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ABSTRACT 

SOCIAL SUPPORT SYSTEMS OF A SELECTED SAMPLE OF OLDER WOMEN 

Carol T .  Tully , Ph . D .  

Vi rginia Commonwealth Univers ity , 1983 

Ma jor Direct or: Dr . Mart i n  S .  Schwartz 

In an effort  t o  examine soci a l  organi zationa l  structure s  and 

s upport systems in the s ocial world of the o lder lesbian woman,  7 3  

sel f-ident i f ied lesbian wome n f ifty years o f  age or  older provided 

data o n  their perso nal i nteract ions with the e conomic,  polit ical , 

educationa l , religi ous , soci a l  welfare and f ami lial social systems o f  

the heterosexual culture a nd the homosexual subculture . Re sul t s  from 

thi s cros s-sect io na l  survey depict the sample a s  wel l  educated , pro­

f es s i onal ,  f inancially secure , politica l ly l i beral women in g ood 

health who are select ive with whom they reveal the i r  sexua l orient a­

t ion. The knowledge o f  their lesbiani sm is shared more with f emale 

f ri ends tha n  wi th family members. Whi le they are no t terribly act ive 

members o f  t he homosexual community , they are members of politica l ly 

oriented and/or pro f e s s i onally related organi zat ions . Although they 

u t i l i ze a variety of "helping" professiona l s , most reveal their sexual 

orientation t o  these prof essiona l s  only i f  i t  i s  relevant t o  the he lp­

i ng proce s s . Those sampled consider their f ormal educat ion,  a bi lity 

t o  earn an adequate i ncome , relationships with both het erosexua l s  and 

homosexual s  a nd political act ivit ies important . They are i nvolved 

with the heterosexua l culture tha t  provide s them an education and a 

v i i i  
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prof e s s i onal l i f e  a s  well a s  t he homosexual subculture that provides 

them persona l  relat ionship s  and support . 

The women s ampled seek a nd get support i n  t imes o f  persona l  c r i s i s  

from tho s e  who a r e  aware o f  the older lesbian ' s sexua l orient a t i o n .  

Thi s i nc ludes primar i ly homosexual a nd heterosexual women fr iend s  and 

some immediate family members , but rarely me n. The religious inst i t u­

t ion i s  not v iewed a s  a place t o  s eek support , a nd the economic i ns t i ­

tut ion i s  perceived a s  a n  acceptable place to  b e  profess ionally em­

ployed , but i s  not generally utilized i n  t imes of f i nancial  c r i si s .  

The formal educ a t iona l  system and the political  sy stem are not part i c ­

u larly support ive o f  the l esbian l ifestyle , and t he soc ial welfare 

system may or may not provide the older lesbian needed support in 

t imes o f  personal c r i s i s. In sum ,  i t  i s  pr imarily within the c ontext 

of relat i onships with other women tha t  those surveyed gain support i n  

t imes o f  c r i s i s. 

ix 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCT ION 

Statement of Purpo s e  

The number o f  o lder Americans i s  greater t han 2 5  million or about 

10% of thi s count ry ' s  total populat ion ( Soldo , 1980, p . 3 ) .  In add i­

t ion, it has been e s t imated that 10% of t he total American population 

is exclusively homosexual , and tha t  there are other uncounted mi llions 

o f  Americans whose sexua l orientation may be clas s i f ied as  be i ng some­

where between exc lusive homosexuality and exc lusive het ero sexuality 

( Gochros , 1 9 7 7, p .  1 2 7 ) .  Therefore , an assumpt ion can be made t hat 

some percentage of older Americans is also homo sexual ,  although dat a 

are unavai lable that docume nt the t otal number of this  minority popu­

lation.  Whi l e  data do  conf i rm tha t  women tend to out live me n ,  and 

c onsequent ly there are more older women alive t oday t han t here are 

older men ( Be ngston and Habe r ,  197 5, p. 80 ; Rose , 1 9 6 7 ,  p .  9) ,  no data 

exi st t hat i nform us as  t o  t he numbers of surviving older Amer ican 

women who are lesbian. 

Not o nly are data unavai lable that def ine the number of o lder 

1 
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lesbian women i n  thi s c ount ry, but dat a that describe thi s minor i t y  

group a r e  also a lmost nonex i s t ent . Lack of such data i s  not surpr i s­

ing because research in the field s  of bot h  geront ology and le sbiani sm 

was begun only after World War I I .  I t  was not unt i l  the mid 1940's 

t ha t  the numbe r of older persons in this  c ount ry became a s i gnificant 

proport ion of t he populat ion, and re searchers began to s t udy t he char­

acteri s t i c s  and need s of t h i s  minor i t y  ( Bi rren, 1971, p. 2 4 3 ) . 

Research dealing with lesbian women has only been a t t empt ed in t h i s  

c ount ry i n  any kind o f  sy s t ema t i c  fashion s inc e t h e  m i d  1950 ' s . 

The purpose of t h i s  research i s  t o  describe t he social world of 

the older lesbian woman t hrough an examina t i on of the soc i a l  s t ruc ture 

of i t s  s oc ial systems . The t e rm social s t ruc ture means "the pat t erns 

d i s cernable in soc ial life, the regula r i t i e s  observed, the configura­

t ions detec ted" ( Blau, 1975, p . 3 ) ,  and t he re search analyze s the 

older lesbian's soc ia l  organiza t i onal s t ruc ture of personal soc i a l  

systems t hat exist wi t hin t he c ontext of t h e  major social ins t i tut i ons 

( ec onomic ,  pol i t ical, educ a t i onal, religious, soc ial we lfare and 

fami lial)  of the heterosexual c ulture and t he homosexual subculture . 

Thi s  research as sume s,  like Blau ( ibid . )  that s oc ial s t ructure i s  c om­

pr i sed of a system of interrelated, empir ically ident ifiable social 

relat i onships and is "merely the bas i s  for t heory yet  to be con­

s tructed to explain t hese c ond i t i ons" ( Blau, 1975, p .  2 20 ) . Soc ial 

s t ruc ture t hen refers to d ifferent iated,  but interrelated part s of a 

c ollect ivity ( Blau, 19 7 5, p . 220) , and t he fundamental que s t i on this  

study seeks t o  answe r i s  what are the  ident ifiable soc ial organiza-
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t i onal s t ructures found in the soc ial world of the olde r le sbian, and 

do t hese s t ruc tures indicate where the older le sbian ' s  support systems 

are located?  

Spec ific que s t i ons this  research addresses  inc lude: What are t he 

older lesbian ' s  support ive c onnect i ons wi th the heterosexua l culture 

and the homosexual subculture? What are t he d iscernable patterns 

( regulari t i e s ,  c onfigura t i on s )  found in these connect i ons? Are the 

patterns i nt errelated? Do the patterns demonstrate that t he older 

lesbian ' s  support sy stems are located within the heterosexual sy st em, 

the homosexual system or bot h places?  What types of support are 

offered to the older lesbian in t ime s of cri s i s? Where doe s this sup-

port c ome fr om? As t he whole social system must be c onceptualized 

before analy s i s  can occur ( Parsons , 1951 ) ,  the c onc eptual f ramework 

for t h i s  research i s  del ineated in Fi gure 1 .  

Connect i ons of Older Lesbian 
Women with S oc ial Sys tems of: 

/ � 
Het erosexual Culture 

Ec ononic 
Pol i t ical 
Educat i onal 
Rel i g i ous 
Soc ial Welfare 
Fami lial 

Fi gure l .  

Homosexua l Subculture 

Ec onomic 
Pol i t i ca l  
Educat i onal 
Re ligious 
Soc ial Welfare 
Fami lial 

Soc ia l  S t ruc ture of Older Les bian s 
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The research describe s  the s ocial organizationa l struc tures of 

lesbian women aged 50 years or older t hrough an examina t i on of t heir 

c onnect ions to the het erosexua l culture of which they are a s sumed t o  

be a part , and t he homosexual subculture of which t hey may be a part . 

The research focuses on the olde r  lesbian ' s  c onne c t ions t o  persona l 

social systems t hat are found wit hin t he c onceptual framework of t he 

major s ocial  ins t i tut ions ( e.g . the older lesbian's persona l relat ions 

with her fami ly , her c hurch e t c . in t imes of c r i s i s ) . Soc ial ins t i t u-

t ions are defined a s  "the pr inc iple inst rument ( s ) whereby t he essen-

t ial t asks of social living are organized , di rec ted and execut ed" 

( Vander Zande r ,  197 9 ,  p.  6 2 1 ) . Thi s research as sume s that the follow-

ing social inst itut ions , and hence soc ial systems t ha t  operat i ona lize 

the c oncept s ,  can be found in bot h  the het erosexua l and homosexual 

social systems: ec onomic ,  poli t ical , educat ional , religious , soc ial 

welfare , familia l . 

The assumpt ions inherent in this research include t he following: 

t ha t  s ocial s t ructure is c omprised of empi rically 
ident ifiable par t s ;  

that d iscernable pat terns exi s t  wthin the social world 
of the older lesbian; 

that one way of ident ifying pat terns in t he social world 
of t he older le sbian is to examine the het erosexua l and 
homosexual social systems in which she exis t s ;  

t ha t  the heterosexual culture and the homosexua l 
subculture are s ocial sy s t ems wi t h  similar social 
ins t itut ions . 

This s t udy d oes not c oncern i t self wi t h  le sbian e t iology , psychol-

ogicial funct ioning or personality pat t erns , but confine s itself to an 
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examination of  the social  organizational structure of  the world of  the 

older lesbian in  an ef fort to ident ify social support systems in  that 

world . Research in the f ield of lesbianism has had a tendency to  

ignore social  organizational s tructures i n  f avor of gathering data 

that merely describes various samples of  lesbians. Thi s  study pro­

vides a descript ion of  a heretofore unstudied group of lesbian women 

and provides a descript ion of the older lesbian ' s  social  organiza­

t ional structure and support systems . In doing thi s ,  this research 

goes well  beyond what has been previous ly published and provide s a 

bas i s  f or future research that can begin to  assess why the older les­

bian act s  the way she doe s in  various social situat ions . 

Rat ionale for Study 

Thi s  research add s  to the l imited amount of existing sc ient if i­

cally gathered data on older lesbian women that i s  available to social 

work practi t ioners ( and other helping professional s )  who are dealing 

with ( perhaps unknowing ly ) older lesbian women , their  fami lies and/or  

their  communities . As  i t s  theoret ical base , thi s research relies  on 

the assumpt ions of general systems theory ( Blau ,  19 7 5 ;  Egan and Cowan , 

197 9 ;  Parsons , 19 51) . Thus , the uni t  of analys i s  i s  holi stic  and the 

t otal , bounded heterosexual and homosexual social systems are examined . 

Speci f ic  social  inst itutions are the superimposed structural referent s 

( Bertrand , 19 7 2 ,  p .  163 )  from which the research evolves . The analy­

sis  i s  descriptive , and the focus of the study i s  on individuals  who 

have been engaged in goal oriented , spec i f ic social interac tions 
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( seeking support ) ( Parsons , 1951) . The research provides more under­

standing of the i nterrelated part s of the older lesbian's soc ial 

world , and bel ieves l ike Parsons ( ibid . ) that no part of  the older 

lesbian ' s  social world can be understood in i solat ion from the total 

system and that the individual is a totally social being f i lled with 

only what society has provided . The individual is assumed to  be 

cont inuously interact ing with others and it is the networking struc­

ture of these interact ions that creates social systems ( Parsons , 1951 ,  

pp . 20-21) . 

The study of the social organizational struc ture of older lesbian 

women is important for several reasons . First , s inc e the struc tural , 

i nteractional approach i s  designed t o  explore the structure of group 

and individual relat ionships ( Blau , 197 5 ;  Parsons , 1951) , dat a from 

thi s research i ncreases soc ietal knowledge of the structural relat ions 

of a heretofore scient i f ically overlooked group . Second , while this 

research f ocuses on the social l ives of i nd ividuals , i t  examines 

individual s in  the context of a broader perspective ( connect ions t o  

the structures o f  society ) ; thus , the research provides pragmatic  

focus t o  social  workers who are  concerned with having knowledge of  

persons i n  spec if ic s i tuations ( Bart lett , 19 70 ,  p p .  34 , 65 ) . Third , 

thi s study provides data that i s  compared t o  other research on lesbian 

women and homosexual men . This i nf ormat ion can help the social worker 

better  assess the social  welfare need s of thi s minority . 

To just i fy the i nc lusion of  such research in  the repertoire of 

social work knowledge , an adaptation of  Bartlett's ( 19 7 0 ,  pp . 130 ,  148)  
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model of  the " Common Base of  Social Work Pract ice" (see Figure 2 )  will 

be used as a conceptual framework f or the pr ofession of  soc ial work . 

This research is just ified in  terms of its relevancy t o  two ma jor 

parts of  this model (social work values and knowledge ) .  

The Common Base of  Social Work Practice 

Body of  Values 

Cent ral Focus on Soc ial Functioning 

1 
Orientation to  People Involved / in a Soc ial S ituat ion � 

(At t itudes Toward People)  
Body of  Knowledge 

(Ways of  Understanding )  

Interventive Repertoire 

Characterist ics of Soc ial S i tuations 

Assessment of  Social  S ituat ions 

Appropr iate Intervent ive Ac tion Decisions 

Figure 2 .  
Conceptual Model of  Social  Work 

( Adapted from Bart lett [1970,  pp.  130 ,  148]) 

Social  work as a profession may be def ined as a humanitarian, 

change oriented endeavor committed to  an understanding of the person 
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in a soc ial situation,  the improvement of  an individual's social func­

t ioning and the provision of adequate care for those in need ( Encyc lo­

pedia of Social  Work ,  197 7 ,  p .  1530) . The two central ideas of pro­

fessional social work f irst , that it  i s  a helping , person oriented 

profession and second , that it is concerned with the socia l funct ion­

ing o f  people ( Bart let t , 1 9 70 ,  p .  86 ; Hamilton , 1951 , p .  2 2 ) . 

As noted in Figure 2 ,  social work's core concept , upon which all  

e lse i s  dependent , i s  a f ocus on social functioning . As  the corner­

stone of the profession,  thi s concept assumes that the social worker 

must be a lert t o  people involved in various life  situat ions and the 

balance between the demand s of  the social  environment and an individ­

ual's ability t o  c ope with those demand s .  Thi s  central focus on 

social functioning becomes operat ionalized through the social  worker ' s  

cont inuing orientat ion t o  persons involved in various life  situa­

tions . The primary orientation of socia l work toward people in a 

soc ial  situat ion i s  a characteristic that permeates the profession and 

generally appears in two forms . Firs t  i s  that o f  an attitude toward 

and a relat ionship with people ( c onceptualized as  social work values) , 

and second i s  tha t  o f  an approach t o  knowledge that emphasizes an 

understanding of social situations in t erms of their impact on and 

meaning for the persons involved ( conceptualized as  social work knowl­

edge) ( Bartlet t , 1 9 70 ,  p. 1 2 7 ) . I t  is within the context of social 

work value s and knowledge that  thi s study can be justified . 
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The concept of  social  work value s i s  generally understood a s  an 

a t t itude o f  respect for  a person ' s unique personal worth and individ-

ua1ity , a concern for  an ind ividua l ' s  growth and sel f-determination 

and an acceptance o f  the person in a social s i tuation ( Bartlett , 1970 , 

pp . 3 4 ,  65 ; Counci l  on Soc ia l  Work Education , 1981 , pp . 4-5) . Thi s  

research c onforms t o  the values art iculated by the National As socia-

t ion of Social  Workers ( NASW) in the i r  197 7 policy statement : 

" The National Associat ion of  Social  Workers realizes t hat homosex­
uality has existed under varying c ircumstances throughout recorded 
history and in most cultures . A substantial number of  women and 
men in  Amer ican soc iety are ident if ied wi th a l i festyle that 
i nc ludes homosexual behavior . Homosexual ity may properly be 
considered a preference , orientation or  propensity  for  certain 
kinds of  l ifestyles . Millions of  women and �en whose sexual 
orientation inc ludes homosexuality are subjec t t o  severe soc ia l , 
psychological , economic and legal d i scrimination because of  their 
sexual orientation.  

NASW views d iscriminat ion and pre jud ice d i rected against any 
minority  as inimical  t o  the mental  health not only of the af fected 
minor i ty , but of  the society as  a whole . The As soc iat ion deplores 
and wil l  work  to combat archaic  laws , d i scriminatory employment 
pract ices and other f orms of d i scrimination which serve to impose 
something less  than equal status upon homosexually oriented mem­
bers o f  the human f amily . It i s  the objective of the social work 
profession not only to bring health and welfare services closer t o  
people , but also  help alter the unequal policies and practices o f  
health and welfare institut ions . 

NASW a f f irms the r ight o f  all  persons t o  def ine and express their  
own sexuality . In  choosing their  own l ifestyle , all  persons are 
to be encouraged t o  develop their  ind ividua l  potent ial t o  the ful­
lest extent possible  a s  long a s  they do  not impinge upon the 
right s of others" ( NASW , 1981) . 

This  research helps achieve three o f  the nine major goals NASW estab-

1ished for nationwide implementation o f  thi s policy . These three 

goals are as  f ollows : 
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the creation of  a professional environment that is  
conducive to  the personal and professional growth of  
lesbian and gay  male social  workers ;  

the assurance of  quality social work services for 
lesbian and gay male c lient s ;  

the realization within NASW o f  the minority s tatus of 
lesbians and gay men ( NASW , 1981) . 

First , data from this s tudy provides informat ion about the social 

10 

organizational s tructure and support networks of women who hold triple 

minority s tatus ( ag e ,  sex and sexual orientation)  in our society . On 

a personal leve l , such data should prove provocative for all  social 

workers  as  t hey do int eract with homosexual s  both personally and 

professionally . Also , sinc e the social  service need s o f  older lesbian 

women have never before been examined , f indings  from this  study pro-

vide a beginning descriptive framework from which social workers  can 

s tart to better understand thi s  minority . 

Second , the personal and professional growth of social workers 

becomes operationalized in the quality of  services they provide to 

client s .  Findings from thi s study indicat e that the social  welfare 

needs of o lder lesbian women are s imilar to other older persons' needs 

in some respec t s  and different in others .  Such dat a i s  ut ilitarian t o  

the social worker who can now begin t o  better assess the social ser-

vice need s of  older lesbian women in a more realistic  light . 

Third , f indings from this study that describe the older lesbian 

within the context of the heterosexua l culture and the homosexua l sub-

culture do set this group apart as a specific minority . Such informa-

t ion should encourage profess ional social workers to begin  t o  define 
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older lesbians as  a minority group worthy of  special at tent ion . 

The values of  social work as  delineated by Bart lett ( 1970 ,  pp. 34 , 

6 5 ) , the Counc i l  on Social Work Educat ion ( 1981 , pp . 4-5)  and the 

Nat ional As soc iation of Social Workers ( 1981 ) provide only part of the 

rationale for the inclusion of this  research in the social work 

repertoire . The values of social work and the knowledge base of  

social work are  interrelated for " • . •  social work is  • . .  a 

profession that rests  on and wil l  grow through its  values regarding 

[wollman ' s potent ial and an increasingly scient ific  body of knowledge 

about social functioning • • •  " ( Bartlett , 1970 ,  p .  1 92 ) . Thus, it  is 

also within the area of social work knowledge that this  study is 

important . 

Currently , social work has a f ragmented knowledge base where .. 

a tremendous gap exists  between traditional social work theories based 

on observat ions of white ,  middle-clas s ,  heterosexual individuals and 

intact families and the diverse group of c lients who are in need of 

help . • •  " ( Go ldstein,  1980 , p .  1 74 ) . This study helps achieve the 

three following social work knowledge needs as  art iculated by 

Goldstein : 

social workers need to  develop a knowledge of the 
properties and the impac t of specific  environment s in 
which people spend a great deal of time ; 

social workers need to  learn about client s and potential 
c lients who live alternat ive lifestyle s ;  

social workers need t o  learn about social networks and 
support systems ( p .  7 6 ) . 
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This research begins to  f i l l  gaps ( noted by Goldstein) in the profes­

s ional knowledge base by providing descriptive data about the specific 

environment s in  which older lesbians spend a great deal of  time , that 

details the s ocial organizational structure of a group of women who 

live an alternative lifestyle and examine s the social networks and 

support systems o f  o lder lesbians . 

The purpose o f  soc ial work research is  f irst , " • .  to  achieve a 

bet ter f i t  between human needs and welfare goals "  and second , " t o  

i nf luence the likelihood that these goals can b e  obtained" ( Encyc lope­

dia  of Social  Work ,  197 7 ,  p .  1185). Further ,  such research should 

provide new ways of conceptualizing the human processes and social 

conditions ( ibid . ) .  Thi s study conforms t o  the purposes of  social 

work research and provides new ways of conceptualizing the social 

world o f  older lesbians . 
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CHAPTER II 

REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE 

Thi s  chapter will  present a review of the current l i terature rele­

vant to this research. S ince the research concerns itself  with the 

social support systems of older lesbian women , research in  the areas 

of lesbianism,  homosexuality  and aging , aging and social  support sys­

t ems will be discussed . 

Lesbianism 

As previously noted , research dealing with any a spect of lesbian­

ism has only been attempted i n  thi s country in  any kind of systematic  

fashion s ince the mid 19 50 ' s  and c onsis t s  of  three major research 

phases that span the past three decades : research on the etiology o f  

lesbianism ,  the psychological funct ioning of  lesbian women and lesbian 

l i festyles and social  func tioning . 

Et iology 

The f irst  phase of lesbian research ,  begun in the 1950 ' s  and 

13 
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conducted primarily by men ,  dealt  almost  exclusively with the quest ion 

of lesbian etiology . Such research continued through the 1960's and 

into the 197 0 ' s ,  but eventually y ielded t o  other types of research 

quest ions about lesbians and lesbiani sm .  Those s tudies that deal  with 

the cause of  lesbianism may generally be divided int o two types : 

those s tudies that used c linical samples f or study and those that did  

not . 

Cl inical and non-c l inical s tudies dealing with the et iology of 

lesbianism center on three major  areas : soc ializat ion and role iden­

t if ication learning during childhood , parental relationships and 

f amily history . Regarding the soc ialization and role ident i f ication 

proces s ,  there does seem t o  be agreement that lesbians may be social­

ized d i f ferently than heterosexual women ( Poole , 197 0 ;  Thompson, 

19 71 ) , and i t  i s  believed that lesbians either lack the role learning 

experiences  that heterosexual women had during chi ldhood ( Poole , 1970)  

or have had t hese role  learning experiences interfered with by their  

parent s (Kaye e t  a l , 196 7 ) . Regarding parenta l  relationships , data 

i nd icate that lesbians tend to have less sati s fying relationships with 

both parent s than do heterosexual women ( Kaye et  al , 1967 ; Kenyon , 

1969d ; Poole , 19 7 0 ;  S iegelman , 1 9 74 ; Swanson , 19 72 ; Thompson , 1 9 7 1 ) ; 

however ,  some of the data are contrad ictory . One study reported that 

there was no d i f ference in lesbians ' parental dominance ( S iegelman , 

1974)  whi le another study reported that lesbians have more hostile  and 

detached fathers than non-lesbian women ( Thompson , 1 9 7 1 ) . S t ill 

another study found that the fathers of lesbians were more feared and 
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more exploitative of  their  daughters ( Kaye et  al , 196 7 ) .  Regarding 

f amilial history , data show a d i sagreement about whether or not there 

is any signif icant relat ionship between birth order and lesbianism 

( Gundlach and Riess , 1967 ; Kenyon , 1968d ) ; that there i s  more separa­

t ion ,  d ivorce and family d i scord in  the families  of  lesbians ( Kenyon, 

1968d ; Poole , 19 70 ;  Swanson ,  197 2 ) ; and , that there are more homosex­

ual s  in the families  of homosexual s  than in the families of heterosex-

ual women ( Kenyon , 1968d ) .  

Research t o  date on the et iology o f  lesbiani sm has proven contra­

d ictory and inconclusive. While  the stud ies  seem to ind icate a strong 

tendency t oward the belief that lesbiani sm i s  an acquired trait  rather 

than an innate one , the mos t  recent study to explore the etiology of 

homosexual i ty ( Bell  et  a l ,  1981 ) conc luded , on the basis  of a path 

analys i s  of  data from in-depth ,  face-t o-face interviews with 686 homo­

sexual men and 293  lesbians , that homosexuality may be more of an 

innate characteri s t ic  than previous research indicates. Wi th thi s 

c onclusion , Bell  et  al  ( 1981) reintroduces the possibility of a bio­

logical foundation for  homosexuality  that was f irst  suggested in  the 

mid 1800's , became popularly believed in the latter part of the 19th 

Century and gradually dec lined as  a theory a s  it  was replaced by the 

psychoanalytic  theories of the early 1900's. However ,  evidence on the 

etiology of  homosexuality  i s  s t i l l  inconclusive , and the cause of  les­

bianism remains unknown. 
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Psychological Funct ioning 

The second major phase of  research dealing with lesbian women 

sought to explore the lesbian ' s  personality and her psychological 

func tioning . These studies , begun in the 1960's and conducted by both 

women and men ,  focused on comparisons of  non-c linical samples of  les­

b ian and heterosexual women and sought to  determine if le sbiani sm 

const i tuted psychopathology. Ins trument s that measured various 

component s  o f  the personal i ty were frequent ly utilized by researchers 

in an effort  t o  determine whether or not personality  d i f ferences 

existed between lesbian and non-lesbian women and i f  these d i f ferences 

constituted pathology . 

Re search compi led t o  date that explored the psychological 

funct ioning of  lesbian women supports  the idea that lesbian and 

non-lesbian women do have d i f ferent personality characteristics  

( Freedman ,  196 7 ; Hassell  and Smit h ,  197 5 ;  Hopkins , 196 9 ;  Ohlson and 

Wilson , 197 4 ;  Thompson et a l ,  19 71 ; Wi lson and Green , 1971) , but these 

result s  d i f fer  as to whether or not these d i f ferences  const itute 

pathology in  the lesbian (E i s inger et  a l ,  19 7 2 ;  Kenyon , 1968) . Most  

studies f ind lesbian samples or  lesbian and matched non-lesbian 

samples t o  be not psychologically dysfunct ional and psychodynamically 

remarkably s imilar ( Armon , 1960 ; Freedman ,  1967 ; Hopkins , 196 9 ;  Ohlson 

and Wilson,  197 4 ;  Rosen , 19 7 4 ;  Siegelman , 197 2 ;  Thompson et  a l , 1971 ;  

Wilson and Green ,  1971) . In general ,  personality trait s  which seem to  

dist inguish the lesbian from the non-lesbian woman are the lesbian's 

higher capacity  for  self-confidence , sel f-suff iciency , dominance , 
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assertiveness ,  aggressiveness  and independence ( Hopkins , 1969 ; 

Thompson et  a I ,  1 9 7 1 ;  Wilson and Green , 1971 ) . 
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Following the tradit iona l disease model ,  such studies  of lesbian 

psycholog ical funct i oning assumed that gross d i f ferences would exist 

.between lesbian and non-lesbian women,  and that such d i f ferences  would 

constitute psychological pathology in the lesbian. The overall  

results  did  not show either gross  d i f ferences  in the  psycholog ica l 

funct ioning or the personality characteris t ics  between lesbian and 

heterosexual women ,  and such research has now gradually given way t o  

the third major phase o f  lesbian oriented stud ie s .  

Lesbian Lifestyles and Soc ial Functioning 

The major bulk of  research on lesbian women was developed primari­

ly in the 197 0's and was conducted mainly by women who were themselve s 

lesbian. Thus , research that explored lesbian l i festyles and social 

functioning emerged as  the third major phase of  lesbian research. 

Thi s  phase c ont inued into the 1980's . The data collected thus far by 

researchers examining lesbian l i festyles and social  functioning begins 

t o  f i ll in gaps ignored by the previous phases of  lesbian research and 

can be d ivided int o the following areas : lesbian characteristic s ,  

soc ial  func tioning and lesbian sexuality . 

Lesbian Characteristics  

An early examinat ion of  lesbian characteristics  was written by 

MacKinnon ( 194 7 )  where she attempted t o  describe generic lesbian 
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traits from her own experiences as a lesbian . She concluded that 

there are various types of  lesbian women , that i t  is lonely t o  be a 

lesbian and that depression and too much drinking are common among 

lesbians .  She further c oncluded that lesbians d islike one another and 

that  there is somethi ng embarrassi ng about lesbian love making. Her 

only posit ive f inding was she believed lesbians were able to  build 

successful professional careers . 

Another early study was conducted in  the 1920 ' s  and 1930 ' s  by a 

woman who was a member of  the Sal t Lake City , Utah lesbian community 

during that t ime . This data was only recent ly d iscovered and reported 

by Bullough and Bullough ( 197 7 ) . The researcher responsible for 

gathering the descript ive data remains unknown to  the public . Heavily 

inf luenced by the early popular not ion that homosexuality  was gene t i­

cally determined and hence not pathological , the author's data 

describe 25 lesbians i n  a lesbian subculture in  terms of  their  physi­

c al characterist ics and soc ial activities. The author thought that 

lesbians would have masculine traits in  keeping with her belief  tha t 

lesbianism was genetic . In her sample , she f ound that 10 women acted 

i n  a masculine way , 8 i n  a feminine way and the remainder of  the sam­

ple f luctuated between roles. As a whole , the group d id exhibit typi­

cally male physical bui lds with many having broad shoulders , small  

breasts and narrow hips. Al l of  these women were in  the social main­

stream i n  the heterosexual community and denied a societal image of  

themselves as  " pathological enti t ies" or " perverts. " They all  kept a 

facade of  respectability  and social  norms within the heterosexual 
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world and were overtly intolerant of  those women who did not seemingly 

c onform to the norms of soc iety . Al l knew they must keep their sexual 

orientat ion secret . 

Such descript ive studies were not rout inely conducted unt il  the 

197 0's although a few studies that reported on lesbian characteristics  

were done i n  the 1960 ' s .  For  example , a survey conducted by  The 

Ladder ( 1960) , then the o f f icial  journa l o f  the lesbian organizat ion, 

Daughters of  B i l i t i s ,  gathered descriptive data from 100 lesbian 

women .  Result s indicated that the lesbians sampled had a high leve l 

of  educat ion , a high professional s tatus and a stable , respons ible 

mode of l iving . Mos t  of the women surveyed felt they func tioned 

adequately within the larger , heterosexual soc iety and felt  their  

homosexuality  was not  not iceabl e .  The average length of t ime couple s  

had l ived t ogether was 5 . 3  years .  

In another study that also used readers o f  The Ladder as  a sample , 

Gundlach ( 19 6 7 )  found that many lesbians were employed in  wel l  paying 

jobs o ften at  the administrat ive level of  organizat ions . Gundlach 

further reported that  mos t  respondent s l ived with female lovers and 

had been involved in an ongoing relat ionship with their partners f or 

more than one year ; almost  5 0% had been involved wi th the same partner 

f or 4 years . 

Loney ( 19 7 2 )  studied demographic characteristics  and sexual at t i­

tudes and experiences  in  a sample of lesbian women .  She compared her 

sample to a sample of homosexual men and found that the le sbians had a 

higher rat e of  same sex "marriage s " , more opposite  sex sexua l 
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partners ,  fewer same sex sexual partners and a greater sat i sfact ion 

with their sexual orientation than their male count erparts . 

Belote and Joesting ( 19 7 6 )  used a modif ication of Dank ' s  ( 1971)  

questionnaire i n  an e ffort to examine the l i festyles and personal 

characteris t ics  of 82  self-ident if ied , mentally healthy lesbian 

women .  This purely descriptive study describes a sample o f  young 

women who are wel l  educated , i n  the middle socioeconomic stratum ,  who 

overwhelming ly recognize and accept themselves a s  lesbians , who are 

not involved in masculine/ feminine role playing and who bel ieve d i s­

crimination against them i s  real . They avoid d iscriminat ion by not 

publically acknowledging their  lesbianism. Thi s  research further 

reported three stages of developing a lesbian identity ( the realiza­

t ion of desire toward the same sex , the occurrence of the f irst  overt 

lesbian sexual experience , the dec is ion that one is a lesbian) and 

that  these three stages occur closely in t ime . 

Whi le the studies described thus far examine the characteristics  

of lesbians a s  individuals , some small  amount of research has been 

done in the area of lesbian couples . Cotten (1975 )  was a p ioneer in  

thi s area and gathered data on 15 urba n ,  lesbian couple s .  Result s  

i ndicated that lesbians have long-t erm lover relat ionships and that 

lesbian women show considerable f idelity to their  partners . Cotten ' s  

data also showed that lesbians t ended to have lovers and fr iendship 

c ircles  of women who were in the same socioeconomic stratum , of the 

same race and of s imilar backgrounds as themselve s .  

In a n  e f fort t o  examine how lesbians form and maintain a 

20 
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homosexua l dyadic  marriage i n  a society that provides them no legal , 

soc ial  or ideological support , Tanner ( 1978) conducted 4 t o  8 hour 

interviews wi th 24 self-ident i f ied , urban lesbians who were l iving i n  

a dyadic relat ionship. Tanner ident if ied relat ionship stages ( t rial 

stage , insulation stage , stabil izat ion stage , termination/devitaliza­

t ion s tage ) and dyad ic types ( tradi t ional -- complementary prototype 

[male/ female role playing) , f lexible-nurturing caretaker -- older 

woman/younger woman prototype [mother/daughter role playing) , negot i­

ated -- egalitarian prototype [equa l partners)) from her dat a .  Tanner 

further found that lesbians meet each other in both the heterosexual 

culture and the homosexual subculture ( e. g. lesbian friend s ,  homophile 

organizations , lesbian soc ial  places etc. ) ,  and that the homosexual 

subculture provided a support system for these couples by supplying 

them with a set of interrelated friendship networks and a sense of  

identi f ication. 

Mendola ( 1980) wished to  a llow lesbian couples and homosexual male 

couples a forum to def ine the emotional and sexual dimensions  of their  

l ive s .  Through a mai led questionnaire , she elicited responses from 

227 lesbians and 178 homosexual men. Thi s study i s  exploratory , uses 

only minor statist ical analysis  and does no hypothesis  test ing. 

Little  is done with the vas t  amount of data that was col lected , and 

the reader must  do all  of the interpretat ion of the data. The data do  

ind icate that lesbian couples generally view themselves i n  a perma­

nent ly commit ted ( married )  relat ionshi p ,  that most  were i n  monogamous 

relat ionships and that mos t  had conf lict s around jealousy but wanted 
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to  grow old  togethe r .  Couples me t i n  both heterosexual culture and 

the homosexual subculture , and most couples socialized with both 

heterosexual and homosexual people . Those surveyed were highly 

involved with various organizations inc luding religious , chari table , 

polit ical , professional and women's groups .  Furthe r ,  those women sur­

veyed were primari ly well educated , young and in professsional occupa­

tions . 

Whi le such descriptive studies have begun to  provide a composite  

picture of  the  younger , white, wel l  educated lesbian , he r relat ion­

ships and her personal qual i t ies , other studies have attempted to  

explore the lesbian woman and her  soc ial  mi lieu .  

Social Funct ioning 

Ponse (1978)  sought t o  examine the soc ial  cond i t ions that promote 

var ious understandings  of  what lesbianism means and what const i tutes 

the lesbian ident i ty .  Ut ilizing an ethnomethodological approach,  

Ponse observed and interviewed 75  lesbians who had been recruited from 

homophile organizat ions and f riendship networks . Ponse determined 

that lesbian women tended to exi s t  in either an ac t ivist  or secretive 

lesbian community and that irrespect ive of which group the women 

belonged , they did not isolate themselves from heterosexuals . She 

c oncluded that lesbians must  wear a mask of heterosexuality in order 

to survive in  the heterosexual world . Her data also indicate that the 

lesbian subculture provided i t s  members  with a support system,  friend­

ship network and a source of social  activi t ie s .  Furthe r ,  Ponse found 
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various types of lesbian sexua l act ivity which led her to  conc lude 

that there were f our types of such lesbian activity : lesbian ident ity 

with lesbian ac t ivity ; lesbian ident ity  with heterosexual , bisexua l or 

celibate act ivity ;  bi sexual ident ity with lesbian act ivity ; heterosex­

ual identity  with lesbian activity . While  Ponse's data cannot be gen­

eralized t o  other races or socioeconomic strata , Ponse believes her 

sample  to be representative of white , middle-class lesbians who have 

s truggled with the quest ion of ident ity . 

Chafetz et  a l  ( 1974 , 197 6 )  wished t o  d i scover how lesbians l ive 

and their sources of support and s train.  Find ings were drawn f rom 

extensive interviews wi th self-ident i f ied lesbian women .  Results  

showed that lesbians f elt strain when dealing with heterosexuals ,  and 

economic inst itut i ons were seen as not being support ive of lesbians ' 

l ifestyles . Most of  those who were interviewed agreed that i f  their 

lesbianism were public knowledge , their  jobs would be in  jeopardy . 

Most  also  felt they had t o  act l ike heterosexual women on t he job ,  

with  their  families  and at  social  event s out s ide the homosexua l sub­

cul ture . Many viewed psychological "helping" professionals  as  not 

accept ing of the lesbian and want ing to  "cure" her rather than accept 

her as a b iopsychosocially healthy i nd ividual . Support systems for 

these women seemed t o  come from the homosexual subculture and friend­

ship  networks and not from fami lies , the church or the larger ,  hetero­

sexual society . 

To test  her hypothesis  that social lesbianism is  rooted in  a his­

torical process  and that lesbians are striving for something for  them-
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selves and for  soc iety , Ettorre ( 1980) observed a lesbian group for a 

year , collected data from 201 lesbians who completed questionnaires 

and interviewed 60 lesbian women . Ettorre concluded that lesbians 

have moved from a pos i t ion of  deviance to  a polit ically ambitious 

social  movement .  Through the concept o f  soc ia l  lesbianism ( the emer­

gence of a public expression of one's lesbianism and a step in the 

process  of  a lesbian group ident ity) , Ettorre described two major les­

bian groups : those women who fear change and hold on t o  t radit ional 

social  values and those who favor social  change and are more public 

about their  sexual orientation.  Et torre c onc luded that "social les­

bianism" i s  a threat t o  the power struc ture of  the tradit ional  society . 

Albro et  a l  ( 1 9 7 7 )  studied the soc ial interac tion of lesbian 

women .  Through a n  analysi s  of  data obtained from 9 1  self-identified 

lesbian women who l ived on the east c oast , the researchers found that 

lesbian women felt  isolated from the heterosexual culture and turned 

to the lesbian subculture for fr iend s ,  emotional support and soc ial 

interaction .  Thi s survey also  found that whi le lesbians do  feel i so­

lated from the mainstream of  society , they function product ively in a 

dua l  role within their  environment s .  

In a cross-sectional survey , Gagnon and S imon ( 19 7 3 )  wanted to 

gather data that examined the d iversity of the lesbian experience , 

detailed the various a spects  of  the lesbian's l i fe  and determined the 

way the conventional world interacted with the lesbian . Through 

utilization of an open-ended interview with 20 lesbian women , Gagnon 

and S imon found that  a typical lesbian in their  sample di scovered her 
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sexual orientat ion in  late adolescenc e and had her f irst  physical les­

bian experience in  young adulthood following an intense period of 

emot ional involvement with her partne r .  Further , she was strongly 

c ommitted t o  a professional job ,  had moved away from traditional reli­

gion ,  had been involved in  psychotherapy at some point and avoided 

d i scussing her sexual orientation with her parent s .  Gagnon and S imon 

also  found that the lesbian community provided the following func t ions 

f or the lesbian woman : a source of  social support , the f ac i l itat ion 

of sexual union and an ideology and language that helped dispe l the 

larger soc iety ' s  label of  " sfck , "  "deviant , "  etc . Finally , data from 

thi s study ind icate that some lesbians tended to  avoid the lesbian 

subculture and hid under a c loak of  e ither heterosexuality or asexual­

ity . 

Lewis ( 19 79 )  presented data from interviews with 25  lesbians in  an 

attempt to portray a picture of  the contemporary Amer ican lesbian 

woman . She f ound that lesbians can ,  and d o ,  begin their  lesbian 

identi f ication process  at  almost  any age and that  many lesbian women 

submi t  t o  the heterosexual mode t o  hide their  lesbianism .  Her data 

also conf irmed that  the lesbian ident ity  is acquired through a proces s 

of  self-understanding and sexual experimentation .  She conc luded that 

the masculine/feminine ( butch/ femme ) role s have d isappeared in  the 

c ontemporary lesbian and that the lesbian subculture provides a refuge 

for the lesbian woman who exi s t s  1"n both the heterosexual and homosex­

ual worlds . Lesbian women meet both i n  the heterosexual culture and 

the homosexual subculture , and the homosexual subculture provides a 
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support system and friendship network as  well  as  an extended family 

f or lesbians . Le sbians sampled often opted to live in secrecy , but 

data show an ever increasing activist  group of lesbians who are opting 

t o  become politically active . 

