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Sexual Orientation Identity and Romantic Relationship Quality in Same-Sex Couples

Despite trends toward greater societal tolerance for homosexuality (Loftus, 2001), the cultural landscape for lesbian, gay, and bisexual (LGB) individuals still features pervasive prejudice, discrimination, and negative stereotyping (Harper & Schneider, 2003; Kelley, 2001). It is, in part, against this backdrop of oppression and marginalization that LGB individuals come to discover their sexual identity. The discovery process involves not only shifts in the sexual orientation labels one applies to oneself, but also changes in the meanings one attaches to those labels (McCarn & Fassinger, 1996). Identity-related stressors, such as internalized homonegativity (i.e., internalization of anti-LGB beliefs), are believed to be normative in the process of developing as an LGB person in a negative social climate (McCarn & Fassinger, 1996), and have been linked to poorer psychosocial functioning in LGB women and men (Meyer, 2003). 

Such difficulties have been studied mostly with regard to individual well being, but they are also believed to influence relationship functioning in same-sex couples (Green & Mitchell, 2002; Greenan & Tunnell, 2003; Mohr, 1999). Consider, for example, same-sex romantic partners with high levels of internalized homonegativity. Such individuals are in the position of desiring a partner who possesses the very characteristic for which they reject themselves (i.e., an LGB orientation)—a position that would naturally seem to engender a sense of ambivalence about the romantic relationship. Despite the relative abundance of clinical writings on such identity-related dynamics in same-sex couples, very little empirical research has been published in this area. The few studies on this topic have provided evidence that internalized homonegativity is negatively associated with relationship quality for individuals in same-sex relationships (e.g., Elizur & Mintzer, 2003). 
The two studies described in this paper were designed to contribute to this area of inquiry by addressing several limitations in previous research. Most research has focused exclusively on one dimension of identity: internalized homonegativity. Furthermore, studies generally have relied on data provided by only one of the two partners in each relationship. In Study 1, we addressed these limitations by collecting data on multiple dimensions of LGB identity from both partners in same-sex relationships. An additional limitation has been the reliance on cross-sectional data. When an association between identity and relationship functioning is found in cross sectional data, it is impossible to address questions about direction of causal influence. In Study 2, we addressed this limitation by gathering data on internalized homonegativity and relationship quality at two time points. It should be noted that this paper features abbreviated versions of the full studies, given time limitations on the presentation. 
Study 1

The purpose of this study was to examine the degree to which LGB individuals’ evaluations of relationship quality were associated with aspects of their own LGB identity (actor effects) and their partner’s identity (partner effects). Four dimensions of identity were investigated. The first dimension was internalized homonegativity, which can be defined as a phenomenon in which a person internalizes anti-LGB beliefs and applies those beliefs to the self. Many negative social beliefs about LGB people relate to the love relationships themselves (e.g., that same-sex love is inferior to heterosexual love). Internalizing such beliefs may lead individuals to devalue the relationship and distance themselves from their partner. Stigma sensitivity is the second dimension of identity included in this study. It can be defined as the expectation or fear of being evaluated negatively for one’s sexual orientation. Some clinical writings have noted that vigilance for signs of rejection may create stress in same-sex couples because it encourages chronic monitoring of their public behavior (e.g., Green & Mitchell, 2002).  
Identity confusion was the third dimension of identity we included in the study, and it refers to uncertainty about one’s sexual orientation itself. For people who are in same-sex relationships, this most often takes the form of questioning whether one is homosexual versus bisexual, but sometimes can even include wondering if one is heterosexual. Although identity confusion has received little attention in the same-sex couples literature, it seems possible that confusion may reflect ambivalence about being in a same-sex relationship—or may be interpreted as ambivalence by the individual’s partner. The fourth identity variable we included in the study was identity superiority, which we define as a perspective where LGB people, cultures, and institutions are viewed as better than their heterosexual counterparts. It is thought that identity superiority may reflect a strategy for enhancing self-esteem in the face of stigma or even mask an underlying sense of inferiority for being a gay person (Margolies, Becker, and Jackson-Brewer, 1987; Troiden, 1993). If this is true, then a stance of superiority may reflect an underlying sense of inferiority about the relationship, which could have negative implications for relationship functioning. 

