Studiesinvedtigatingrole-playinginclude Bass-Hass (1968), Bdl and Weinberg (1978),
Caldwell and Peplau (inpress), Cardell et d. (inpress), Cotton (19751. Gagnon and Simon
(1973}, Jay and Young (1977), Jensen (1974); Ponse (1980), Saghir and Robins (1973),
Tanner(1978), and Wdf (1979).

6. Studiesd sexual behavior include Bdl and Weinberg (1978), Jay and Young (1977),
Gundlachand Reiss(1968), Peplau et d. (1978), and Schaefer (1976).

7. Theproportiond leshianswho have been heterosexually married variesacrossstudies:
Bel and Weinberg (1978), 35 percent, Gundlach and Reiss (1968}, 29 percent; Saghir and
Robins(1973), 25 percent; Schaefer (1976}, 14 percent.

8. Daa on orgasmsare found in Bel and Weinberg (1978), Gundlach and Reiss (1968),
Jay and Young (1977), Kinsey et al. (1953}, and Mastersand Johnson (1979).

9. Data on sexua frequency in leshian relationshipsare found in Jay and Young (1977),
Peplauet al. (1978), and Schaefer (1976).

10. Seria monogamy has been described by Cotton (1975), Peplau et al. (1978), Saghir
and Robins(1973), Tanner (1978), and Wdf (1979). Exceptionsto this pattern are discussed
by Barnhart (1975), Bdl and Weinberg (1978), Ettorre (1980), Jay and Young (1977), and
Peplauetd. (1978).