In summary , while s tudies that examine lesbian li festyles and 

social functioning have begun to demonstrate that contemporary lesbian 

women are becoming increasing ly politically active and that the het­

erosexual culture is viewed by such women as non-threatening ( Ettorre , 

1980 ; Lewi s ,  19 7 9 ) , other data indicate that many other contemporary 

lesbians choose  t o  conceal their lesbianism ( Albro et  a I ,  197 7 ;  

Chafetz et aI , 1 9 7 4 ,  19 7 6 ;  Pons e ,  1978 ) . Also , data gathered to date 

seem to  indicate that lesbian women tend to  f ind their support systems 

within the homosexual subculture , not  within the tradit ional , hetero­

sexual soc iety . The tradit ionally heterosexual culture seems to  pro­

vide the lesbian woman with l i t t le support , and the lesbian tends to  

feel isolated from the mainstream of society ( Albro et  aI , 1977 ; 

Chafetz et  a I ,  19 74 , 1 9 7 6 ) . There i s  l i t tle evidence to  indicate the 

lesbian ' s  inability  t o  cope with this dual role . 

Other s tudies that provide more descriptive data about lesbian 

women are those that explore the dimensions of lesbian sexuality and 

sexual behaviors . 

Lesbian Sexuality and Sexual Behaviors 

Studies that deal with any aspec t s  of sexual behaviors have been 
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routinely conducted only s ince the early 1950 ' s  and have centered 

a lmost exclusively on primarily heterosexual samples ( Davi s ,  19 29 ; 

Maslow , 194 9 ;  Kinsey et  al , 195 3 )  or on totally heterosexual samples 

( Fi sher and Osofsky ,  1967 ; Termin ,  19 51) . Whi le studies on homosexual 

l i festyles cont inue to appear ( Kelly , 197 7 ,  p .  160) , there has been 

l i t t le systematic  research conducted that examines lesbian sexual 

behaviors ( Calif ia , 197 9 ,  p .  2 56 ) . Generally , the only account s of 

lesbian sexuality that were reported unti l  the late 1970 ' s were found 

in studies of lesbian l ifestyles where only some data describing les­

bian sexual behaviors i s  i nc luded ( ibid . ) .  Kinsey et  a l  (1953 )  d id 

some l imited amount of  work on lesbian sexuality as  did  Davi s ( 1929 )  

and Masters and Johnson (1970 ,  197 9 ) . Additionally ,  Saghir and Robins 

( 1969 )  and Cali f ia  ( 19 7 9 )  have reported on lesbian sexua l behaviors . 

Beyond these few stud ie s ,  data on lesbian sexual behaviors i s  d i f f i­

cult to  locate .  

Studies dealing with lesbian sexual behaviors reveal that lesbian­

ism does exi s t  and exi s t s  i n  about the same percentage of the overall  

f emale population across t ime ( Ki nsey et  a l ,  1953 ) . Data also  show 

that educat ion and religion seem t o  be correlated with lesbianism ( the 

more educat ion a woman has ,  the more likely she i s  t o  have had a les­

bian sexual experience and the more c losely associated she is with 

traditional religion , the less l ikely she is to be a lesbian) , that 

lesbians tend t o  be involved in  long-term lover relat ionships  and that  

lesbians have few sexual partners ( Ca l i f ia , 19 7 9 ;  Kinsey et  al ,  1953 ; 

Saghir and Robins , 196 9 ) . Most  d0 not regret their  lesbianism ,  yet 
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may feel that homosexuality i s  not normal and may regret having not 

heterosexually married (Davi s ,  1929 ; Kinsey et a I ,  1 953 ) . Some les­

bians have encountered social di f ficulties because of their sexual 

orientation (Kinsey et  aI , 1 953 ) . 

28 

S tudies done earlier in this century indicate a reluctance on the 

part of those surveyed t o  publically acknowledge their homosexuality 

(Davis , 19 2 9 ;  Kinsey et aI , 1953 ; Maslow, 1942 ) . How representative 

early data i s  of lesbian populations is unknown . There have been 

f indings  in more recent studies that describe the contemporary lesbian 

as  more overt about her sexual orientation and her sexual pract ices 

than those lesbians sampled during the early part of  the 1900 ' s .  

S tudies such a s  Califia  (19 7 9 )  and Saghir and Robins (1969 )  portray 

the contemporary lesbian as a sexually active , sexual ly func tional 

woman involved with a broad spectrum of sexual act ivitie s .  Thi s shif t 

f rom a trad itional ly covert posture to  an increasingly overt one may 

be due in part t o  the increasing acceptance of a wide array of sexual 

behavior s ,  yet , the sample sizes of those studied remains small and 

biased toward white , wel l  educated , young , professional ly employed , 

middle-c lass lesbian women .  

Summary 

Re search to date that examines lesbian lifestyles and social func­

tioning can be divided into three interrelated categories (research on 

lesbian characteristic s ,  research on lesbian social funct ioning and 

research on lesbian sexuality and sexual behaviors) , and descri bes 
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lesbian women as  young , wel l  educated , profess ionals  who have been 

i nvolved with few women and who are involved in long-term , monogamous 

relationships ( Belote and Joest ing , 197 6 ;  Cotten , 197 5 ;  Gagnon and 

Simon , 197 3 ;  Gundlach , 1967 ; Saghir and Robins , 1969) . Whi le data do 

suggest that lesbians may have higher inc ident s of substance abuse 

( Swanson , 1972 )  and conf licts  around jealousy ( Mendola , 1980) , those 

sampled to date overwhelmingly accept themselve s as  lesbians and are 

content with their  sexual orientat ion (Al bro et  a I ,  1977 ; Belote and 

Joesting , 197 6 ; Cali f ia , 19 7 9 ; Gagnon and Simon , 197 3 ; Saghir and 

Robins , 1969) . Other data ind icate that the contemporary lesbian does 

not ord inarily play male/ female ( butch/ femme) roles ( Belote and 

Joesting , 1976 ;  Lewis ,  19 7 9 ;  Saghir and Robins , 1969 ; Tr ipp , 1976 ) , 

but that some les bians may role play at some point in  their  l ives 

(Mendola , 1980 ; Tanner , 1978 ;  Tripp , 1976 ) . 

These studies  also suggest that those lesbians sampled do interac t 

with the heterosexual culture where they gain economic support through 

employment and the homosexual subculture where they f ind emotional 

support , friendship groups and an extended family (Albro et a I ,  1977 ; 

Chafetz  et a I ,  197 4 ,  197 6 ; Gagnon and Simon , 19 7 3 ;  Lewi s ,  197 9 ;  

Mendola , 1980 ; Ponse , 1978;  Tanner ,  1978) . Data further indicate that 

lesbian women do not view the heterosexual culture as being accepting 

of  the lesbian l ifestyle (Al bro et a I ,  19 7 7 ;  Belote and Joest ing , 

197 6 ;  Bullough and Bullough ,  19 7 7 ; Chafetz et aI , 19 7 4 ,  19 7 6 ; Gagnon 

and Simon , 1973 ;  Ponse , 1978)  which may cause stress for the female 

homosexual ( Albro et aI , 197 7 ;  Bullough and Bullough ,  197 7 ; Chafetz et  
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a l , 197 4 ,  197 6 ;  Gagnon and Simon ,  197 3 ) . While the studie s support 

the idea that lesbians seem to function adequately in both the hetero­

sexual world and the homosexual world ( Albro et al , 197 7 ; The Ladder ,  

1960 ; Lewis , 197 9 ) , data also show that many lesbian women have sought 

professional counselling at some point in their lives ( Albro et al , 

197 7 ;  Chafetz et  al , 197 4 ,  1976 ) .  

While the lesbian subculture has been charac terized as providing 

the lesbian woman with a social network,  a sense of identification and 

an ideology , and most lesbians do find a support system within the 

homosexual subculture , some lesbians isolate themselve s from the homo­

sexual subculture ( Al bro et at , 19 77 ; Et torre , 1980 ; Lewis , 197 9 ) . 

Also , there appears  to  be resistanc e on the part of  lesbian women t o  

publically acknowledge their sexual orientation ( Belote and Joesting , 

197 6 ;  Bullough and Bullough,  1977 ; Chafetz et  al , 197 4 ,  197 6 ;  Ettorre , 

1980 ; Gagnon and Simon , 197 3 ;  The Ladder , 1960 ; Lewis , 19 7 9 ;  Ponse , 

1978) , and most  lesbians are constrained t o  " pass "  as heterosexuals  at  

various times in their lives ( Al bro et  al , 197 7 ;  Bullough and 

Bullough ,  197 7 ; Chafetz et al , 197 4 ,  197 6 ; Ettorre , 1980 ; The Ladder , 

1960 ; Lewis , 19 79 ; Ponse , 1978) . Yet ,  there is growing evidence of a 

gradua lly increasing block of politically active lesbians who , at 

least in some areas , are beginning to challenge the structure of the 

traditional heterosexual culture ( Et torre , 1980 ; Lewis , 197 9 ) . 

It has been demonstrated that sexually , lesbian women tend t o  have 

a large repertoire of sexual behaviors and appear sexually active and 

sexually satisfied ( Ca lifia , 1979 ; Kinsey et a l ,  195 3 ;  Saghir and 
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dency t o  be emot ionally i nvolved with their  sexual partners ( Davi s ,  

192 9 ;  Gagnon and Simon ,  197 3 ) , more recent work ind icates that such 

emotional involvement may not be necessary for a satisfactory sexual 

liaison ( Calif ia , 197 9 ) . 

Homosexuality and Aging 

Whi le research dealing with the etiology of lesbianism ,  the 

psychological functioning of lesbian women and the lesbian ' s  l i fe­

styles and soc ial funct i oning comprises the majority of the research 

to data on lesbianism ,  some small  amount of  research has been con­

ducted in  the area of  homosexuality  and aging . Thi s  research can be 

eas i ly d ivided into two categories -- studies dealing with older male 

homosexuals  and studies centered around older lesbian sample s .  

Ag ing and Male Homosexuals 

31 

The overwhelming majority of the small  amount of research that  has 

been conducted on aging and homosexual i ty deals only with male homo­

sexuals . 

One of the earliest studies in  the area of aging and male homosex­

ual s  was conducted by Francher and Henkin ( 19 7 3 )  who studied the 

e ffects  of soc ial  marg inality on the aging process by examining 

oldergay men's family struc ture , socializat ion and adjustment t o  

deviance .  Their  interviews with 9 white , highly educated , New York, 

self-ident if ied homosexual men who were over 50 years of  age provided 
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data that  would serve as  a foundation for studies that would follow. 

Their  data showed that their  sample d id not spend much t ime 

socializing in gay bars  or gay c lubs , but spent leisure t ime wi th 

homosexual or heterosexual male f riends with whom relational t ies were 

based on shared interest s -- not sexual activity . The data further 

i nd icated that older gay men tended to  i solate themselves from their 

families a s ,  over t ime , there was a gradua l  d iminishment of  famil ia l  

support . Those sampled said that a ma jor l i fe  c r i s i s  had centered 

around their  sexual orientat ion and their  family . They had felt 

re jected and i solated f rom their  f amilies although their  families 

rarely d i scussed the respondent ' s  sexual orientation .  In place of  

tradit ional family support , those i nt erviewed said they had gained 

increasing support from their  homosexual male peers .  They felt  they 

were not i solated in t ime of stress because of support gained from the 

homosexual subculture . Francher and Henkin conc luded that because 

homosexual men did  not funct ion withi n  the role behaviors set f or 

heterosexual men ,  homosexual men may have an easier t ime aging than 

thei r  heterosexual counterpart s .  Life crises came early for 

homosexual men ,  and they had t o  learn t o  manage a secret ident ity  

where they were i solated and alienated from tradi t ional patterns . 

Trad i tionally , the heterosexual man does not have t o  face isolat ion 

and a lienation from trad i t ional society unt i l  he is elderly . 
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Kelly ( 1974 , 197 7 )  examined stereotype s ,  att itude s and character­

i st ic s  of  homosexual men in regard to the aging process .  Through 

participant observat ion ,  interviews and a questionnaire , Kelly 

gathered data from 241 self-ident ified ,  male homosexuals  aged 16-76 

who lived in  the metropolitan area of  Los Angele s .  Only 15% ( N=36 )  o f  

those studied were over 55  years old . To dispel myths and provide 

substantive data on this group of  men ,  Kelly gathered descriptive dat a 

i n  the following areas : gay men's membership  in  general soc iety , 

their  participation i n  gay social  funct ions , their  associational net­

works , self-ident i f ication,  sexuality , salience of aging , their  per­

sonal definit ions of  aging , their  sexual desirability and their  reac­

t ions t oward soc iety ' s  policies on aging . 

Generally , the older men in  Kelly's study ( 1 5% , N=3 6 )  had never 

heterosexually married , were white  and had some college educat ion . 

Contrary t o  other studies  that have demonstrated homosexuals  as  no t 

religious ( Al bro et  al , 1977 ; Gagnon and S imon ,  1 9 7 3 ) , only 15% ( N=36)  

o f  the sample were agnostic/atheis t ic and more t�an half  ( 5 7% ,  N=13 7 )  

were at least " s omewhat "  devout . A vast majority were polit ically 

moderate t o  very l ibera l  and only 2 5% were Republican s .  

Those who were older than 45  years of  age were overwhelmingly 

sati s f ied with both their  sexual orientation and their  sexual live s .  

Whi le they d id f requent gay bars fairly regularly , they did not f re­

quent " tearooms"  ( public  men ' s  bathrooms ) for sexual liaisons . Al l of  

the older men i n  the sample were i nvolved with the homosexual subcul­

ture and had not d isengaged from society . Those sampled had both 
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heterosexual and homosexual f riends , yet social involvement s with 

heterosexuals  decreased with age while social involvements with homo­

sexual s  increased with age . Those who were st ill  employed feared pub­

l ically acknowledging their  homosexuality , but those who were ret ired 

tended to  view public knowledge of their  sexual orientation with i n­

d i fference -- not fear . 

Those older men sampled viewed the major problems of ag ing as 

loneliness , increasing isolat ion from other homosexual men ,  sexua l 

reject ion and possible inst itutionalizat ion . They also feared the 

loss of loved ones , loss of physical attract iveness , and loss of  youth 

and support systems . Ke lly concluded that his sample d id not conform 

t o  the myth of the older male homosexua l a s  a sad , lonely , sexually 

frustrated , i solated person who habituated "tearooms"  for sex . 

To determine whether or not homosexual men ant icipated an earlier 

o nset of middle and old age than d id heterosexual men ,  Minigerode 

( 19 7 6 )  surveyed 95 self-ident i f ied homosexual men aged 25-68 years o f  

age utilizing a quest ionnaire that inc luded i tems o n  demographics , 

health ,  personal adjustment , life  sat i sf act ion , aging and an ad jective 

checkli st . Whi le data d id not support an accelerated aging phenomenon 

in homosexual men ,  data did  suggest that homosexual men who did ant i­

c ipate an early onset of o ld age may have poorer physical and/ or 

psychological health than those who d id not have such expectat ions. 

In t erms of  age-s tatus labeling , Minnigerode concluded that homosexual 

and heterosexual men were more s imilar than d i f ferent . 

Kimmel ( 19 7 7 , 1 9 78)  interviewed 14 homosexual men aged 55-81 years 
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of  age who were member s  of  homophile organizat ions . Thi s  sample was 

well  educated and economically well  o f f . Kimmel's research was 

designed to explore the implications of more liberal attitudes  toward 

homosexual s .  Further ,  this study sought to  determine whether or not 

more l iberal social  attitudes toward homosexuality had implicat ions 

f or the practice of psychotherapy with homosexual men . Kimmel wished 

to know if there were special  issue s that psychotherapi st s working 

with homosexual men should understand . 

3 5  

Kimme l found his sample was sexually active and , although they had 

sexually s lowed down some from earlier years , sex continued to play an 

important role in a l l  of his subject ' s  live s .  All of  his subjects  had 

been born between 1895-1920 and had grown up in a t ime when homosexu­

ality was repressed. Consequently , these men had to dea l  with their  

homosexual ity  d i f ferent ly than those homosexuals who are growing up 

t oday . Several reported feeling guilty about their  sexual orienta­

t ion , but most  had overcome their  guilt as they had aged . Kimmel con­

c luded that i t  i s  rare t o  see a guil t-ridden older homosexual man who 

represses his sexuality . His  sample d id note there were problems 

assoc iated with being an older homosexual that included : the lack of  

soc ietal support of fered when a lover d ies , an  i nabi lity to  play 

youthful bar game s ,  a sense of regret at not having children to carry 

on the family l ine , the tendency to  withdraw into a c losed set of 

f riends and a sadness  at not having younger friend s or social  contac t s  

with younger gay men . There were advantages to  being an older homo­

sexual man that  inc luded : an increased awarenes s  of  the responsi blity  



www.manaraa.com

for one ' s  sel f , the lack of  the empty nest  syndrome when children 

leave , the lack of having to f o llow the tradit ional heterosexual male 

role and the positive aspec t s  of having a self-selected network of 

reliable friend s .  

36 

Kimmel ' s  sample d id provide an interest ing historical examination 

of the societal oppression of homosexual s .  All interviewed noted that  

there had been extensive repression toward homosexuality during their 

youth .  Although the 1920 ' s  was a sexual ly revolutionary time , sub­

j ects  reported that it was only heterosexual activity that was accept­

able in this country . While there were gay bars  and c lubs in Europe , 

this was not so  in this country according to  the sample . The men also 

reported that  in their  younger years ,  they met other homosexuals  in 

railroad terminals ,  beach bath houses and other public places where 

people thronged . Over the years these men had come to terms with 

heterosexual society's oppression by creating their own social envi­

ronment s ,  friends and living arrangement s .  They all  had well  estab­

l ished support systems and the oppression from the heterosexual world 

seldom intruded -- they simply did not associate with those who were 

ant i-homosexual .  Kimmel concluded that older male homosexuals  share 

many characteristics wi th non-homosexual older men ,  but do have unique 

psychotherapeutic need s .  

Berger ( 1980) used a 62  i tem quest ionnaire that gathered data t o  

describe a group of  older homosexual men in light of current stereo­

types . His  hypothesis  was that integrat ion into the gay community , 

exclusively homosexual relat ionships and a commitment to  a homosexual 
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lifestyle would mean a positive psychological adaptation to  aging for 

o lder homosexual men .  Berger wanted t o  ident ify variables that were 

predictive of a posi t ive psychological adaptation to aging for older 

homosexual men and used a sample of  112 whi t e ,  wel l  educated , a f f luent 

homosexual men aged 41-77  years who all  l ived in a southern Florida , 

metropolitan area . Whi le the original s tudy also i ncluded older les­

bian women , so  few responded they were dropped from the analys i s. 

Berger's descript ive study support s  the work done in this area by 

Kelly ( 197 4 ,  197 7 ) , Kimme l ( 197 7 ,  197 8 )  and Francher and Henkin 

(1973 ) . Most of  Berger ' s  sample had never been heterosexually married 

and an overwhelming majority ( 81% ,  N=9l )  were at least pol i t ically 

moderate with half  being polit ically very l iberal . Like Ke lly (19 74 ,  

197 7 ) , these men had current religious a f f iliat ions . Sl ightly less 

than hal f  ( 4 3% ,  N=48 )  l ived with a lover and 38% ( N=43)  l ived alone . 

Those sampled s tated they had an active , sat is factory sex l i fe  and 

l ike other stud ies , these men were not socially i solated but had many 

f riends (Francher and Henkin ,  197 3 ;  Kelly , 197 4 ,  197 7 ; Kimmel , 197 7 ,  

19 78 ) . Only a few were depressed and lacked self-confidence . Berger 

concluded that good physical health and a sat i sfactory sex l i fe  were 

related to good psychological adjustment . If one hid his homosexual­

i ty , then he was more apt to feel anxious , gui lty or ashamed of his  

sexual orientation . 

Research conducted t o  date that examines only older male homosex­

uals  portrays the older male homosexual as a sexually active 
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individual who has accepted his sexual orientation and who ha s insu­

lated himself  from the oppressive heterosexual culture by surrounding 

himself  with a support  system comprised primarily of other  older homo­

sexual men . While he is not particularly interested in younger sexual 

partners , he would enjoy having younger f riend s who are homosexual 

men . Most  of his friends are c lose to his age and share his inter­

est s .  He faces  the same problems that any aging man faces : loss  of 

employment status , loved one s ,  physical at tract iveness and youth, and 

faces  them in a heterosexual world that provides him little  or no sup­

port . 

Some l imited amount of  research has been conducted that compared 

older lesbians with older homosexual men .  I n  a n  ef fort t o  gain a 

bet ter understanding of  how homosexual women and men adjust to  aging , 

Minnigerode and Adelman ( 1978) reported on a pilot study of  6 homosex­

ual men and 5 lesbians aged 60-77  and Adelman ( 1980 ) reported on a 

study of  white ,  homosexual men ( N=2 7 )  and lesbians ( N=2 5 )  who were all 

60  years old or o lder and lived in  the San Francisco Bay area. 

Through interviews tha t  included a 6 item morale scale , Minni­

g erode and Adelman ( 19 78) found that most of those interviewed lived 

alone and that  men placed a higher priority on work than did women. 

While hal f  of  the men had lost jobs direct ly as a result of their sex­

ual orientation ,  none of the women had , although the women felt  their  

jobs and careers had been c onstrained because of  their lesbianism. 

They all  viewed retirement with a positive out look and a sense of 

re lief . While most were raised within a religious context , the 



www.manaraa.com

39 

ma jority had no current religious a f f i liation.  Most  part icipated in 

social , polit ical organizat ions ( l ike Mendola , 1980) and none belonged 

t o  a senior c i t izen ' s  center . Thei r  friend s were sex segregated , and 

those interviewed had kept in  t ouch with their  families . Whi le not 

being estranged f rom their  familie s ,  this sample maintained closer 

c ontact with their  lesbian or gay male friendship networks than they 

did with their  fami lies . 

Women interviewed tended to view homosexuality not in  terms of 

sexual act ivity (as  did  the men) , but in  terms of  a personal ident i f i­

cat ion with i t  and/or  interpersonal relationships with other women . 

The men sampled tended to  place a higher emphasis  on sexual ac t ivity 

than d id the women , yet most  of the women were sexually act ive . Al l 

of  the women noticed a decrease in  sexual ac tivity  with an increase i n  

age . These women generally ful f i l led their  sexual needs wi thin the 

context of  af fect ional relat ionships  and had their  f irst  lesbian 

experience when they were in  their  early 20 ' s .  The women ident if ied 

themselves as  lesbian following their  f irst  overt lesbian sexual en­

c ounter whereas the men def ined themse lves as  homosexual before their  

f irst  homosexual exper ience . Finally , all  the women interviewed said 

that homosexual ity was not proper to  d i scuss with either their  hetero­

sexual or homosexual friends . 

Adelman ( 1980) invest igated the relat ionship between adjustment to  

a homosexual lifestyle and i t s  effect  on later  life .  The study took 

place over a 3 year period and included a sample of non-homosexual 

women and men in  addit ion t o  the older lesbian sample ( N=2 S ) and older 
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homosexual male sample ( N=2 7 ) . Adelman found no significant dif fer­

ences between the homosexuals  and the heterosexuals  with regard to 

sexual orientat ion and aging . Possible di f ferences were sought using 

the following instrument s :  a life-sat i s fact ion index , a psychological 

funct ioning index , and other researcher designed quest ionnaire items . 

A composite  of  the typical subject would be a 65 year old homosexual 

person in  good health who l ived alone on an income suff icient t o  main­

tain a comfortable standard of  l iving . Thi s  person would have had 

some college and would have been professionally employed but is now 

ret i red . S/he would never have been heterosexually married , would 

have no children and c laim no current religious affi liat ion . This 

study conc luded that homosexual people face the same developmental 

crises  and challenge s of heterosexual s ,  but do so  under the inf luenc e 

of  social st igma . 

Data from Minnigerode and Adelman ( 19 78)  and Adelman ( 1980) tend 

to  di f fer  i n  some respec t s  from other stud ies  that examined only older 

homosexual men (Francher and Henki n ,  197 3 ;  Kel ly , 19 7 4 ,  19 7 7 ;  Kimmel ,  

197 7 ,  1978)  insofar a s  the Minnigerode and Adelman and Adelman studies  

f ound subjects  with  no current religious a f f i l iations whose high l i fe­

sati s faction was strongly correlated wi th a low involvement with other 

homosexuals . Further ,  these studies showed older homosexuals main­

taining contact with families  in  a way not totally supported by the 

earlier work .  The Minnigerode and Adelman and Adelman stud ies do 

agree with Berger ( 1980 ) insofar as both noted that  positive adjus t­

ment to age is determined by one ' s  good physical and psychological 
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health .  Finally , all  the research seems to  indicate that aging homo­

sexuals  face problems in a heterosexual society that provides them 

little  or no support . 

Such studies on aging and homosexuality have included data prima­

rily on older homosexual men .  There has been a limited amount of 

research conducted that investigates aging and the lesbian woman. 

Aging and Lesbian Women 

41 

In addition to  the work a lready mentioned that included samples of 

older lesbian women ( Adelman , 1980 ; Minnigerode and Adelman ,  1978), 

data that describe older lesbian women are practically non-existent. 

In a study that  sought to examine similarities and differences  in 

the aging process of  lesbian and heterosexual women,  Laner ( 19 79 )  

analyzed 229  assumed heterosexual personal advertisement s in one issue 

of  a " single's" register and 2 7 3  assumed lesbian personal advertise­

ment s in two issues of  a lesbian oriented "contac t "  register . She 

hypothesized that more o lder women than younger women would advertise , 

that there would be more heterosexual than lesbian advertisers who 

were in their early middle years and that no differences would exist 

between het erosexua l and lesbian advertisers with regard to  the age 

requirements of the advertisement respondent s .  

She found that  a vast  majority of both the lesbian and non-lesbian 

women who placed ads were younger than 48 years old and that lesbian 

women did not advertise for younger partners .  She concluded that  les­

bians did not seem to  experience the acceleration of  aging as fast  as 
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heterosexual women and that  the field of  potential partners may be 

larger for older lesbians than for their heterosexual counterparts  due 

to the ever increasing numbers  of available older women and the ever 

decreasing numbers of available older men .  

As of  early 198 2 ,  the only published study that deals exc lusively 

with older lesbian women was conducted by Raphael and Robinson 

( 1980) . The purpose of  their descriptive study was to  explore the 

relationship between intimacy and aging in lesbian women, to  examine 

support patterns and to test the hypothesis  that older lesbian women 

develop f riendship networks to replace missing or weak kinship t ies 

and that  lesbian women are not without support in their later year s .  

Through a structured interview that lasted fro� 1 t o  4 hours , Raphael 

and Robinson gathered data from 20 white , self-ident ified lesbians who 

lived either in San Francisco or Los Angeles . All respondents were 50 

years old or older . 

Of the total sample ( N=20 ) , 1 1  had been heterosexually married yet 

mos t  had "alway s" known they were lesbian . While most  had their first  

lesbian sexual experience in their late  teens or early 20 ' s , S did not 

have their f irst  overt homosexual sexual encounter unt i l  they were 

over 50 years old . Most had at tended college and were or had been 

employed as professionals .  Some (N=7)  were fully retired . Slight ly 

more than hal f  ( N=ll )  had no current religious aff iliat ion ( l ike data 

found in  the Minnigerode and Adelman [ 1978 ] and Adelman [ 1980 ] 

s tudies)  and that same number lived alone . The remaining 9 women 

lived in a coup led situation with another older woman .  
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Those sampled sought women of  their  same age for friends , viewed 

their lover as their  best friend but had a need for other friends as 

wel l .  They did not isolate themselves from other women and did get 

i nvolved with the lesbian subculture once they knew where to f ind i t .  

While 50% had close , long t ime heterosexual friends , these women did 

have a need to  meet and be with other lesbian women. Although they 

admi t i t  was hard to f ind other older lesbians , they did meet older 

lesbians at  older women's groups , lesbian groups and women's movement 

act ivities . 

43 

An overwhelming majority ( 90% ,  N=lS )  had lost a partner at some 

point and while slightly more than half  ( N=ll )  reported gett ing little  

or no  support following the loss , what support was of fered came from 

the lesbian subculture , not from heterosexual friends and/or family . 

One problem encountered following the loss of a partner was that the 

remaining partner who was seeking support from lesbian friends some­

t imes found unwanted potential lovers instead. 

The pattern of love relat ionships for these women was serial 

monogamy . All had been involved i n  at least one major relat ionship 

and sex continued to play a role in each one ' s  l i fe . Sexual frequency 

seemed to  be a function of the availabi lity of a new partner periodi­

cally as sex tended t o  get boring with the same partner year af ter 

year .  While it was hard for lesbians over 7 0  years of age to  f ind 

sexual partners , for many their  l ibido remained intact . Sexual 

experiences for these women did cont inue and the women sampled cont in­

ued t o  seek and f ind new sexual partners . They tended to  prefer 
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relat ing socially and sexually with members of  their  own age cohort 

and felt  a need to  establish a strong emotional bond before having a 

sexual encounter wi th another woman .  While sexual activity was 

s trongly inf luenced by partner availability , uncoupled lesbians showed 

a high degree of sexual interest and had realistic  expectat ions of 

f inding suitable partners . 

Raphael and Robinson found their sample t o  have weak kinship t ies 

but strong friendship ties . Furthe r ,  the stronger the friendship 

t ies , the more likely the older lesbian was to  have high self-esteem. 

The researchers concluded that  older lesbians have strong friendship 

t ies and are not lonely , i solated women with poor self-images . Fur­

the r ,  it was felt  that these women had adapted well  to aging. 

In summary , the p icture that has begun to  emerge of the older les­

bian woman portrays her as  a sexually act ive , soc ially involved woman 

who i s  adapting wel l  to her aging . She apparent ly gets l i t t le or no 

support  f rom the heterosexual culture and has developed strong friend­

ship t ies with both heterosexual women and other lesbians who are of  

her approximate age .  She i s  involved with the lesbian subculture and 

part icipates in some of i t s  activi t ies . She is not wi thout support ; 

and she gains her support from her friendship network. Thi s  support 

system tends t o  replace the weak kinship system she has .  She i s  not 

religiously a f f iliated , is wel l  educated and has been employed as a 

professional . 
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Aging 

The research that wil l  be discussed here falls  into two broad 

c ategories - attitudinal  studies about older persons and homosexuals  

and research on the  characteristics of older sample s .  

At titudes Toward Aging and Homosexuality 

Both older Americans and homosexual Americans face discriminat ion 

and are inappropriately stereotyped by a society that cont inues to  be 

both heterosexually and youth oriented (Kimme l ,  197 7 ) . Att itudinal 

s tudies done in order to  describe people's att itudes about older per­

sons and homosexual persons reveal that both groups are minorities , 

and both are s t igmat ized because of  their minority status . 
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Harris et al  ( 19 7 5 )  documented the public's attitude toward aging , 

a nd Smith ( 19 7 1 ) , Dunbar et  a l  ( 19 73 ) , Henley and Pincus ( 1978) and 

Tully ( 1980 )  examined att itudes toward homosexuality . 

Us ing an interview format , Harris et  a l  ( 19 7 5 )  gathered data f rom 

4 , 254  American women and men who were at  least  18 years of age and no t 

institutionalized . The researchers felt their mult i-stage , random ,  

c luster sample to  be  representative of a cross-section of  the entire 

United States . Data were gathered that examined public attitudes 

toward older Americans and documented older American ' s views and 

expectations of  themselve s .  This study provided an in-depth,  descrip­

t ive profile of  American attitudes toward older persons , although it  

made no  mention of homosexuality . Harris et al ' s  ( 19 7 5 )  data  showed 

that compared to the earlier life stage s ,  later life  is seen by the 
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young a s  not being the mos t  desirable stage of l i fe .  Also , according 

to dat a ,  leisure t ime had more relevance for the young and less for 

the older person . Older persons face the same problems that younger 

persons face , but older Americans face  the added worry of  health and 

crime . Loneliness  affec t s  older women as  53% of women older than 65  

years are widows . Sexually , those over 6 5  years old tend to view 

themselves as  less sexually act ive than those younger than 6 5 .  Sex­

uality t ends to peak between the ages of 25 - 39 and then gradual ly 

dec line s ,  yet 3 3% of  women and men over 65  years  old were s till  sexu­

a lly active . 
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Smith ( 19 7 1 )  sought to  gather data on individuals who were part ic­

ularly negative or fearful of homosexuality and tested 93 women and 

men c ollege psychology student s using a researcher designed homophobia 

scale . Smith assumed that some people are homophobic and used a con­

venience sample t o  gather data . Smith concluded that homophobic per­

sons are s tatus consc ious , authoritarian and sexually rigid . He fur­

ther c oncluded that such individuals probably did not view homosexuals  

a s  a minority group per  se , and may view homosexuality as  a disease . 

Dunbar et  a l  ( 19 7 3 )  utilized 3 a t titudinal scales on 126 male col­

lege students  to  determine attitudes toward male homosexuality . Thi s 

descriptive study's i nstrument s gathered data on att itudes t oward male 

homosexuality , attitudes toward a variety of heterosexual sexual 

act ivities and att itudes toward the subject ' s  own sexual impulses . 

Dunbar e t  al  concluded that  those opposed to  homosexuality were more 
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intolerant of a wide variety of heterosexual act s ,  had more personal 

guilt about sexual activity in  general and had a higher repression of 

the ir own sexual impulses than those who approve of homosexual act s  

between men .  Further , those who were against homosexuality held 

s tronger stereotype s of " appropriat e" masculine and feminine behaviors 

and were more willing to  label a person "homosexual" on the basis  of 

what they cons idered a single feminine act .  Those sampled also 

believed that religious and legislative bodies have a right to  regu­

late the sexual behavior s of others ,  that the only function of sexual 

activity was f or procreation and that any type of sexual experimenta­

tion was indulgent . 

Henley and Pincus ( 1 9 78)  thought there was a relationship between 

a person's attitudes toward homosexuality , racism and sexism. They 

thought that if a person held high religious values or was polit ically 

conservative , that individual would be highly gayist , racist  and 

sexist . Using 3 atti tudinal scales ,  the researchers gathered data 

f rom 211 ( 9 2  women ,  119 men )  paid . volunteers who were east coast , 

metropolitan,  undergraduate s tudent s .  Analysis using T-Te st and cor­

relations revealed that women scored lower on the rac ism and sexism 

scale s ,  but that both women and men were equally prejudiced against 

homosexual s .  The data also showed signif icant correlations between 

gayist , sexist and racist  attitudes and that the more religious and/ or 

politically conservative an individual , the more likely that person 

will be gayist , racist  and sexist . 

Tully ( 1980) conduc ted a secondary data analysis  of Nationa l 
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Opinion Research Center ( NORC)  dat a in an ef fort to  determine whether 

or not certain background variables such as  religion,  family income , 

education or  sex would af fec t an individual's current attitude toward 

homosexuality . Variables that seemed to af fect  a respondent's atti­

tude toward homosexual act s  between adult s  included : a respondent's 

religion and residential s ize when the respondent was 16 years old , 

educational leve l ,  present religion , total number  of children a 

respondent had and age . Tully concluded that those Americans who hold 

more favorable att itudes toward homosexuality were members  of minority 

religious groups or had no religion, lived in an area of  more than 

5 0 , 000 inhabitant s when 16 years old , had more than a high school 

education and were less  than 30 years old . Addi tionally , these indi­

viduals  tended to have few children and incomes of mo re than $1 5 , 000 

annually . 

Tully's data further showed that in 19 7 7 ,  7 1 . 8% ( N=1453 )  o f  those 

who responded to the NORC question about homosexual act s  between 

adults ,  saw such acts as wrong . Tully c oncluded that her study con­

firmed tha t  a majority of  Americans viewed homosexual act s  between 

adults as  " always wrong . "  

In summary , research dealing with American attitudes toward aging 

and homosexuality show that both groups are not generally viewed in a 

posi t ive way . Consequent ly , when one i s  both older and a homosexual ,  

the general societal att itude may b e  part icularly damning . 
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Characteri stic s of  Older Samples 

Since i ts emergence shortly after World War II, research on aging 

has become " the systematic inquiry into regularities in  the structure 

and function of l iving organisms as they move forward in time in the 

later  part of the l i fe-span" ( Birren 19 7 1, p .  24 5 ) .  Typical areas for 

authors and researchers writing about and studying aging have further 

delineated Birren ' s  definition and generally include data on : social 

and/or  psychological i s sues of the older person , the role of marriage 

for the older person , widowhood or health issues/ problems faced by the 

older person ( Botwinick , 1964 ; Sourcebook on Aging , 1 9 7 7 ) .  The topic 

of sexuality ,  which also delineate s Birren ' s  definition , ha s not been 

i ncluded e ither as an area of concern or research until recently 

(Hollenshead et al , 19 7 7 ) . 

In an a ttempt to determine whether or not a set of behaviors 

identif ied a s  " senile" d i stinguished persons in  advanced age , Carp 

( 1969 )  uti l i zed a Seni lity Index from Burgess , Cavan and Havinghurst 

( 1948 )  and tested 295  women and men aged 52  - 92  years  and 270  women 

and men aged 1 7  - 25  years . Both groups were of  s imilar intel ligence 

and all  l ived in a west  coast ,  metroplitan area .  The samples were no t 

matched in  terms of  education , marital  status or soc ioeconomic s tatus . 

Carp concluded there was no relationship between the Senility Index 

score and chronological age .  In fac t ,  the younger sample had a sta­

tistically signif icant higher number of " senile" s igns than the older 

sample .  The younger sample appeared more malad justed and maladaptive . 
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Some studies have focused on olde r ,  married couple s .  Lipman 

( 1960) sought to d iscover i f  married , assumed heterosexual couples 

over 60 years  old would agree on role concept ions for husband s and 

wive s .  Using a one quest ion interview, Lipman i nterviewed 100 couples 

in  Dade County , Florida .  The couples had been married an average of  

39 . 5  years and were of upper educational and occupational leve l s .  

Lipman found role expec tat ions for women and men were s imilar insofar 

as those sampled agreed that both wives and husbands  should be loving , 

understandi ng and a compat ible companion . The sample agreed women 

should be good housewives and ,  men should be good economic providers. 

According to  the dat a ,  men should also help their  wive s .  

I n  a n  attempt t o  develop a marital  needs satisfact ion scale that 

measured the ful f i l lment of marital need s in  the later years , St innett 

et  a l  ( 1968)  surveyed 227  wives and husbands from a sample obtained 

through utilizat ion of a senior cit izen ' s  center mai ling list . Two 

questionnaries ( one for women , one for men) were developed that 

included a Marital  Needs Sat is faction Scal e ,  a Life  Sati sfact ion Index 

Z Scale , a Self  Image Scale and an Ori  Scale . The researchers con­

c luded that men had higher marital need sat isfact ion score s than women 

and that marital  need sat isfaction i s  not related to self-image or 

personality  but is related to morale .  Those who were married had 

higher morale than those who were s ingle ,  widowed or divorced . Women 

noted that  they needed more communicat ion between themselve s and 

others ; men said that their  most unmet need was respect -- they needed 

more respect from those around them . 
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Such studies  a s  the above assume a heterosexual sample and examine 

o nly gross characterist ics of the older persons who responded . 

Studies  that explore any aspect of older individual's sexuality also 

use samples that are largely , i f  not totally heterosexual .  

It has only been sinc e the 1950 ' s  that researchers have systemat i­

c ally begun the study of sexual behaviors in  older persons ( Pfeif fer 

and Davis  197 2 ,  p .  151) . Those credited wi th the pioneering ef fort in  

this f ield inc lude Kinsey et a l  ( 1948 , 1953 ) , those connected wi th the 

Duke Longitudinal Studies  19 55  - 196 9 ,  197 0  - 197 3  ( Newman and 

Nicholas , 1960 ; Pfeif fer et a I ,  196 8 ;  Pfeif fer et aI , 197 2 ;  Pfeif fer 

and Davi s ,  1972 ; Verwoerdt et aI , 1969 , 1 11969 )  and Masters and 

Johnson ( 1966 ,  19 70) . 

The Duke Long i tudinal  Studies 1955 - 196 9 ,  1970 - 1973  have pro­

vided data that give s an in-depth portrait  of the sexual behaviors of 

o lder persons and a s ide from the researcher ' s  a ssumpt ion that older 

persons are all heterosexual ,  the metholology surpasses studies of 

o lder samples because of its longitudinal nature . Begun i n  the 

1950's , the f irst  study ( 1955  - 196 9 )  actually encompassed three , 

smaller , cross-sectional surveys .  Study I was conduc ted from 1955 -

195 7 ,  Study II from 1959  - 19 61 , Study I I I  from 1964 - 196 9 .  The 

total sample s ize at the study's start ( 1955 )  was 131 women and 123 

men ( total N-25 4 ) ; attrit ion caused the sample s ize to  decrease to  a 

t otal N-190 by the start of the second study ( 1959 )  and a total N-126 

by the start of  the f inal survey i n  1964 .  In 195 5 ,  all  subjec t s  were 

volunteers from the Durham , North Carolina area who were not 
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hospitali zed , bedridden or immobil ized . Most were married ( 6 0% )  a l­

though more men ( 8 2% )  than women ( 3 9% ) were married and 3 3% of the 

sample were black.  The ag e of subjec t s  ranged from 6 0  - 9 3  years  with 

a mean age of 70 year s .  