Method

Participants and Procedure

 Participants were 922 lesbian, gay, and bisexual individuals who comprised 274 (59.9%) female same-sex couples and 187 (40.6%) male same-sex couples. Length of the romantic relationships ranged from 0.25 to 31.33 years (M = 6.31, SD = 5.65). Individuals’ ages ranged from 18 to 68 years (M = 36.24, SD = 9.19). Participants identified their race/ethnicity as Asian American/Pacific Islander (1.5%), Black/African American (2.3%), White/Euroamerican (85.7%), Hispanic/Latina/Latino (2.7%), Native American/Native Alaskan (1.0%), Middle Eastern/Arab (0.2%), Biracial/Multiracial (4.2%), and Other (2.4%). Regarding formal education, 78.6% of participants reported having at least an undergraduate degree. Participants lived in rural (11.8%) and nonrural (88.2%) locations in diverse regions of the United States and Canada.

Most participants were recruited through solicitations on LGB electronic mail lists and through advertisements in a LGB newspaper. Announcements for the study specified that we were seeking same-sex romantic partners who had been together for at least two months. Individuals expressing an interest in the study received two sets of packets that included the survey, basic information about the study, and self-addressed stamped envelopes. Participants were instructed to complete the survey in a setting separate from their romantic partner and to seal the survey in the mailing envelope immediately afterwards. Completed surveys were received from 1,004 individuals, which represented 49% of the surveys mailed. For 82 of these individuals, however, no data were received from the corresponding romantic partner. Because analyses for the present study required data from both partners, we did not include data from these 82 respondents.

Measures


Relationship quality. Four self-report measures of romantic relationship quality were included in the study. The Commitment Scale (Lund, 1985) was used to assess individuals’ estimated likelihood of continuing their relationship. This scale consists of nine items (e.g., “How likely is it that your relationship will be permanent?”) that were rated on a 7-point Likert scale (1 = not at all, 7 = a great deal) and that yielded an internal consistency estimate of .73 in the current sample. Two items were used to assess global relationship satisfaction: “I’m happy in my relationship” and “I’m satisfied with my relationship.” Items were rated on a 7-point Likert scale (1 = disagree strongly, 7 = agree strongly) and yielded an internal consistency estimate of .92. Collins and Read (1990) found that the scale formed by averaging these two items was related in theoretically predicted ways to measures of comfort with intimacy and abandonment anxiety. The Trust Scale (Rempel, Holmes, & Zanna, 1985) was used to assess the degree to which individuals had faith in their romantic partners and viewed their partners as dependable and predictable. The scale consists of 18 items (e.g., “Even if I have no reason to expect my partner to share things with me, I still feel certain that she will”) that were rated on a 7-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree). The full scale yielded an internal consistency estimate of .89 in the present sample. The Supportive Communication subscale of the Marital Communication Inventory (Bienvenu, 1970; Schumm et al., 1983) was used to assess the degree to which individuals reported engaging in positive and intimate conversation with their partners. The subscale has five items (e.g., “My partner and I discuss pleasant things that happen during the day”) that were rated on a 7-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree), and the estimated internal consistency was .82. 