The first results  ( Newman and Nichola s ,  1960) , gathered from a 

s t ruc tured interview , demons trated that sexual act ivity i s  somewha t 

c orrelated with age , that o lder men report ed more sexual a c t ivity t han 

older women and that older blacks reported more sexual act ivity than 

o lder whites . Al l subjects  rated their s exual urges lower in later 

years than they had been in earlier decade s ,  although only 7% of those 

not  married rated themselves a s  s exual ly a c t ive . Those who were o lder 

than 75 years had much reduced sexual act ivity a s  wel l  as  much in­

creased chronic i llness . Thei r  i llnesses placed l imitat ions on any 

type of ac t ivi t ie s .  Sexual feeling s ,  even with the absenc e o f  sexual 

act ivity , were c ommon and those who had t erminated s exual a c t ivities  

had done s o  due t o  i l l  health ( e ither the i r  own o r  thei r  spouse ' s ) .  

Data d id c onfirm that the s exual drive exi sts throughout l ife and 

g iven the c ond i t ions of reasonably good hea l t h ,  the elderly can be 

s exually a c t ive into their 7 t h ,  8th and 9th decades of life . 

Dat a  gathered from S tud i e s  II and III ( 19 5 9  - 19 61 , 1964 - 196 7 ) 

c onfirmed earlier finding s  that sexual act ivity gradually dec lines 

with advanc ing age .  The sexua l act ivity of unmarried women wa s almo s t  

negligible w i t h  only 4 - 5% report ing any sexual a c t ivity , yet data 

ind icated that women in general had a dec lining interest in sexual 

act ivity as they aged . Women said a major reason t hey were not 
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sexually act ive wa s due t o  the loss of sexua l int ere s t  by their male 

partner . Men agreed with thi s .  
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The sec ond maj or s tudy undert aken by Duke Universi ty was begun in 

1970 and gathered data from 2 41 women and 261 men who were all  white 

and were volunteers l iving in t he Durham , North Carolina area . Thi s  

sample wa s a non-ins t i tutiona lized one and wa s chosen randomly from 

membership l i s t s  of a local group med ical insurance plan. Subj ec t ' s  

age s ranged from 4 6  - 7 1  years . While the earlier study ( 1955  - 196 9 )  

s ought t o  describe the sexual behaviors o f  older persons , this study 

sought to d i scover the antecedent s of sexual behavior in old age . In 

an effort t o  d et ermine whether or not  female and male sexual differ­

enc e s  exi s t  in middle age , at what age the sexua l function decline 

occurs and whether or not there are factors occurring in middle age 

that c ould acc ount for variat ions in sexua l behaviors in old age, sub­

j e c t s  were interviewed and c ompleted a self-administ ered medical his­

tory quest i onnaire . 

Af ter an analy s i s  using a stepwise mult iple regression a s  well as  

measure s of central tendency and othe r  sample descriptors , Pfe iffer e t  

al ( 19 7 2 )  and Pfeiffer and Davi s ( 19 7 2 )  c onc luded that women and men 

differed in all  ind icators of sexual act ivity , but both experienced a 

sexual decline with advanc ing age . Women c onfirmed earlier find ing s  

a s  t o  the reason they stopped having sexua l intercourse . Women over­

whelmingly attri buted the c essat i on of sexual act ivity t o  t heir hus­

band s ,  and men attribut e the cessation of sexua l act ivity t o  them­

selves . Pfeiffer et a l  ( 19 7 2 )  c onc luded that the antecedent s of 
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sexual behavior in  old age do  start in  middle  age , and even with a 

decline in  sexual interest and sexual activity , sex c ontinued t o  p lay 

an important role in the lives of a majority of those sampled . 

Data f ound that f or both women and men those variables t hat 

explained present enjoyment of  sex were : past sexual enjoyment , 

present age , past sexual interest and current use of  amphetamines .  

Those variables that tended t o  explain present sexual interes t were : 

past sexual enjoyment , present age , past sexual interest , current use 

of tranquelizer s ,  social  clas s ,  income and past frequency of  sexual 

behavior . Those variables that explained the current frequency of 

sexual activity were : age , pas t  frequency of  sexual act ivity , income 

and current use o f  tranquelizers . 
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The major variables that t ended to  explain an o lder woman ' s  cur­

rent sexual enjoyment were : marital status , age and educat ional 

l eve l .  Those variables that t ended t o  explain an older woman's sexual 

interest were : marital  s tatus , age , education and whether or  not she 

was post menopausal . Her current sexual frequency was influenced by 

her marital status , age , future life  sat isfaction and i f  she was pas t  

menopause . A woman ' s  past sexual enjoyment , interest and frequency 

was highly correlated with her present enjoyment , interest  and activi­

ty. Women however ,  placed an important emphasis  on having a soc ially 

sanctioned , sexually capable partner for  sexual activity . 

Health was f ound t o  be an important variable f or both women and 

men ,  yet subjective and objective health  ratings  played a lesser role 

f or women's sexual behavior than f or men' s .  Al so , those who looked 
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back o n  the i r  lives with sati sfact ion had higher level s  o f  sexua l  a c ­

t iv i ty than those who were d i s sa t i s f ied with t he i r  l ives. Thi s  study 

( 1970  - 197 3) , like the earlier study ( 19 5 5  - 196 9 )  supported the fac t 

that sex played an important , c ont inued role in the l ives of o lder 

persons. Unfortunately , thi s study ' s  def ini t ion o f  sexua l  behaviors 

i nc luded only heterosexual ones so  the role of s exual behaviors for 

older homosexual s  wa s not c onsidered . 

Cameron ( 19 6 7 )  and Cameron and B iber ( 19 7 3 )  c onduc ted one question 

inte rviews tha t  dea l t  with aging and the amount o f  t ime one thinks 

a bout sex and the frequency of s exual thoughts. In these two studies , 

a total  o f  2 , 488 persons aged 8 - 99  yea r s  wer e  surveyed . Finding s  

showed that there were n o  systemat i c  varia t i ons o n  the frequency o f  

sexual thought a s  a func t ion o f  marital  status or race , but men re­

ported more sexual thought s than women and the f requency o f  sexual 

thought s were not increased in older age. In fac t , data suggested 

that the very old and the very young d i splayed the least intere st  in 

sex .  The conc lusion wa s tha t  sexua l intere s t  may decline w i t h  a g e  i n  

a c urvi linear rela t i onship. 

Whi l e  the a bove stud ies  have c oncerned t hemselves with t he sexu­

ality of older het erosexual sample s ,  two stud i e s  have been c onduc ted 

that examine the s exual world o f  o lder women. 

Through a secondary data analy s i s  o f  the Kinsey et a l  ( 19 5 3 )  

interview d at a ,  Christenson and Gagnon ( 1965 )  and Chris t enson and 

Johnson ( 197 3 )  descri bed the sexual character i s t i c s  of ever married 

( 1965 )  and never married ( 19 7 3 )  women who were 50  years o ld or o lder . 
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The samples included 2 4 1  ever married women aged 50  - 90 years  and 71  

never married women aged 50 - 69  year s .  For t hose t hat were then mar­

ried , heterosexual coitus was the primary sexual out let . Masturbation 

was also an important sexual outlet  for  t hese women. For those who 

were not married , masturbation was the primary outlet for  sexual 

grati f ication while heterosexual c oitus was less  frequently utilized . 

For both sample s ,  the more frequent the church attendance , the lowe r 

the rates of  c oitus and/ or  masturbation during or following marital 

relationships .  For the ever married women ,  education and sexual 

experiences  were not c orrelated . 

The women who had never married (N=7 l )  c onsisted of  a highly 

educated group of women atypical of other women their  age in thi s 

c ountry . They were general ly professional women and 85% (N=60) had 

college degrees .  Several indicated s trong homosexual interest s tha t 

the researchers l inked t o  physical characteristics  or deformit ies that 

made these women heterosexually unsuitable . Only 14% ( N=lO) indicated 

no desire to marry and more than 50% had said they would have liked t o  

marry at  an  earlier t ime i n  their  live s .  One thi rd ( N=2 3 )  had had no 

overt sexual act ivity beyond simple petting and 5 women had never done 

that  much .  All of  these women were "virgins , "  had only had minimal 

sexual arousal , had never had an orgasm from any source and seemed 

virt ually " sexually blank. "  Eight o f  the never married sample report­

ed homosexual activity , yet all 8 had s topped t hese activities . Thus , 

there was not 1 never married women 50 years old or older in  the 

Kinsey et al ( 19 5 3 )  study that admitted to having homosexual sexual 

experiences  at  the t ime of the interview . 
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In both the ever married and .the never married samples , the data 

showed that the inc idence and frequency of sexual behavior declined 

after age 5 5 ,  yet sexual behavior did continue into old age for those 

who had both a history of homosexual activities and heterosexual mar­

riage . 
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In summary , data to  date t end to  support the following : older 

women and men remain sexually active although there is a decline in 

sexual frequency , interest and enjoyment that appears to  be age 

related ; women at tribute their  cessation of  sexual activity to  their  

male partners; and women seem to  p lace importance on the availability 

of  a socially sanctioned partner who is sexually capable ( Duke Longi­

t ud inal S tudies , 1955  - 1 9 6 9 ,  1970  - 19 73 ; Cameron, 1967 ; Cameron and 

Biber , 197 3 ;  Christenson and Gagnon,  196 5 ;  Christenson and Johnson , 

1 9 7 3 ) . Also , never married , older women appear well  educated and may 

have had some lesbian experiences ( Christenson and Johnson ,  197 3 ) . 

Finally , there does exist an older group of  women who have had little 

or no sexual experiences , minimal sexual arousal and may be character­

i zed as asexual ( Christenson and Johnson ,  1 9 73 ;  Kinsey et  a 1 ,  1953 ) . 

While few studies exist that examine the topic of older female 

sexuality , more studies have been conducted that examine the charac­

teristics of older female samples. 

Lopata  ( 19 7 3 )  and Ma tthews ( 19 7 9 )  both studied older widows . 

Lopata uti li zed data from the National Opinion Research center (NORC ) 

interviews with 301 widows aged 50 - 85  who lived in the Chicago 
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area .  Mat thews interviewed and observed 30 white  widows who were old­

er than 7 0  years .  Both researchers wanted t o  gain f amiliarity with 

the lifestyles of older widows who had not remarried . Data  revea l a 

portrait of  the o lder widow as  a woman who has some high school , who 

is living alone and who came from a semi-professional vocational back­

ground . She has a restricted income and has re-engaged herself  with 

society after having isolated herself  from it  following her mate's 

death. She l ives in the same home she shared with her spouse and 

cared for  her i l l  husband for  a period of t ime before his death .  She 

has not worked through her grief a lthough she does get support from 

her family members , and she has no desire t o  remarry . She ha s minima l 

c ontact with her sibling s ,  and her friendship networks are increas­

ingly restricted to other older widows . Her f riendships are important 

to her and she may be sexually proposit ioned by male friends of her 

deceased mat e  or by husband s of friend s .  She i s  not likely t o  hold 

membership in  any organizat ion. 

Lopata f ound that her sample had re-engaged with society in  vari­

ous ways following their  spouse's death and devised a re-entry typol­

ogy . The f irst type was the woman with a mult i-d imensional , problem­

solving personality who looks at  a l l  the possibilities available t o  

her and then acted . The second type was the widow who t ries t o  main­

tain the status quo even following her mat e ' s  death and f inal ly , there 

was the widow who never re-enters society , but becomes a social iso­

late .  She then loses contac t with her former socia l contac t s  totally . 
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Lieberman ( 197 7 )  interviewed 2 5  women aged 6 7  - 8 8  years and con­

c luded in a descript ive study with no statistical analysis , that aging 

was a personal thing and that older women " feel"  young . She further 

c oncluded that  o lder women have developed personal survival tactics 

and need love . 

Studying 7 5  religiously a f f iliated , middle-aged , well  educated , 

late parental , married , Westchester County , New York women ,  Greenbe rg 

( 19 7 9 )  analyzed data gathered from administrat ion of the Neugarten 

Life Satisfaction Scale , Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale and a researcher 

designed interview and ident if ied a typology of women ' s  li festyles. 

She concluded that a woman ' s  lifestyle ref lects an involvement with 

either her f ormal support system ( relationships with work , organi za­

t ions ,  agencies and/or inst itutions) or her informal support system 

( relationships with family , friends and neighbors) . According t o  

Greenberg , such involvement relates t o  high life  sat isfac t ion .  

Finally , Greenberg c oncluded that the informal support systems have 

more o f  an influenc e on life  sat isfaction tha n  the formal support sys­

t ems , but both support systems helped those sampled maintain a posi­

t ive out look. 

A composite  of one of Greenberg ' s  sample would be a 58 year old , 

religiously af f iliated , college graduate  in good health who was not 

involved with the women ' s  movement and enjoyed being a wife  and 

mothe r .  Furthe r ,  she got  her most vital support from her husband , did 

volunteer work , was very "social" , was taking an educational course 

" for  fun" and socialized wi th her f riends more frequently than her 

family . 
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In summary ,  many older women in thi s country tend to  be widows and 

data show that usually , widows re-enter society following the death of  

a spouse (Matthews , 197 9 ;  Lopata , 197 3 ) , but f ind their  friendship 

networks increasingly sex segregated to other o lder women ( Matthews , 

1979 ;  Lopata ,  197 3 ) . Further data suggest that  older women have a 

need t o  be involved in either an informal or  f ormal support system and 

such involvement is related to life  satisfaction ( Greenberg , 19 7 9) . 

Social Support Systems 

While  the area of social support systems has been largely ignored 

by researchers examining lesbian samples , research that examines the 

social support systems of  assumed heterosexual samples has been con­

duc ted . Generally , the research in the f ield of social support sys­

tems relates  t o  an examinat ion of  social  support networks , stress and 

psychological functioning . 

Lin  e t  a l  ( 19 7 9 )  studied the potent ial role of  social support in 

relation to stressful life  event s and subsequent psychiatric illne s s .  

Results  f ound following interviews with 1 2 1  men and 4 9  women o f  

Chinese  decent , that stress  i s  positively related t o  psychiatric symp­

t oms while social support is negat ively related to such symptoms . Lin 

et  a l  concluded , based on an analysi s of  data obtained using the 

Holmes and Rahe Social Readjustment Rating Scale , that the more social 

support an individual has ,  the less  likely slhe i s  t o  have psychiatric 

problems . 
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Andrews e t  al ( 19 78 )  randomly sampled 83 Aus tralian suburbanit e s  

and gathered d a t a  using a 20  i t em general health que s t i onnaire and a 

63 item life-s tress invent ory . Andrews et al sought to de termine wha t 

effect an individual ' s  s oc ial support and coping s tyle had in rela­

t i onship to s tressful life event s and psychological func t ioning . 

Finding s  indicate that the risk of psychological dysfunc t ion varied 

wi t h  regard t o  the individua l ' s  life event s t res s ,  coping s tyle and 

support networks . For those without s t re s s ,  with adequate cop ing 

styles and good social support , the risk of dysfunc t ion wa s substan­

t ially lower than i t  was for those wit h  s t re s s ,  poor cop ing s tyles and 

no social support . The researchers further concluded that i t  may be 

the quality of the support ive emot ional relat ionships rathe r  than the 

quantity of such relat ionship s  that lessen the chance of psychologica l 

dysfunc t ion. 

To determine the u t i li ty of the social network mode l ,  Tolsdorf 

( 1 9 76 )  used the model i n  a study of s tres s ,  support and coping . Af t e r  

interviewing 10 p sychiatrically hospitali zed male pat ient s and a 

matched sample of 10 non-psychiatrically ho spitali zed male patient s ,  

he concluded that the network model can be used t o  inve s t igate the 

larger social system s  in which people interac t . He further found tha t 

the psychiatrically hospitali zed men had fewer social networks , more 

s tress and got less social support than the non-psychiatrically ho spi­

t ali zed sample who overcame or les sened their s t ress by having amp le 

social networks . 

Eaton ( 19 7 8) c onduc ted a secondary data analysis of an earlier 



www.manaraa.com

study t o  examine the relationships between life  event s ,  social  sup­

port s and psychiatric symptoms . Result s are based on data from 7 20 

New Haven , Connect icut resident's interviews tha t  were conducted in  

1967  and 1969 .  Eaton c oncluded that stressful  li fe  event s are  more 

likely to  cause psychological dysfunction i f  the person has not had 

s imilar stress before and t hat household members provide support in  

t imes of  crisis  that  prevent mental dysfunction .  Eaton also  found 

62  

that  unmarried persons  have fewer social support s than married persons . 

Carveth and Got tlieb ( 19 7 9 )  assessed the general relationship be­

tween social support and stress t o  determine i f  unique measures and 

unique sources  of  support are differentially associated with stress 

indexes .  Following a n  analysis  o f  data c ollected from quest ionnaires 

that included the Proxy Measure of  Health Status and the Gurin Index 

o f  Psychiatric Symptoms given to 9 9  mothers of newborns 8 weeks fol­

lowing their  deliveries , Carveth and Got t lieb concluded that social 

support and stress  are inversely related and t hat unique types of sup­

port are provided t o  the person in  cri s i s  by d i fferent network member s .  

Porrit ( 19 7 9) sought t o  determine whether o r  not t he quality or  

quantity o f  social support available following a cri s i s  situation 

e ffects  the psychologically healthy outcome of  the crisi s .  Using , 

among others ,  the Langner Scale , the Langley Sympt oms Scale and the 

Bradburn Negat ive Af fect Scale , Porrit interviewed 70 men 12 to  16 

weeks following a road injury tha t  had resulted in  the respondent s' 

hospitalization f or at  least one week. Porrit concluded t hat i t  i s  
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the quality o f  social support , not the quant ity of  support provided 

that is the determinant f or a healthy psychological outcome following 

a crisis . For those providing the support services , Porrit  determined 

that the d imensions necessary t o  aid in t he subject ' s  healthy recovery 

were empathy , respect , constructiveness  and genuineness .  Porrit  noted 

that people in "helping" roles need specialized t raining t o  be able to  

provide appropriat e support for  those in crisis  a s  the outcome of  the 

crisis  depends both on the individual ' s  ability to c ope as well as  

support provided t o  the individual in crisi s .  

Conner et  a l  ( 19 7 9 )  interviewed 218 ( 15 3  o f  whom were women) , non­

institutionalized persons who were 7 0  years  of age or older and lived 

in Iowa . The study examined social interact ion and i t s  relationship 

to personal adjustment . The yearly median income for  the sample was 

$2 , 7 50 and 60% ( N:13l )  s tated their health was good ( 4 6% ,  N:100) or 

excellent ( 14% , N:3l ) . Conner e t  al  concluded that it  i s  the quality 

o f  social interaction rather than the quantity of  soc ial interact ion 

that is crucial  t o  understanding adaptations to aging . Data  showed 

that an o lder person ' s life  satisfaction i s  s ignif icant ly assoc iated 

with the f requency o f  interaction with persons o f  the same age cohort , 

the number of  immediate f amily members seen frequent ly , the total num­

ber of  persons seen frequently and the exclusivity in conf idant rela­

t ions . 

In summary , research on social support systems seems to  be in 

agreement that life  stress  i s  related t o  social support systems 

( Andrews et  a l ,  1 9 7 8 ;  Carveth and Got t lieb,  1 9 79 ; Eaton , 19 78 ; Lin et 
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a l , 197 9 ;  Tolsdorf , 197 6 )  and that  those persons with adequate social 

support systems are less  l ikely to  have psychological dysfunct ions 

than those who have poor or  non-existing social support s ( Andrews et 

a l ,  19 7 8 ;  Eaton, 19 7 8 ;  Lin et  a l ,  1 9 7 9 ;  To lsdorf , 1 9 76 ) . This body of 

research also  agrees that various social support network member s  pro-

vide unique social support t o  needy individuals  during t imes of  stress 

or crisis ( Carvet h  and Got t lieb ,  197 9 ;  Eaton,  197 8) . Research also 

support s the idea that it  is the type and qua lity of the social sup-

port provided t o  an individual in crisis  or under stress rathe r than 

the quantity of social support provided that is crucial to  the resolu-

t ion of  the stress  ( Andrews et  al , 197 8 ; Conner et  a l , 197 9 ;  Porrit ,  

1 9 79 ) . 

Weaknesses and Limitations of 
Current Literature 

The weaknesses and limitations of  t he research reviewed in the 

areas of  lesbianism ,  aging and social support systems wil l  be d i s-

cussed in terms of  the theories from which the research questions 

evolve , the research questions themselves ,  the research methodologie s 

employed in the s tudies and the f inding s and c onclusions of  the 

research .  

Theoretical Pe rspect ives 

A major  problem confronted by researchers  wishing to study homo-

sexuality , older populations or social support systems i s  the lack 
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o f  exis ting , unif ied theory . Thi s lack of  theory creates  a dilemma 

f or the researcher who must then f ormulate research questions based 

not on proven theory , but on theoretical perspectives which may or may 

not be accurate . By s tudying i ssues that evolve from theoretical per­

spect ives , researchers  investigate any number o f  seemingly unrelated 

t opic s .  Unfortunately , this  pre-theoretical accumulation of  data 

account s for almost  all of  the research in the area of lesbianism and 

a substantial amount of  the work done on o lder populations . 

Perhaps due t o  thi s lack of  a unif ied theoret ical  base , those  

s tudying lesbianism often ignore the importance of  theory within their 

research and leave the reader to interpret the theoretical  bas i s  of 

the s tudy ( Bu11ough and Bu11ough , 1 9 7 7 ; Gundlach ,  1967 ; Lewi s ,  1 9 79 ; 

Mendola , 1980) . Thi s situation has been part icularly evident since 

lesbian research has  moved away f rom the early et iological s tudies 

where the primary theoret ical  base was Freudian.  Sinc e  abandoning the 

quest  f or t he cause of lesbianism ,  researchers have developed any num­

ber of  diverse , often contradictory , theoretical  perspective s about 

lesbians t hat have yet to be incorporated into a unified theory or 

even a group of fairly well  defined , testable hypotheses . 

Although gerontology has yet t o  develop a well defined social 

theory of  aging ( Birren , 1 9 71 ) , researchers  have developed several 

theoret ical perspect ives about aging which researchers systematically 

explore ( Baum and Baum , 1980) . Thus , with the development of  a fairly 

well defined set of  theoretical perspectives such as  " d isengagement" ,  

" subculture of  old age" , " socialization t o  old age" , and "activity 
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model" ( Baum and Baum , 1980) , gerontological researchers  are more 

d irected in their s tudies than those studying homosexuality . However ,  

even with better  def ined concept s ,  gerontological research continues 

t o  lack any well defined theoret ical perspect ives dealing with older , 

non-heterosexual persons . 

Those researchers utilizing network t heory t o  study the social 

support systems of  individuals  also approach their  work with a fairly 

well defined set of  theoretical perspect ives ( Tolsdorf , 19 7 6 ) . Again, 

what is missing from the theoretical perspect ives posited by the ne t­

work theorists  is any mention of  homosexuality . 

Research Quest ions 

The lack of  unified theory creates confusion in the design of 

appropriate research questions . With the absence of theory and the 

abundance o f  theoretical perspectives and suppositions , the research 

questions that have been asked about lesbians have had a somewhat un­

predictable evolut ion. Research questions in the areas of aging and 

social support systems however ,  seem to have had a somewhat more pre­

d ictable development . 

Research quest ions in the f ield of lesbianism t end t o  c luster 

around questions of  etiology , quest ions of  psychological functioning 

and questions of  lifesty les  and soc ial functioning . These topic areas 

shif t over t ime as new research i s  conducted . A major  weaknes s  in the 

lesbian research i s  due t o  t he lack o f  any unified theory , each 

researcher approache s  the development of  research questions from a 
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d i f ferent theoretical perspect ive , which hampers the researcher from 

developing research questions in a deductive manner .  Lesbian research 

continues t o  evolve from an induct ive level where the research que s­

t ions c ome from the researcher ' s  own ideas and the abundance of un­

proven theoretical  perspectives about lesbian s .  

While research questions evolving from researchers studying aging 

and social  support systems appear to be developed at an empirically 

somewhat higher level than those developed for lesbians , the relevancy 

of research questions in these f ields , too , relies heavily on the in­

ductive abilities  of  the researcher .  As the theorists  in the f ields 

of  aging and socia l support systems tend to ignore homosexuality , 

researchers ,  too , are generally failing to  ask questions about older 

homosexual s  or  the social support systems of  homosexuals . 

Re search Methodology 

Irrespective of the lack of a wel l-defined , integrated theoret ical 

base or  t he relevancy of  the research questions being studied , 

research continue s in the areas o f  homosexuality , aging and social  

support systems . In many of these studie s ,  substantial deficienc ies 

exist  within the research methodologie s used t o  study the phenomenon 

in question. 

The overwhelming majority of  lesbian s tudies are descriptive , 

cros s-sectional surveys where the operat ionalization of  key variable s 

may f requent ly be left  t o  t he reader ' s  own interpretations ( Abrams , 

1980 ; Belote and Joest ing , 197 6 ; Caprio , 1954 ; Mendola , 1980) . While 
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thi s is a serious limitation,  other weaknesses exi s t  as wel l .  A major 

weakness in the f ield of lesbian research is t he fact that what data 

has been collected come s f rom primarily small , biased samples of 

y oung , whi t e ,  middle-c las s ,  well educated women ( Al bro et a 1 ,  19 7 7 ;  

Chafetz  e t  a 1 , 197 4 ,  197 6 ;  Gagnon and Simon ,  197 3 ;  Gundlach,  1967 ; The 

Ladder , 1960) . Further , t he data gathering procedures in t he majority 

of  studies do  not provide for  gathering data in any type of  triangu­

lated f ashion and use researcher designed instrument s .  Thus , the 

validity and reliability of the result s may be questioned . Finally , 

the stat istical analysis  in many of  the lesbian studies may be 

ignored , leaving the reader to interpre t the pages of raw data 

( Abrams , 1980 ; Belote and Joest ing , 1976 ; Mendola , 1980 ; Tripp , 

1976 ) . Only a few studies  in  the field provide any correlational 

analysis  ( Al bro e t  a 1 ,  19 7 7 ;  Chafetz et  a 1 ,  1 9 7 4 ,  1 9 7 6 ;  Brooks , 1981)  

and there is  little recent experimental  research dealing with lesbian 

samples . 

Similar methodological problems exist  in gerontological research 

and social support system stud ie s .  I n  bot h  f ie ld s ,  the majority o f  

research continues t o  b e  cross-sectional surveys that are primarily 

exploratory and descriptive ( Andrews e t  a 1 , 197 8 ; Harri s  et  a1 , 197 5 ;  

Lin e t  a 1 ,  19 7 9 ;  Lopata ,  1 9 7 3 ; Matthews , 19 7 9 ;  Porrit , 1 9 79 ) . While 

samples of  older persons and sample s for  social support systems 

research are easier to o btain f or study than are samples o f  lesbian 

women ,  the samples used in both gerontological and social  support sys­

t ems research t end to be dominated by white , middle-clas s ,  well 
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educated , assumed heterosexual individuals  ( Andrews et  aI , 19 78 ; 

Carveth and Got t lieb,  1 9 79 ; Christenson and Gagnon , 1965 ; Christenson 

and Johnson ,  19 7 3 ;  Conner et aI , 197 9 ;  Greenbe rg , 1 9 79 ; Lopata ,  197 3 ;  

Matthews , 19 7 9 ;  Newman and Nichola s ,  1960 ; Pfeiffer e t  a I ,  1 9 7 2 ; 

Pfeiffer and Davi s ,  197 2 ) . As wit h  the research on homosexuality , 

research in the areas of  aging and social support systems t end t o  use 

researcher designed instrument s that  are rarely wel l  described in the 

published study . Also , such s tudies generally gather data with only 

one method ( generally an interview or a quest ionnaire)  which may call 

into  quest ion the validity and reliability of  the results . While 

gerontological studies  and social support system research tend t o  be 

more rigorous in their statistical analysis  of data and more frequent­

ly provide bivariate and multivariate  analysi s  than research on le s­

bians , l i t tle experimental research is being conducted . 

Research Find ing s and Conclusions 

Because no unif ied theory exists  f rom which research questions 

should logically emerge and because there are numerous methodological 

problems that exist within the current literature on lesbians , older 

populat ions and social support systems , the f indings and conclusions 

of  such research must be examined with these limitat ions in mind . A 

major  weaknes s  of  homosexual  research i s  that researchers  may not 

honestly def ine the narrowness of  their f indings ( Bell and Weinberg , 

197 8 ;  Caprio , 1954 ; Kaye e t  aI , 1967 ; Poole , 1970 ; Tripp , 197 6 ;  

Wilbur , 1 965 ) , and others may inappropriately generalize their 
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f inding s as  representative of  all  homosexuals ( Bell  and Weinberg , 

19 7 8 ;  Caprio ,  1954 ; Tripp ,  1 9 76 ) . Similarly , those doing research in 

the f ield s  of  gerontology and social support systems also may fail  to 

adequately def ine t he generali zability of  their f indings  ( Andrews et  

al , 197 8 ;  Conner et  al , 197 9 ) . Finally , find ings and conclusions from 

the research on lesbians , older populations and social support systems 

tends to raise more questions about the phenomena studied than are 

answered . 
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CHAPTER III  

METHODOLOGY 

This chapter discusses the study ' s  methodological approach,  exam­

ines the research design , operat ionalizes key terms and describe s the 

sample select ion procedures utilized . Further , this chapter explains 

data gathering procedures ,  details  instrumentation and statistical 

procedures employed , and d iscusses limitat ions and weaknesses of  t he 

total methodology . 

Methodological Approach 

The early studies  of lesbianism ( 19 50 ' s ) tended to utilize the 

medical model and sought to determine lesbian etiology in cause and 

e f fect research designs . This quasi-experimenta l  phase with i t s  em­

phasis  on f inding a "cure" for t he d isease of lesbianism yielded t o  a 

more generalized phase of  quantitative-descriptive research begun in 

the 1960 ' s when samples of  lesbian and non-lesbian women were compared 

on a variety of personality variables .  Generally , this  homosexual­

heterosexual c omparison research s topped in the early 1970 ' s and was 

replaced by qualitative and quant itative-descript ive , survey research 

7 1  
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that  examined lesbian characteristic s ,  lifestyle s  and social  function­

ing . Thi s  type of  research c ontinues as researchers are st ill con­

cerned with def ining and describing the lesbian populat ion . Mos t  of  

the research done in the  f ields of  lesbian characteristic s ,  lifestyles 

or social  functioning continue s t o  be descriptive where some small 

amount of  analysis  may be c onducted t o  determine i f  c orrelations exist  

between certain variables .  

Although descriptive s tudies dealing with homosexual characteris­

t ic s  ( homosexual women and men)  are fairly common ( Abrams , 1980 ; Albro 

et  a l ,  19 7 7 ;  Bell and Weinberg , 1 9 78 ;  Belote and Joesting , 19 7 6 ;  

Bullough and Bullough ; 197 7 ; Chafetz  et  al , 197 4 ,  197 6 ;  Ettorre , 1980 ; 

Gagnon and S imon , 19 7 3 ;  Mendola , 1980 ; Ponse ,  1 9 78 ;  Rosen, 19 7 4 ;  

Tanner ,  197 8 ) , s o  t o o  are exploratory studies that  deal with aging 

( Duke Longitudinal Studies , 1955-69 ,  1970-7 3 ;  Greenberg , 1979 ;  

Lieberman , 197 7 ; Lopat a ,  19 7 3 ;  Mat thews , 197 9 )  and women ( Davi s ,  1929 ; 

DeMart ino , 19 7 4 ;  Fi sher and Osof sky ,  1967 ; Kinsey et a l ,  1953 ) . 

Exploratory studies dealing with aging homosexual men while no t plen­

t iful , c ompri se t he only work t hat has been done in t hat f ield 

( Berger ,  198 0 ,  1982 ; Francher and Henkin ,  197 3 ;  Kelly , 197 4 ,  197 6 ;  

Kimmel ,  197 7 ,  1 9 78 ;  Minnigerode , 19 7 6 ) . Additionally , descript ive 

research i s  the only type of research that has been conducted in the 

area of older lesbian women ( Adelman , 1980 ;  Raphael and Robinson , 

1980) . All the studies noted , with the exception o f  the Duke 

Longitudinal S tudies ( 19 55-6 9 ,  1970-7 3 ) , have used a cross-sectional 

survey approach as  their  primary data gathering method and have used 
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naires and/ o r  interviews with respondents .  

Because s o  little  i s  known about older lesbians , this study i s  

exploratory and no f ormalized hypotheses were t ested . While the 

primary focus of  this research is  descriptive , f indings from thi s 

s tudy have been compared t o  o ther studies of lesbians and homosexual 

men ,  and a portion of the data analysis  is quantitative-descriptive 

where c orrelat ions between some major variables �re analyzed . This 

type of  research is  s imilar t o  other current , related research in the 

f ields of aging , women and sexuality and is appropriate to answer the 

questions of  what are the discernable patterns found in the social 

organization of  the o lder lesbian woman and where does the older les­

bian f ind support (Warwick and Liniger ,  197 5 ) . 

Research Design 

The purpose  of  this research is to identify  the social organiza­

t ional structures of the older lesbian ' s social world and to see if 

these  structures indicate where the older lesbian ' s  support systems 

are located . This research assumes that one way of identifying the 

o lder lesbian ' s  social  organizational structures i s  t o  examine her in 

relation t o  both the heterosexual and homosexual social systems in 

which she exi s t s .  

7 3  

For the purpose o f  this research ,  the term older lesbian means any 

woman 50 years old or older whose current overt sexual activities  

and/ or  intense emotionally intimate psychological feelings rank " 4 "  or 
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higher on a mod ified Kinsey Heterosexual-Homosexual Rating Scale 

( Kinsey et  a I ,  1 9 5 3 ,  p p .  4 70-472 ) . By only including women with a 

score of  " 4 "  or  more , this study include s only individuals  who are 

predominant ly homosexual . At the most , the subjec t ' s  p sychological 

and/or physiological sexua l act ivities  are entirely homosexual .  Sinc e 

sexuality cannot be a ssumed , only those women who self-ident if ied 

appropriately on the modified Kinsey Scales were included in the sam­

ple ( N=7 3 ) . 

The term social structure means " the patterns discernable in 

social life , the regularities observed , the configurations detected"  

( Blau , 19 7 5 ,  p .  3 ) , or the number and types of patterns ( regulari ties , 

conf igurat ions) discernable in  the older lesbian ' s  social  life .  The 

t erm social life  means the older lesbian ' s interac tion with various 

human member s  of soc ial systems of the homosexual subculture and the 

heterosexual culture . Human social systems of t he homosexual subcul­

ture and the heterosexual culture means the networks of personal set­

t ings in which the o lder lesbian socially interact s  ( Egan and Cowan, 

197 9 ,  p .  81 )  and is  confined t o  those social systems that help  define 

the c oncept of  social inst itut ions . 

The concept of  social inst itutions means the " principle instru­

ment ( s )  whereby the essent ial tasks of social living are organi zed , 

directed and executed" ( Vander Zanden , 197 9 ,  pp . 36 7 ,  6 2 1 )  and 

includes the f ollowing social institutions : economic , political , 

educationa l ,  religious , social welfare and family ( Egan and Cowan ,  

19 79 ;  Gi lbert and Specht , 19 7 4 ;  Vander Zanden , 1 9 7 9 ) . For  the 
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purposes of  thi s study , the older lesbian ' s  interaction with the human 

social systems of  the heterosexual culture and t he homosexual subcul­

ture was restricted t o  her interact ions with those social systems that  

define the economic , politica l ,  educational , religious , soc ial welfare 

and f amily social institutions . These  inst itutions are def inable 

within the s tructure of  soc ie ty , are a ssumed to be ident ifiable in 

both the heterosexual and homosexual social systems , and such restric­

t ions were made t o  facilitate comparisons between the heterosexual and 

homosexual  systems . 

Since a f requent omission by researchers studying lesbian samples 

is that of not recognizing the lesbian as part of a variety of human 

s ocial systems , this research examines the o lder lesbian in a broader 

context than had previously been attempted . Studying the older les­

bian within the previously defined conceptual framework of  social 

institutions and the human member s  of  the social  systems that define 

those systems , i s  thought t o  be an appropriate method f or examining 

bot h  the social  organization and support systems o f  the older lesbian 

woman. 

For the purpose of  this study , the term older lesbian support sys­

tem i s  def ined a s  those social interact ions in  which the older lesbian 

part icipates where there is an emphasis  on helping her with a person­

al , emot ional crisis  situation (any situation where her coping mechan­

i sms are unable to return the o lder lesbian to a state of psychologi­

cal equilibrium without outside assistance [Tully , 1979 ) ) .  These 

support systems provide the o lder lesbian with a network of  support ive 
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ties  ( Gott lieb , 1981 , p .  2 4 ) . For thi s research ,  the support systems 

of the heterosexual and homosexual social systems are examined in 

terms of  where , how , and the number and kind s of  support of fered t o  

the o lder lesbian in  t imes of  personal , emotional crises . 

While  it  i s  generally accepted tha t the heterosexual society i s  

s tructured around social institutions (Vander Zanden , 19 7 9 ,  p .  3 6 7 ) , 

it  can now only be assumed that  the same institut ional structures 

exis t  within the homosexual social system .  Some evidence exists t hat 

shows economic , political , educational , religious , social  welfare and 

f amily social ins titut ions may be f ound within the homosexual subcul­

ture and that these institut ions may provide the same funct ions for 

the homosexual subculture a s  they do f or t he heterosexual culture 

( Albro et  al , 1977 ; Brooks , 1981 ; Chafetz  et  al , 197 4 ,  197 6 ;  Ettorre , 

1980 ; Ponse , 1 9 78 ) , but research that corroborates the actual exist­

ence of  such social structures within the homosexual subculture has 

yet t o  be c onduc ted . 

7 6  

The t erm culture means " the socially standardi zed ways of  feeling , 

thinking and acting that an individual acquires a s  a member o f  

soc iety" (Vander Zanden , 19 7 9 ,  p .  6 19 ) . Thus , the heterosexual cul­

ture i s  defined as  all those human social systems that foster socially 

standardized ways of  f eeling , thinking and acting and will be conf ined 

to those systems that define the identified social institutions . 

The term subculture means "a  set o f  d istinct ive ways of  thinking , 

feeling and acting that set member s  of  a group apart from the larger 
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society" ( Vander Zanden,  197 9 ,  p .  62 6) . Thus , the homosexual subcul­

ture i s  defined as  all  t hose human social systems that foster a set o f  

dist inctive way s of  thinking , feeling and acting that set homosexuals  

apart from t he larger s ociety . These social systems are  c onf ined to  

those  social systems that  define the ident ified social institutions 

and that occur within the c ontext of  the o lder lesbian ' s interac tions 

with known homosexual people , group s ,  activities or  organizations . 

To further delineate , operational definit ions are provided f or 

each designated human socia l system included in thi s study . For the 

purpose of this research ,  only those social systems that def ine the 

six previously ident i f ied social institut ions ( economic , political , 

educational , religious , social welfare and f amily )  are included . 

Firs t , the economic institution ' s  primary focus is  on the produc­

t ion , distribut ion and consumpt ion of goods and services ( Gi lbert and 

Specht , 197 4 ,  p .  6 ;  Martindale , 1981 , pp . 394-395 ; Vander Zanden,  

1 9 79 ,  p .  4 80) . Human social systems that def ine t hat concept center 

on the individua l ' s physical  survival and maintenance ( Vander Zanden, 

19 7 9 ,  p .  480) . For the purposes of  describing the social organization 

and support systems of  older lesbians , the human social  systems that 

are examined inc lude those heterosexual and homosexual social systems 

with which the older lesbian interrelate s  and which concern her earn­

ing or  spending money . Thi s  i s  measured by how and where the older 

lesbian earns and spends her money as wel l  as  where and what kind of 

support she f inds in t ime of  f inanc ial crises . 
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Second , the political inst itution ' s  major emphasis  i s  that o f  

s ocial c ontrol ( Gilbert and Specht , 1 9 7 4 ,  p .  6 ;  Vander Zanden, 1 9 7 9 ,  

p .  4 9 7 )  where the social norms are formally enforced , conflic t s  be­

tween groups are arbi trated and protection from other societ ies or 

peoples is of fered (Vander Zanden , 197 9 ,  p .  4 99 ) . For thi s study , the 

human social systems that define the polit ical inst itut ion included 

organized governmental  politics and politically oriented organiza­

t ions . The o lder lesbian ' s interaction with those systems is  measured 

by her involvement with such political activities and organizations . 

Thi rd , the educat ional institution ' s primary object ive i s  the 

transmi ssion of the cultural heritage f rom one generation to the 

next . Educat ion c ompletes the individual ' s  socialization process , 

transmit s  specialized skills ,  and schools  may also funct ion a s  a plac e 

t o  select a mate and make personal c ontacts  for  the future (Vander 

Zanden , 197 9 ,  pp . 5 21-530) . In thi s study , the human soc ial systems 

that def ine this c oncept include both f ormal educational sett ings 

( classrooms etc . )  and informal eduational  sett ings ( outside the class­

room) . The o lder lesbian ' s involvement with f ormal educat ional set­

t ings is  measured by her formal educationa l  experiences  and the kind 

of support such experiences provided when she had a persona l ,  emotion­

al  crisis . Her informal educational experiences  are measured by the 

o lder lesbian ' s recollections of learning about homosexuality and the 

kind of  support provided her when she f irs t  started defining herself 

a s  not tradit ionally heterosexual . 
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Fourth ,  the religious institution ' s  focus i s  o n  the enhancement o f  

s ocial c onsensus and solidarity and i s  def ined as  " t hose ways of  

thinking , feeling and acting by which people undertake t o  deal  with 

the ultimate problems of  l ife" (Vander Zanden, 1 9 7 9 , p .  3 6 7 ) . Reli­

gion functions a s  a social integrator ( Martindale , 1981 , pp . 101-102 , 

1 3 5-136 ;  Vander Zanden, 1 9 79 , p .  449 ) , and the primary religious 

tenets  of  this country have their  root s in ancient Judeo-Christian 

ideologies ( Tu lly and Albro , 1 9 79 ) . The human social systems that 

define the religious inst itution for thi s research are those  hetero­

sexual and homosexual social systems with which the o lder lesbian 

interrelate s  that are connected with major ,  organized religion . Thi s 

i s  measured by the o lder lesbian ' s personal encounters , group involve­

ment and organizational act ivities with organi zed religion and the 

type of support organi zed religion provides in t imes of persona l ,  

emotional crise s .  

Fifth ,  the primary goal o f  the social welfare ins t itut ion is  mutu­

al  support . Thi s  institution may be seen "as  the normal and accepted 

means by which individuals ,  families and communities  fulfill  their 

social needs and attain healthful living" ( Gilbert and Specht , 197 4 ,  

p .  7 ) . To fulfill  t hi s ,  several public and private social welfare 

organizations ( human soc ial systems)  function in concert t o  provide 

mutual support t o  soc iety ' s  members . The older lesbian ' s connect ion 

to the social welfare systems of the heterosexual culture and the 

homosexual subculture i s  measured by t he number of  t imes within the 

past year the older lesbian has sought and received social welfare 
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services , from whom these services were obtained and the kind of  sup­

port social welfare services provide the older lesbian in t imes of 

personal , emotional crise s .  

Finally , t he f amily institut ion regulates sexuality ;  provides a 

means by which reproduction occur s ;  sociali zes , shields , protects , 

maintains and soc ially p laces children and provides a variety of emo­

tional and social  int eract ions for society ' s  members  (Vander Zanden , 

1 9 7 9 ,  p p .  4 04-411 ) . For the purposes of  this research ,  the human 

social systems that  define this concept inc lude the older lesbian ' s  

heterosexual f amily and kinship relationships and her personal homo­

sexual relationships . The older lesbian ' s  social  interaction with 

these systems is measured by her personal encounters ,  group involve­

ment and organizational act ivities  with those systems and where and 

what kind of support these systems offer in t imes of persona l ,  emo­

t ional crise s .  

Sample Select ion Procedures 

80 

The sample for this study is comprised of 7 3  sel f-identi fied , les­

b ian women aged 50  or  o lder whose current intense , emotionally inti­

mat e  feelings are at leas t " predominately with women , but with more 

than inc idental intense emotional intimacy with men" (modif ied Kinsey 

Scale " 4 " ) and/or  whose current overt sexua l  act ivities are " predomi­

nantly with women , but with more than incidental sexual experiences  

with men" ( modified Kinsey Scale " 4" ) . Since it  i s  impossible f or any 

researcher t o  identify the total population of o lder lesbians in this 
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country due t o  the lesbian ' s  invisibility within the heterosexual 

world , there has never been a study of  homosexuals  that has employed a 

random sample . This research i s  no exception t o  that tradition.  Thi s 

s tudy used a nonprobability , snowball sampling t echnique ( ut ili zing 

f riendship networks)  to gathe r  some respondent s ( N=4l , 5 6% )  while  

o ther respondents were o btained through advertisements about the 

research placed in lesbian oriented publications ( Lesbian Connection ,  

Le sbian Feminist  Newsletter)  ( N=8 , 1 1% ) . Other respondents were ob­

tained through contac t with known homophile organi zations for  older 

lesbians and gay men ( Senior Ac t ion in a Gay Environment [ SAGE ] ; Older 

and Wiser Lesbians [ OWL ] and Slightly Older Lesbians [ SOL ] ) ( N=8,  

1 1% ) . Finally , 16  ( 2 2% ) o f  those who part icipated did so  because they 

knew the researche r .  Participation in  the study was voluntary and any 

self-identi fied ( accord ing to the modi fied Kinsey Scale rating s )  les­

bian at least  50  years old who was wi lling t o  participat e by either 

being interviewed or  c ompleting an anonymous quest ionnaire was in­

c luded . 

Data Gathering Procedures 

Research that  begins t o  gathe r  data on previously unexplored 

behaviors or groups often does  so by t he utilization of  researcher 

design instrument s and frequently uses interviews or  survey question­

naires t o  amass  information ( Adelman , 1 9 78 ;  Albro et  a l ,  19 7 7 ;  Chafetz  

e t  al , 197 4 ,  197 6 ; Duke Longitudinal Studies ,  1955-6 9 ,  197 0-7 3 ; 

Francher and Henkin,  1973 ; Greenberg , 19 7 9 ;  Kelly , 1 9 74 ,  1 9 76 ; Kimmel ,  
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197 7 ;  Kinsey et  al , 1953 ; Minnigerode , 197 6 ; Minnigerode and Adelman , 

19 7 8 ;  Raphael and Robinson , 1980) . While interviews or questionnaires 

seem t o  be a popular method of  gathering data on homosexual  sample s ,  

some researchers prefer t o  gather data by c ombining various data 

gathering techniques within a single research project . For example , a 

popular triangulated data gathering t echnique that has been success­

fully used with both homosexual and heterosexual samples i s  one where 

information i s  c ollected from participant observation,  researcher in­

terviews and respondent completed questionnaires ( or  a combination of  

any two of  these methods)  ( Bullough and Bullough,  19 7 7 ;  Caprio ,  1954 ; 

Duke Longitudinal Studies ,  1955-6 9 ;  1970-73 ;  Kelly , 197 4 ,  197 6 ; 

Mat thews , 1 9 79 ; Ponse , 1 9 7 8 ;  Rosen , 1974 ) . 

Gathering data in  a triangulated fashion provides the researcher 

with one method o f  checking t he reliability of the data collected 

( Ba iley , 197 8 ,  pp . 1 5 4 ,  18 6 ,  2 4 1 )  as  wel l  a s  providing a wide  array o f  

d ata that can b e  c ompared . Thi s  study employed two primary data gath­

ering technique s in  an ef fort  t o  gather a s  much data as  possible with­

in  the year long data gathering process  o f  the projec t . 

To begin t o  get a sense o f  the older lesbian woman , the researcher 

became s ocially active with the o lder lesbian community over a three 

month period by attending various community/ social  event s .  Thi s phase 

of  the research t ook place in the Richmond , Virginia and Washington,  

D . C .  areas and was used only to help  the researcher become better 

acquainted with t he populat ion she was going t o  s tudy . Thi s  phase 

provided no substantive data for  analysi s  but did provide the 
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researcher any entry int o  two older lesbian communit ie s .  

Following this beginning phase o f  the research,  the researcher 

designed an interview format ( see Appendix A)  that was reviewed for  

s tructure , c ontent and f ace  validity by  two o lder lesbians , one o lder 

homosexual man ,  three social  work educators , one sociologist  and one 

gerontologist . The researcher subsequently interviewed 10 o lder les­

bians who were known to the researcher and who volunteered for the 

s tudy once they learned about i t .  

8 3  

Each o f  the interviews lasted from 2-4 hours and was c onducted 

during one session in the home of  the respondent . Only the respondent 

and the researcher were present during the interviews , each respondent 

signed a consent form agreeing to part icipate in the study , the same 

set of instructions was read to each respondent , the interview ques­

t ions were presented t o  each respondent in the same order and the 

responses to each interview were recorded by the interviewer ,  away 

from the respondent , immediately following each interview. The pur­

pose of t he interviews was to help the researcher gain more knowledge 

about older lesbians and to assist  the researcher with the construc­

t ion of the questionnaire . Following a three month interview phase , a 

survey questionnaire that was made available t o  older lesbians 

throughout the c ountry was developed by the researcher ( see Appendix 

B ) . 

Both the interview f ormat and t he questionnaire were designed to  

gather data on the older lesbian ' s  social  interact ions within the 

heterosexual culture and the homosexual subculture and inc luded seven 
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major  topical areas : family , religion , economic s ,  politic s , educa­

t ion, social welfare and demographics .  The interview f ormat that was 

developed was a moderately scheduled one ( Gorden , 196 9 ,  pp . 38-39 )  

where spec i f ic topics were covered and where both open and c lose-ended 

questions were asked . The use of  such a format allowed for  a greater 

accumulat ion of data than with a rigidly scheduled f ormat using only 

close-ended questions ( Bailey , 197 9 ,  p .  17 2 ) , and since specific con­

t ent areas were c overed in each interview , comparisons between sub­

jec t s  was facilitated more easily than i f  a totally unstructured for­

mat had been used . Because the data gathered from the interviews con­

tained the same information a s  was subsequently gathered from the 

questionnaires and t he interview sample was statistically similar t o  

the questionnaire sample , the data from those interviewed were in­

c luded with the data c ollected from the questionnaires in the s tat is­

tical analysi s .  Those interviewed comprise 13 . 7% ( N=10) o f  the total 

sample ( N=7 3 ) . 

The questionnaire inc luded mainly c lose-ended , standardi zed ques­

t ions with some open-ended questions and was designed according to  

Dillman ' s  ( 19 78 )  method . The questionnaire included seven major topi­

cal areas ( family , religion , economic s ,  politic s ,  social welfare and 

demographics ) . Before the questionnaire was d istributed t o  possible 

respondents ,  it was analyzed for content , structure and face validity 

by three member s  of t he Counc il  on Social Work Education ' s  National 

Lesbian/ Gay Issue s  Task Force ( two of whom were over 50  years  old and 

are professional social work educators ) , one gerontologist , 
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three social work educators and one soc iologis t . The questionnaire 

was t hen pre-tested by 10 lesbian women (7 of  whom were 50  years old 

or  older) . 

Following incorporation of  suggestions from the pre-distribut ion 

phase , 450  questionnaires were distributed . In order t o  get respond­

ent s  from a variety of geographical locat ions , various distribution 

procedures were employed . One-hundred questionnaires were mai led in 

packet s  of  5 per chairperson , t o  the chairpersons of  the 20 Nat ional 

Association of Social Workers  ( NASW) Lesbian/ Gay Issues Committees in  

2 0  NASW Chapters across t he country ( the remaining Chapters of  NASW 

have no such commit tee s tructure) . A cover let ter  ( see Appendix B )  

that solicited the chairperson ' s  help i n  the d istribut ion process was 

inc luded . An additional 100 questionnaire s ,  in packe t s  o f  5 per 

addressee , were mai led t o  20 researcher selected women who have made 

themselve s  available as " Contact Dyke s"  in the lesbian publicat ions , 

Le sbian Connection.  The researcher select ed these c ontacts  based on 

their  geographical locale and sent packet s to states other than those 

which had been included in  t he NASW mailing . Fifty quest ionnaires 

were placed at  two women ' s  stores ( one in  Washington,  D . C .  and one in 

Provincetown , Massachusett s )  in boxes c ontaining 2 5  quest ionnaires 

each and 100 questionnaires were mai led t o  known older lesbian/gay 

organizations ( 2 5  each to two chapters of  Senior Ac tion in a Gay 

Environment [ SAGE ] , and 25 each to Older and Wiser Les bians [OWL ] and 

Slight ly Older Le sbians [ S OL ] ) .  Twenty quest ionnaires were mailed 

direct ly to respondent s who had solicited them in response to 

85 
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advertisement s placed by the researcher in lesbian and gay pub1ica-

t ions ( Le s bian Connection,  Le sbian Feminist  Newsletter , The Washington 

Blade ) , 20 were distributed to a lesbian/gay issues workshop leader at  

a professional c onference and 60 were distributed by the  researcher to  

respondent s requesting addi tional questionnaires for their  friend s  and 

her own friendship network.  

Table 1 

Questionnaire Distribution 

Distribution to 

NASW Committee  Chairs 

Contact Dykes 

SAGE , OWL , SOL 

Researcher ' s  Friendship 
Network 

Women ' s  S tores 

Advertisement s 

Conference Workshop 
Leader 

N 

100 

100 

100 

60 

50  

20  

20  

TOTAL 450 

% 

2 2  

2 2  

2 2  

1 3  

1 1  

5 

5 

100% 

Each questionnaire inc luded a cover letter ( see Appendix B )  that 

explained the purpose of  the study and requested help in o btaining 

more respondent s and a stamped , return envelop e .  Distribution o f  the 

questionnaires was problemat ic as they c ould not generally be 

delivered d irect ly to known older lesbians , but frequently had to  be 
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delivered to  appropriate respondent s through an intermediary . I t  i s  

unknown how many of the  4 50 questionnaires that were distributed 

actually reached an appropriat e respondent . 

The data collection process for  the projec t  spanned 12  months . 

87  

Three months was devoted t o  the researcher gaining an entry t o  the 

subculture of o lder lesbian women in the Richmond , Virginia and the 

Washington,  D . C .  areas and three months was devoted t o  developing an 

interview f ormat and interviewing 10 respondents .  The remaining six 

months was spent developing , pre-testing and distributing question­

naire s .  The actual distribution and return of  the quest ionnaires 

lasted 3 . 5  months ( from June 30  - October 15 , 198 2 ) . During that  t ime 

6 3  ( 14% ) o f  the originally distributed 450 were returned and are in­

c luded in the analysi s . 

Statistical Analysis  Procedures 

Because this research is exploratory and because of the relatively 

small  number of responses ,  the major  stat istical analysis procedures 

consisted of univariate analysi s where each of the study ' s  186 varia­

bles was independent ly analyzed and measures of c entral tendency and 

frequency distributions reported . In addition t o  univariate analysi s ,  

the researcher sought t o  determine whether o r  not eight selected 

independent variables (whether or  not a respondent had ever been 

heterosexually married , sexual openne s s ,  religious devoutedness , 

current income , whether or not the respondent was involved in  a 

c urrent relationshi p ,  educat ional leve l ,  whether or  not a respondent 
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considered herself  a member of  a lesbian community and age )  were 

a ssociated with and significant ly c orrelated with a variety of 

selected dependent variables .  The specific independent variable s that  

were selected t o  be  used in this  bivariate analysis  were chosen 

because of their  relevance to theory and prior research .  Both signif­

i cant and not s ignif icant bivariate cross-tabulations are reported 

where Phi and Cramer ' s  V were used as measure s of  association.  

Results  from this  bivariate analysis  indicated that because of  the 

small  sample size  and the homogeneity o f  those studied , further mul t i­

variate analysis  would provide no signif icant addit ional inf ormation .  

Data collected f rom the interview respondent s and questionnaire 

respondent s were analyzed independently and then compared to  see i f  

there were significant differences .  Because n o  significant dif fer­

ences existed between the two samples and because the interview sample 

was so small , the data from both sample s were analyzed t ogether making 

the t otal  sample size 7 3 .  

Methodological Limitations and Weaknesses 

The limitations and weaknesses of  thi s  study ' s  methodology wi l l  be 

d iscussed in terms of  the study ' s  methodological approach,  research 

design , sampling procedures ,  data gathering procedures and statistical 

ana ly s i s .  Thi s  study i s  a descriptive one t hat  tries  t o  general ly 

answer the ques tion of , "What i s  happening? "  in the social world o f  

the older lesbian woman.  While this approach i s  a n  appropriate one 
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g iven the amount of  information available on older lesbians , it only 

provides a descript ion of events rather than an explanatory , experi­

mental  study that  would attempt to specify  how or why certain event s 

occurred ( Ba iley , 1 9 78 ,  p .  3 2) . Such a descriptive study provides for 

an examinat ion of  phenomena in  a realistic  environment , but lacks the 

predictive qualities  and the element of  control a ssoc iated with exper­

imental studies  ( Bailey , 197 8 ,  p .  19 2 ) . The study used a cros s­

sect iona l ,  survey approach and interviews as i t s  primary data gather­

ing methods .  The princ ipal disadvantage i n  using a cros s-sectional 

approach i s  t hat i t  gathered data from respondents at only one point 

in t ime and historical accuracy was lef t  to the respondent ' s  memory 

which may or may not be c orrect .  

The c onceptual design o f  the study ( examinat ion of the o lder les­

bian ' s social  organization) , while  based on previously gathered dat a 

and theory , and thought t o  be an appropriate way t o  study the soc ial 

organization and support systems of  older lesbian women ,  is not the 

only way the s tudy could have been c onducted and leaves room f or fu­

ture research i n  the f ield . Additionally , the way the study ' s  major 

terms were operationalized may or may not be i nc lusive and may be in­

accurate . The sampling procedures were lacking insofar  a s  a probabil­

i ty ,  random sample of  t he population was not available f or s tudy and 

the questionnaire distribution process  may have created a sampling 

bia s .  By making respondents self-identify  on a scale , by using inter­

views and questionnaires and by using a nonprobability sampling tech­

n ique , a sampling bias may have been created . 
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The data gathering procedures included an interview phase and a 

questionnaire phase . While the interviews provided f lexibility , some 

researcher control over environment and recording of data , the inter­

views were cost ly and t ime consuming , left  room f or possible research­

er bias and provided the respondent with little anonymity . Since all  

the interview respondent s were volunteers who knew the researcher , a 

possible bias could have occurred and errors could have been created 

through the interviewer recording the wrong answer or through the re­

spondent ' s  purposive lying , unconscious or accidental mi stakes  in 

answering or memory f ailure . 

The questionnaire lacked f lexibility , yielded a low response rate ,  

provided the researcher no  control over the environment or the order 

in which the questions were answered and did not allow for complex 

questions or spontaneous response s .  The print on the quest ionnaire 

was small  and there was l i t tle room f or respondents to  answer some of  

the  open-ended questions . 

Because the instruments were researcher designed , the validity and 

reliability o f  the tool s i s  unknown . While  the int erview format and 

questionnaire were assessed for f ace validity , structure and content 

by appropriate measures and the f inding s appear comparable to other 

research in the f ield , researcher designed instruments always  allow 

for  possible research error and/or  bia s . Finally , the statistical 

analysis  in any descriptive study tends t o  be narrowly def ined . 

Because univariate analysis  was the primary technique and bivariat e 

analysis  proved largely inconc lusive and statistically insignificant , 

the stat istics  appropriate t o  the study were limi ted . 
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CHAPTER IV 

PRESENTATION OF THE FINDINGS 

This chapter presents results from the statistical analysis  proce­

dure s .  Statistical computations were performed a t  the Virginia Com­

monwealth University Computer Center utilizing the S tatist ical Package 

for the Social Sciences ( SPSS ) . Demographic information about the 

sample is presented f irs t .  Informat ion pertaining to  the older les­

bian ' s personal heterosexual and homosexual relat ionships , her connec­

t ion to organized religion and her economic situat ion will also be 

discussed . Additionally , data are presented that describe the older 

lesbian ' s interaction with governmental politic s ,  the social welfare 

system and her educational experiences . Where the older lesbian seeks 

support and what kind of support various systems provide her in t imes 

of  personal , emotional crises are discussed throughout the chapter .  

91 
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Demographic Informat ion 

Study respondents consisted of 7 3  self-ident ified , lesbian women 

whose ages ranged from 50 t o  7 7 ,  with 55 . 2  as the mean age ( see Table 

2 ) . All were caucasian ( although three claimed a hi spanic ethnic 

identi ty ) , and a majority ( 9 3 . 2% )  claimed good or  excellent health .  

The sample tended t o  live in urban areas ( 6 7 . 1% )  ( see Appendix C ) , and 

many of those who lived in rural areas expressed a desire to move to a 

more urban environment . 

The following comment was not atypical about rural life : 

• • •  i s  a small  town and I live in an even smaller 
c ommunity about four mi les south. I can hardly 
wai t  to sell the house and move to a more accepting 
s tate and gay community . I have been try ing to  
start  or join a lesbian community here for about 
the last three years and am still  searching . 

Respondent s had lived in the areas in which they currently reside from 

less than a year to  7 6  years with the mean length of t ime in an area 

being 1 3 . 6  years .  Some mobility was indicated as  almost  one f i fth  had 

l ived in their present locale for less than 4 years ( 19 . 2% )  and 7 5 . 3% 

had lived in their present locale for less than 30 years .  

Most  owned ( or were buying )  the home in which they lived ( 7 9 . 5% ) ; 

lived in a house ( 7 1 . 2% ) , apartment or condominium ( 2 6% )  and slightly 

more than half  ( 5 6 . 2% )  shared their living expenses with another per-

son. Although 39 ( 5 3 . 4% )  of those part icipating acknowledged they 

were presently involved in an int imate relat ionship with another 

woman,  only 28  ( 38 . 4% )  said they currently lived with a female life  
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TABLE 2 

Age of Respondent s 
(N=7 3 )  

Years N % 

50-54 33 4 5 . 2  

5 5-59 23 31 . 5  

6 0-64 8 11 . 0  

6 5-69 2 2 . 7  

7 0-74  4 5 . 5  

7 5  or 3 4 . 1  
Older 

Mean 55 . 2  
Median 53 . 2  
Mode 50  
Range 50-7 7 
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partner . Thi s  means that some women (N=ll )  who were current ly in­

volved in an i nt imate relat ionship with another woman did not consider 

this woman to  be a life  partner or  the two women did not live t ogether . 

A few women in  the sample l ived with relatives ( 12 . 3% )  including 

elderly mothers ( 5 . 5% ) , children ( 5 . 5% )  or husband ( 1 . 4% ) . For those 

respondents who l ived with someone ( 5 7 . 5% ,  N=4 2 ) ,  81% l ived with les­

bians , 1 1 . 9% lived with heterosexual women ( generally elderly mothers , 

and the remainder l ived with heterosexual people ( e . g .  husband , busi­

ness  associate , children) . These women had lived in  their various 

l iving s ituations from less  than a year to  56 years with the mean 

length of t ime being 18 . 2  years .  

To sexually define themselves , half use the term " lesbian , "  28 . 8% 

use the term " gay" and 12 . 3% use the term "homosexua l . "  Interest­

ingly , 3 respondents ( 4 . 1% )  chose t o  sexual ly def ine themselves as  

" bisexual"  although all  inc luded in  the study met the researcher ' s  

def inition of  lesbian ( see Table 3 ) . Whi le 1 5 . 1% o f  those stud ied had 

been intensely emotionally intimate more with men than women or with 

women and men equal ly during the past 20 years , 80 . 9% had either been 

exclusively or predominantly intensely emotionally involved wi th women 

during the past 20 years . Additionally , 91 . 8% of the respondent s were 

currently exc lusively or predominantly intensely emotional ly involved 

with women while 8 . 2% were so involved with neither women nor men .  

Seventy-eight percent had been sexually involved primarily with women 

during the past 20  years and 66 . 1% were current ly involved sexually 
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TABLE 3 

Emotional Int imacy and Sexual Activity Scales 
( N=7 3 )  

Rank Intense Emotionally Physical Sexual Activi ties 
Int imate Feelings  

Past 20 Years Current Past 20 Years Current 

N % N % N % N % 

0 Only with Men 1 1 . 4  

1 Predominant ly With 
Men , but Incidentally 
With Women 1 1 . 4  

2 Predominant ly With 
Men,  but More Than 4 5 . 5  9 12 . 3  
Incidentally With 
Women 

3 With Women and Men 6 8 . 2  6 8 . 2  
Equally 

4 Predominantly With 
Women, but More Than 3 4 . 1  1 1 . 4  5 6 . 8  2 2 . 7  
Incidentally With Men 

5 Predominant ly With 
Women, but Inc identally 18 24 . 7  9 1 2 . 3  12 16 . 4  2 2 . 7  
With Men 

6 Only With Women 41 56 . 2  57 7 8 . 1  40 54 . 8  43  58 . 9  

7 Nei ther Women 6 8 . 2  1 1 . 4  25 34 . 2  
\D 
V1 

Nor Men 
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wi th women .  One respondent claimed to b e  sexually active only with 

men , but was emot ionally int imate only with women,  and 34 . 2% of the 

sample was not currently sexually active with another person. Thi s 

d ata is  s imilar t o  results f rom other studies as  i t  reinforces the 

idea that  lesbianism i s  defined not merely by sexual act ivity , tha t 

women who may be defined as  lesbian do have a variety of sexual expe­

riences  and intense emotional int imacies and that older lesbians may 

or may not be sexually active with another person (Albro et a l ,  1977 ; 

Duke Longitudinal Studies ,  1955-69 ,  19 70-7 3 ;  Kinsey et al , 1953 ; 

Minnigerode and Adelman,  19 78 ; Raphael and Robinson , 1980 ) . 

When asked to  rank themselves on a sexual orientation openness  

scale , respondent s were more evenly d istributed along the continuum 

than on most  o ther demographic variables examined ( see Table 4 ) . 

Forty-one percent fell  below the midpoint of 4 and 42% were above the 

midpoint ( see Table 4 ) . The mean score on the sexual orientat ion 

openness  scale was 4 . 0  which indicates that for the most  part , these 

women do not totally hide their  sexual orientation from the world at  

large . 
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Generally , both parent s of those studied were dead ( 61 . 1% had no 

living mother , 7 5 . 3% had no living father ) , slight ly more than half 

( 54 . 8% )  had living sisters and 60 . 3%  had living brothers .  Slight ly 

more than one quarter of those studied had been in families with two 

or more brothers while one f i fth had been in f amilies with two or more 

sister s .  The women i n  this study tended to  be fairly equally divided 



www.manaraa.com

Sexual Openness 

Sexual Orientation 
Hidden with few 
Exceptions 

Complete Openness  

Mean 4 . 0 
Median = 4 . 0  
Mode 6 . 0  

1 

2 

3 

4 

5 

6 

7 

TABLE 4 

Sexual Openness  Scale 
( N=7 3 )  

N 

10 

8 

12 

12 

6 

19 

6 

97  

% 

13 . 7  

1 1 . 0  

16 . 4  

16 . 4  

8 . 2  

2 6 . 0  

8 . 2  
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with regard to  birth order as  3 9 . 8% were only or eldest children,  

3 8 . 4% were youngest children and 21 . 9% were middle chi ldren. 

While  a majority ( 5 8 . 9% )  had never heterosexually married , many 

( 8 3 . 3% )  of those who had married men ( N=30)  had children. These 

lesbian mothers comprise 34 . 2% of the total sample . 
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Slight ly more than hal f  ( 5 3 . 4% )  were involved with organized reli­

gion and 3 6 . 9% considered themselves at least  moderately devout . 

The sample is  highly skewed toward well educated , professional 

women who are politically libera l .  A substant ial majority ( 7 5 . 3% )  

have a t  least a baccalaureate degree ( see Table 5 ) , are ( or were) 

professionally employed ( 6 5 . 7% )  ( see Appendix D) and consider them­

selves at least polit ically liberal ( 70 . 9% ) . Addit ionally , a substan­

t ial  majority ( 9 3 . 2% )  found out about this study through friends 

( 56 . 2% )  or from the researcher ( 3 7% ) . 

In summary , the demographic characteristics  of this sample show a 

relatively homogeneous group of women who are generally in their early 

5 0 ' s , enjoy good t o  excellent health,  live with someone with whom they 

s hare expenses in a house they own and have lived with the same people 

for a substant ial length of time . Furthe r ,  these women tend to  sexu­

ally define themselves using the term " lesbian" and are predominantly 

both intensely emotionally int imate and physically sexually active 

with women. They tend not to  totally hide their  sexual orientation ,  

come f rom families where both parent s are deceased but where siblings 

are st ill alive and they tend to be the f irst  or last born child . 
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Highes t  Level o f  
Education Achieved 

Some High School 

High School Graduate 
( or G .E . D . ) 

1 - 2 Years of Co llege 

Associate Degree 

3 - 4 Years of  College 

Undergraduate Degree 

Master ' s  Degree 

Doctoral Degree 

TABLE 5 

Educational Level 
(N=7 3 )  

N 

1 

6 

7 

2 

2 

9 

34  

12 

99 

% 

1 . 4  

8 . 2  

9 . 7  

2 . 7  

2 . 7  

12 . 3  

46 . 6  

16 . 4  
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Many have married and have children,  many are involved wi th organized 

religion and most  are well educated , professiona l ,  polit ically liberal 

women who learned of this study through friend s .  

Di scussion of  Demographic Findings 

Thi s  sample with a mean age of 5 5 . 2  tends to  be somewhat younger 

than other samples of  older lesbians ( Adelman , 1980 ; Raphael and 

Robinson, 1980) , but includes a substant ially larger number of older 

lesbians on whom data was collected than prior research with lesbian 

samples where women over 50 comprise small  portions of the total sam­

ple ( Adelman, 1980 ; Albro et a l ,  1 9 7 7 ; Bell and Weinberg , 19 7 8 ;  

Brooks , 1 981 ;  Chafetz  et a l ,  197 6 ; Davis ,  1928 ; Fisher and Osofsky , 

1967 ; Jay and Young , 1977 ; Kinsey , 19 5 3 ;  Masters and Johnson , 196 6 ;  

Mendola , 1980 ; Saghir and Robins , 196 9) . The way the quest ionnaires 

were distributed may have inf luenced the relatively young age of  

respondent s although all  of  the  research in the field  of older homo­

s exuals  has indicated difficulty in f inding and including older les­

bians and gay men ( Adelman , 1980 ; Berger , 1980,  1982 ; Francher and 

Henkin, 19 7 3 ;  Kelly , 1 9 74 ;  Kimme l ,  19 7 7 ,  19 78 ; Minnigerod e ,  19 7 6 ;  

Minnigerode and Adelman,  197 8 ;  Raphael and Robinson, 1980) . Prior 

research has indicated that many lesbian women choose not to openly 

acknowledge their  sexual orientation ( Albro et al 197 7 ;  Bell  and 

Weinberg , 19 7 8 ;  Brooks , 1981 ; Bullough and Bullough,  19 7 7 ;  Chafetz et 

a l ,  197 4 ;  Minnigerode and Adelman , 19 7 8 ;  Pons e ,  1978 )  and that  older 
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women frequently choose not to  discuss their sexual orientation 

( Minnigerode and Adelman,  1978 ) , so it  is not surprising that the mean 

age of the lesbians in the study is not olde r .  

This  sample is comparable to  other studies of homosexual women and 

men with regard to the respondent s health where an overwhelming ma jor­

i ty c laimed to  be in good or excellent health ( Albro et  a l ,  19 7 7 ;  Bell 

and Weinberg , 197 8 ;  Berger ,  1980, 1982 ; Chafetz  et  al , 1974 ; 

Minnigerode and Adelman,  1978 ; Ponse , 19 7 8 ;  Raphael and Robinson , 

1980)  which tends to  confirm Rose ' s  ( 19 7 1 )  f inding that older persons 

t oday are healthier than in prior generations and contradict Bengtson 

and Haber ' s  ( 197 5 )  f inding that older persons today generally have 

dec lining health . 

Like virtually all  studies of homosexual women and men , this 

study ' s  sample is  biased toward white , well  educated , polit ically 

l iberal professionals  who live in urban areas and who generally earn 

substantially more than thi s nation ' s  median income . While this 

sample ' s  demographic profile is  s imilar to  other studies of older les­

bians and gay men and of homosexuals  in genera l ,  the profile is dif­

ferent from that of general descriptions of  this country ' s  older 

female population where the older woman is  portrayed as  economically 

impoverished , not well  educated and heterosexually married ( or 

widowed )  ( Auchenbaum , 197 4 ;  Bart , 197 5 ;  Cutler and Harootyan, 197 5 ) . 

Additionally ,  this sample is  s imilar t o  o ther samples of older 



www.manaraa.com

102 

lesbians where the women were sexually active and involved in int imate 

relationships with other women ( Adelman ,  1980 ; Raphael and Robinson , 

1980) . And , like Berger ' s  ( 1980)  finding s on older homosexual men , 

the women in this sample were more open about their sexual orientation 

than a fairly recent study ' s  sample of much younger lesbian women 

( Al bro et al , 1 9 7 7 ) . 

Again, l ike most  samples of  lesbians , the women in this study 

tended to come f rom f amilies with more than one child , had generally 

not heterosexually married and were not currently part icularly reli­

giously devout . Unlike many studies of  lesbians where the f indings 

show the women t o  be overwhelmingly not religiously a f filiated ( Al bro 

et  al , 197 7 ;  Chafetz  et  a l ,  197 6 ; Brooks , 198 1 ;  Ettorre , 1980 ; Tanner ,  

1978 ) , half  o f  this study ' s  sample were religiously a f filiated . 

Finally , respondent s learned of  this study through friendship net­

works . As with many other lesbian s tudies ( Al bro et  a l ,  19 7 7 ;  Chafetz  

et  al , 1974 ,  197 6 ;  Mendol a ,  1980)  ut ilizing friendship networks seems 

t o  be almos t  the only way of obtaining a sample of homosexual women as  

other methods ( e . g .  advertisement s ,  distribution of questionnaires to 

organizations , women ' s  stores etc . )  yield low responses .  Given the 

i llegality of  lesbian act s  in mos t  jurisdictions and the frequently 

c overt , invisible nature of  lesbians within our society , it  i s  not 

surprising that  samples of  lesbians are most  easily obtained through 

friendship networks available to the researcher .  
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Familial and Social Relationships 

As noted in the demographic ' s  section, the majority of those in­

cluded in this study no longer had living parent s ,  came from families 

where they had both brothers and sisters  and still  had living sibl­

ing s .  While  7 9 . 5% said they knew of no other homosexual persons in 

their immediate family , two respondents said their mothers were les­

bians , three had lesbian sisters , three had homosexual children and 

one respondent had married a homosexual man . 
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While  a slight majority had never heterosexually married , 41 . 1% o f  

those responding had married and three respondent s had been married 

twice . O f  those who had married men ,  most  ( 86 . 7% )  had done so before 

they were 2 7  years old and the mean marriage age was 2 1 .  Respondent s 

reported marrying between the ages of 17 and 4 2 .  The mean length of 

t ime respondents remained married was 1 2 . 6  years ,  and the longest a 

respondent had been married was 36  year s .  Four women reported they 

were still married or separated at the t ime of the study . For those 

who were no longer married ( N=26 ) , the reasons for the termination o f  

the marriage varied . Twelve ( 16 . 4% )  explained their marriages termi­

nated based on a mutual agreement between partners whi le 5 . 5% said 

their marriages ended because of disillusionment with the marriage due 

to  immature expectation s .  The following response is  typical of why 

marriages ended : 
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I married for  all  the stereotypical reasons as  I 
had been socialized t o  think that was my role . My 
husband reinforced thi s and was over controlling . 
I came to  know that one day I had t o  get out of  the 
marriage and prepared myself to  totally self­
support ing . I left  the marriage because I c ould no 
longer tolerate living wi th a man who was so 
emotionally distant . 
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In only 4 . 1% ( N=3 ) of the marriages d id the husband leave his wife for 

another woman and in only 6 . 8% (N=5)  did the marriage end specif ically 

so  the woman could pursue her lesbian inclinat ions . 

Twenty-f ive ( 3 4 . 2% )  o f  those in the sample have children and 20  

( 2 7 . 3% )  have more than one child . The mean number of children is  1 ,  

and those who opted t o  have children have produced a total o f  7 5  chil-

dren. Addit ionally , 2 3 . 2% of the sample have grandchildren. 

While 58 . 9% of  those responding had never heterosexually married , 

s light ly more than half  of  the sample ( 5 3 . 4% )  were present ly involved 

in an intimate relationship with another woman .  The mean duration o f  

these relationships was 9 . 5  years and 7 1 . 4% had been involved with 

their  current relationship for les s  than 20 years .  Almost  20% had 

been so involved for less than 5 years . Women who were not current ly 

involved in an int imate relat ionship with another woman indicated tha t 

the duration of  their last such relat ionship had averaged 4 . 8  years . 

As other research has demonstrated that age is  correlated with the 

durat ion of  int imate relationships (Albro et al , 19 7 7 ;  Chafet z ,  19 7 4 ,  
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197 6 ) , this study also shows that �he older a respondent , the longer 

the length of the current intimate relationship ( p= . 0 1 ) . 
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Since it  has been reported by various studies that lesbians may be 

c overt about their sexual orientation ( Bullough and Bullough , 1977 ; 

Chafet z et  a I ,  197 4 ,  197 6 ; Raphael and Robinson,  1980) , several varia­

bles examined to whom the older lesbian has revealed her sexual ori­

entation.  The f irst  set o f  variables centered on her openness wi th 

her f amily , the second set on her openness  outside her family circle .  

A substantial majority said that neither parent was ( or ever had 

been) aware of her lesbianism while siblings may or  may not be aware . 

Overwhelmingly , i f  the respondent had children, the children were 

aware of their mother ' s  sexual orientation ( 8 5 . 2% )  while husband ' s  

knew of  their wife ' s  lesbianism in only 4 out of 10 instances and 

grandchildren were the least likely to be aware of their grandmother ' s  

sexual orientation ( see Table 6 ) . An interesting f inding is that 

2 7 . 4% of the sample believe that no one in their immediate family is  

aware of  the respondent ' s  lesbianism .  

All those responding s tated that they had lesbian friends who were 

aware of the respondent ' s  sexual orientat ion , and a large majority 

( 89% ) said they had homosexual male friends who were also aware . 

While somewhat fewer ( 7 5 . 3% )  acknowledged that  they had homosexual 

acquaintances who were aware of  their sexual orientation,  80 . 8% had 

made their lesbianism known to heterosexual women friend s .  
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Family Member 

Mother 

Father 

Sister( s )  

Brother( s )  

Children 

Grandchildren 

Husband 

None 

TABLE 6 

Immediate Family Members Who are 
Aware of  Respondent ' s  Lesbianism 

Aware Not Aware 

N % N % 

19 2 6 . 0  54 7 4 . 0  

12 16 . 4  6 1  83 . 6  

2 3  5 4 . 8  19 45 . 2  

2 5  49 . 0  26  51 . 0  

23 9 2 . 6  2 7 . 4 

3 17 . 6  14 82 . 4  

12 4 0 . 0  18 60 . 0  

20  27 . 4  5 3  7 2 . 6  
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Number  Responding 

7 3  

7 3  

4 2  

5 1  

2 5  

17 

30  

73  
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Heterosexual male  f riends were less likely to be aware of the respond­

ent ' s  sexual orientat ion ( 46 . 4% )  and heterosexual acquaintances were 

the least likely to know ( 21 . 9% ) . While  2 7 . 4% of the sample had not 

revealed their sexual orientat ion to immediate family members , all 7 3  

( 100% )  had made their  lesbianism known to  some other person . 

In an effort to  begin t o  determine if  associations existed between 

who was aware of the respondent ' s  lesbiani sm and variables that have 

been assoc iated with overtness  of identity in other lesbian research 

( Albro et  a l ,  197 7 ;  Brooks , 1981 ; Chafetz  et  a l ,  197 4 ,  197 6 ;  Mendola , 

1981 ) , eight independent variables thought to  inf luence overtness of 

identity were cross-tabulated with variables that identi fied who was 

aware of the respondent ' s  sexual orientation ( see Table 7 ) . The eight 

independent variables inc luded :  sexua l  orientation openness , whether 

or not  a respondent had ever heterosexually married , relig ious devout­

ness ,  age , education,  income , whether or not a respondent was in a 

current relationship with another woman and whether or not a respond­

ent considered herself  a member of a homosexual community . 