For these four measures, we adjusted item wording so as to be appropriate for same-sex romantic partners (e.g., the term “partner” was used instead of “husband” and “wife”). Correlations among the measures were moderate (ranging from .42-.62). Also, results from a principal factor analysis of the four measures supported a 1-factor solution (eigenvalues of 2.65, 0.60, 0.40, 0.36), and loadings of the measures on the latent factor ranged from .66-.82. In light of these results, the four measures were combined to form an overall index of relationship quality by standardizing the scales and computing their average.
Sexual orientation identity. The Lesbian and Gay Identity Scale (LGIS; Mohr & Fassinger, 2000) was used to assess the variables related to sexual orientation identity investigated in this study. The LGIS was developed through exploratory factor analysis of a set of diverse identity-related items; the factor structure was supported in a separate confirmatory factor analysis. The Internalized Homonegativity subscale consists of 5 items that assess the degree to which respondents evaluate their LGB sexual orientation negatively (e.g., “I wish I were heterosexual”) or positively (e.g., “I am glad to be an LGB person,” reverse scored). The Need for Acceptance subscale, which we used to measure stigma sensitivity, consists of 5 items that assess the degree to which respondents experience anxious expectations of rejection based on their sexual orientation (e.g., “I often worry whether others judge me for being LGB”). The Identity Confusion subscale consists of 4 items that assess the degree to which respondents are uncertain about their sexual orientation status (e.g., “I can’t decide whether I am bisexual or lesbian/gay”). The Superiority subscale consists of 2 items that measure the degree to which respondents view LGB people as better and more interesting than heterosexual people (e.g., “I look down upon heterosexuals”). All items were rated on a 7-point Likert scale (1 = disagree strongly, 7 = agree strongly). Intercorrelations among these four subscales were in the low-to-moderate range (.05-.38). In the present sample, internal consistency estimates for LGIS subscales were as follows: Internalized Homonegativity (.80), Need for Acceptance (.73), Identity Confusion (.79), and Superiority (.70). 

Results

The distributions of scores for a number of the variables were notably skewed. Inspection of descriptive statistics indicated that most participants had a relatively positive LGB identity and high relationship satisfaction. Skewed variables were transformed to increase the symmetry of the distributions.
We next investigated possible actor and partner effects of LGB identity on relationship quality, controlling for demographic correlates of relationship quality. Multiple regression offered a convenient means of testing these effects, but the statistical assumption of independent observations associated with ordinary least squares (OLS) regression was threatened by the rather strong intercorrelation of romantic partners’ relationship quality ratings. To control for this couple effect, we used a multilevel regression model developed by Kenny and Cook (1999; described in greater detail by Kenny, Mannetti, Pierro, Livi, & Kashy, 2002) for the purpose of evaluating actor and partner effects. This model accounts for partner interdependence by treating individual scores on the dependent variable as repeated measures in each dyad. Because multilevel regression does not provide the R2 coefficient associated with OLS regression, we used a measure of explained variability proposed by Snijders and Bosker (1999) with an interpretation analogous to that for R2. We estimated regression parameters with the maximum likelihood approach rather than the restricted maximum likelihood approach because of our interest in comparing nested regression models (Kenny et al., 2002). 
We conducted a multilevel regression predicting relationship quality from participants’ ratings and their partners’ ratings on the LGB identity variables, controlling for gender, relationship length, and city type (rural versus nonrural). The analysis indicated that identity variables predicted approximately 10.60% of the variability in relationship quality beyond that accounted for by the covariates, (2(8, N = 922) = 105.59 (p < .001). Table 1 provides results for the individual predictors. Individuals’ own levels of homonegativity, stigma sensitivity, identity confusion, and superiority were inversely associated with relationship quality; partners’ levels of identity confusion were inversely associated with respondents’ own relationship quality. To explore possible synergistic effects due to the unique combination of partners’ attributes, we reran the basic model but included 2-way interaction terms that were the product of own and partner ratings on each identity variable. These four interaction terms did not explain additional variance in relationship quality beyond that accounted for by the terms in the basic model, (2(4, N = 922) = 5.64 (p > .10). 
Study 2

Although results from the previous study suggested that relationship quality is associated with aspects of one’s own and one’s partner’s identity, the use of cross-sectional data did not permit us to test our assumption that identity-related stress influences relationship functioning and not vice versa. For our second study, we gathered data on internalized homonegativity and relationship quality at two time points 6 weeks apart. Data were from LGB college students who were in the same dating relationship throughout the study. Our main hypothesis was that internalized homonegativity would be negatively associated with future relationship quality, controlling for earlier levels of quality. 