As would be expected , those correlations which are most  s ignif i­

cant are those associated with a respondent ' s  score on the sexual 

orientation openness  scale . The higher the respondent ' s  score on the 

openness  scale ( the less hidden their sexual orientation i s  to  the 

world at large ) , the more likely family members  and others out side the 

family were to be aware of the subjec t ' s  lesbianism . The respondent ' s  

age was also s ignif icantly correlated with those who knew of her sex­

ual orientation .  For example , the older a respondent , the 
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TABLE 7 

Corre 1 a t i ona Between Who is Awsre o f  
Respondent ' s  Sexual Orientat ion and 

Selec ted Independent Var iab1es 1 

Sexual Ever ReUaious � Educ a t i onal I ncolle In Present HOllosexus1 
Who la Aware Openness Ha rried Devout nes s  Level Re la t i onship Community Member 

Mother . 4 2 5* . 1 14 . 260 . 296 . 303 . 207 . 0 7 2  . 002 

Father . 4 1 2 *  . 14 5  . 24 9  . 3 49 . 2 70 . 06 5  . 19 1  . 108 

S l a t e r (  s )  . 4 92* . 17 3  . 288 . 3 7 3  . 2 58 . 116 . 14 3  . 06 5  

Brothe r ( s )  . 500* . 1 7 5  . 305 . 4 83** . 3 5 1  . 14 1  . 0 5 8  . 0 1 5  

Chl l d ren . 4 9 1* . 280 . 598 . 207 . 3 54 . 140 . 2 56 . 069 

Grandchi ldren . 6 26 . 309 . 540 . 3 50 . 6 26 . 409 . 0 7 3  . 2 56 

Husband . 4 2 1* . 054 . 4 28 . 387* . 287 . 202 . 190 . 2 56 

No Fam i ly . 5 1 1** . 388** . 19 1  . 2 9 1  . 2 27 . 1 7 6  . 1 4 2  . 2 66* 
Member 

HOllosexua1 Men . 363 .025 . 1 7 3  . 646** . 18 1  . 099 . 199 . 2 94* 
Fri ends 

HOllOsexual . 2 57 . 1 54 . 2 1 3  . 2 2 9  . 38 2  . 1 7 5  . 1 66 . 2 1 9  
Acquaintances 

Heterosexual . 4 05* . 1 24 . 2 12 . 4 2 5 *  . 3 60 . 17 8  . 0 3 6  . 0 1 8  
WOllen 

Heterosexual . 54 5** . 168 . 2 56 . 384* . 34 9  . 101 . 1 56 . 14 3  
Men 

H e te rosexual . 560** . 095 . 3 3 1  . 3 74 . 3 2 1  . 1 2 5  . 0 30 . 1 30 
Acquaintances 

lMeasures of Assoc i a t i on :  Phi , Crame r ' s  V 
*p • .  05 

* * p. 0 . 1  f-' 
0 
CO 
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less likely her brothers  were to  be aware of her sexual orientat ion 

a lthough that did not hold true for her sisters or parent s .  As might 

be expected , if a respondent had been heterosexually married , the les s 

l ikely that any member of  her f amily was aware of  her sexual orienta­

tion,  and i f  a respondent considered herself  a member of a homosexual 

c ommunity , the more likely that a variety of  types of people out side 

her f amily would be aware of  her lesbianism . This  bivariate analysi s 

proved inconsequent ial f or the most part due t o  the small  sample size 

and the homogeneity of  the sample which made more informat ive analysis  

impossible . 

I t  was thought that one way of measuring where older lesbians get 

personal support would be by determining the amount of lei sure t ime 

they spend with various types of people . A majority ( 61 . 6% )  spend 

their  leisure t ime with people who are younger than they while 19 . 2% 

spend t ime with people who are both younger and older than they . Only 

1 6 . 4% spend their  leisure time with persons their  own age and 2 . 7% 

spend their free t ime with people older than themselves .  When ques­

t ioned about the kinds of people with whom they spend their leisure 

t ime , a not surprising pattern emerges ( see table 8) that demonstrates 

the women in this sample spend more time with women ( lesbians and 

heterosexual women) than with men and that they did not usually spend 

a lot of their leisure t ime a lone . 

I t  was felt that perhaps the age of a respondent would be assoc i­

ated with the eight independent variables previously noted . When the 

variables were cross-tabulated , no significant correlations were 

d i scovered . 
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While the amount of t ime respondent s spent with other lesbians was 

a ssociated with whether or not a subject considered herself a member 

of the homosexual community ( p= ( . Ol ) , whether or not a respondent was 

in a current relationship ( p� . 03 )  and age ( p= <. 007 ) ;  the amount of 

time a respondent spent alone was also correlated with age ( p= <. 06) , 

whether or not they were in a current relationship with another woman 

( p=<. OOOO) and educat ion ( p=<. O S ) . Age was also signif icantly cor­

related with the amount of t ime a respondent spent with heterosexual 

women where the older the respondent , the more t ime spent with 

heterosexual women ( p= (. OOOO) , and the more open a respondent was on 

the sexual orientation openness  scale , the more time she spent with 

heterosexual men ( p= (. 0 2 ) . 

I t  i s  not surprising that older lesbians who consider themselves 

members of the homosexual community and who are involved in intimate 

relationships with other women would spend more t ime with other les­

bians , nor i s  i t  s trange t o  discover that women who are not involved 

in an intimate relat ionship spend more t ime alone . Age seems to be an 

important variable as  the resul t s  tend to  show that the older the 

respondent , the more t ime she spends  alone or with other women and the 

less t ime she spends  with men .  

Because the death of  a loved one may b e  c onsidered a n  emotional 

crisis  for which people need support ( Tully , 1 9 79 ) , respondent s we re 

a sked whether or not a woman with whom they had ever been emotionally 

intimate had ever died . A majority ( 7 8 . 1% )  had never had thi s 
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% o f  Time Spent 

None 

A Little  

Some 

Fair Amount 

Great Deal 

All 

TABLE 8 

Types of  People with Whom 
Re spondents Spend Leisure Time 

( N=7 3 )  
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Heterosexual Homosexual Heterosexual Alone 
Lesbians Women Men Men 

1 . 4  12 . 3  30 . 1  45 . 2  21 . 9 

16 . 4  4 5 . 2  50 . 7  3 9 . 7  34 . 2  

19 . 2  30 . 1  13 . 7  9 . 6  13 . 7  

30 . 1  9 . 6  2 . 7 4 . 1  2 1 .  9 

31 . 5 2 . 7  2 . 7  1 . 4  8 . 2  

1 . 4 
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experience , but for those who had ( 2 1 . 9% )  most  ( 7 8 . 6% )  got their 

primary emotional support f rom other lesbians or homosexual family 

members  ( i f  they had such) . A secondary source of support  during 

their grieving period came from heterosexual women or heterosexual 

family membe r s .  Overwhelmingly , these women who had lost their lover s 

d id not get emotional support from men. 

Results  show that  age is  s ignificant ly correlated with the amount 

o f  support received by women who have lost lovers through death .  The 

younger  the respondent , the more likely it is that she will  receive 

emotional support during her grieving process f rom other  lesbians ( p= 

<. 06 )  or heterosexual women ( p= (. 0 3 ) . Those respondent s wi th more 

educat ion t end to receive a lot of grief support from heterosexual 

family members  ( p= < 002 ) as  do those who are not religiously devout 

( p= � 009) . Those respondents who have lost women with whom they have 

been int imately involved seem to get some support in times of loss 

from the homosexual community if  the respondent is  a member of  the 

communi ty ( p= <. 07 ) . 

When a sked generally from whom they get the most  support in t imes 

of personal , emot ional crise s ,  respondent s tended to  say they got the 

most support from other lesbians and family members , progressively 

less support from heterosexual women and the least support  from men 

( see Table 9 ) . Interestingly , many respondent s felt their primary 

source of support came from themselves .  

Data show that i f  a respondent had never heterosexually married , 

the more likely she was to  say she gets the most  support  from other  
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Amount of Support Lesbian Heterosexual 
Friends Women Friends  
( N= 7 3 )  ( N= 7 3 )  

% % 

Most Support 1 7 3 . 1  8 . 8  

2 14 . 9  4 7 . 4  

3 6 . 0  24 . 6  

4 3 . 0  12 . 3  

S l o S  1 . 8  

6 l o S 1 . 8  

Least 7 3 . S  
Support 

TABLE 9 

Amount of Support Provided 
By Various Types of People 

Homo- Hetero-
sexual sexual 
Fami ly Fami ly 
( N=l S )  ( N= 7 3 )  

% % 

2 S . 0  12 . S  

2 S . 0  20 . 7  

37 . S  29 . 2  

14 . 6  

12 . S  14 . 6  

4 . 2  

4 . 2  

Homo- Hetero-
sexual sexual 
Men Men 
Friends Friend s  
( N-7 3 )  ( N=73 ) 

% % 

14 . 3  2 . 6  

2 1 . 4  

3 1 . 0  10 . S  

2 3 . 8  18 . 4  

2 . 4  23 . 7  

7 . 1  18 . 4  

N o  One 
( N= 7 3 )  

% 

30 . 0  

2 0 . 0  

10 . 0  

6 . 7  

13 . 3  

2 0 . 0  

I-' 
I-' 
v.> 
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lesbians ( p=< . 0 7 )  and the les s  support she gets from heterosexual 

f amily members ( ps<. 03 )  during t imes of  persona l ,  emotional crises . 

Als o ,  i f  the respondent considered herself  a member of the homosexua l 

c ommunity ( p=<.Ol )  or  i f  she was involved in a current int imate  rela­

tionship with another woman ( p=<. Ol) , the less support she got from 

heterosexual men . 

1 14 

In  terms of  the kind of  support respondents wanted in t imes of 

persona l ,  emot ional crise s ,  mos t  ( 8 2 . 4% )  said they wanted friends  to 

whom they could turn for love , acceptance and interpersonal communica­

t ion about the crisis  situation . An addit ional 1 1 . 8% said they wanted 

professional menta l  health intervent ion and 5 . 9% thought they needed 

no support in t imes of personal , emotional crise s .  

A majority ( 80 . 9% )  said they got a t  least some amount of  support 

from the heterosexual world in times of  persona l ,  emotional crise s ,  

but 19 . 1% f e lt they got no support a t  a l l  from the heterosexual cul­

ture in times of  cri s i s .  Interestingly , only 7 4 . 9% said they got some 

type of support from the homosexual subculture in t imes of crisis , and 

2 5% reported getting little or no such support from other homosexual s .  

When asked about the adequacy of  their heterosexual and homosexual 

support systems , a majority of  respondents ( 5 8 . 9% )  stated they thought 

their homosexual support systems were at least adequate while 16 . 4% 

reported having inadequate support systems in the homosexual subcul­

t ure . As might be expected , if a respondent considered herself a 

member of  the homosexual community , the more adequately she perceived 

her homosexual support systems ( p=<. 0 2 ) . 
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It is interesting that 58 . 9% also reported having heterosexual 

s upport systems that were at least adequate although 26% reported in­

adequate heterosexual support systems . 
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All respondent s considered their relationships with other homosex­

ual s  at least moderately important and 94 . 5% reported such relation­

ships as  being very important or important . Also , a majority con­

sidered their relationships with heterosexuals  at  least moderately 

important ( 8 6 . 3% )  and over half  ( 5 4 . 8% )  thought such relat ionships 

were important or very important . Only 6 . 8% (N=5)  thought relation­

ships with heterosexuals  were unimportant or very unimportant . 

Income was shown t o  be assoc iated with how important a respondent 

c onsidered her homosexual relat ionships to be , but was not associated 

with the importance of  her heterosexual relat ionships . Generally , the 

more income a respondent earned , the more important to  her were her 

relationships with other homosexual s  ( p= <. 04 ) . 

In summary , respondents t ended t o  have no l iving parents ,  but had 

living brothers and sister s .  I f  a respondent had heterosexually mar­

ried , she was likely to have children and was no longer married al­

though the duration of  the marriage was significant . Respondent s 

tended to  be currently intimately involved with another woman although 

the length of these relationships was shorter than the length of time 

women who had heterosexually married had remained in their marital 

relationships . In terms of  who was aware of  the respondent ' s  sexual 

orientation ,  people within her immediate family were less likely to  be 
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aware of her sexual orientat ion than anyone else in the fami ly . Among 

these outside the family , a respondent ' s  lesbian and heterosexual 

women friends  were more likely to  be aware of the subject ' s  sexua l 

orientat ion than aquaintances or men . Mos t  respondents spent their 

leisure t ime with women younger than themselves and have not experi­

enced the death of  a woman with whom they have been int imately in­

volved . Subjects  seem t o  get the mos t  support during a persona l , 

emotional crisis  from lesbians and family members who provide love and 

acceptance through interpersonal communication about the crisis  situa­

t ion. The respondent s '  support systems within the heterosexual and 

homosexual social systems seem to be adequate  to these women ' s need s 

f or only slight ly more than half  of  the sample ,  and overwhelmingly 

respondent s felt their relat ionships  with both heterosexuals  and homo­

sexuals to be important . 

Discussion of  Find ings on Familial and Social Relationships 

In terms of  the number of women in this study who had heterosexu­

a lly married ( 41 . 1% )  and had stayed in their marital relat ionships for  

an average of  1 2 . 6  years , this sample i s  s imilar t o  Raphael and 

Robinson ' s ( 19 80) sample of older lesbians where 55% of the sample had 

been heterosexually married anywhere from 19 to 33 years .  And , as  

with other studies of  lesbians , this study further demonstrates that 

heterosexual marriages among lesbians are not uncommon ( Albro et a 1 ,  

1 9 7 7 ; Chafetz e t  a 1 , 19 7 4 ,  1 9 7 6 ;  Mendola , 1980 ) . Whi le heterosexual 

marriages are not unknown t o  lesbian samp le s ,  this f inding dif fers 
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from studies of  older homosexual men where there is much less likeli­

hood of  their ever having heterosexually married ( Berger , 1980 , 1982 ; 

Kelly , 1974 ) . 

Results from the present s tudy show that like heterosexual 

coup le s ,  the marriages terminated for  a variety of reasons mos t  o f  

which were unrelated t o  the respondent ' s  lesbianism. Thi s  refutes 

Bell and Weinberg ' s  ( 19 7 8 )  f inding that homosexuality is frequently 

the precipitating f actor in a marriage dissolution. 

As with other lesbian samples ( Albro et  a 1 ,  1977 ; Brooks , 19 81 ; 

Chafetz et a 1 ,  19 7 6 ;  Mendola , 1980) , many of  the respondents  in this 

sample had children and some had grandchildren.  This tends to  refut e 

the myth that lesbian women do  not have children . 

With regard to  who is aware of  the respondent ' s  sexual orienta­

t ion, this research reinforces f indings of  other lesbian research 

where the respondent ' s  lesbian friends and heterosexual women friend s  

were much more likely t o  be aware o f  her sexual orientation than were 

family members or men ( Albro et a 1 ,  197 7 ; Chafet z et a 1 ,  197 4 ,  197 6 ;  

Jay and Young , 1977 ; Tanner , 1978 ) . 
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It is interesting to  note that the average duration of int imate  

lesbian relationships i s  somewhat shorter than the durat ion of the 

heterosexual marriages in which respondent s had been involved ( 9 . 5  

years average for current lesbian relationships and 12 . 6  years for a 

heterosexual marriage) . A natural question arises a s  t o  why thi s  is  

s o .  While one could conjecture that lesbian relationships are not 

provided the same societal support as ·  heterosexual marriages ,  research 

to substant iate this is  not available . 
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The present research is  also similar to  other studies of  lesbian 

s amples ( Al bro et al , 19 7 7 ;  Brooks , 1981 ; Chafetz  et al , 19 7 4 ,  19 7 6 ;  

Ettorre , 1980 ; Tanner ,  197 8 ;  Wolff ,  19 7 1) that demonstrate lesbian 

women tend to  spend more t ime with lesbians and women than they do 

with men .  Also , like Raphael and Robinson ( 1980) , this study helps 

reinforce the idea that older lesbians seek and obtain support in 

t imes of personal , emotional crises from lesbians and women friend s 

rather than from their f amilies or men although interpersonal rela­

t ionships with both heterosexual and homosexual persons are important . 

Religion 

As traditional religion has been characterized as  a social inte­

grator and a way of  acting , feeling and thinking by which people 

undertake to  deal with life ' s  problems (Vander Zanden , 197 9 ,  p .  3 6 7 ) , 

a series of  questions regard ing the respondent ' s  involvement with 

organized religion were asked . Slightly more than hal f  ( 54 . 8% )  had 

been brought up in a protestant home , and 26% had been raised as  

Catholic s .  Only 9 . 6% grew up in a Jewish household and another 9 . 6% 

s aid they were raised in households where there were no religious 

belie f s .  The sample ' s  present religious preferences  show 41% who cur­

rent ly espouse agnostic , atheist ic or no religious beliefs while only 

3 0 . 9% remain protestant s ,  1 3 . 7% Catholic and 9 . 6% Jewish ( see Table 

10) . The majority ( 6 7 . 1% )  attend religious worship services less than 

twice a year while the remainder attend such services at least several 

t imes a year . 
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Re ligion 

Protestant 

Catholic 

Jewish 

Agnostic/Atheist  

Other 

TABLE 10 

Religious Aff iliations 
(N=7 3 ) 

Childhood Af filiat ion 

i. 

54 . 8  

2 6 . 0  

9 . 6  

9 . 6  
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Current Aff iliat ion 

i. 

3 0 . 9  

13 . 7  

9 . 6  

41 . 0  

4 . 8  
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While  these women seem not to at tend religious worship services on 

a regular bas i s ,  slight ly more than a third of  the sample ( 3 7% )  con­

sider themselves at  least  moderately devout . S ixty-three percent 

s tate they are moderately to very non-devout . Result s  tend to  show 

that the more income a respondent earned , the less religiously devout 

she c onsidered herself ( p= < . 06 ) . It is not surprising that how devout 

a respondent considered herself and her age were correlated with the 

amount of support she felt she got from tradit ional religion during 

t imes of  personal , emot ional crisi s .  The less devout ( p=<. OOOO) and 

the younger ( p=< . 0 2 )  a respondent , the less support from traditional 

religious sources .  

An overwhelming majority ( 80 . 8% )  o f  the respondents belonged t o  no 

religious organi zat ions , and almost  an equal number ( 83 . 6% )  were aware 

o f  religiously sponsored homophile organizations and/or  churches such 

as Dignity and Unity , The Metropolitan Community Church, Am Tikva or 

o ther s .  Only 13 . 7% were involved with such religiously sponsored 

homophile group s .  

Sixty-three percent c laimed t o  get little o r  no support from reli­

gion in t imes of  personal , emotional crisis  while the remainder 

reported having faith in a higher power who would love and accept them 

for  who they were and who provided them with an inner s trength .  Only 

2 . 7% ( N=2 ) had ever sought and received support from religious coun­

seling during a crisi s .  

A slight majority ( 5 4 . 8% )  claimed that the sources o f  religious 



www.manaraa.com

121  

support currently available to  them were adequate to  their needs while 

only 9 . 6% felt  that homosexual religious support systems were at least 

adequate to their need s .  Most  ( 7 6 . 7% )  said such homosexual religious 

systems were not available . Data show that the more devout a woman 

considered herself  ( p=( . 03 ) , the more income she earned ( p=<.04)  and 

the more open she was about her sexual  orientation ( p=< . 05 ) , the more 

adequate she felt  her religious sources  of support during a crisis  to  

be . 

Half  ( 5 2 . 1% )  felt that religion had been at least moderately t o  

very important in their lives although several pointed out that the 

reasons it  had been important included both positive and negative in-

f luence s .  The following comment s are typical of the feelings respond-

ent ' s  s tated about traditional religion : 

The best  support  I get i s  from my lesbian 
Christian friends with whom I can be c ompletely 
open .  In turn ,  I can provide support t o  my 
f riends both as a lesbian and a leader in the 
church. I only wish I could be more open t o  the 
church at  larg e ,  but too many are not 
ready/willing/able to  accept /understand . 

Before coming out t o  myself , the church was very 
important a s  a source of  support . Now , I have 
no religious needs . 

In the past religion provided me a lot o f  
spiritual  support , now i t  g ives me l i t tle . 

Religion provides me with a sense of  hope . 

Spiritually I have gotten some support , but the 
Catholic Church itself  provided me nothing due 
t o  i ts  dogma . 
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The Catholic Church was punitive during my 
c oming out . 

I belong to  a church that accepts and support s 
i t s  members  by continued caring act s  regardles s 
o f  the member ' s  sexual orientation . 

In summary , although mos t  respondents were raised within the con-

ventional religious institut ions of  this country , many have fallen 

away from organized religion .  Respondent s tend not to belong to  or 

a ttend activities  assoc iated with organized religion even i f  the 

activity has a homosexual bas i s .  Religion seems not t o  provide these  
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o lder lesbians with support during a persona l ,  emotional crisis  and it  

appears these women do not  generally turn to religious sources for 

support during a cri s i s .  

Discussion of  Religious Findings 

This sample of older lesbian women appears similar to  other 

s tudies of lesbians where women who were raised with some religious 

belief s  tended to get less religious as  they got older ( Albro et  a l ,  

1977 ; Chafetz et  a l ,  1 9 74 ,  19 7 6 ;  Jay and Young , 197 7 ;  Raphael and 

Robinson ,  1980) . Also , this research is similar to mos t  other 

research on lesbian women that shows while generally hal f  or more of  a 

lesbian sample claims no traditionally oriented religious beliefs 

( Bell  an Weinberg , 19 7 8 ;  Brooks , 1981 ; Chafetz  et  al ,  1 9 74 , 19 7 6 ;  Jay 

and Young , 1977 ; Minnigerode and Adelman ,  197 8 ;  Raphael and Robinson,  

1980 ; Rosen ,  1974 ) , the current sample tends t o  refute Gagnon and 

Simon ' s  ( 19 7 3 )  finding that most  lesbians move away from traditional 
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religion altogether . This study does support the idea posited by 

Gagnon and Simon ( 19 7 3 )  that lesbian women need to reconcile their 

sexual orientation and their religion and that some redefine their 

religion to  accommodate their lesbian li festyles . 
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Interestingly , thi s  sample ' s  religious a f filiation profile while 

being s imilar t o  samples of  o lder lesbians ( Adelman , 1980 ; Raphael and 

Robinson , 1980 ) , d i f fers from profiles of older homosexual men as 

research tends to show such men as more religiously aff iliated 

( Berger , 1980 ; Kelly , 197 4 ) . And , as  might be expected , samples o f  

a ssumed heterosexual women ( Christenson and Gagnon , 196 5 ;  Christenson 

and Johnson ,  197 3 ; DeMartino , 197 4 ;  Greenbe rg , 197 9 ;  Kinsey et a l ,  

1 9 53 )  show that such women are more c losely associated with tradit ion­

al religion than are lesbians . 

As with most  samples of homosexual women , those in this sample 

generally did not consider themselves religiously devout and did not 

belong to religious organizations . This  varies somewhat f rom studies 

done with assumed heterosexual women and older homosexual men where 

f indings  tend to show respondent s are more devout ( Berger , 1980 ; 

DeMartino , 1974 ; Kelly , 197 4 ; Kinsey et  al , 1953 ) . 

I t  i s  hardly surprising that the older lesbian women in this study 

do not turn to  religious systems for support in t imes of persona l ,  

emotional crisis . Organized religion has been a traditional source of 

homophobia and rejection o f  the homosexual lifestyle as contrary to  

God ' s  will . I t  seems that at least  for the women in this  study , 
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whatever spiritual needs they have are met in ways that do not include 

traditional religious one s .  Thi s  seems to be so even when respondents 

know of religiously sponsored activities that are homosexually orient­

ed and conducted by homosexual persons . Whi le older persons may be 

seen as  turning to  religion as a source of comfort in old age ( Berge r , · 

1980 ; Greenberg , 19 7 9 ;  Kelly , 1974 ) , this appears not to  be true for 

the older lesbian women of  this study . 

Economics  

How and where the older lesbian earns and spends  her money as  well  

as  what kind of  support she f inds in  t imes of f inancial crises com­

prised the sec tion of quest ions dealing with economic s .  A majority of  

respondents ( 7 8 . 1% )  were employed either full-t ime ( 6 5 . 8% )  or part­

time and only 1 9 . 2% were retired . Overwhelmingly these women held ( or 

had held) professional or managerial positions ( 84 . 9% )  where they had 

worked for someone else and had earned over $15 , 000 in 1981 . Only 

nine women ( 12 . 4% ) earned less than $9 , 000 while only one earned less 

than $4 , 000 ( see Table 1 1 ) . Generally these women tend to  see them­

selves as members  of  the middle class and tend to consider their 

economic situation adequate  to meet  their  need s .  

Almost all ( 9 5 . 9% )  were aware of  a homosexual community i n  their 

home town or  within commuting distance of  their  home s ,  although only 

61 . 6% considered themselves a member of that community . Social activ­

ity levels within the homosexual community varied as 6 5 . 8% stated they 

were moderately to very actively involved with the community while 
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Amount of  Income 

Under $1 , 000 

$1 , 000 - 3 , 9 99 

$4 , 000 - 6 , 999  

$7 , 000 - 9 , 999  

$1 0 , 000 - 14 , 99 9  

$1 5 , 000 - 19 , 999  

$2 0 , 000 - 2 4 , 999  

$2 5 , 000 or More 

TABLE 1 1  

Income 
(N=7 3 )  

Percentage 
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of Respondent s 

1 . 4  

5 . 6  

5 . 6  

15 . 3  

13 . 9  

20 . 8  

3 7 . 5  
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others showed less involvement . Data indicate that i f  a woman con­

sidered herself a member of  the homosexual community she was likely to  

be  actively involved in that community ( p=( . OOOO ) and the more overt 

she was about her sexual ident ity , the more ac tively she tended to  be 

in the homosexual community ( p=<.006 ) . I t  i s  interesting to  note tha t  

age was not assoc iated with whether o r  not a respondent c onsidered 

herself a member of  a homosexual community or the level of activity 

within that community . 

While respondents tended to  be aware of a homosexual community and 

many were active within that community , the amount of money these 

women spent on homosexually related activities was minimal as  63% had 

spent less than $100 on such activities  within the last year and only 

f ive women ( 6 . 8% )  had spent more than $500 . While the amount of money 

a respondent had spent on homosexually related activities within the 

past year was assoc iated with whether or not she considered herself a 

member of  the homosexual community ( p=< .02 )  and how open she was about 

her sexual orientation ( p. (. 0008 ) , her income was not ( p= <. 50 ) . S o ,  

those women who seem t o  b e  f inancially contributing t o  the homosexual 

subculture tend t o  be homosexual community members who are fairly 

overt about their sexual identi ty . 

A third ( 34 . 2% )  o f  those responding stated they had never f aced a 

f inancial crisis .  And , as  would be expected , the more income a 

respondent earned , the less likely she was to  have had a financial 

crisis  ( p= < . 0 2 ) . However ,  for those who had faced a f inancial crisi s ,  

most  tended t o  g o  t o  tradit ional sources such as banks and credit 
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unions ( 2 2 . 9% )  less frequently than to  family members  ( 31 . 3% ) , female 

lovers ( 14 . 6% )  or friends ( 12 . 5% )  for such things  as  loans or f inan­

cial advice .  I t  i s  also int eresting that family , female lovers  and 

friends provided the support these older lesbians needed in t imes of 

f inancial crisis  ( 5 3 . 1% )  more than the traditional sources ( banks 

e tc . )  ( 16 . 3% ) .  When faced with a f inancial crisis  some of those 

responding ( 28 . 5% )  turned only to  themselves for support and frequent­

ly worked two jobs to  get themselves out of f inancial di f ficulties . 

Overwhelmingly these women did not know of any f inancial resources 

a vailable to  them in the homosexual c ommunity ( 9 0 . 4% ) , and i f  they 

knew of such resources mos t  knew only of homosexual friends who would 

be wil ling to  advance them small  amounts of  money at a low interest  

rate . Only one respondent knew of a " pro-gay" bank that would not 

d iscriminate against lesbians or homosexual men,  and only two ( 2 . 7% )  

respondents had ever sought and received financial aid ( small  loans )  

within the homosexual c ommunity . 

Re spondents who had had f inancial crises ( 6 5 . 7% )  t ended to  view 

their  homosexual economic support systems as  less  t han adequate to 

meet their needs ( 8 7 . 5% )  and their heterosexual economic support sys­

tems adequat e  to  meet  their needs ( 7 0 . 8% ) . 

Almos t  all  subjec t s  ( 9 7 . 3% )  f elt  their ability to  earn an adequate 

income was at least moderately important and mos t  ( 7 6 . 7% )  considered 

it very important . 

To summarize , this sample is  comprised of primarily professional 

or managerial women who are s till  employed and who earn wel l  above 
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this country ' s  median income level of $ 1 5 , 000 a yea r .  Further ,  these 

women know of a homosexual community near their homes while many are 

active within that community , it is not where they spend their money 

or get their f inancial support . Rather than turning to tradit ional 

sources such as banks and credi t  unions for financial assistance , 
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these women tend t o  turn to  their f ami ly , female lovers , friends or 

themselves for  hel p  and almost  without exception the women in this 

sample realize the importance of  being able to  earn an adequate income . 

Discussion of  Economic Findings 

Most  s tudies of lesbian women show that the women sampled are fre­

quently employed in professional or managerial positions where they 

earn an adequate amount of income to  meet their needs ( Bell and 

Weinberg , 19 7 8 ;  Belote and Joesting , 197 6 ;  Brooks , 1981 ;  Bullough and 

Bullough , 1977 ; Chafetz et  a l ,  19 7 4 ,  19 7 6 ;  Jay and Young , 1 9 7 7 ; 

Mendola , 1980 ; Raphael and Robinson , 1980 ; Rosen,  1974 ) , and while the 

present study support s such previous f inding s ,  i t  i s  comprised of more 

professionally employed women earning higher incomes than previous 

re search has reported . Such a professionally employed sample d i ffers 

from f indings  that  describe assumed heterosexual samples of  women .  

Such heterosexual f indings  often depict a typical respondent as  either 

being an unemployed housewif e  or as being employed in less profession­

al  capacit ies and more in tradit ionally lower level occupat ions such 

as clerical or service workers ( Christenson and Johnson,  197 3 ;  Davi s ,  

1929 ; DeMart ino , 19 74 ; Greenberg , 19 7 9 ;  Lopata , 1973 ) . The 
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professional status of the present sample is  more like the occupation­

a l  s tatus of samples of homosexual men where many are professionally 

employed ( Berge r ,  1980 ; Francher and Henkin,  197 3 ) . Like Gagnon and 

Simon ' s  ( 19 7 3 )  f inding that most  lesbians are employed and are seri­

ously committed to  their  jobs , this study is  in agreement with that 

idea . Given the fact that lesbian women who are living a lesbian 

li festyle do not have the traditional male  partner to whom they can 

turn for f inancial support , it is not surprising to f ind that economic 

security gained through employment is important to the sample . 

It i s  hard t o  def ine why only 6 2% of  those responding were ac tive 

within the homosexual community . I t  may be that such community in­

volvement would require too much openness  on the part of  the respond­

ent or that  the community may be perceived as  not providing the older 

lesbian with anything worthwhile . Given that there has been some 

st igma attached to  involvement with other homosexual s  in an organized 

way , it  may that older women choose not to risk such involvement . 

Research to  examine the reasons for  involvement or non-involvement in  

such community act ivities remains to  be  c onducted . 

It i s  interesting t o  discover that even those women who are in­

volved with the homosexual community t end not to  spend a lot of money 

on homosexual ly related activities or event s .  While i t  has been post­

ulated that women may not have the economic resources t o  spend money 

on leisure activities ( Albro et a1 , 197 7 ) , it does seem that this 

sample has adequate monies to spend within the homosexual subculture 

if they wished . Why respondent s do not spend more may be associated 
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with a societal s tigma attached to  the gay subculture or with the lack 

of appropriate things within the subculture on which women want to 

spend money . Future research may more precisely examine this phenome-

non . 

This study ' s  f indings also point out that those surveyed tend to  

seek and get f inancial support from informal sources  such as  family 

members , f emale lovers , friends or themselves more f requent ly than 

from formal sources such as banks or credit unions .  Why this is so  

can only be  speculated about at this  point , as research that examines 

the issue is lacking . One possible reason may have to do with the 

non-heterosexual lifestyles of  the lesbian which might have to  be 

revealed t o  a bank or credit  union in order to  obtain a loan. 

Politics 

Another major area on which data were collected focused on the 

o lder lesbian ' s involvement with politics and polit ically oriented 

organization s .  A majority of those surveyed ( 5 7 . 5% )  said they pre­

f erred the Democratic polit ical party while only 13 . 7% said their 

political party preference was Republican.  Another 2 1 . 9% preferred 

being independents and only 5 . 5% stated they had no poli t ical party 

preference . When questioned about their  degree of political liberal­

ism ,  a fairly substant ial majority ( 7 1 . 2% )  ranked themselves as  l iber­

al or extremely liberal , and few ( 13 . 7% )  considered themselves politi­

c al conservat ives ( see Table 12 ) . 
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TABLE 12 

Degree of  Political Liberalism 
( N=7 3 )  

Degree o f  Political Liberalism % 

Extremely Conservative 1 . 4  

Conservative 9 . 6  

Slight ly Conservative 2 . 7  

Moderate ,  Middle o f  the Road 8 . 2  

S light ly Liberal 6 . 8  

Liberal 4 5 . 2  

Extremely Liberal 2 6 . 0  
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Mos t  women in the sample ( 89% ) stated that  a political candidate ' s  

p ositive stand on homosexual i s sues would posit ively influence their 

decision to vot e  for  that candidate .  Not one respondent said that a 

c andidate ' s  pro-homosexual s tand on political issues would negat ively 

influence their  decision to vote  for the candidat e .  With regard to 

specific  ways this country ' s  political system could be more supportive 

of the homosexual lifestyle , the following comment s were typical : 

Congress should pass ant i-discrimination laws to  
protect gay s .  

Sodomy laws should be abolished and there should 
be no laws regulating private sexual act s  between 
c onsenting adults . 

Non-discrimination should be implemented in  
employment ,  housing , immigration ,  health 
services , insurance , etc . 

Everyone should recognize and understand 
homosexuality as an acceptable alternat ive 
l ifestyle . 

More gay candidates should be elected . 

Homosexual marriages should be made legal .  

There should be more liaisons between gay 
political  groups and political organizat ions and 
e lected officials . 

Those surveyed did tend to  c onsider politics to  be at least moder-

ately important t o  them ( 30 . 1% )  while 4 3 . 8% thought politics important 

or very import ant . Many ( 7 1 . 2% )  said they belonged to  some type of 

politically oriented organization ( e . g .  National Organizat ion for 
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Women,  various political party memberships , lobbying groups etc . ) ,  and 

a majority ( 63% ) belonged to various professional or academic organi­

zations ( e . g .  National Association of Social Workers ,  American Medical 

Assoc iation ,  American Psychiatric Assoc iation , American Association of 

University Professors etc . ) .  Mos t  did not belong to  any hobby or gar­

den c lubs ( 69 . 9% )  or any literary , art , discussion or study groups 

( 7 2 . 6% ) . While  8 7 . 7% knew of homosexually oriented group s ,  only 4 6 . 6% 

belonged to  such groups ( e . g .  National Gay Task Force , Gay Rights 

National Lobby , Senior Action in a Gay Environment etc . ) .  

Since older lesbian women belong in a triple minority position 

( age , women and sexual orientation) , they face various situat ions 

where their c ivil and/or  human right s may be denied . In order to  

determine where these women would turn i f  they thought their  right s 

were being denied , they were asked to  ident ify t o  whom or where they 

would turn for assistance if they perceived their rights being denied 

on the basis  of  age , sex or sexual orientation ( see Table 1 3 ) . The 

American Civil  Liberties Union (ACLU) and personal lawyers seemed t o  

b e  the mos t  popular places to  turn f o r  aid ; and while most  had some 

ideas as to where they would f ind help in case of personal discrimina­

t ion, some said they would not know where to turn for  such aid . A few 

said they would not seek aid i f  they were the victim of  discrimination 

and one woman said , "At my age I have no right s . "  Those responding 

tended not to turn to homosexual organizations , professional organiza­

t ions , women ' s  organizations , human right s counc ils or the federal 
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TABLE 13 

Where Respondent Would Turn for 
Aid i f  Be ing Denied Civil Rights 

134 

Turn t o  For Help Discrimination on the Basis of : 

Age Sex Sexual Orientation 

% % % 

American Civi l 2 7 . 4  24 . 7  2 3 . 3  
Libert ies Union 

Personal Laywer 2 3 . 3  2 3 . 3  2 8 . 8  

Federal Governmental 
Anti-Di scrimination 5 . 5  5 . 5  2 . 7  
Groups 

Human Re lations 12 . 3  1 1 . 0  1 . 4  
Councils  

Nat ional Organizat ion 4 . 1  12 . 3  9 . 6  
for Women 

Homosexual Organizations 6 . 8  5 . 5  9 . 6  

Professional Organizations 1 . 4 1 . 4  2 . 7  
o r  Unions 

Nowhere 4 . 1  4 . 1  6 . 1  

Do Not Know 15 . 1  12 . 3  1 5 . 1  
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government for help in the case of  discriminat ion on the basis  of  age , 

sex or sexual orientation. 

As might be expected from a sample where only 61 . 6% are involved 

with a homosexual community , only 3 5 . 6% were moderately to actively 

involved with the homosexual c ivil rights movement and that 24 . 7% were 

very uninvolved in the movement . Interes tingly , how open a respondent 

was on the sexual orientation openness  scale ( p=<. 13 ) , her age ( p= 

< . 63 ) , her education ( p=<. 30) , her religious devoutedness ( p=<. 48 )  and 

whether she considered herself a member of the homosexual community 

( p� < 2 7 )  were not significantly associated with how actively she wa s 

involved in the homosexual civil right s movement . 

Generally , the women sampled had either not sought legal aid at  

a ll within the past  year ( 5 2 . 1% )  or had sought lawyer ' s services only 

1-4 t imes within the past year ( 4 3 . 8% ) . For those who had ever sought 

legal services ( N=58 ) , 4 8 . 2% had purpose ly sought out homosexual law­

yers to help  with legal problems . 

In summary , respondents tend t o  prefer the Democratic polit ical 

party , are politically liberal and support candidates who take a posi­

t ive stand on homosexual issues .  They generally believe that  federal 

and state legislation should be enacted to  protect the right s of homo­

sexuals  and end d iscrimination based on sexual orientation,  and they 

consider politic s t o  be important t o  them . Mos t  belong t o  political 

or professional organizations , few belong to  hobby clubs or discussion 

groups and almost  hal f  belong t o  homosexual organizations although 

most knew of the existence of such homophile groups . Respondents 
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preferred turning to the ACLU or personal lawyers i f  they had been 

d iscriminated against on the basis  of age ,  sex or sexual orientat ion , 

but almost  one-f ifth either would turn to  no one or  did not know where 

to turn i f  such discriminat ion occurred . Most  had not sought legal 

services within the past yea r ,  but if legal services had been o b­

t ained , there was a fair chance the woman had sought services from a 

homosexual lawyer .  

Di scussion of Political Findings  

As with many homosexual samples ( Albro e t  aI , 1977 ; Bell and 

Weinberg , 19 7 8 ;  Berger , 1980 ; Brooks , 1981 ; Kelly , 1974 ) , this sample , 

t oo , tends t o  prefer the Democratic polit ical party to  the Republican 

one and maintains a liberal political ideology . It is no surprise to  

discover that liberally oriented women would prefer the Democratic 

Party rather than the more conservat ive Republican Party .  

I t  i s  interest ing that  the women in this sample are  as  politically 

l iberal as they seem to  be as  samples of  o lder ,  assumed heterosexual 

women depict them a s  a rather politically conservative group 

( Greenberg , 19 79 ; Lopata ,  1 9 7 3 ; Mat thews , 1979 ) . Als o ,  it  seems the 

women in this study are willing t o  politically support a candidate who 

will overt ly take a positive stand on homosexuality oriented issues . 

And while mos t  surveyed are not overtly involved with the homosexual 

c ivil rights movement , most  have thought about the ways thi s country ' s  

political system could be more supportive o f  the homosexua l ' s  life­

s tyle and most  favor some type of protect ive c ivil rights legislation 
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for homosexual s .  Data d o  show that although this group o f  women may 

not be terribly overt about their support of homosexual c ivil right s ,  

they d o  consider the issue when covertly cast ing their ballot s .  
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As with Mendola ' s  ( 1980) f inding s ,  the data of this research show 

respondent s to be relatively active with a variety of political and 

professional organizat ions . While organizationally involved in some 

group s ,  the women surveyed tended not to  belong to homosexually 

oriented groups . Thi s  may be associated with the societal stigma fre­

quently attached to membership in such organizations and the overtness 

of  sexual ident ity assoc iated with such membership . Further research 

is necessary to determine why and what benefit s older lesbians gain 

from membership in homophile organizat ions . 

I t  i s  no surprise that data indicate the American Civil Libert ies 

Union ( ACLU) and personal lawyers as  being the places a respondent 

would turn i f  she felt she was being discriminated agains t on the 

basis of age , sex or sexual orientat ion. The ACLU has a reputat ion 

for being a s taunch defender of all civi l and human right s issues , and 

personal  lawyers may have been selected as a source of support because 

of their relat ive accessibility . What is disturbing is that the data 

that show almost  one- f ifth of the sample either not knowing where to  

turn for help or turning t o  no  one in the case  of discriminat ion . 

Again , this may be linked t o  the respondent ' s  unwi llingness to  put 

herself in a position where her sexual orientation could become publi c  

knowledge . 
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Data were unavailable to  determine what speci f ic factors inf luence 

an o lder lesbian ' s active involvement in the homosexual civil rights 

movement . Thi s  is due in part to  the small sample size and the rela­

t ive homogeneity of the group stud ied . While other research has shown 

associations between such thing s as  age , education , religious devout­

ness and sexual orientation openness and homosexual political involve­

ment ( Albro et a l ,  197 7) , the present study found no such associa­

t ions . Thi s  c ontradiction needs further c larif icat ion from more 

emp irical evidenc e .  

Finally , i t  i s  interesting that 38 . 4% ( N=29)  of the sample has 

speci fically sought out homosexual lawyers to  aid with legal prob­

lems . Since lawyers  traditionally do not advert ise or make their sex­

ual orientat ion known , this f inding tends to support the idea that 

those who sought out homosexual lawyers did so through some kind of an 

informa l ,  f riendship or  support network or asked the lawyer her/his 

soc ial orientation before obtaining the service . 

Social Wel fare 

Because the pr imary goal of the social welfare institut ion i s  mu­

tual support and social services are generally thought to provide a 

support system for  ind ividuals ( Gilbert and Specht , 1974 ) , respondents 

were asked a series of questions about their  relationships with "help­

ing"  professionals . Table 14 shows that respondents chose profession­

al  helpers based on the helpe r ' s professional expertise and the re­

spondent ' s  personal knowledge of the helper more frequent ly than 
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Priority 

Highest 1 

2 

3 

Lowest 4 

TABLE 14 

Priorities for Selecting a Helping Professiona l 
( N=7 3 )  

Professional ' s  Personal Homosexuality 
Expert ise Knowledge of of Professional 

Professional 

% % % 

38 . 4  3 7 . 0  8 . 2  

39 . 7  24 . 7  15 . 1  

1 5 . 1  1 3 . 7  34 . 2  

6 . 8  24 . 6  42 . 5  

Other ' s  
Recommendat ions 
of Professional 

% 

16 . 4  

20 . 5  

3 7 . 0  

26 . 1  

f-' 
W 
\0 
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on other ' s  recommendations of the helper to  the respondent . Helping 

professional ' s  homosexual sexual orientat ion was found not to be a 

high priority for these women when selecting helping professionals .  
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As is evident from data presented in Table 1 5 ,  respondents do 

utilize helping professionals  such as medical doctors , nurses , socia l 

workers , psychiatri sts  and psychologists .  Those sampled tended to be 

less involved with social workers , psychiatrists  and psychologists  

than they were with medical doctors and nurses although even their 

involvement wi th doctors and nurses seems minimal as  6 9 . 9% had visited 

a doc tor less than 5 t imes in the past year and 89 . 1% had visited a 

nurse less than 5 times also . This  tends to  conf irm respondent ' s  

ranking of  their health as  general ly good to  excellent . 

When asked which helping professionals  knew of the subject ' s  sex­

ual orientation only 10 . 8% said that  all  helping professionals  from 

whom services had been received were aware of the respondent ' s  lesbi­

anism. More typically , none of the helping professionals  were aware 

of the c lient ' s  sexual orientation ( 41 . 5% )  or only some helpers knew 

( 47 . 7% ) . For those women who had made their  sexual orientation known 

to  all  or some of  the helping professionals  ( 58 . 5% ) , medical doctors ,  

psychologists and psychiatrists  were the most  likely helpers to have 

been informed of their c lient ' s  sexual orientation and social worker s 

and nurses were the least likely to  know. Generally , respondent s 

opted to  tell  helping professionals  of  their sexual orientation 

because the respondent saw it  as  an important part of their personal 

ident ity they did not want to hide ( 6 5% ) , it was important to the 
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Number of Doctor 
Times Services % 
Were Recieved 

None 17 . 8  

1 - 4 52 . 1  

5 - 9 17 . 8  

10 - 14 8 . 2  

1 5  - 19  2 . 7  

2 0  or More 1 . 4  

TABLE 1 5  

Number of  Times Within the Pas t  Year Services  
Were Received From Various He lping Professional s  

(N=73 )  

Nurse Social Worker Psychiatrist 
-r- % % 

6 5 . 8  84 . 9  91 . 8  

2 3 . 3  8 . 2  2 . 7  

6 . 8  1 . 4  

1 . 4  

1 . 4  2 . 7  1 . 4  

1 . 4 2 . 7  4 . 1  

Psychologist  
% 

80. 8 

6 . 8  

2 . 7  

2 . 7  

6 . 8  

� 
.". 
� 
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therapeutic  process  to  so  identify themselves ( 2 2 . 5% ) , or it was seen 

as being dishonest not to share their sexual ident ity with those try­

ing to help them ( 12 . 5% ) . If respondent s had not shared their sexual 

orientation with helping professionals , it  was primarily because they 

felt  that doing so  was not relevant to  the reason they were seeking 

help ( 7 8 . 7% ) .  Only 14 . 8% had not t old helping professionals of their 

lesbianism due t o  a fear of  not being accepted by the professiona l ,  

and 6 . 6% had not made their sexual orientation known due to  the fear 

that such a revelation to  a helping professional might result in the 

respondent ' s  losing a job .  
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Most ( 64 . 3% )  had not had a persona l ,  emot ional problem for which 

they received support from helping professionals  within the past year ,  

but for  those that had ( N=26 ) , almost  all ( 9 7%)  had gotten psycho­

therapy or counseling support from helping professionals . While only 

4 6 . 6% knew of medical services available to them in the homosexual 

community , 7 6 . 6% knew of emotional counseling services provided by the 

lesbian/gay subculture . Only 43 . 9% were aware of the provision of any 

kind of  social services within the homosexual community and most 

( 7 5 . 3% )  had never received helping services from the lesbian/gay com­

munity during t imes of  personal crise s .  The types of services the 

homosexual community did provide some few respondents included profes­

sional counseling , support groups and emot ional support from friend s .  

Interestingly , whether o r  not a respondent cons idered herself a member 

of a homosexual community was not signif icant ly associated with her 

awareness of medical services ( p= <. 98 ) , emotional counseling services 
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( p= ' . l l )  or social services ( p=< . 3 3 )  provided within the homosexual 

community . 

143 

When f aced with an emotional crisi s ,  a majority ( 7 5 . 3% )  had never 

sought support from homosexual helping professional s .  For those who 

had ( N=18 ) , most found the sources of support from such professionals 

at least  adequate  ( 7 0 . 6% )  and only 5 . 9% who sought out such support 

systems f ound them inadequate . How adequate a respondent considered 

her homosexual helping professional support systems was associated 

with how open she was about her sexual orientation ( p= <. Ol )  where the 

more overt a respondent was about her lesbianism , the more adequate 

she f ound homosexual helping professionals . Whether or not a respond­

ent had ever married ( p= �. 3 3 ) , how religiously devout she was ( p= 

<. 7 6) , her age ( p=( . 08 ) , her income ( p=<. 16 ) , whether or not she was 

currently intimately involved with another woman ( p= < . 3 9 )  or whether 

or not she considered herself a member of a homosexual community ( p= 

<. 1 7 )  seem to  have no bearing on how adequately she perceived her 

sources of support f rom lesbian/gay helping professionals . 

Many ( 6 5 . 8% )  had sought and received some type of support from 

heterosexual helping professionals at some point in their lives , and 

of  those ( N=48 ) , 7 2 . 9% found such support to  be adequate  or more than 

adequate for  their needs .  However ,  there remains 27 . 1% who found such 

support from heterosexual helpers only barely adequate or inadequate 

to their needs . 

While a majority ( 60 . 3% )  of the sample perceived helping profes­

�ionals  to  be at least moderately important to  them throughout the 
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courses of their lives , 24 . 6% viewed helping professionals as unimpor­

t ant or very unimportant . 

In  summary , respondents choose professional helpers based primari­

ly on the helper ' s  professional expertise and the respondent ' s  person­

a l  knowledge of the helper rather than on the helper ' s  homosexual sex­

ual orientation.  Additionally , respondents tend to utilize a variety 

of helping professionals  and are not apt to  disclose their lesbianism 

unless they feel it relevant to  the helping services being provided 

them . Re spondents  tended not to have had any emotional problems for 

which they received support from helping professionals  within the past 

year , and they were more likely to  be aware of emot ional counseling 

services being provided in the lesbian/gay community than they were t o  

know of  medical o r  social services available t o  them i n  the homosexual 

subculture . For those who had ever sought support for  an emot ional 

problem , the sources of support available to them within the homosexu­

al subculture and the heterosexual culture seem adequate to their 

needs and most  believed helping professionals  to  be important to them . 

Discussion of Social Welfare Findings 

Assuming that at least 10i. of the American population may be con­

sidered predominately homosexual ( Gochro s ,  19 7 7 )  and that other re­

search indicates that lesbians and gay men utilize helping profession­

als ( Albro e t  a 1 ,  197 7 ;  Bell  and Weinberg , 197 8 ;  Belote and Joest ing , 

19 7 6 ;  Berger , 1980 ; Gagnon and Simon , 19 7 3 ;  Kimmel ,  1977 ; Mendola , 

1980) , it  i s  no surprise to  f ind this study ' s  sample utilizing helping 
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professional s  such as  medical doctors , nurse s ,  social workers ,  psychi­

atrists  and psychologists .  Given that  some prior research indicates 

tha t  many lesbians are in psychotherapy ( Bell  and Weinberg , 197 8 ;  

Gagnon and Simon , 1973 ) , that only 5 . 5% o f  this sample are regularly 

involved wi th psychiatrists  and 12 . 2% regularly see psychologists  

helps erase the myth of  lesbianism as a mental i l lness . Additionally , 

given that  the women who are part of this study consider themselves to  

be in good t o  excellent health,  it  i s  not  odd  t o  f ind few reported 

visits  t o  the doctor within the past year .  

Why respondents seemed t o  seek out the services of social workers 

and nurses less f requently than they sought aid from medical doctor s ,  

psychiatrists  and psychologists  may be representative o f  this  sample 

of  middle-clas s ,  professional women whose incomes allow them to pay 

f or care provided primarily by doctors rather than by nurses or social 

workers .  Had thi s  sample ' s  economic situation been dif ferent , so too 

might their utilization of helping professionals .  Further research to  

explore this  seems indicated . 

Another f inding that may be a ssociated with this sample ' s  demo­

graphic profile i s  the tendency of respondent s to choose their helping 

professionals  based on personal knowledge of the professional ' s  exper­

tise  and their own knowledge of the provide r .  A less  educated sample 

may not have yielded the same finding s .  Additional ly , the homosexual 

sexual orientation of the helping professional seems much less impor­

t ant to respondents than a professional ' s  ability to professionally 

provided the necessary services .  
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As might be expected , i f  respondent s thought that revealing their 

s exual orientat ion to  a helping professional helpful to  the service 

provided , they would reveal  their lesbianism . This tended to happen 

generally when a woman was in some type of psychotherapy where sharing 

her sexual orientat ion appeared necessary t o  the therapeutic proces s .  

Revealing her sexual orientation t o  a helping professional when not 

necessary to the treatment was seldom done . What seems interesting is  

that most  helping professionals should treat pat ients as part of a 

larger social system and the general idea held by this sample that  

one ' s  sexual orientation should not be  shared routinely with those 

t rying to  provide help may tend to alienate the provider from the 

pat ient . It is also interest ing to note that social workers who tra­

dit ionally deal with the person in a social situation are among the 

least  likely to  know about a respondent ' s  lesbianism . These f ind ings 

tend to support DeCrescenzo and McGill ' s  ( 19 7 8 )  f indings that show 

many helping professionals to be so homophobic that the topic of homo­

sexuality i s  never brought up and all  those seeking help are assumed 

by the helper to be heterosexua l .  Because fear of self-ident if icat ion 

does not seem to  be the main reason for  non-disclosure of sexual 

orientation, there seem t o  be other yet unident if ied reasons why more 

respondent s do not reveal their sexual orientation to those who are 

try ing to provide them service s .  

Since the medical profession does not advert ise and doctors do not 

generally make their homosexual sexual orientation or their acceptance 

of homosexuals  known to the public , it is surprising that almost  half 
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knew of medical services  available to  them in the homosexual communi­

ty .  It i s  equally interest ing that more than two-fifths also knew o f  

the availability of  social services within the lesbian/gay subculture 

as such are not generally advert ised . I t  i s  not odd , however , that 

three-fourths were aware of emot ional counseling services provided by 

the homosexual community simply because such services are frequently 

more widely advertised and discussed than either medical or social 

services . 
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What is optimistic is  that of those who sought social services ,  

such services were found t o  be  generally adequate whether they were 

o btained from homosexual or heterosexual helping professionals . What 

is not so optomistic i s  the f inding that almost one-third of those who 

had sought help from heterosexual or homosexual helpers found the ser­

vices provided to  them inadequate . 

Education 

As education is considered an important part of growing up and the 

educational institution ' s primary objective is to soc ialize the indi­

vidual and transmit specialized skills (Vander Zanden , 19 7 9 ,  pp . 

5 21-5 30 ) , a series of  questions were asked that explored the respond­

ent ' s  formal educational experiences ( c lassroom etc . )  as well  as more 

inf ormal educational experience outside the class where she 
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found out about homosexuality . As reported in the section on demo­

graphics ( see Table 5 ) , this sample of older lesbian women i s  highly 

educated with more than half  having earned a master ' s  degree or higher 

and all but one had completed high school .  As would be expected from 

such a wel l  educated group , mos t  in  this study considered formal edu­

cation to be important ( 26% ) or very important ( 60 . 3% )  to them . 

An overwhelming majority had attended coeducat ional elementary 

s chools  ( 9 4 . 5% )  and high schools  ( 90 . 4% )  and most  had attended coedu­

cational colleges ( 89 . 1% ) . Additionally , most  had attended public 

elementary ( 8 3 . 6% )  and high schools  ( 80 . 8% )  while a majority had also 

attended public colleges or universities ( 6 7 . 2% ) . Most  had not 

attended religious elementary schools ( 8 3 . 6% ) , high schools ( 8 3 . 6% )  or 

colleges ( 82 . 8% )  and overwhelmingly these women did not belong to 

sororit ies ( 94 . 5% ) . While a substant ial majority ( 89% ) be lieved that 

the educational systems with which they had been associated provided 

them no support in  t imes of  emotional crises , f or some , aid in the 

form of intellectual  stimulation to  work through a crisis  or financial  

a id t o  help with  an educationally related expense were provided . It 

is interesting to  note that at what age and at what period of t ime a 

respondent got support from educational systems may be important as 

many noted that during the 1930 ' s ,  1940 ' s  and 1950 ' s  (when most  were 

i n  school ) ,  school systems were perceived as  being there to  provide 

students with an education not emotional support in times of crisi s .  
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An overwhelming ma jority ( 9 1 . 8% )  learned about homosexuality 

before they were 20 years old ( the mean age was 15 . 3  years ) , and half  

c laimed t o  have become intensely emotionally intimate with other women 

before their twent ieth year although 2 7 . 4% said they did not become so 

emot ional ly involved unti l  they were over 30 years old . Four women 

( 5 . 5% )  did not become intensely , emotionally int imate with other women 

unti l  they were over 50 years old ( see Table 16) . The mean age at 

which this sample became intensely , emotionally int imate with other 

women was 24 . 7  years .  As would be expected , the younger a respondent 

was when she learned about homosexuality , the younger she was when she 

became intensely , emotionally int imate with other women ( p=<. 02 ) . 

One-third of  those responding had their f irst lesbian sexual 

experience before they were 20 years old and almost  two-thirds had 

this experience before they were 30 years of age . The mean age at 

which women in this sample tended to have their first  lesbian sexual 

experience was 2 7 . 3  year s ,  although these f irst lesbian sexual acts 

occurred anywhere from age 12 to  age 5 5 .  I t  is not odd that  data 

indicate that the younger a respondent was to  become intensely , emo­

tionally intimate with other women,  the younger she was when she had 

her f irst  lesbian sexual experience ( p=< . OOOO) , nor is  it  surprising 

that the age at which a respondent learned about homosexuality is 

positively correlated with the age at which she had her f irst lesbian 

sexual experience ( p= <.03 ) . The age at which she had her f irst sexua l 

experience was not , however , associated with how open she current ly is 

about her lesbianism ( p= < . 28 ) . 
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Age 

6 - 9 

10 - 19 

20  - 2 9  

3 0  - 39  

40 - 49  

50 - 55 

TABLE 16 

Ages  at Which Respondent s First Became 
Emot ionally Int imate and Sexually Act ive with Women 

C N=7 3 )  

First Intense Emotional First Lesbian 
Intimacy with Women Sexual Act 

N % N % 

2 2 . 7  

3 5  47 . 9  25 34 . 2  

16 21. 9 2 3  31 . 5  

3 4 . 1  9 12 . 3  

13 17 . 8  1 1  15 . 1  

4 5 . 5  5 6 . 8  
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When respondents f irst learned about homosexuality more than one­

third said it had a positive effect  on them as they no longer felt 

isolated but relieved to  know they were not the only persons with such 

f eeling s .  Almost a third ( 28 . 8% )  said the informat ion had no impact 

on them and 1 7 . 8% said the concept had some meaning for them but they 

chose to deny its  applicability or importance to themselves . Another 

16 . 4% said learning about homosexuality had a negative effect on them 

because they were aware of the societal s tigma at tached to homosexuals 

and had learned that  homosexuality was not an acceptable lifestyle . 

When a sked what kind of support they needed once they started to  

define themselves as  not  traditionally heterosexua l ,  most  reported 

needing friends or someone to  talk to who would be accepting and lov­

ing ( 7 6 . 3% ) . Only 24 . 7% said they wanted no support during this com­

ing out phase . To get the support they needed during their coming out 

proces s ,  the women of this study turned to a variety of source s .  Many 

( 4 7 . 9% )  turned to their lesbian lover or female friends ( heterosexual 

or  homosexual )  and only 5 . 5% turned to  professional helpers or books 

( 2 . 8% ) . Some ( 13 . 7% )  went to more than one source for support and 

almost  a third ( 30 . 1% )  turned to no one for support during this life 

phase . 

A majority ( 67 . 1% )  d id not know of a homosexual community when 

they s tarted to define themselves as not traditionally heterosexual 

and said that during the time they were coming out , such a community 

was not available to  them . For those who were aware of a homosexual 

c ommunity during their coming out phase (N=24 ) ,  7 5% had got ten some 
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type of  support from that community during the t ime they had started 

t o  define themselves as  not traditionally heterosexua l .  Support from 

the homosexual community centered on the acceptance of the person in 

the coming out phase by the rest of the homosexual community and was 

generally provided to  the respondent through friends and/or discussion 

groups . 

When asked about the adequacy of their personal support systems 

when they f irst  started to define themselves as not traditionally 

heterosexua l ,  a majori ty of  respondents ( 5 4 . 8% )  said such support sys­

tems were inadequate  ( 41 . 1% )  or just barely adequate ( 13 . 7% )  to  meet  

their needs while only 12 . 3% thought their personal support systems 

were more than adequate to them during this phase of their live s .  

Interestingly , whether o r  not a respondent had ever heterosexually 

married was associated with how adequately she perceived her support 

systems during her coming out phase ( p= < . 002 ) . I f  a respondent had 

heterosexually married , she was more likely to perceive her support 

systems as  inadequate when she started to define herself as not tradi­

tionally heterosexual . 

In summary , respondents in this study tend to have at least an 

undergraduate  degree , a majority have earned at least a master ' s  

degree and most  consider formal educat ion important . Almost all 

attended coeducationa l ,  public schools  that  were not religiously 

a f f i liated , few belong to sororities  and most  feel that the 

educational system provided them little or no support in t imes o f  

persona l ,  emotional cri ses . 
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The average age at which these women learned about homosexuality 

was 1 5 ,  the average age at  which they became intensely emot ionally 

intimate with other women was 25 and the average age at which they had 

their f irst lesbian sexual experience was 2 7 .  When respondents 

learned about the concept of homosexuality , the information had vari­

ous impact s .  Some said it  was a positive impact ,  others said it was a 

negative impact ,  still  others denied its  importance and some said the 

knowledge had no impact on them . Once they started defining them­

selves as not tradit ionally heterosexual , most  wanted someone to  talk 

to who would accept their lesbianism and many turned to  other lesbians 

or female friends for that support . Homosexual communities were gen­

erally not available for support when most  of the respondents in this 

study were coming out , and many felt their personal support systems 

during this phase of their lives inadequate to meet their needs . 

Discussion of Educat ional Findings 

In terms of the high level of educational attainment achieved by 

women in this sample , this sample tends t o  be more educated than other 

samples of women ( heterosexual and homosexual) and has a higher level 

of educational attainment than DeMartino ' s  ( 1974 )  sample of intellec t­

ually g i fted women. Prior research does , however ,  show that lesbians 

tend to  be generally better educated than samples of assumed hetero­

sexual women.  The sample of this present research is  somewhat simi lar 

to Brook ' s  ( 1980) sample where 44% of the lesbians surveyed had at 

least  a college degree and Jay and Young ' s  ( 19 7 7 )  lesbian sample where 
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64% of  those surveyed had at least an undergraduate degre e .  Educa­

tional ly this sample is most similar to Raphael and Robinson ' s  ( 1980) 

sample of older lesbian women where 6 5% of those studied had at least  

s ome college and 30% had earned at least a master ' s  degree . While the 

educat ional attainment f indings  of  this study seem to be similar to  

o ther studies of  lesbian women , they are  similar to  f indings of 

s tudies on homosexual men where there is  frequent ly a high level o f  

educational attainment ( Berger , 1980 ; Kel ly , 1974) . These f inding s ,  

however ,  dif fer from findings  o f  research on general studies o f  women 

where it may be assumed that those surveyed were heterosexual . Such 

studies of women show a level of educational attainment for women aged 

50 or older to be far below the present s tudy ' s  ( Greenberg , 1 9 79 ;  

Kinsey et  al ,  1953 ; Lopata , 197 3 ;  Masters and Johnson , 196 6 ) . In 

s tudies which dif ferent iate between married and unmarried women 

( Christenson and Gagnon,  196 5 ;  Christenson and Jouhnson, 197 3 ;  Davi s ,  

19 2 9 ;  Kinsey et a l ,  1953 )  and studies that d i fferent iate between les­

bian and non-lesbian women ( Chafet z et al , 197 4 ,  19 7 6 ;  Wilson and 

Green , 1 9 71 ) , the unmarried women and the lesbian women tend toward 

higher levels of educational achievement than married or heterosexual 

women . Such f indings  of high educat ional attainment in a group of 

older women start to  contradict the idea presented by Bengtson and 

Haber ( 19 7 5 )  that older persons are likely to be func tionally illiter­

ate . Exactly why older lesbians tend t o  be well  educated need s 

further invest igat ion.  
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While those surveyed considered their formal educational experi­

ences important , it  is interest ing to note that they usually neither 

used the formal educational structures available to  them ( such as 

sororit ies )  for  support nor generally gained any type of  emotional 

support in t imes of personal crises from the tradit ional educat ional 

systems . 

1 5 5  

While the present sample is  s imilar to  other lesbian samples wi th 

regard to when mos t  had their first lesbian sexual experience ,  the 

f indings  also support other f indings that show women can and do have 

their first  lesbian sexual experience at varying ages ( Albro et al ,  

1977 ; Bell  and Weinberg , 19 7 8 ;  Belote and Joesting , 1976 ; Chafetz et  

a l ,  197 4 ,  197 6 ; Davi s ,  192 9 ;  Jay and Young , 197 7 ; Pons e ,  197 8 ;  Raphae l 

and Robinson, 1980) . This  sample also tends to  reinforce Gagnon and 

Simon ' s ( 19 7 3 )  ideas that the commencement of overt sexual act s  be­

tween women may follow an intense emot ional involvement and that f irst 

emot ional attachments were not always followed by physical sexual 

act s .  With the disparity between when these women f irst became aware 

of homosexuality ( mean age of 15 ) , when they f irst became int imately 

emotionally attached to  other women (mean age of 2 5 )  and their f irst 

overt lesbian sexual experience (mean age of  2 7 ) , Belote and 

Joesting ' s  ( 19 76 )  idea that the coming out process for lesbians occurs 

in stages that  are close in temporal proximity needs further investi­

gation. 

Given that all  of  the women surveyed were born before 1933 when 

homosexuality was viewed as a mental i llness and strict homosexual 
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proscriptions existed throughout the country , it  is interesting that 

any respondents viewed homosexuality positively once they learned 

about it . What also seems noteworthy is that most , irrespective of 

how they felt  about homosexuality when they f irst learned about it , 

needed some type of support once they started to  define themselves as  

not  traditionally heterosexual . While they needed support they gen­

erally turned to  women friend s or  no one for support rather than to  

helping professionals .  While there is  some indicat ion that  they could 

have obtained support from a homosexual community during that phase of 

their live s ,  such communit ies were not usually available to  them . Not 

surprisingly , adequate support systems were unavailable when these 

o lder women started to define themselves  as not tradit ionally hetero­

sexual and while  they needed support , there was frequently nowhere to  

t urn for aid . Since these women were growing up in the 1920 ' s ,  1930 ' s  

and 1940 ' s  before the gay right s movement , i t  i s  not odd that such 

support was lacking . Further research to determine if dif ferences 

exist  between women who came out before the gay rights movement and 

those who came out since the movement seems warranted . 

Summary 

The demographic profile of  a typical woman in this sample shows a 

well  educated , politically liberal , professionally employed woman in 

her early 50 ' s who is  in good to  excellent health .  She tends to  live 

in her own home with a female life partner with whom she has lived for 

a s ignif icant amount of  t ime . She opt s  to  define her sexual 
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orientation using the word " lesbian" and is  predominantly both in­

tensely emotionally intimate and physically sexually act ive with 

women .  She does not totally hide her sexual orientation,  but is 

selective with whom she shares the knowledge of her lesbianism . Her 

family is less likely to be aware of her sexual orientation than 

female friend s .  Her parents are deceased , but she st ill has living 

sibling s .  She tends t o  spend her leisure t ime with women who are 

younger than herself , and she has not experienced the death of a woman 

with whom she has been intimately involved . She was raised with some 

t ype of religious ideology , but has generally fallen away from tradi­

tional religion.  She is  aware of  a homosexual community in her home 

t own or within commut ing distance of  her home town and considers her­

self a member of that community although not a terribly active member .  

While she earns more than $1 5 , 000 annually ,  she does not spend 

much of  her money within the homosexual community . She is  a politica l 

liberal who support s  the Democractic Party and is  positively af fected 

by a political candidate ' s  pro-homosexual stand on issue s .  She 

belongs to polit ically oriented and/or  professional organizat ions 

rather than hobby clubs or  discussion groups and although she is aware 

of homosexually oriented organi zations , she may not be a member of 

such.  She has need of  and utilizes a variety of helping professionals  

t o  whom she will reveal her sexual orientat ion only i f  it  i s  relevant VV' 

t o  the helping proce s s .  She chooses her helping professionals based 

on the helper ' s  professional expertise and her own knowledge of the 

professiona l .  While she knows of emotional counseling services within 
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the homosexual community , she has not had an emotional problem within 

the past year for which she has sought support f rom helping profes­

sionals .  

158 

She learned about homosexuality when she was 15 , became intensely 

emot ionally intimate with other women when she was 2 5  and had her 

f irst lesbian sexual experience when she was 2 7 .  She considers her 

formal educat ion , her ability to earn an adequate income , her rela­

t ionships with heterosexuals and homosexuals  and her political activi­

ties important . In su� ,  she is  actively involved with the world 

around her . 

In  terms of  where the typical woman seeks and f inds support in 

times of personal crise s ,  the following picture emerges .  The typical 

respondent gets support in t imes of crisis  from those who are aware of 

her sexual orientat ion.  This includes primarily homosexual and het­

erosexual women f riends and some immediate family members , but rarely 

men .  She views these heterosexual and homosexual famil ial social sup­

port systems as  adequate to  her needs . She does not view the reli­

gious ins titution and the support systems i t  provides as  a place she 

would seek support during a crisis  situation,  and she turns to family 

members and friend s  for  aid in f inancial crises rather than the tradi­

t ional f inancial aid sources such as banks and/ or credit  unions . 

She may turn t o  the American Civil  Liberties Union or a persona l 

lawyer for help with d iscrimination issues , but may not be willing to  

take such an overt stand and allow the discrimination.  The homosexua l 

subculture and the heterosexual culture provide her adequate support 
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when she has an emotional crisis  for which she seeks support . The 

f ormal educational system provides her little or no support and once 

she started to def ine herself  as not traditionally heterosexual , she 

f elt a need for some type of support . To get the support she needed 

during her coming out phase , she turned to other lesbians and female 

friends and not to  f amily members  or men .  She is  likely to  feel that 

during her coming out phase , the sources of  support available to  her 

were not adequate to meet her need s .  

159 
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CHAPTER V 

SUMMARY , IMPLICATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

FOR FURTHER RESEARCH 

Thi s  chapter reviews the study ' s  purpose and examine s the f indings  

in  l ight o f  the study ' s  conceptual framework and what is  known in the 

areas of lesbianism , homosexuality and aging , aging and social support 

systems . The importance of  the f indings t o  social work pract ice  and 

social work education are examined and recommendat ions for further 

research are d i scussed . 

Review of  the S tudy ' s  Purpose 

Thi s  study was conducted t o  increase the limited amount of knowl­

edge about a minority group with a triple minority status -- o lder 

lesbian women.  Spec i fically , the research sought t o  provide a de­

t ailed picture of  the o lder lesbian woman that would help social work 

practi tioners ( and other helping professional s ) , who routinely ( a l­

though perhaps unknowingly ) provide services to  older homosexual 

women , more realistically assess thi s minority ' s  service need s .  Thus , 

160 
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the research was designed t o  add knowledge t o  the social work profes­

s ion.  I t  was f elt  this knowledge would begin to  help assure that 

quality services be provided t o  older lesbians who seek such services  

from social workers . Tangent ially , the research sought to  help the 

National Association o f  Social Workers  become more aware o f  the minor­

i ty status o f  homosexuals  and t o  help begin t o  create a more open pro­

fessional environment for  the professional development of  lesbian and 

gay male social workers .  

I n  a n  e f fort t o  meet these objective s ,  the study was conceptual­

ized within the holistic  framework of general systems theory where the 

older lesbian woman was examined within the context of the heterosexu­

a l  and homosexual social systems in which she func tions . The study 

sought to describe the social world of the older lesbian through an 

examination of the social structure of that world ' s  social systems . 

In an ef fort t o  define discernable patterns within that world , the six 

commonly referred t o  social institut ions ( f amily , religion , economic , 

political , social welfare , educat ion) were used as  structural refer­

ent s for  the study . 

The study was designed t o  answer what are the ident ifiable social 

organizational structures found in the social  world of  the older les­

bian and do these structures indicate where the older lesbian ' s sup­

port systems are located? Additional questions addressed inc lude wha t 

are the older lesbian ' s support ive connections to  the heterosexual 

culture and the homosexua l subculture , what are the patterns in these 

c onnections , where do the patterns show the older lesbian ' s support 
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systems t o  be located and where and what type s of support are  provided 

the o lder lesbian in t imes of personal crisis?  

The research was designed as  exploratory with some element s of  

quant itat ive-descriptive analysis and no  f ormal hypotheses were 

tested . Thi s  methodological approach is similar to  current , related 

research in the f ields of  aging , women and sexuality and is an appro­

priate way to  answer the research quest ions posed . 

As a random sample of  older lesbian women is  impossible to  obtain , 

the study used a nonprobability , snowball  sampling technique t o  obtain 

some respondents whi le some respondent s were obtained through their 

contact ing the researcher directly and others were obtained through 

the researcher ' s  contact with known homophile organi zat ions . All sub­

jects  were self-identif ied lesbians . Data were gathered in two prima­

ry ways -- through interviews with some respondent s and mailed survey 

questionnaires to the remainder of respondent s .  The interview format 

and the survey questionnaire were researcher designed and gathered the 

same dat a .  Though 450 questionnaires were distributed only 6 3  ( 14% ) 

were returned and are inc luded in the analy s i s .  The data from the 10 

interviews were analyzed with the data from the questionnaire s so the 

t otal  sample s ize is 7 3 .  Due to the exploratory nature of the study , 

the major statistical analysis  procedures consisted of  univariate 

analysis although some , mostly inconsequential bivariate analysis  was 

also conducted to  determine if signif icant correlat ions existed be­

tween some major variables .  

This  study sought t o  generally answer the quest ion o f  "What is  
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happening? " in the social world of  the older lesbian and hence merely 

provides a cross-sec tional description of one small ,  homogeneous sam-

ple . It did  not attempt t o  specify how or why event s occur and thus 

d oes not provide a predictive quali ty .  Because of  the weaknesses o f  
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any exploratory methodological design , the  lack of  a random sample and 

the instruments used to gather dat a ,  f indings from this study are gen-

eralizable only t o  the present study and its  sample . Findings , while 

in some instances s imi lar t o  f indings from other research on lesbians , 

are not generalizable t o  all  other lesbian women .  

Ma jor Findings and Linkages 
to  What is  Known 

Due t o  the lack of  a unif ied theoretical base in both the f ields 

of lesbianism and aging , the major findings from thi s study are 

examined in light of  what is  already known in the f ields of  lesbian-

ism , homosexuality and aging , aging and social support  systems . The 

major f indings are also discussed in t erms of the study ' s  conceptual 

f ramework . 

Lesbianism 

Demographic data from this study support data from other studies 

of  younger samples of  lesbian women that show lesbian women achieving 

a high level o f  education coupled with high professional status and a 

s table , responsible mode o f  living ( Belote and Joesting , 1 9 7 6 ;  Gagnon 

and Simon ,  1973 ; The Ladde r ,  1960 ; Mendola , 1980) . Further ,  the wome n 
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in this sample are comparable to  other study ' s  f inding s that show 

younger lesbians t o  be politically libera l ,  actively aff iliated with 

professional and political organizations and not particularly involved 

with organized religion ( Al bro et aI , 19 7 7 ;  Chafetz et a I ,  1 9 74 ,  1 9 7 6 ;  

Ettorre , 1980 ; Gagnon and Simon,  1973 ; Mendola , 1980) . Given the 

liberal polit ical stand of the present sample and their favorable 

views on a political candidat e ' s  posit ive stand on homosexual issue s ,  

Et t orre ' s  ( 1980) hypothesis  that lesbians are moving from a posit ion 

of  deviance t o  a polit ically ambit ious social movement may be sup­

ported . 

The older lesbians described in  this study are , like most lesbians 

described in other studies  of younger homosexual women,  involved with 

the mainstream of  heterosexual society , l ive in virtually every part 

of this count ry , span the socioeconomic strata and are generally in­

volved in long-term relationships with other women in their age cohort 

( Albro et a I ,  197 7 ; Bullough and Bullough ,  197 7 ;  Chafetz  et aI , 197 4 ,  

19 7 6 ;  The Ladder , 1960 ; Mendola , 1980) . Although the women in  this  

s tudy were all born in or  before 193 2 ,  their demographic characteris­

t ics  appear s imilar to  the characteri stics  of  lesbian women who were 

born much later .  While  an inferenc e could be made that irrespective 

of the era lesbian women know that because of their lack of attachment 

to a male certain patterns of educat ional , professional and polit ical 

att itudes emerg e ,  this is now only a question for further thought . 
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Homosexuality and Aging 

Al though this sample is  f airly similar t o  samples of younger les-

bians , it  i s  strikingly similar to  sample s of older lesbian women and 

generally similar to samples of o lder homosexual men . 

Older lesbians have been described as  generally having their f irst  

lesbian sexual experience in their late  teens or early twent ies al-

though this experience could occur at any t ime i f  a s trong emot ional 

bond existed between the women ( Adelman , 1980 ; Raphael and Robinson , 

1980) . Also , older lesbians tend t o  prefer to  relate socially and 

sexually with their own age c ohort although they have friends of vary-

ing ages ( Adelman , 1980 ; Raphael and Robinson , 1980) . Whi le older 

lesbians generally have been brought up within a standard ized reli-

gious context , many fall  away from organized religion ( Minnigerode and 

Adelman,  1 9 78 ) . Finally , older lesbians have been described as not 

experiencing the acceleration of aging as fast  as heterosexual women � 
( Laner , 1 9 79 )  and adapt t o  aging well  ( Raphael and Robinson, 1980 ) . 

Data from the present study support the f inding s on older lesbians 

of Adelman ( 1980) , Minnigerode and Adelman ( 19 78 )  and Raphael  and 

Robinson ( 1980) . The sample size  of the present study is considerably 

larger and more geographically diverse than prior studies examining 

older lesbians which tend s to suggest that irrespective of geographi-

cal locale s imilarities  between older lesbians seem to  exist . 

Research on older homosexual men portray them as  generally never 

having heterosexually married , being well educated , politically 

liberal , actively involved with political organizations and of ten 
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religiously a f f iliated ( Berge r ,  1980 ,  1982 ; Francher and Henkin ,  197 3 ;  

Ke lly , 19 7 4 ,  19 7 7 ;  Kimmel ,  1977 , 19 7 8 ;  Minnigerode and Adelman,  

197 8 ) . The women of  the present study are similar to  samples of  older 

gay men insofar as  the women are generally well educated , polit ically 

liberal and actively involved with a variety of  organizations . How­

ever , while most  older homosexual men have never married a woman , 

older lesbian women may very well  have been heterosexually married a t  

some point i n  their lives and frequent ly have children. Such is  sub­

stantiated by the current data as  well  as  data from Adelman ( 1980)  and 

Raphael and Robinson ( 1980) . Also , studies of older homosexual men 

may portray them as being connected to organized religion ( Berger , 

1980 ,  1982 ; Kelly , 1974 , 19 7 7 )  while the present study , and s tudies of  

older lesbians in general , tend to  show older homosexual women as  not 

being religiously a f filiated in a f ormal way ( Adelman , 1980;  

Minnigerode and Adelman ,  197 8 ; Raphae l and Robinson ,  1980) . 

In summary , the d ata presented in the present s tudy generally sub­

stantiates and support s previous f indings as  compiled by other re­

searchers in the f ield of  aging homosexuals . 

Aging 

Research compiled that describes samples of older women describes 

them as  having been or currently heterosexually married ( a lthough fre­

quent ly widowed ) ( Greenberg , 1 9 7 9 ;  Harris et  a l ,  19 7 5 ;  Lieberman , 

197 7 ; Lipman , 1960 ; Lopata ,  1973 ; Mat thews , 1979 ; St innett  et a l ,  

1968) , sexually act ive ( Christenson and Gagnon , 1965 ; Christenson and 
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Johnson , 1973 ; Newman and Nicholas , 1960 ; Pfeiffer  and Davis , 197 2 ;  

P fei ffer e t  a I ,  1972 ;  Verwoerdt e t  a I ,  1969 ; Verwoerd t e t  a I ,  II1969) , 

not overly well  educated ( Lopata , 19 73 ; Matthews , 19 7 9 ) , non-profes-

s ional women who were not involved with professional or polit ical 

organizations ( Greenberg , 197 9 ;  Lopata , 197 3 ;  Matthews , 19 7 9 )  but who 

t ended to be religiously a f f iliated ( Greenberg , 1979 ) . As previously 

described , the current sample , and descriptions of lesbian samples in 

genera l ,  depict a composite picture of older lesbians that is  dissimi-

lar t o  the profile of the older , assumed heterosexual woman .  Whi le 

some lesbian women have assumed the heterosexual role of wife at some 

point in their  live s ,  dat a from the present study and other studies 

show almost  all  o lder lesbians are no longer married to  men , but are 

living in ongoing , sexually satisfying relationships with other older 

lesbians ( Adelman , 1980 ; Raphael and Robinson , 1980) . Further d i ffer-

ences  emerge a s  the assumed heterosexual older woman , unlike the older 

lesbian , i s  traditionally portrayed as  not well educated , not profes- vvi 
sionally employed and not organizationally involved . Also , the older 

heterosexual t ends to be religiously a f filiated whereas o lder lesbians 

have retreated from traditional religion . 

What accounts for the d i f ferences between older lesbians and older 

heterosexual women is , for now , merely speculation.  Several research-

ers  (Hopkins , 1969 ; Thompson et a I ,  1971 ; Wilson and Green , 19 7 1 )  have 

noted that lesbian personalities  differ  from heterosexual women ' s 

personalities insofar as  lesbian women tend t o  have a higher capac ity 

for  sel f-confidence , self-suff iciency , assert ivenes s ,  aggress iveness 
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and independence . I t  may be that such personality differences  account 

f or the lesbian ' s ability to adequately function in a heterosexual 

world without a het erosexual mate . 