Method

Participants and Procedure
Participants were 46 students at public universities who were in a same-sex romantic relationship with the same person throughout the duration of the study. They ranged in age from 18-45 years (M = 22.72, SD = 5.34) and were 63% female and 37% male. The majority (78.3%) were White, while 13% were Black, 2.2% Hispanic, 2.2% Asian-American/Pacific Islander, and 4.3% multiracial. Length of the participants’ relationships at the start of the study showed considerable variability, ranging from one month to six years and three months (M = 2 years 4 months, SD = 1 year 7 months). Participants were from geographically diverse areas of the United States, representing 13 states: 6.5% were from the Pacific coast, 47.8% from the South, 19.5% from the Midwest, 6.5% from the Southwest, and 17.4% from the Northeast. 

Potential participants were contacted through LGB organization e-mail lists at 13 randomly selected public universities and asked to complete a short online survey concerning LGB identity and relationship satisfaction. To avoid statistical issues related to nonindependence of observations, the announcement requested that only one partner in a given romantic relationship take the survey. Individuals who were interested in participating were given a link to an Internet address at which they could access the survey. Individuals who clicked the link were taken to a webpage asking for general demographic information, including whether they were currently in a same-sex romantic relationship. The measure of romantic relationship functioning was given only to individuals who indicated that they were in a romantic relationship. Participants were also asked to provide an e-mail address so they could be contacted for the second survey. Approximately six weeks after taking the initial survey, participants were contacted through the e-mail address they had previously provided and asked to complete the survey a second time. Participants’ email addresses were used to link data from the first and second surveys. 

In response to the original study announcement, 145 individuals took the survey at Time 1. Of these 145, only 113 (78%) completed the survey at both Time 1 and Time 2. Of the remaining 113 individuals, only 46 (41%) were in a same-sex relationship with the same person at both times. It was this final set of 46 participants that constituted the final sample for the study. Analyses indicated no demographic differences between those who completed the survey at both times and those who did not. 

Materials
Internalized homonegativity. Internalized homonegativity was measured using the Internalized Homonegativity subscale of the Lesbian, Gay, and Bisexual Identity Scale (LGBIS; Mohr & Fassinger, 2000). This subscale is described in the Method section for Study 1. In the present study, Cronbach’s alpha estimates for this subscale at the two data collection timepoints were .89 and .91. 

Relationship functioning. The Multidimensional Determinants of Relationship Commitment Inventory (MDRCI; Kurdek, 1995) was used to assess both attractions to the relationship. The MDRCI consists of 24 items that are rated on a 5-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree) and scored for six sources of relationship commitment: rewards, costs, match to ideal standard, attractiveness of alternatives, investments, and barriers. Kurdek (1997; 2000) provided evidence that interrelations among the six subscales of the MDRCI could be summarized by a second order factor structure, such that four of the subscales load on an attractions factor (rewards, costs, match to ideal standard, and attractiveness of alternatives) and two of the subscales load on a constraints factor (investments and barriers). We scored the MDRCI for attractions using the method described by Kurdek (1997; 2000), wherein the second order subscale is calculated by taking the sum of the corresponding first order subscales. In support of the validity of these composite measures, Kurdek (2000) found that the attractions subscale was negatively associated with a measure of autonomy whereas the constraints subscale was positively associated with a measure of sociotropy. In the present study, internal consistency estimates at the two time points were acceptable for attractions (.84 and .88).