Social Support Systems 

Although l ittle research has been conducted that speci f ically 

dealt with lesbian support networks and the lesbian subculture , the 

topic i s  d i scussed tangent ially by many researchers dealing with les­

bian sample s .  Generally , the lesbian subculture i s  thought t o  provide 

a support system for lesbians by supplying them �ith a set o f  inter­

related friendship networks and a sense of  ident i f icat ion (Al bro et  

a l ,  197 7 ;  Chafet z et  al , 197 4 ,  197 6 ;  Gagnon and Simon , 197 3 ;  Lewi s ,  

197 9 ;  Mendola , 1980 ;  Ponse , 1 9 78 ;  Tanner ,  1978 ) . Further ,  the lesbian 

subculture is thought to provide emotional support and extended family 

and social activit ies for those connected to it ( Albro et  a l ,  19 7 7 ;  

Chafetz  e t  a l ,  197 4 ,  197 6 ; Ponse , 1978 ; Tanner ,  197 8 ) . I t  has been 

c oncluded that both young and old lesbians do turn to the lesbian sub­

culture for  f riend s ,  emotional support , social interaction as  these 

women t end to  f eel  i solated from the heterosexual world ( Al bro et  a l ,  

1977 ; Chafetz  et  a l ,  197 4 ,  197 6 ; Raphael and Robinson , 1980) . 

Although most of soc iety ' s  social inst i tut ions ( economic ,  reli­

gious , soc ia l  welfare , poli t ical , familial)  are viewed by the lesbian 

as  not being support ive of  her l i festyle , it has been demonstrated 

that lesbian women , no matter  what their  age , do not isolate 

themselves from the heterosexual world . Lesbians t end to  keep a 
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facade of  social respectability , maintain conventonal social norms 

when interacting with the heterosexual culture and f unction adequately 

within the heterosexual world ( Albro et  aI , 1977 ; Bullough and 

Bullough , 19 7 7 ;  Chafetz et aI , 19 7 4 ,  19 7 6 ;  The Ladder , 1960) . 

To cope wi th this lack of  societal support homosexual women and 

men tend to develop strong friendships and peer relat ionships with 

other homosexuals  and become increasing ly estranged from family mem­

bers or  others who are not support ive of  the homosexual lifestyle 

( Francher and Henkin ,  19 73 ; Kelly , 197 4 ,  197 7 ; Kimmel ,  197 7 ,  19 7 8 ;  

Minnigerode and Adelman , 19 7 8 ;  Raphael and Robinson, 1980 ) . I t  i s  

within these friendships and close peer relat ionships rathe r than from 

traditionally socially sanctioned sources of support that homosexuals  

gain their support . The present f inding s substant iate f indings of  

previous studies -- o lder lesbians are  involved with the homosexual 

subculture and the heterosexual culture although their  emot iona l sup­

port c omes not from heterosexuals  but from other homosexuals . 

Social supports  are thought t o  be important t o  mental  health a s  

the more social support a person has , the less likely s/he i s  t o  have 

psychiatric problems as life  stress is related to social support sy s­

tems ( Andrews et  a I ,  19 78 ; Carveth and Gottlieb,  19 7 9 ;  Eaton ,  1978 ; 

Lin et  a 1 , 197 9 ;  To1sdorf , 197 6 ) . I t  could be argued that  homosexual 

persons generally exist in a more stressful environment than do heter­

osexuals  simply because of the societal proscriptions agains t 

homosexuality . Given the lack of  psychological problems manifested by 

the present sample and mos t  other recent samples of homosexual s , it  
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seems that  the support system provided by the homosexua l subculture is 

acting adequately in p lace of many socially sanctioned support systems 

for homosexual women and men who use the network. 

Link t o  Conceptual Framework 

Generally , the women in thi s study seem to be well  integrated int o 

the heterosexual culture and somewhat less well  integrated into the 

homosexual subculture . They appear act ively involved with the human 

social systems that have been used in this s tudy t o  define the six 

social ins titut ions and they consider their relationships with hetero­

sexual and homosexual persons important . Respondent s seek and gain 

support both in the heterosexual culture and the homosexual subculture 

although in t imes of  crisis , they turn to other lesbians , family mem­

ber s  and women friend s who are aware of  their  sexual orientation for  

assistance rather than t o  helping professionals  and/or men . 

This  informa l  support system i s  also used by these women in time s 

o f  f inancial crisi s ,  where loans are often obtained f rom a f amily mem­

ber ,  lover or  friend not f rom a bank or  credit  union.  While respond­

ent s  acknowledged the adequacy of f inancial  support within the hetero­

sexual culture , they frequently opted not to use that  as a source of  

support when in  f inancial crisi s .  

Women i n  this s tudy knew the importance of  being able t o  earn an 

adequate income , and all  were (or had been) employed within the 

heterosexual culture , not within the homosexual subculture . They were 

a fairly sel f-suff icient group who generally had never faced a 
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f inancial crisi s  for  which they needed support . 

The heterosexual culture provided these women with the educational 

and professional opportunit ies  to earn an adequate income , but did so 

within a religiously and polit ically proscriptive environment . Al­

though the women studied were highly educated and each valued her own 

f ormal educational experiences , the educational system was generally 

not considered a source of support . Equally , while religion played 

s ome role in each of the respondent ' s  early life , tradit ional religion 

( even i f  i t  offered homosexually run and oriented groups )  was not con­

s idered a p lace for these women t o  turn when in crisis . Also ,  while 

being generally polit ically active and members  of various politically 

oriented organizations , respondent s were aware of  the illegality of 

homosexual act s  ( in mos t  jurisdictions) and would vote  for pro-homo­

sexual candidates but would not be act ively involved with the homo­

sexual civi l right s movement . Data suggest that the religious inst i­

tution provides little or  no support to  many of t hese women during a 

crisi s ;  that the political  institut ion has some potential  for provid­

ing support by changing existing laws , but provides no support during 

a personal crisi s ;  that the educational system provides little or no t 

support during a crisis , but provides a means of  training which ena­

bles women t o  gain professional employment within the heterosexual 

world ; and that t he economic inst itution provides these women with a 

way of earning a good income , but is  seen a s  not providing the support 

necessary during a f inancial crisis . 

Although respondent s utilize and see the importance of  helping 
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professionals , they are  select ive when it  comes to  revealing their  vvI 
sexual orientation and will do so  only when they feel it  i s  beneficial  

t o  the therapeutic  proces s .  Generally , social workers are  not  likely 

t o  be made aware of  the o lder lesbian ' s sexual orientation . Since 

social  workers  tend to view the person in a situation which requires 

having an adequate frame of reference f or the t otal situation ( see 

Figure 2 ) , it seems that the proper assessment of the social situation 

and hence the appropriate interventive action decisions would be d i f-

f icult i f  not impossible without the knowledge of the client ' s  sexual 

orientation.  

Data show that older lesbians do have need for  support during the 

coming out phase of  their  l i fe .  Howeve r ,  mos t  turned to  other le s-

bians or women friends f or support during this phase of their life as  

other source s  of support were unavailable t o  them . The implication 

now is that s ince lesbians do  s tart to def ine themselves as  not tradi-

tionally heterosexual at any time during their  lives and do require 

support during that t ime , social workers should take an active role in 

being service providers to lesbians who are in the process  of  coming 

out . 

While social work and other helping professions have the potential 

to provide a support system to  older lesbian women,  this support sy s-

t em i s  not t radi tionally used by these women. In t imes of  crisis , the 

older lesbians of this study tended to rely heavily on the informal 

social support systems of  other lesbians , heterosexual women friends 

and family rather than on men or the religious , economic , polit ical 
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Implicat ions for Social Work 
Practice  and Social Work Education 

Social Work Practice 

This research sought t o  provide a detailed picture of  the older 
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l esbian woman that would help social work practitioners , who rout inely 

provide service s  to older homosexual women , more realistically assess 

this minority ' s  service needs .  The data presented by this research 

demonstrates that older lesbian women spend t ime in both the hetero-� 
sexual culture and t he homosexual subculture and that each environment 

seems to provide unique element s .  

The heterosexual culture i s  where the lesbian i s  f ormally educated 

and where she become s professionally employed . It i s  within the 

larger ,  heterosexual society that lesbians tend to gain their economic 

independence and f inancial security . This heterosexual culture then 

provides the lesbian with the means of  gaining professional employment 

through f ormal education , and the lesbian in turn ut ilizes the system 

t o  achieve economic independence through f irst becoming well educated 

and then entering a professional career .  The opportunity t o  become 

f inanc ially independent seems t o  be the primary thing that older les-

bians derive from the heterosexual society a s  the larger culture i s  

generally not support ive of  the lesbian lifestyle . I t  may be that 

because of  the heterosexual culture ' s  proscriptions of  the lesbian 

l if estyle , as  manifested primari ly in religious tenets  and polit ical 

ideologies , that the older lesbian seeks and gains personal support 
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from the homosexual subculture -- not the heterosexual culture . 

Older lesbians seem t o  funct ion in two worlds -- one that provides 

them a professional role , professional identity and often f inancial 

independence and one that provides them a personal life and a personal 

support network.  These  two world s seem to  overlap infrequent ly , and 

the older lesbian seems to utilize each f or d iffering personal func­

t ions . 

Such a duality t ends to  separate  older lesbian women from older 

heterosexual women who are generally portrayed as  funct ioning only 

within the heterosexual society where they derive economic support 

f rom their  husbands ,  religious support f rom the traditional church and 

f amilial support from their children and other immediate f ami ly mem­

bers .  Such older women seem t o  exis t  in a lifestyle that i s  neither 

professionally and personally divided nor culturally heterosexually 

and homosexually divided . 

These f indings that different iate older lesbians from other older 

heterosexual women seem not to be taken into account by helping pro­

f es sionals  and social policies that tend to  reinforce the " heterosexu­

al  assumption" ( that all  people are heterosexual) . 

What this s tudy and previous research demonstrate is that at least 

some portion of  the older population is not heterosexual , which means 

that policies and practices that reflect a s ingular rather than a 

pluralistic approach toward sexual orientation mus t  be reart iculated 

t o  more accurately portray the populations at risk.  Thus , policies 

that discriminate ( overtly or  covertly ) on the basis  of sexual 
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orientation ( such as  health care policies where the lesbian partner is  

prevented from entering the intensive care unit to  be  with  her ill  

companion,  nursing/adult home policies where the lesbian couple is  

denied "couple" s tatus , legal policies where a distant "blood" rela­

tive is accorded more legal right s over the disposition of a deceased 

lesbian ' s body than is the grieving partner etc . )  must be changed and 

the heterosexual assumption challenged . 

As a profession concerned with social change and committed to  an 

understanding of an individual in a social situation , social work l L 

practitioners who deal with o lder c lients should never a ssume that 

their  client s are all het erosexually oriented . 0nfortunately , thi s 

s tudy a s  well as  prior research 'demonstrate that policies and prac­

tices continue to reinforce the heterosexual assumption rather than 

change it .  Social work practit ioners ,  as  data from this  study sug­

gest , frequently do not know of their client ' s  lesbianism which jeop­

ardizes the correct assessment of  the client ' s  social s ituat ion which 

in turn makes appropriate interventive decisions almost  impossible for 

the practitioner ( see Figure 2 ) . This  situation prevents the o lder 

lesbian client from obtaining the best  possible services  from the 

social work practit ioner . Since this study suggests  that older les­

bians will  reveal their sexual orientation to  helping professionals  i f  

doing such i s  seen a s  relevant t o  the helping process , social work 

practitioners need to routinely include issues of sexual orientation 

as relevant to  the therapeutic proces s .  

Because data from thi s study show older lesbians to  be both 
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similar and dissimilar to  their heterosexual counterpart s ,  social work 

practit ioners could provide better services to o lder lesbian client s 

i f  they would consider the following guidelines for providing profes-

s ional services : 

Do not assume that all  c lients are heterosexual ;  

Be  aware that the older lesbian faces  triple discriminat ion 
age , sex and sexual orientat ion; 

Combat overt and covert homophobia and ageism in social 
policies and practices ;  

Understand how the older lesbian functions i n  both the 
heterosexual and homosexual systems ; 

Be aware of  c ommunity resources and support systems available 
to the older lesbian. 

Evaluate personal f eelings , values and beliefs about 
homosexuality and aging . 

Social Work Education 

In order t o  accomplish far reaching effec t s  in the profession of  

s oc ial  work,  educat ional systems that train professional social 

workers  need to confront the issue s of  homosexuality and aging within 

their curricula . At this t ime , there are fewer than a dozen CSWE 

accredited schools of  social work within this country that rout inely 

include homosexually oriented course content in curricula and only a 

few more whose  curricula routinely include content on older popula-

t ions . 

Data from this research and other studies point out the need for 

adequately trained practitioners  and educators to  deal with the need s 

of  older homosexuals . Findings from this study have relevancy in 
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c ourses taught in schools  of social work. 

1 7 7  

How the older lesbian funct ions within the heterosexual culture 

and the homosexual subculture , her social interact ions and support 

networks as well  as  her persona l  and professional  duality have rele­

vancy for human behavior courses . The multitude of  soc ial policy 

issues emanating from discriminatory , ageis t  and homophobic laws and 

practices should provide important discussions for soc ial policy 

classes , and the discriminat ion issues faced by women of  a triple 

minority s tatus should be addressed by all futur� social work practi­

t ioners .  Exactly how social workers can provide relevant social ser­

vices t o  a pluralistic soc iety that encompasses a varity of minori­

t ies , including older lesbians , should be assessed and analyzed in 

every social work practice class and f ield experience .  Finally , 

soc ial work  research classes need information on how t o  gather data on 

various populations that are not easily attainable f or study . This 

study provides one example of how to methodologically approach this  

problem as  well as  providing an  area of  unexplored possibilities for  

future research. In sum ,  data from thi s research has relevancy to  a 

broad range of topics that should be diffused across the entire social 

work curricula . 

Since social work educat ion must  reflect the needs of social work 

pract ice  which must  reflec t the need s of society at large and since 

this study indicates a need f or professionally trained social work 

practi tioners  skilled in providing service s to older lesbian women,  
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Routinely include homosexual and age oriented course content 
across the social work curricula ;  

Provide f ield placement opportunities where student s will 
have a chance to deal with older homosexual client s ;  
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Encourage students t o  confront their own feeling s ,  values and 
belie f s  about homosexuality and aging ; 

Provide a f orum f or discussion and research about 
homosexuality and aging . 

By providing future social work practitioners with such opportuni-

ties , the profession start s to move toward its  policy objective of 

providing adequate services t o  lesbian women and homosexual men . 

Recommendat ions for Further Study 

As with any research ,  this study tends to raise more quest ions 

about older lesbians than it answer s .  Sinc e so little is still known 

about this group of  women and s ince they do  tend t o  d i ffer from sam-

pIes of  presumably heterosexual older women ,  futare research is 

necessary . Specific questions raised by this research are numerous 

and should not be overlooked by future researchers .  The following 

questions have yet to be empirically examined : 

- What are the demographic characteristics of older 
racially and ethnically identi fied lesbian 
minorities?  

- Are there differences between lesbians who are 
older than 65 and younger lesbians? 

- What d i f ferences exist between older lesbians and 
older heterosexual women? 
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- How do  older lesbians and older homosexual men 
di ffer? 

- Why do the marriages of lesbians to  men last 
longer than lesbian relationships? 

- Why does the older lesbian not turn to  homophile 
sources  of support available to her within the 
c ontext of organized religion? 

- What specific variables account for the older 
lesbian ' s involvement in polit ics , religion , 
organizations , the homosexual community? 

- Why does the o lder lesbian tend not to  spend 
money in the homosexual subculture? 

- Why does the older lesbian seek support from 
informal sources  ( e . g .  friend s ,  family ) rather 
than from more f ormal sources? 

- What are the stages of  the lesbian ' s  coming out 
process? 

- How does the lesbian integrate her personal and 
professional lives ?  

- Does the lesbian have di f ficulty managing a dual 
lifestyle where she interac t s  with both the 
heterosexual and homosexual social systems? 

- What specific  social services  is the older 
lesbian in need of ?  

- How do soc ial services provided to  older lesbian 
women dif fer  from social services  provided to  
older heterosexual women? 

- How are the housing need s of older lesbians 
different from those of older heterosexual women? 

While this study has provided some small  amount of information to  

the knowledge base o f  social work as  a profession , much more research 

is needed to  assure that quality services  are provided routinely to 

every older lesbian request ing them . 

1 79  
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V I RG I N I A  CO M M O NWEALTH UN I VERSITY 

901 West Fra n k l i n  Street · Richmond. V i rg i n i a  23284 

Lesb ian Femini s t  Flyer 

Dear LF : 

May 1 ,  1982  

I am in the p ro c e s s  o f  d o i n g  my PhD d i s s e r t a t i on on t h e  s o c ial 
organ i z a t ion of lesb ian women age 50 years o r  o lder and am in need 
o f  women who would b e  willing to be int erviewed by me . The i n t e rview 
is d ivided into e i gh t  maj o r  t op i c s  and s eeks inf orma t i on in the 
following areas : demograph i c , e c onomi c ,  p o l i t ical , s o c ial welfare , 
educ a t ion , reli g ion , family and overview . I am p a r t i cularly in t e re s ted 
in d e t ermining where the o l d e r  lesb ian find s p e rs onal s up p o r t  during 
t imes of s t r e s s / cr i s i s  and the que s t ions r e f l e c t  this inten t . 

Da t a  from the s e  int e rv i ews will b e  s t a t i s t ically analyz e d  w i th d a t a  
f rom a n a t i onwi de que s t ionnai r e  survey t h a t  I a m  conduct ing o n  t h e  
soc ial organ i z a t ion o f  older lesb ian women . The f inal report w i l l  
b e  my d o c t o ral d i s s e r t a t ion from VCU ' s S chool o f  Soc ial �ork . D a t a  
will also b e  u s e d  in t h e  pub l i cat ion o f  s everal s cho larly art i c l e s  
in various s o c ial w o r k  j ournals and p erhaps i n  the pub l i c a t i on o f  
a book . As t here i s  almost no res earch curren tly avai lable on older 
lesb ians , this s tudy w i l l  help p rovide a d e s crip t ion o f  this mino r i t y . 

I am hopeful you will include no t i c e  o f  my re s earch in your next 
i s sue o f  the Flye r and l e t  your readers know o f  my need f o r  women 
w i l l ing to be interviewed by me . Anyone int eres t ed should contact me at 
e i ther : 

Virginia Commonwealth Univers i ty 
S chool o f  S o c ial Work 
Ral eigh Bui ld ing 
Richmond , Virginia 2 3284 

Thanks . Here ' s  a small check to help with your work . 

I i

Carol Tully , M . S . W .  
Do c to ral Cand i d a t e  
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Interview Consent Fo rm 

Inve s t i gat o r : Carol T .  Tully , M . S . W .  
Do c toral Candidate 
Virginia Commonwealth Univers i ty 
School o f  Social Work 
Richmond , Virginia 2 3 2 84 

I agree t o  p a r t i ci p a t e  i n  t h i s  res earch proj ect t o  describe my interact ions 
with the economi c , p o l i t i cal , reli gious , soc ial wel fare , educational and 
famil ial s o ci al sys tems of this country and to de s cribe my sources o f  
support f rom these s o cial ins t i tut ions . 

I under s tand that my part i c ipat ion in this s t udy will cons i s t  ent i re ly 
o f  my b e ing interviewed by }� . Tully . I agree to par t i c ipate in this 
in t e rview . I unde r s t and that Ms . Tully will maintain conf ident ial i ty 
o f  my re sep onse s .  Fur ther , I unde r s t and that th is cons ent form will 
b e  kep t in a locked s a f e t y  depos i t  box in a b ank known only to Ms . Tully 
and that once my interview respons es have b een s t a t i s t i cally analyzed 
with other respondent ' s  answers , my responses will b e  des t royed . 

I also und e r s t and that I can ask que s t ions prior to cons en t ing or anyt ime 
thereaf t e r , that my part i c ip a t i on in this s tudy i s  volunt ary and that I 
am f ree to wi thdraw my par t i c ip a t ion in this research at any t ime . 

S igned : 

Sub j e c t  Date 



www.manaraa.com

INTERVIEW SCHEDULE 

As I have indicated to you , I am interested in gathering informat ion 
about your social interact ions and your support networks . I am spe­
cif ically interested in how you interrelate  with the heterosexua l and 
homosexual social systems and the kinds of support you get f rom these 
systems in times of personal s tres s and crise s .  The interview is 
d ivided into eight major sect ions and inc ludes quest ions on demo­
graphic , economic , politica l , educational ,  religious , social welfare , 
f amily and general inf ormation . You may feel free to  not answer 
specific  questions or t o  terminate the interview at  any point . Please  
a sk me to  explain anything you f ind confusing . This  interview should 
take approximately two hours .  

I .  Demographics 

First , I would like to  a sk you some general quest ions about 
yourself . 

Where were you born? 
What was the date of your birth? 
What is  your racial or ethnic identification? 
How would you classify your present health? 
In what type of housing do  you present ly live? 
Do you own (are you buying )  or do you rent your living space? 
With whom do you present ly live? 
What is the sexual orientation of the person ( people) with whom 

you live? 
How long have you l ived with the person( s )  you current ly live 

wi th/alone? 
In what c i ty/ t own do you currently live? 
How long have you lived in this city/town? 
How d id you learn of this study? 

I I .  Economic s 

Economic security has been identified as  providing support for 
women .  The next series of  questions will  explore your economic 
s ituation .  

What is  your current employment s tatus? 
Do you work for someone else or are you self-employed? If 

retired , d id you work f or someone else or were you self­
employed? 

I f  you are current ly employed , what is  your present j ob t it le? 
If you are not employed , what was your last job t itle?  
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Please tell  me accord ing t o  the following scale where your 
income from last year fell  ( that is before taxes or other 
deduct ions ) .  Just tell  me the letter . 
Income Scale 
A.  Under $1 , 000 
B .  $1 , 000 to  3 , 99 9  
C .  $4 , 000 t o  6 , 999  
D .  $ 7 , 000 t o  9 , 99 9  
E .  $ 1 0 , 000 to  14 , 999  
F .  $1 5 , 000 to  19 , 99 9  
G .  $2 0 , 000 t o  2 4 , 999  
H .  $2 5 , 000 or  over 

Of what social c lass do you consider yourself a member? 
How do  you perceive your present economic situation? 
As you know, I am part icuarly interested in your interactions 

wi th the homosexual ( lesbian/gay) community . Are you aware o f  
a lesbian/gay community i n  your home town o r  within commut ing 
d istance of your home town? 
If yes , do you consider yourself a member of that community? 

In the past yea r ,  roughly how much have you spent on homo­
sexually related activit ies  ( for example , books wi th homo­
sexual themes , records by lesbians , lesbian journal sub­
script ions , dues paid t o  homosexually oriented groups etc . ) ? 

To whom or where have you turned when faced with a financ ial 
crisis?  

What kind s of support have you needed when you have had a f inan­
c ia l  crisis?  

S pecif ically who provided you support when you have had a f inan­
cial  crisis?  

Are you  aware of  any resources within the homosexual ( lesbian/ 
gay) community that could provide you support when you are 
having a f inanc ial crisis?  
If  aware , what f inancial  resources do  you know o f ?  
Have such resources provided you support in  t imes o f  f inancial 
cri s i s? 
Specifically what kinds  of  support have these resources pro­
vided? 

How adequate have your homosexual economic support systems been 
to you when you have had a f inancial crisi s? 

How adequate have your heterosexual economic support systems 
been to you when you have had a f inancial  cri s i s? 

During your l i f e ,  how important has your ability t o  earn an 
adequate  income been to  you? 

III . Poli t ics  

Involvement with politics  and organi zations has also been 
viewed as a way of gaining support . I would like t o  now ask 
y ou some questions about your polit ical involvement and your 
organizat ional memberships .  
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What i s  your political party preference? 
Where would you rank yoursel f  on the following scale : Jus t tell 

me the appropriate number .  
Liberalism/ Conservatism Scale 
1 .  Extremely c onservative 
2 .  Conservative 
3 .  Slightly Conservative 
4 .  Moderate ,  Middle of the Road 
5 .  Slight ly Liberal 
6. Liberal 
7 .  Extremely Li beral 

How does a political candidate ' s positive stand on homosexual 
( lesbian/gay ) issues inf luence your decision to vot e for 
her/him? 

How c ould this c ountry ' s  political system be more support ive of 
the homosexual lifestyle?  

How important has politics been t o  you in your life?  
To what political  clubs do you currently belong? 
To what hobby or garden clubs do you current ly belong? 
To what professional or  academic clubs do you currently belong? 
To what literary , art , d i scussion or study clubs do you 

currently belong? 
Are you aware of any homosexually oriented groups?  

I f  yes ,  to  what homosexually oriented groups do you currently 
belong? 

To what other political act ion groups do you current ly belong? 
To whom or where would you turn if your right s were being denied 

on the basis  of  a )  age , b)  sex , c) sexual orientat ion? 
Within the past yea r ,  how often have you sought legal services?  
Have you ever sought out  homosexual ( lesbian/gay )  persons to 

help  you with a lega l problem? 

IV .  Educat io n  

Education i s  c onsidered a n  important part of  growing up . In 
this next series o f  questions I would like to  f irst  ask you 
some things about your f ormal education and then some things  
about your more informal educational experience s .  

What i s  your highest  level of  educat ion? 
What academic degrees have your earned? 
Was your a) grade school , b)  high school ,  c) college : coeduca­

t ional ?  public?  religiously affiliated? 
To what school sororities  do  you currently belong? 
What kind s of support have educational systems provided you in 

t imes of persona l ,  emotional crises? 
How important has formal education been to you in your life? 
How old were you when you f irst learned about homosexuality? 
What you first  learned about homosexuality , what inf luence did 

that informat ion have on you? 
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At what age did you become intensely , emot ionally intimate with 
other women? 

At what age did you have your f irst lesbian sexual experience? 
What kinds of support did you need after you started to def ine 

yourself as not tradit ionally heterosexual? 
To whom or where did you turn for support when you started 

def ining yourself as  not tradit ionally heterosexual? 
Were you aware of  a homosexual ( lesbian/gay ) community at the 

t ime you f irst started def ining yourself as not tradit ionally 
heterosexual?  
I f  yes , did this community provide you any support during this 
phase  of  your life?  
Speci f ically what kinds of  support? 

When you f irst started t o  define yourself as  not traditionally 
heterosexua l ,  but homosexua l ,  how adequate were your personal 
support systems? 

V .  Rel igion 

Another traditional source of support has been ident if ied as 
relig ion. Because of thi s ,  I would like to  now ask you some 
questions about your involvement with organized religion .  

I n  what religion were you raised? 
What is your current religious preference? 
How often do you attend religious worship service s ?  
How religiously devout do you consider yourself?  
To what religiously sponsored groups do  you current ly belong? 
Are you aware of any religiously oriented activities sponsored 

by homosexual s  ( lesbians/gay men) ?  
I f  yes , what activities  are  you aware of ?  
Are you involved with such ac tivities? 

Generally , what kinds of  support has religion provided you in 
t imes of  persona l ,  emotional crises? 

Are the sources of  religious support currently available to  you 
adequate to  meet  your religious needs? 

How adequate have your homosexual religious support systems been 
when you have had a persona l ,  emotional crisis?  

How adequate have tradit ional religious support systems been to  
you when you have had a persona l ,  emotional crisis ?  

How important has  religion been to  you  in your life?  

VI . Social Welfare 

Because social services are thought to be a support system f or 
some individuals ,  I would like to  now ask you some questions 
a bout your relat ionships with helping professionals . 
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On what basis  do you select helping professionals to  provide you 
services?  

Within the past year , how frequent ly have you received services 
from a )  medical doctor s ,  b)  nurse s ,  c) social workers ,  
d )  psychiatrists , e )  psychologists ,  f )  others? 

Of  those helping professionals you have dealt with in the pas t 
year , which knows of  your sexual orientat ion? 

Why have you chosen to tell ( or  not to tell)  helping profes­
s ionals of  your sexual orientation? 

During the past yea r ,  have you had a personal , emot ional problem 
for which you received support from helping professionals?  
I f  yes , specifically what kind s of support were provided? 

Are you aware of  a) medical services , b) emotional counseling 
services ,  c) social  services being offered in the homosexua l 
( lesbian/gay) community? 

What types of  professional helping services has the homosexual 
( lesbian/gay) community provided to you when you have had a 
persona l ,  emotional crisis?  

How adequate have your sources of  support from homosexual 
( les bian/gay) helping professionals been to  you when you were 
faced with a persona l ,  emotional  crisi s? 

How adequate have your sources of  support from heterosexual 
helping professionals been t o  you when you were faced with a 
persona l ,  emotional crisis?  

How important have helping professionals been to  you in your 
life?  

VII . Family 

Personal relationships have been ident if ied as  one source of 
support  for women ;  so now , I would like t o  ask you some ques­
t ions about your personal relat ionships . 

Is  your a )  mother ,  b )  father s t ill  alive? 
How many a) s i sters , b)  brothers did you have? 
Of your sisters and brothers ,  how many a)  sister s , b) brothers 

are s t ill  alive? 
Where do you f i t  in the birth order of your family? 
Are any member s  of  your immediate family homosexual ?  

Spec i fically which members?  
Have you ever been married t o  a man? 

If yes , how o ld were you when you married? 
How long did the marriage las t?  
Why d id the marriage end? 

How many children have you ever had?  
How many grandchildren have you ever had? 
Who in your family is aware of your sexual orientat ion? 
In general ,  how o ld are the people with whom you spend the 

ma jority of  your free ( leisure) t ime? 
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Roughly , how much of  your free ( leisure ) t ime do you spend with 
a )  homosexual women ,  b)  heterosexual women ,  c) homosexual 
men, d) heterosexual men ,  e) alone? 

Are you currently involved in an int imate relationship wi th 
another woman? 
If yes ,  how long has the relat ionship lasted? 
If no , how long did your last int imate  relationship wi th a 
woman last? 

Ha s a woman with whom you have been either emot ionally or 
phy s ically intimate  ever died? 
I f  yes , who provided you support to  help with your grief? 

Generally , t o  whom have you turned for support in  t imes of  
personal ,  emotional crises? 

How adequate  have your a)  homosexual support systems , b) 
heterosexual support systems been when you were faced with a 
persona l ,  emot ional crise s? 

How important have personal relat ionships with a )  homosexua l s ,  
b )  heterosexual s  been t o  you in your life? 

VIII . General Inf ormat ion 

Finally , I would like to  ask you some general questions about 
yourself . 

Generally , what kinds of  support have you wanted when faced 
wi th a persona l ,  emotional crisi s? 

Generally , what kinds  of support have you found in the tradi­
t ionally heterosexual world when you have been faced wi th a 
p ersona l ,  emotional crisis?  

Generally , what kind s of  support have you found in the homo­
sexual subculture when you have been faced with a persona l ,  
emotional crisis?  

Please rank yourself  on the following scales . Just g ive me the 
number o f  the answer that best  applies  to  you . 
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A.  Modified Kinsey Scales 

1. Please rank youself on the following scale based on your 
physical sexual experiences  for the past twenty ( 20) year s .  

o Sexual experiences only with men. 
1 Sexual experiences predominantly with men ,  but wi th 

inc idental sexual experiences with women. 
2 Sexual experiences predominantly with men ,  but with more 

than incidental sexual experiences with women . 
3 Sexual experiences  with women and men equally . 
4 Sexual  experiences predominant ly with women , but with more 

than incidental sexual experiences with men .  
S Sexual experiences predominantly with women , but with 

incidental sexual experiences with men.  
6 Sexual experiences only with women. 
7 Few or no sexual experiences with either women or men.  

2 .  Please rank yourself on the following scale based on your 
intense , emotionally intimate feelings for the past twenty 
( 2 0) year s .  

o Intense emotional int imacy only with men . 
1 Intense emot iona l intimacy predominant ly with men ,  but 

with incidental intense emotional intimacy with women. 
2 Intense emotional intimacy predominantly with men , but 

with more than inc idental intense emotional int imacy 
with women .  

3 Intense emotional int imacy with women and men equally . 
4 Intense emotional intimacy predominantly with women ,  but 

with more than incidental intense emotional int imacy 
with men .  

S Intense emotional int imacy predominantly with women, but 
with incidental intense emot ional intimacy with men .  

6 Intense emotional int imacy only with women . 
7 Intense emot ional  intimacy with neither women nor men .  
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3 .  Please rank yourself  on the following scale based on your 
present physical sexual experiences . 

o Sexual experiences only with men . 
1 Sexual experiences predominantly wi th men ,  but wi th 

incidental sexual experiences with women.  
2 Sexual experiences predominant ly with men ,  but with more 

than inc idental sexual experiences with women . 
3 Sexual experiences with women and men equally . 
4 Sexual experiences predominantly with women, but with more 

than incidental sexual experiences with men .  
S Sexual experiences predominant ly with women, but with 

incidental sexual experiences with men .  
6 Sexual experiences only with women.  
7 Not now sexually active with another person.  

4 .  Please rank yourself on the following scale based on your present 
intense , emotionally int imate feeling s .  

o Intense emot ional int imacy only with men .  
1 Intense emot iona l intimacy predominantly with men ,  but 

with inc idental intense emotional int imacy with women.  
2 Intense emotional intimacy predominant ly with men ,  but 

with more than inc idental  intense emotional intimacy 
wi th women .  

3 Intense emotional int imacy with women and men equally . 
4 Intense emotional int imacy predominant ly with women ,  but 

with more than inc idental intense emot ional int imacy 
with men .  

S Intense emot ional int imacy predominantly with women , but 
with inc idental intense emot iona l  intimacy with men .  

6 Intense emotional intimacy only with women.  
7 Intense emotional intimacy wi th neither women nor men .  

B .  Overtness  Cont inum 

Please rank your present openness  about your sexual orientat ion 
on the following scale . 

Sexual Orientat ion 
Hidden with Few 
Exceptions 1 2 3 4 S 6 7 

Complete Openness 
about Sexua l 

Orientation 
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c .  Sexual Definition 

What word do you use t o  sexual ly def ine yourself ?  

1 .  Homosexual 
2 .  Gay 
3. Lesbian 
4. Bi sexual 
S .  Heterosexua l 
6 .  Asexual 
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V I RGI N I A  COMMONWEALTH UNIVERS ITY 

901 west Fra n k l i n  Street · Richmond, Vi rgi n i a  23284 

Want e d :  Lesb ian women 50 or o l d e r  to 
comp l e t e  d i s s e r t a t ion survey on s o c i al 
int eract ion and s up p o r t  ne tworks . 
Que s t ionnaire t akes le s s  than one hour 
t o  comp le t e . Anonymi t y  guaran t e e d . 
P l ea s e  writ e  f o r  a que s t ionnaire . 
Carol Tul ly , Virginia Commonwea l t h  
Univers i ty S chool o f  S o c ia l  Work , 
Ri chmond , Virginia 2 3 284 
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VI RGI N I A  COM MONWEALTH U N IVERSITY 

901 West Fra n k l i n  Street · Richmond, V i rgi n i a  23284 

Ms . Beverly 

Dear Ms .  

June 2 5 , 1 9 8 2  

I am i n  t h e  p r o c e s s  o f  working o n  my PhD d i s s er t a t i on wh ich 
explores the s o c ial support ne tworks o f  lesb ian women who are 
5 0  years old or o lde r . I got your add r e s s  f rom a f r iend of 
mine who is involved w i th OWL . 

I am anxious t o  make my r e se ar c h  ques t i onnaire ava ilab l e  to as 
many o l d e r  l e sb ian women as is p o s s ib le wh i ch is why I am con t a c t in g  
you . I have enc lo s e d  a few cop ie s  o f  my res earch que s t ionnai r e  
wi th t h e  hope you will make them avai lab l e  t o  approp r i a t e  res ponden t s . 

Re sponses f r om t h i s  n a t i onwide survey w i l l  provide data that will 
b e  u s e f ul in t raining "help ing" p r o f e s s i onals ( e . g .  psycholog i s t s , 
couns e lors , s o ci al worker s ,  medical s ta f f  e t c . ) t o  b e t t er r e s p ond 
to the needs of older lesb ian women . 

I d e e p ly a p p r e c i a t e  your making my que s t i onnair e s  ava i l ab l e  and 
my re search known . I f  you have any que s t ions or wish further 
info rma t ion , please f e e l  f ree t o  con t act me . 

Cordially , 

Caro l  T .  Tu l ly 
Doct oral Can d i d a t e  
S c h o o l  o f  S o c i al Work 

Home : 
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V I RG I N I A  C O M M ONWEALTH U N I VERSITY 
901 West Fra n k l i n  Street · R i ch mond, V i rgi n i a  23284 

Lesb ian Connec t i on 
Helen Diner }1emorial Homen ' s  Cen ter 
?�b i t ious Amaz ons 

Dear Sis ters : 

Hay 1 ,  1 9 8 2  

I am i n  the process o f  doing m y  PhD dissertation on t h e  social 
organizat ion of lesb ian women age 50 years old or older and am 
in need of women who would b e  willing to complete a que s t i onnaire . 
The ques t i onnaire is divide d into seven maj o r  areas and seeks 
information in the following are as : demograph i c , economi c ,  
polit ical , fami lial , religious , soc ial wel fare and educat ional . 
I am particularly interes ted in determining where the older lesb ian 
finds pers onal support during t imes of s tres s / c r i s i s  and the 
ques tions reflect this intent . 

Da ta from this nationwide res earch will b e  s ta t i s t ically analyzed 
with data from in-depth interviews I am now conducting with older 
lesbians . The final report will be my doctoral dissertation from 
Virginia Commonwealth Univers ity ' s  School of Social Hork . Data 
will also be used in the pub lication o f  s cholarly artic l es in 
various social work j ournal s and perhaps in the pub l i ca t i on of a 
b ook . As there is almo s t  no research current ly available on older 
lesb ians , th is  s tudy will help provide a description of this minority . 

I am hope ful you will include n o t i c e  o f  my researcll in your next 
is sue of L C  and let readers know of my need for women willin g  to 
comp lete a que s t ionnaire . Anyone interested s chould contact me 
at e i ther : 

Virginia Commonwealth Unive rsity 
School of Social Hork 
Raleigh Bui lding 
Richmond , VI rginia 2 3 2 84 

Thanks . Here ' s  a small check to h e lp .7i t h  your wo rk . 

Cordially , 

��;: R.S :\� . 
Do c toral Candidate 
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V I RGI N I A  COMMONWEALTH U N I VERSITY 

901 West Fra n k l i n  Street · Richmond. V i rgi n i a  23284 

Lesb ian / Gay Workshop Leaders 
Uni tarian Con ference 

June 15 , 1 9 8 2  

Dear Hr . Chancey and / or O ther Workshop Leaders : 

I am p resent ly invo lved in doing my PhD dissertat ion in the 
area o f  the social organization of o lder lesbian women . I am 
interested in making my ques tionnaire availab le to as many 
lesb ian women age 50 o r  older as possible which is why I am 
contacting you . I read about this workshop in the Con ference 
reg i s trat ion materials and hoped you migh t  b e  willing to make 
my que s tionnaires availab le to suit abl e  responden t s  a t  the 
workshop ( o r  e lsewhere ) .  

I am sending some o f  my que s tionnaires to your workshop through 
Dr . Julie Honnold who will b e  a t t ending the Conference . She is 
one of my dissertation commi t tee members and agreed to deliver 
a few of my ques t ionnaires to your workshop . 

The responses to this nationwide survey will b egin t o  clarify 
the social ne two rks and support sys tems o f  a long overlooked 
minority . I deeply appreciate your cooperat ion in making my 
que s t ionnaires availab le and making my res earch known . 

P lease feel free t o  con tact me i f  you have ques t i ons . 

o 
'ally , 

Carol T .  Tul ly , M . S . W .  
Doc toral Candidate 
S chool of Social Work 
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V I RGI N I A  COM MO NWEALTH U N I VERSITY 

901 West Fra n k l i n  Street · Richmond. Virginia 23284 

Ms . Hilda 
D.  C.  SAGE 

Dear Hilda : 

June 2 5 , 1982  

I am in  the  pro c e s s  o f  working on my PhD d i s s ertat ion which 
explores the social suppor t  networks of lesb ian women 5 0  years 
of age or  o l de r .  I am anxious t o  make my quest ionnaire availab le 
to as many older lesb ian women as is p o s s ible wh ich is why I am 
con t ac t ing you . I have enc losed a few copies of my ques t ionnaire 
with the hope you will  make them availab le to appropriate 
responden t s . 

Respons e s  f rom this nationwide survey will provide data that 
will b e  use ful in t raining "helping" profes sionals (e . g .  social 
workers , psychologis ts , couns elors , medi cal s t a f f  e t c . )  to b e t ter 
respond t o  the needs o f  o ld e r  lesb ian women . 