Results

As in Study 1, distributions of scores were notably skewed in the direction of positive identity and high ratings of relationship quality. A natural logarithm transformation was used to normalize the distributions. 
A series of regression analyses was conducted to test the hypotheses regarding associations between internalized homonegativity and romantic relationship functioning at Time 1 and Time 2. Results indicated that internalized homonegativity at Time 1 was negatively associated with Time 2 relationship attractions, t(43) = -4.43, p < .001 ((R2 = .12), controlling for Time 1 relationship attractions. In contrast, relationship attractions at Time 1 were not significantly associated with Time 2 levels of internalized homonegativity, t(43) = -.05, p > .05, ((R2 = .00) controlling for Time 1 internalized homonegativity. 

Discussion

The two studies reported here are among the very first to explore dimensions of LGB identity in relation to same-sex couple functioning. Findings supported the assertion from the literature on clinical work with same-sex couples that facets of LGB identity may play a role in relationship quality. 
Results from Study 1 provided evidence that a full understanding of relations between identity and couple functioning requires investigation of a range of identity-related variables. Each of the four identity variables accounted for unique variability in quality such that individuals reporting the highest level of quality were likely to report low levels of internalized homonegativity, stigma sensitivity, identity confusion, and identity superiority. Overall, results indicated that perceptions of relationship quality were generally better predicted by individuals’ own identity (i.e., actor effects) than their partner’s identity (i.e., partner effects), similar to findings in studies on links between personality and relationship functioning (e.g., Kurdek, 1997; Robins et al., 2000). Only one significant partner effect was found: Individuals’ own ratings of relationship quality were negatively associated with their partner’s levels of identity confusion. Although the study provided no basis for explaining this result, one conjecture is that identity confusion in a partner could be perceived as a threat to the relationship. Consistent with research on attitudes and stereotypes regarding bisexuality, high identity confusion might be viewed as a sign of a partner’s interest in having affairs with persons of the other sex, or even as a sign of lack of commitment to being in a same-sex partnership (Israel & Mohr, 2004). 

Study 2 provided among the first data addressing the question of direction of influence in relation to identity and couple functioning. Although most writing on this topic reflects an assumption that identity-related stress influences relationship quality, it seemed possible that the reverse might be true. For example, LGB individuals in unsatisfying same-sex relationships may be more vulnerable to internalizing negative societal beliefs about same-sex couples. However, our analyses did not support this alternative view of the relation between identity and couple functioning, at least in a sample of LGB college students. Instead, results supported the more prevalent view that identity-related stress is a risk factor for future decreases in relationship quality. 
Conclusion

For LGB people, “being gay” involves decisions about with whom one interacts and how one conducts those interactions, as well as evaluations of self and others in the midst of an often intolerant social climate. Such decisions and evaluations—many of which relate to management of anti-LGB stigma—may affect where LGB individuals meet their romantic partners, who they choose to date, and how they view their romantic partners and relationships. We believe that research on the interplay between collective identity and the cultural context of LGB individuals’ lives over time may offer valuable knowledge regarding the life cycle of same-sex romantic relationships—and, more broadly, regarding the influence of stigma on individuals’ interpersonal lives.
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Table 1
Multilevel Regression Analyses Predicting 

Relationship Quality From Own and Partner 

Sexual Orientation Identity 

__________________________________________


Variable
B
SE
df

__________________________________________

Female
0.106**
0.212
460.96
Relationship length
0.028**
0.010
460.49
Rural
0.035**
0.013
886.15
Homonegativity-O
-0.039**
0.009
808.91
Homonegativity-P
0.009
0.015
808.94
Stigma sensitivity-O
-0.020*
0.009
766.00
Stigma sensitivity-P
-0.009
0.009
767.20
Identity confusion-O
-0.025**
0.008
795.15
Identity confusion-P
-0.028**
0.008
795.35
Superiority-O
-0.039**
0.008
874.75
Superiority-P
-0.012
0.008
874.74

__________________________________________

Note. O = own rating; P = partner’s rating. Degrees 
of freedom are adjusted for partner similarity. 

*p < .05.  **p < .01.