I deeply appre c iate your making my que s t ionnaires availab le and 
my research known . I f  you have que s t ions or wish further information 
please contact  me . I get to Was h ington , D . C .  fairly regularly and 
would be more than deligh t ed to speak with you if you would l ike 
t o  d iscuss my work in more d etail . 

I am curren t ly a member o f  the New York Chap ter o f  SAGE . I am 
planning on moving to the Washington , D . C .  area in the Fal l o f  1 9 8 3  
and would like very much t o  g e t  involved wi th the D . C .  Chap ter ( i f  
you are wil ling t o  have a young s t er o f  36 b e  a vo luntee r ! ) .  

Thank you for your help w i th my res earch . 

Cordially , 

ft� T .  Tully 
Doctoral Candidate 
Schoo l  o f  Soc ial Work 

Home : 
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,.; ...-: ...... Virginia Commonwealth University 
� r  

July 2 2 , 1 9 8 2  

There is a lot  o f  confusion and misinformation about homosexual ( lesbian / gay) 
women who are 5 0  years old or  o lder . Results  from this research will 
p resent a more real i s t i c  p i cture of the older homo s exual woman that wil l  
enable "helping" professionals ( for example s ocial workers , nurs e s , doctors , 
psychologists , min i s ters and the like ) t o  have a b e t t e r  unders t anding o f  
who the o lder homosexual woman i s  and where she f inds support . 

This s tudy i s  one o f  t he first  that deals only with o l der homosexual 
women . Because o f  this , your responses to this comp let e ly anonymous and 
confidential que s tionnaire are very important . The que s tionnaire may b e  
answered by any homosexual woman who i s  at least 50 years o l d  and i s  wil l ing 
t o  complete and return i t . 

This que s tionnaire is b eing d i s t ributed nat ionwide through friends and 
organizations . S ince I would like t o  make copies o f  the que s t ionnaire 
availab le to as many women as pos s ib l e , f eel f ree t o  wri t e  and reques t 
copies for you t o  d i s t ribut e t o  o ther s . 

The result s  o f  this resear ch will b e  made availab le t o  social workers , 
nurses , doctors , psychologists , ministers and other helping profess ionals 
who rout inely work with and make social policies about o lder women . 
You may receive a summary o f  the resul t s  o f  this s tudy by writ ing " copy 
of result s  reques t e d "  on the b ack of the return envelop e , and printin g  
your name and address below i t .  P lease do  not p u t  t h i s  iden t i fyin g  
informa tion o n  t h e  que s t ionnaire i t s elf . 

I will b e  mos t  happy t o  answer any quest ions you might have . You may call 
me at Virginia Commonwealth Univers ity School o f  Social Work
and I will return your cal l , or you may wri t e  to me a t  my home addres s : 

Thank you for your help in this research proj ect . 

Cordially , 

Carol T .  Tully , M . S . W .  
Doctoral Candidate 

School o f  Social Work · 1 00 1  W('st Franklin S tree t · Richmond. V i rgil1la 2:328-1 • (80-1) 257· 1 0:30 
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OLDER LESBIAN WOMEN AND 
THEIR SOCIAL SUPPORT SYSTEMS 

Thi s nationwide survey explore s the soc ial support sys t ems of older 
lesb ian women . Please answer all o f  the que s t ions . If you wish to 
comment on any que s tions or  qualify your answers , please feel free 
to use the space in the margins or  on page 1 8 . Your comments wil l be 
read and t aken into account . Your answers are anonymous and confidential . 

Thank you for your help in this research proj ect . 

Caro l T . Tul ly ,  M . S . W .  
Doctoral Candidate 
Virginia Commonwealth University 
Schoo l of  Social Work 
Richmond , Vir ginia 23284  
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I .  Personal relationships have b een identified as one source o f  support 
for women ; so f irs t , I would like to ask you s ome que s tions about your 
personal relationships . 

Q-l Are your parents s t ill alive ? (Cir cle the appropriate number in each column) 

MOTHER I 
1 YES 
2 NO 

FATHER 

1 YES 
2 NO 

Q-2 How many s is t ers and brothers d i d  you have? Please count all those born 
alive but no longer l iving , as well as those alive now . Also include 
s t epsisters and s t epbro thers and children adopted by your parents .  
( Fi l l  in the appropriate number)  

[ S ISTERS I I BROTHERS I 

Q-3 Of your s is t ers and brothers , how many are s t ill alive? (Fill in the 
appropriate number)  

I SISTERS I I BROTHERS I 

Q-4 Where do you f i t  in the birth order o f  your f amily ? (Cir cle numb er) 

1 OLDEST CHILD 
2 MIDDLE CHILD 
3 YOUNGEST CHILD 
4 ONLY CHILD 
5 OTHER PLEASE SPECIFY ____________ _ 

Q-5 Are any members o f  your immediate f amily (for example parents , sisters 
or  brothers , children) homosexua l ?  (Circle number)  

1 YES:------, 
2 NO 
3 DO NOT KNOW 

�-� ( If some members o f  family are homo sexual )  
Q-5a SPECIFY WHICH MEMBERS ___________ _ 

Q-6 Have you ever b een married to a man? (Circle numb er) 

(If you have b een married to a man ) 
How old were you when you married ? 

How long did the marriage las t ?  
Y EARS 

Q-6b 

Q-6c 
YEARS 

Why did the marriage end ? 
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Q-7 How many children have you ever had ? Please count all that were born 
alive at any t ime? (Fi l l  in the appropriate number . If none , write "0" . )  

I NUMBER OF CHILDREN I 

Q-8 How many grandchildren have you ever had ? Please count all that were born 
alive at any t ime . (Fi l l  in the appropriate numb er .  If none , write "0" . ) 

! NUMBER OF GRANDCHILDREN I 

Q-9 Who in your f amily is aware o f  your s exual orient ation ?  ( Circle t h e  numbers 
of a l l  those who are [or  wer e ]  aware . )  

I 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 
8 
9 

MOTHER 
FATHER 
SISTERS 
BROTHERS 
CHILDREN 
GRANDCHILDREN 
HUSBAND 
OTHER RELATIVES 
NONE IS  

-- SPECIFY WHICH 

Q-IO Whi ch o f  the f o llowing people outs ide your family are aware of your 
s exual orien t a t ion ? ( Circle the numbers o f  all categories below who are aware . )  

1 HOMOS EXUAL FEMALE FRIENDS 
2 HOMOSEXUAL MALE FRIENDS 
3 HOMOSEXUAL ACQUAINTANCES 
4 HETEROSEXUAL FEMALE FRIENDS 
5 HETEROSEXUAL MALE FRIENDS 
6 HETEROSEXUAL ACQUAINTANCES 
7 NO ONE IS AWARE 

Q-Il In general , how o ld are the p eople with whom you spend the maj ority o f  your free 
( l eisure ) time ? (Circle the epp ropriate number)  

I MORE THAN TEN YEARS OLDER THAN YOU ARE 
2 FROM FIVE TO TEN YEARS OLDER THAN YOU ARE 
3 ABOUT THE SAME AGE AS YOU ARE 
4 FROM FIVE TO TEN YEARS YOUNGER THAN YOU ARE 
5 MORE THAN TEN YEARS YOUNGER THAN YOU ARE 
6 OTHER -- SPECIFY __________________ _ 
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Q-1 2  Roughly , how much of your free ( leisure) t ime do you spend with the 
types of people listed b elow? 

1 

2 

3 

4 

5 

6 

NONE means you spend no free t ime with them 
A LITTLE means you spend up to 25% of your free t ime \vith them 

SOME means you spend more than 2 5 %  of your free t ime with them 
but less than 50% of your free t ime 

A FAIR AMOUNT means you spend at least 5 0% of your free t ime with them , 
but less than 7 5 %  o f  your free t ime 

A GREAT DEAL � you spend at least 7 5 %  o f  your free t ime with them , 
but less than 100% o f  your free t ime 

ALL � you spend all ( 100%) of your f ree t ime with them 

Homos exual Women . . . .  NONE 

He terosexual Women . .  NONE 

Homos exual Men . . . . . .  NONE 

Heterosexual Men . . . .  NONE 

Alone . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  NONE 

Other -- Spec ify . . . .  NONE 

A LITTLE 

A LITTLE 

A LITTLE 

A LITTLE 

A LITTLE 

A LITTLE 

Amount of free t ime spent 
(Circle your answers ) 

SOME FAIR AMOUNT GREAT DEAL 

SOME FAIR AMOUNT GREAT DEAL 

SOME FAIR AMOUNT GREAT DEAL 

SOME FAIR AMOUNT GREAT DEAL 

SOME FAIR AMOUNT GREAT DEAL 

SOME FAIR AMOUNT GREAT DEAL 

ALL 

ALL 

ALL 

ALL 

ALL 

ALL 

Q-1 3  Are you current ly involved in an int imate relationship with ano ther woman ? 
( Ci r c le numb e r )  --------�) (If  currently involved) 

1 YES ----� Q-13a How long has the relat ionship lasted ? 
�---- 2 NO � ( I f  not now invo lved)  Y EARS 
Q-13b How long did your last intimat e  relat ionship 

with a woman las t ?  
YEARS MONTHS 

MONTHS 

I 

Q-14 Has a woman with whom you have b een either emo t ionally or physically intimate 
ever died ? ( C ir c le number) 

1 YES ---, 
2 NO 

�--)� ( I f  such a person has died) 
Q-14a Who provided you s upport t o  help you deal with 

your grief ? (Pleas e rank order the fo llowing 
where " I " provided you the mos t  support and " 7 "  
provided the least suppor t )  

HOMOS EXUAL FEMALE FRI ENDS 
HOMOSEXUAL MALE FRIENDS 
HOMOSEXUAL FAMILY MEMBERS 
HETEROSEXUAL FEMALE FREINDS 
HETEROSEXUAL MALE FREINDS 
HETEROSEXUAL FAMILY MEMBERS 
NO ONE HELPED 
OTHER -- SPECIFY ______________ ___ 
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Q-15 Genera l ly , to whom have you turned f or support in time of persona l ,  
emot ional crises ? (Please rank order the f o llowing where " 1 "  provided 
you the mos t  support and " 7 "  the leas t . )  

HOMOSEXUAL FEMALE FRIENDS 
HOMOSEXUAL MALE FRIENDS 
HOMOSEXUAL FAMILY MEMBERS 
HETEROSEXUAL FEMALE FRIENDS 
HETEROSEXUAL MALE FRIENDS 
HETEROSEXUAL FAMILY MEMBERS 
NO ONE 
OTHER -- SPECIFY _____________ _ 

Q-16 How adequat e  have your homosexual support sys t ems b een when you were faced 
with a personal , emot ional cris is ? ( Circle the mos t  appropriate numb er) 

1 INADEQUATE TO MEET YOUR NEEDS 
2 BARELY ADEQUATE TO MEET YOUR NEEDS 
3 ADEQUATE TO MEET YOUR NEEDS 
4 MORE THAN ADEQUATE TO MEET YOUR NEEDS 

Q-17 How adequate have your heterosexual support systems b een when you were faced 
with a personal , emo tional cris i s ?  (Circle numb er) 

1 INADEQUATE TO MEET YOUR NEEDS 
2 BARELY ADEQUATE TO MEET YOUR NEEDS 
3 ADEQUATE TO MEET YOUR NEEDS 
4 MORE THAN ADEQUATE TO MEET YOUR NEEDS 

Q-1 8  How important have personal relat ionships with homosexuals b een to  you in 
your lif e ?  (Circle number) 

1 VERY IMPORTANT 
2 IMPORTANT 
3 MODERATELY IMPORTANT 
4 MODERATELY UNIMPORTANT 
5 UNIMPORTANT 
6 VERY UNIMPORTANT 

Q-19 How import an t  have personal relat ionships with heterosexuals b een to you in 
your life ? ( Circle numb er) 

1 VERY IMPORTANT 
2 IMPORTANT 
3 MODERATELY IMPORTANT 
4 MODERATELY UNIMPORTANT 
5 UNIMPORTANT 
6 VERY UNIMPORTANT 

I I .  Another t radit ional source o f  support has b een identif ied as religion . Becaus e 
o f  this , I would like t o  now ask you s ome quest ions ab out your involvement 
with organized religion . 
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Q-20 In what rel igion were you raised ? (Circle numb er ) 

1 PROTESTANT 
2 CATHOLIC 
3 JEWISH 
4 AGNOSTIC/ATHEIST 
5 NONE 
6 OTHER -- SPECIFY -------------------------

Q-2l What is your current religious preference ? ( Circle number) 

1 PROTESTANT 
2 CATHOLIC 
3 JEWISH 
4 AGNOSTIC/ATHEIST 
5 NONE 
6 OTHER -- SPECIFY --------------------------

Q-22 How o f t en do you a t t end religious worship s ervices ? (Circle number) 

o NEVER 
1 LES S THAN ONCE A YEAR 
2 ABOUT ONCE OR TWICE A YEAR 
3 SEVERAL TIMES A YEAR 
4 ABOUT ONCE A MONTH 
5 TWO OR THREE TIMES A MONTH 
6 NEARLY EVERY WEEK 
7 EVERY WEEK 
8 SEVERAL TIMES A WEEK 
9 DO NOT KNOW 

Q-2 3  How relig iously devout do  you cons ider yours elf ? ( Circle number) 

1 VERY DEVOUT 
2 DEVOUT 
3 MODERATELY DEVOUT 
4 MODERATELY NON-DEVOUT 
5 NON-DEVOUT 
6 VERY NON-DEVOUT 

Q-24 To what religiously sponsored groups do you curren t ly belong ? 

Q-25 Are you aware o f  any religiously oriented activities sponsored by 
homosexuals (lesb i an s / gay men ) ? (Circle number)  

�------------�) (If  aware of  such activi t ies ) 
1 YES ----' Q-25a What activit ies are you aware 
2 NO 

o f ?  

Q-25b Are you involved with such ac t ivi t ie s ?  
(Circle number)  

1 YES -- SPECIFY WHICH 
2 NO 

------------
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Q-26 Generally , what kinds of support has religion provided you in t imes o f  
personal , emo t ional crises ? 

Q-2 7 Are the s ources of religious support curren t ly availab le to you adequate 
t o  mee t  your religious need s ?  ( Circle number ) 

1 YES 
2 NO 

Q-28 How adequate have your homosexual religious support systems been when 
you have had a personal , emo t ional cr i s i s ?  ( Circle the mos t  appropriat e number)  

1 INADEQUATE TO MEET YOUR NEEDS 
2 BARELY ADEQUATE TO MEET YOUR NEEDS 
3 ADEQUATE TO MEET YOUR NEEDS 
4 MORE THAN ADEQUATE TO MEET YOUR NEEDS 
5 SUCH SUPPORT SYSTEMS ARE NOT AVAILABLE 
6 NOT APPLI CABLE 

Q-29 How adequate have traditional religious support systems b een to you 
when you have had a persona l , emo t ional crisis ? (Circle number ) 

1 INADEQUATE TO MEET YOUR NEEDS 
2 BARELY ADEQUATE TO MEET YOUR NEEDS 
3 ADEQUATE TO MEET YOUR NEEDS 
4 MORE THAN ADEQUATE TO MEET YOUR NEEDS 
5 NOT APPLI CABLE 

Q-30 How important has religion b een to you in your life?  (Circle number ) 

1 VERY IMPORTANT 
2 IMPORTANT 
3 MODERATELY IMPORTANT 
4 MODERATELY UNIMPORTANT 
5 UNIMPORTANT 
6 VERY UNIMPORTANT 

I I I . Employment and economic s e curity have also b een iden t if ied as providing 
support for women . The next series of que s t ions will explore your economic 
s ituat ion . 

Q-3l What is your current emp loyment s t a tus ? ( C ircle number)  

1 EMPLOYED FULL-TIME FOR PAY 
2 EMPLOYED PART-TIME FOR PAY 
3 RETIRED 
4 OTHER -- SPECIFY ________________________________ __ 

Q-32 Do you work for s omeone else or are you self-employed ? ( I f  ret ired , were 
you self-empl oyed or did you work for someone else when you ret ired ? )  

1 WORK (ED) FOR SOMEONE ELSE 

2 SELF-EMPLOYED 
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Q-3 3  If you are curren t ly employed , what is your j ob t i t l e ?  

Q-34 If  you are n o t  emp loyed , what was your l a s t  j ob t it l e ?  

Q-35  I n  which o f  t h e  following cat egories d i d  your income f rom las t year f a l l ?  
(That is b efore t axes o r  other deductions ) (Circle number)  

1 UNDER $ 1 , 000 
2 $ 1 , 000 - 3 , 9 9 9  
3 $4 , 000 - 6 , 99 9  
4 $ 7 , 000 - 9 , 999  
5 $10 , 000 - 1 4 , 999  
6 $ 1 5 , 000 - 19 , 999  
7 $20 , 000 - 24 , 999  
8 $ 2 5 , 000 OR OVER 
9 DO NOT KNOW 

Q-36 Of wha t  s ocial c lass do you consider yourself a member?  (Circle number)  

1 UPPER CLAS S 
2 MIDDLE CLASS 
3 WORKING CLASS 
4 LOWER CLASS 

Q-3 7 How do you perceive your present economic s i tuat ion ?  (Circle number) 

1 INADEQUATE TO MEET YOUR NEEDS 
2 BARELY ADEQUATE TO MEET YOUR NEEDS 
3 ADEQUATE TO MEET YOUR NEEDS 
4 MORE THAN ADEQUATE TO MEET YOUR NEEDS 

Q-38 Are you aware of a homosexual ( lesb ian /gay) community in your home t own 
o r  within commu t ing distance of your home t own ?  ( Circle number)  

1 YES ----......, 
2 NO 

�-->� ( I f  aware of homos exual community) 
Q-38a Do you cons ider yourself a member o f  that 

community? (Circle number)  

1 YES 
2 NO 

Q-39 In the past year , roughly how much money have you spent on "homosexually" 
r e lated act ivities ( f or example books on homosexual themes , records by 
lesbians , lesbian j ournal s ubs cript ions , dues paid to homosexua l ly oriented 
g roups e t c . ) ( Circle numb er)  

1 LESS THAN $50 
2 $50 - 99  
3 $ 100 - 499 
4 $500 or more 
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Q-40 To whom or where have you turned when faced with a f inancial crisis ? 

Q-41 What kinds of support have you needed when you have had a financ ial cris i s ?  

Q-42 Specifically who provid ed you support  when you have had a financial crisis?  

Q-43 Are you aware of  any resources within the homosexual ( lesbian / gay) 
community that could provide you support when you are having a financial 
c r i s is ? ( Circle number)  

; �;S

� 
3 DO NOT KNOW I 4 Q-43a 

Q-43b 

( I f  aware of homosexual financial resource s )  
What resources do you know o f ?  

Have such resources provided you support 
in t imes of  f inancial crisi s ?  ( Circle number ) 

r--------- l YES 
2 NO 

L-------)� Q-43c Specifically what kinds of support have 
these resources provided you? 

Q-44 How adequate have your homosexual economic support  sys t ems b een to you when 
you h ave had a financial crisis ? (Circle number)  

1 INADEQUATE TO MEET YOUR NEEDS 
2 BARELY ADEQUATE TO MEET YOUR NEEDS 
3 ADEQUATE TO MEET YOUR NEEDS 
4 MORE THAN ADEQUATE TO MEET YOUR NEEDS 
5 SUCH SUPPORT SYSTEMS ARE NOT AVAILABLE 

Q-45 How adequate have heterosexual economic support sys t ems been to you when 
you have had a finan cial cris i s ?  ( Circle number)  

1 INADEQUATE TO MEET YOUR NEEDS 
2 BARELY ADEQUATE TO MEET YOUR NEEDS 
3 ADEQUATE TO MEET YOUR NEEDS 
4 MORE THAN ADEQUATE TO MEET YOUR NEEDS 

Q-46 Dur ing your life , how important has your ab i lity to earn an adequate income 
b een to you ? ( Circle numb er)  

1 VERY IMPORTANT 
2 IMPORTANT 
3 MODERATELY IMPORTANT 

4 MODERATELY UNIMPORTANT 
5 UNIMPORTANT 
6 VERY UNIMPORTANT 
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IV.  Involvement with politics and organizat ions has also b een viewed as a 
way o f  gaining s upport . I would like to now ask you s ome que s t ions 
about your political involvement and your organizational memb erships . 

Q-47 What is your polit ical party preference? (Circle number) 

1 DEMOCRATIC 
2 INDEPENDENT 
3 REPUBLI CAN 
4 NONE 
5 OTHER -- SPEC I FY ------------------------------

Q-48 Where would you rank yourself on the f o llowing scale? ( Circle the appropriate 
number)  

1 EXTREMELY CONSERVATIVE 
2 CONSERVATIVE 
3 SLIGHTLY CONSERVATIVE 
4 MODERATE ,  MIDDLE OF THE ROAD 
5 SLIGHTLY LIBERAL 
6 LIBERAL 
7 EXTREMELY LIBERAL 

Q-49 How does a pol i tical candida te ' s  positive s t and on homos exual ( lesbian /gay ) 
issues inf luence your decis ion to vot e  for her/h im? ( Circle numb er) 

1 POSITIVE INFLUENCE 
2 NEITHER POSITIVE NOR NEGATIVE INFLUENCE 
3 NEGATIVE INFLUENCE 

Q-SO How could this count ry ' s  polit ical sys tem be more support ive of the 
homosexual lifestyle?  

Q-Sl How importan t  has pol i t ics b een t o  you during your life?  ( Cirle number ) 

1 VERY IMPORTANT 
2 IMPORTANT 
3 MODERATELY IMPORTANT 
4 MODERATELY UNIMPORTANT 
5 UNIMPORTANT 
6 VERY UNIMPORTANT 

Q-S 2  To what political c lub s do you currently b e long ? 

Q-S3 To what hobby or garden clubs do you curren t ly b elong?  

Q-S4 To what profess ional or academic groups do you current ly b e long ? 

Q-SS To what l i t erary , art , discus s ion or s tudy groups do you current ly belong ? 



www.manaraa.com

-10-

Q-56 Are you aware of any homo sexual ly o riented group s ?  (Circle number)  

l YES� 
2 NO 

(If  aware of  homosexual group s )  
Q-56a T o  what homosexually oriented groups d o  you 

curren t ly belong ?  

Q-57 To what o ther political action group s  do you currently b elong ? 

Q-58 To whom or where would you turn if your righ ts were b e ing denied on 
the basis o f :  

1 AGE : 

2 S EX : 

3 SEXUAL ORIENTATION : 

Q-59 With in the pas t year , how often have you sought legal service s ?  ( Circle 
number)  

1 NONE 
2 1 - 4 TIMES 
3 5 - 9 TIMES 
4 10 - 14 TIMES 
5 15 - 19 TIMES 
6 20 OR MORE TIMES 
7 DO NOT KNOW HOW MANY TIMES 

Q-60 Have you ever purp os efully sought out homosexual ( lesbian / gay ) pers ons 
to help you with a legal prob lem?  (Circle number)  

1 YES 
2 NO 
3 HAVE HAD NO NEED FOR LEGAL AS S ISTANCE 

v .  Because social s ervices are thought t o  b e  a support  sys tem for some 
individuals , I would l ike to now ask you some ques t ions about your 
relat ionsh i ps with "helping" professionals . 

Q-6 l  On what basis  do you s elect "helping " profess ional s  to provide you 
s ervice s ?  (Please rank order where "1"  is your highes t priority and 
"4" is  your lowe s t . )  

PROFESS IONAL REPUTATION/ EXPERTISE 
PERSONAL KNOWLEDGE 
HOMOSEXUAL SEXUAL ORIENTATION OF PROFESS IONAL 
RECOMMENDATIONS FROM OTHERS 
OTHER -- SPECIFY _____________ _ 
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Q-62 Within the past year , how many t imes have you received s ervices from 
the f o llowing "helping" professionals ?  

Times Received Services 
( Circle the appropriate numb ers ) 

1 Medical doctors . . . .  NONE 1 - 4 5 - 9 10 - 14  15 - 19 20 OR MORE 

2 Nurses . . . . . . . . . . . . .  NONE 1 - 4 5 - 9 10 - 14 15  - 19  20 OR MORE 

3 Social Workers . . . . .  NONE 1 - 4 5 - 9 10 - 14 15 - 19 20 OR MORE 

4 Psychiatr i s t s  . . . . . .  NONE 1 - 4 5 - 9 10 - 1 4  1 5  - 1 9  20 OR MORE 

5 Psychologists . . . . . .  NONE 1 - 4 5 - 9 10 - 14 15  - 19  20  OR MORE 

6 Other -- Specify . . .  NONE 1 - 4 5 - 9 10 - 14 15 - 19 20 OR MORE 

Q-63 Of those helping profess ionals you have dealt with in the past year , 
which knows o f  your sexual orientation? ( Circle numb er)  

1 WITHOUT EXCEPTION , ALL KNOW 
2 WITHOUT EXCEPTION , NONE KNOW 

TIMES 

TIMES 

TIMES 

TIMES 

TIMES 

TIMES 

3 SOME KNOW -- SPECIFY WHICH ONES KNOW ____________ _ 

Q-64 Why have you chos en to t e l l  ( or not to t e l l )  helping profes s ionals o f  
your sexual orientation ?  

Q-65 During the past year , have you had a personal , emo tional prob lem for which 
you received support f rom help ing profess i onal s ?  ( Circle number) 

1 YES --, � 
2 NO � ( I f  helping profe s sionals provided suppor t )  

Q-65a Specifically , what kinds of suppo r t  were provided ?  

Q-66 Are you aware of any o f  the following professional s ervices b e ing off ered in 
the homosexual ( lesb ian / gay) community? 

Aware of  Servic es Provided 
(Circle answer s )  

1 Medica l  Services . . • . . . . . • . • . . • . .  YES NO 

2 Emotional Couns eling S ervi ces . . .  YES NO 

3 Social Services . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  YES NO 

Q-6 7 What types of  profess ional "helping" s ervices has the homosexual ( lesbian/gay) 
community provided to  you when you have had a personal , emo tional crisis ? 
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Q-68 How adequate have your sources of support from homosexual (lesb ian/gay) 
helping profe s s ionals been to you when you were faced with a personal , emo t ional 
crisis ? ( Circle number)  

I INADEQUATE TO MEET YOUR NEEDS 
2 BARELY ADEQUATE TO MEET YOUR NEEDS 
3 ADEQUATE TO MEET YOUR NEEDS 
4 MORE THAN ADEQUATE TO MEET YOUR NEEDS 
5 SUCH SUPPORT SYSTEMS ARE NOT AVAILABLE 
6 NOT APPLICABLE 

Q-6 9  How adequate have your sources of support f rom heterosexual help ing 
professionals b een t o  you when you were faced with a personal , emotional 
c r is i s ?  ( Circle number)  

1 INADEQUATE TO MEET YOUR NEEDS 
2 BARELY ADEQUATE TO MEET YOUR NEEDS 
3 ADEQUATE TO MEET YOUR NEEDS 
4 MORE THAN ADEQUATE TO MEET YOUR NEEDS 
5 NOT APPLICABLE 

Q-70 How importan t  have helping professionals been to you in your life?  ( Circle 
numb er)  

1 VERY IMPORTANT 
2 IMPORTANT 
3 MODERATELY IMPORTANT 
4 MODERATELY UNIMPORTANT 
5 UNIMPORTANT 
6 VERY UNIMPORTANT 

VI . Education is cons idered an important part of growing up . In this sect ion , 
I would l ike to first  ask you s ome ques t ions about your formal (classroom) 
education and then ask you some que s tions about your informal (friends / family) 
learning . 

A .  Formal Educat ion 

Q-7 l  What is your h ighe s t  level o f  educat ion? ( Circle app ropriate number ) 

1 GRADE S CHOOL 
2 SOME HIGH SCHOOL 
3 HIGH S CHOOL GRADUATE (OR PASSED G . E . D . ) 
4 1 - 2 YEARS OF COLLEGE (OR BUS INESS / TRADE SCHOOL) 
5 3 - 4 YEARS OF COLLEGE 
6 COLLEGE GRADUATE 
7 GRADUATE SCHOOL 
8 OTHER -- SPECIFY ____________________________ __ 

Q-72 What academic degrees have you earned ? (Please list  all degre e s )  
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Q-7 3 What kinds o f  s chools have you at tended? 

Types of S chools Attended 
(Circle all that app ly ) 

1 Grade S chool . . . . COEDUCATIONAL SEX-SEGREGATED PUBLIC PRIVATE RELIGIOUS 

2 High S chool . . . . . COEDUCATIONAL SEX-SEGREGATED PUELIC pRIVATE RELIGIOUS 

3 College . . . . . . . . .  COEDUCATIONAL SEX-SEGREGATED PUELI C PRIVATE RELIGIOUS 

Q-74 To what s chool sororities do you currently b e long ? 

Q-75 What kinds o f  support have educational sys t ems provided you in t imes of  
personal , emot ional cri s es ?  

Q-76 How importan t  h a s  formal educat ion been to you in your life?  ( Circle number ) 

1 VERY IMPORTANT 
2 IMPORTANT 
3 MODERATELY IMPORTANT 
4 MODERATELY UNIMPORTANT 
5 UNIMPORTANT 
6 VERY UNIMPORTANT 

B .  Informal Educat ion 

Q- 7 7  How old were you when you first learned ab out homosexuality? 
YEARS 

Q-78 When you first  learned about homosexual i ty , what inf luence did that 
informat ion have on you ? 

Q-79 At what age did you b ecome intensely , emot ionally intimate wi th other 
women ? 

YEARS 

Q-80 At what age d id you have your f ir s t  lesbian sexual experience ? 
YEARS 

Q-8l What kinds o f  support did you need after you s t arted to define yourself as 
not t radit ionally heterosexua l ?  

Q-82 T o  whom or whe re d i d  you turn for support when you s t ar t ed defining 
yourse l f  as not t radit ionally heterosexual ?  
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Q-83 Were you aware of a homosexual ( lesbian /gay) community at the t ime you 
f ir s t  s tarted defining yourself as not t radit ionally heterosexual? 
( Circle number)  

1 YES 
2 NO 

-----)� (If  aware of  a homosexual community) 
Q-83a Did this communi ty provide you any s upport during 

this phase of your life?  ( Circle number)  

1 YES 
2 NO 

SPECIFY TYPES OF SUPPORT ______ _ 

Q-84 When you f ir s t  s tarted to define yourself as not t radit i onally hetero sexual 
but homosexual , how adequa t e  were your personal support sys tems ? 
(Circle number)  

1 INADEQUATE TO MEET YOUR NEEDS 
2 BARELY ADEQUATE TO MEET YOUR NEEDS 
3 ADEQUATE TO MEET YOUR NEEDS 
4 MORE THAN ADEQUATE TO MEET YOUR NEEDS 

VII . F inal ly , I would like t o  ask you some general que s t ions about your self . 

Q-85 How a c t ively are you current ly involved wi th the homosexual ( lesb ian /gay) 
community? ( Circle number)  

1 VERY ACTIVELY INVOLVED 
2 INVOLVED 
3 MODERATELY INVOLVED 
4 MODERATELY UNINVOLVED 
5 UNINVOLVED 
6 VERY UNINVOLVED 

Q-86 How a c t ively are you curren t ly involved with the homosexual ( lesbian/gay) 
c ivil righ t s  movement ?  ( Circle numb er)  

Q-87 

Q-88 

Q-89 

1 VERY ACTIVELY INVOLVED 
2 INVOLVED 
3 MODERATELY INVOLVED 
4 MODERATELY UNINVOLVED 
5 UNINVOLVED 
6 VERY UNINVOLVED 

Generally , what kinds of support  have you wanted when faced with a personal , 
emo t ional cri s i s ? 

Generally , what kinds of support have you found in the t rad itionally 
heterosexual world when you have b een faced with a personal , emot ional cris i s ?  

Generally , what kinds o f  s upport  have you found i n  t he homosexual sub culture 
when you have b een faced with a personal , emotional cris i s ?  
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Q-90 Please rank yourself  on the f o llowing s cale based on your present intense ,  
emot ionally int imate feel ings . (}�rk the one s tatement that is closest to 
how you feel)  ( Circle number) 

o INTENSE EMOTIONAL INTIMACY ONLY WITE MEN 
1 INTENSE EMOTIONAL INTIMACY PREDOMINANTLY WITR MEN , BUT WITR 

INCIDENTAL INTENSE EMOTIONAL INTIMACY WITH WOMEN 
2 INTENSE EMOTIONAL INTIMACY PREDOMINANTLY WITH MEN , BUT WITH MORE 

!RAN INCIDENTAL INTENSE EMOTIONAL INTIMACY WITH WOMEN 
3 INTENSE EMOTIONAL INTIMACY WITR WOMEN AND HEN EQUALLY 
4 INTENSE EMOTIONAL INTIMACY PREDOMINANTLY WITR WOMEN , BUT WITH 

MORE !RAN INCIDENTAL INTENSE EMOTIONAL INTI}�CY WITR MEN 
5 INTENSE EMOTIONAL INTIMACY PREDOMINANTLY WITH WOMEN , BUT WITH 

INCIDENTAL INTENSE EMOTIONAL INTIMACY WITH MEN 
6 INTENSE EMOTIONAL INTIMACY ONLY WITH WOHEN 
7 INTENSE EMOTIONAL INTIMACY WITH NEITHER WOMEN NOR MEN 

Q-9 l  Please rank yourself  on the f o llowing s cale based on your intense ,  emot ionally 
int ima t e  feelings for the pas t  twenty ( 20 )  years . (Mark the one s tatement 
that is mos t  closely re lated to your pas t feeling s )  ( Circle number) 

o INTENSE EMOTIONAL INTIMACY ONLY WITH MEN 
1 INTENSE EMOTIONAL INTIMACY PREDOMINANTLY WITR MEN , BUT WITR 

INCIDENTAL INTENSE EMOTIONAL INTIMACY WITR WOMEN 
2 INTENSE EMOTIONAL INTIMACY PREDOMINANTLY WITR MEN , BUT WITH MORE 

THAN INCIDENTAL INTENSE EMOTIONAL INTIMACY WITH WOMEN 
3 INTENSE EMOTIONAL INTIMACY WITH WOMEN AND MEN EQUALLY 
4 INTENSE EMOTIONAL INTIMACY PREDOMINANTLY WITR WOMEN ,  BUT WITR 

MORE THAN INCIDENTAL INTENSE EMOTIONAL INTIMACY WITH MEN 
5 INTENSE EMOTIONAL INTIMACY PREDOMINANTLY WITH WOMEN , BUT WITH 

INCIDENTAL INTENSE EMOTIONAL INTIMACY WITR MEN 
6 INTENSE EMOTIONAL INTIMACY ONLY WITR WOMEN 
7 INTENSE EMOTIONAL INTIMACY WITH NEITHER WOHEN NOR MEN 

Q-92 Please rank your s e l f  on the following s cale based on your present phys ical 
s exual experiences . (Mark the one s tatement that is closest to your 
experiences ) (Circle number)  

o S EXUAL EXPERIENCES ONLY WITH MEN 
1 SEXUAL EXPERIENCES PREDOMINANTLY �ITH MEN , BUT WITR INCIDENTAL 

EXPERIENCES WITR WOMEN 
2 S EXUAL EXPERIENCES PREDOMINANTLY WITH MEN , BUT WITR MORE THAN 

INCIDENTAL SEXUAL EXPERIENCES WITH WOMEN 
3 S EXUAL EXPERIENCES WITH WOMEN AND MEN EQUALLY 
4 S EXUAL EXPERIENCES PREDOMINANTLY WITR WO}ffiN , BUT WITH MORE THAN 

INCIDENTAL SEXUAL EXP ERIENCES WITH MEN 
5 S EXUAL EXPERIENCES PREDOMINANTLY WITH WOMEN , BUT WITR INCIDENTAL 

S EXUAL EXPERIENCES WITH MEN 
6 S EXUAL EXPERIENCES ONLY WITR WOMEN 
7 NOT NOW SEXUALLY ACTIVE WITR ANOTHER PERSON 
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Q-93 Please rank yourself on the following s cale based on your physical sexua l 
experiences during the past twenty ( 20 )  years . (Mark the one statement 
that is mos t  closely related to your pas t experiences )  (Circle numb er )  

Q-94 What word 

o SEXUAL EXPERIENCES ONLY WITH MEN 
1 SEXUAL EXPERIENCES PREDOMINANTLY WITH MEN , BUT WITH INCIDENTAL 

SEXUAL EXPERIENCES WI TH WOMEN 
2 S EXUAL EXPERIENCES PREDOMINANTLY WITH MEN , BUT WITH MORE THAN 

INCIDENTAL S EXUAL EXPERIENCES WITH WOMEN 
3 SEXUAL EXPERIENCES WITH WOMEN AND MEN EQUALLY 
4 S EXUAL EXPERIENCES PREDOMINANTLY WITH WOMEN, BUT WITH MORE THAN 

INCIDENTAL SEXUAL EXPERIENCES WITH MEN 
5 S EXUAL EXPERIENCES PREDOMINANTLY WITH WOMEN , BUT WITH INCIDENTAL 

S EXUAL EXPERIENCES WITH MEN 
6 S EXUAL EXPERIENCES ONLY WITH WOMEN 
7 FEW OR NO SEXUAL EXPERIENCES WITH EITHER WOMEN OR MEN 

do you use to s exually def ine yours e l f ?  (Pick the one word that 
you are mos t  comfortab le wi th) (C ircle number) 

1 HOMOSEXUAL 
2 GAY 
3 LESBIAN 
4 BISEXUAL 
5 HETEROSEXUAL 
6 ASEXUAL 
7 OTHER -- SPECIFY 

Q-95 P lease rank your present openness about your s exual orientat ion on the 
following s cale . ( Circle the appropriate number)  

S EXUAL ORIENTATION COMPLETE OPENNES S 
HIDDEN WITH FEW 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 AND HONESTY ABOUT 
EXCEPTIONS S EXUAL ORIENTATION 

Q-96 Where were you b o rn ?  
CITY STATE 

Q-9 7  What was the date o f  your b irth?  
MONTH YEAR 

Q-9 8  Whi ch o f  the following b e s t  describes your racial or ethnic identification? 
(Circle number)  

1 AMERICAN INDIAN (NATIVE AMERICAN) 
2 CAUCAS IAN (WHITE , NON-HISPANIC )  
3 HISPANIC 
4 NEGRO (BLACK, NON-HISPANIC )  
5 ORIENTAL 
6 OTHER -- SPECIFY 
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Q-99 How would you class i f y  your present health? (Circle number) 

1 EXCELLENT 
2 GOOD 
3 FAIR 
4 POOR 

Q-IOO In what type of hous ing do you currently live?  ( Circle number) 

1 HOUSE 
2 APARTMENT 
3 ROOMING S ITUATION 
4 NURS ING HOME 
5 OTHER -- SPEC I FY ---------------------------------

Q-IOI Do you own (are buying ) or rent your living space? (Circle number ) 

� �
NT 

(ARE BUYING) 1 
( I f  you own or are buying) 

Q-IOla Do you share the expens e with another? 
( Circle number) 

1 YES -- SPECIFY WITH WHOM _______ _ 
2 NO 

Q-I02 With whom do you presently live ? (Circle the number of all that apply )  

1 FEMALE LIFE PARTNER 
2 FEMALE FRIEND 
3 ACQUAINTANCES 
4 RELATIVES -- SPECIFY WITH WHOM ___________________ _ 
5 LIVE ALONE 
6 OTHER -- SPECIFY ______________________ _ 

Q-I03 What kinds o f  people do you currently live with? (Circle number)  

1 HOMOSEXUAL WOMEN 
2 HETEROSEXUAL WOMEN 
3 HOMOSEXUAL MEN 
4 HETEROSEXUAL MEN 
5 HOMOSEXUAL WOMEN AND MEN 
6 HETEROSEXUAL WOMEN AND MEN 
7 OTHER -- SPECIFY _____________________ _ 
8 NOT APPLICABLE 

Q-I04 How long have you lived with the person (or persons ) you current ly live 
with? 

YEARS 

Q-I05 Where do you now live ? 
CITY STATE 

Q-I06 How long have you lived in this city/ town? 
YEARS MONTHS 

Q-I0 7 How did you learn about this s t udy ? 
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If you wish t o  f ur ther clarify any of your answers , f eel free to use this space 
for that purpose . 
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I s  there anything else you would like to tell me about your personal 
support sys t ems ? If so , please use this space for that purpose . 

Your contribut ion to this resear ch is great ly appreciated . 
If you would like addi t ional cop ies o f  this ques t ionnaire to 
distribute to other women , print your name and address and the 
numb er of copies you would l ike on the b ack of the return envelope 
(NOT on this questionnaire ) . If you would like a copy of the 
summary of result s  when pub lished , print your name and address 
on the back o f  the return envelope . I will see that the informat ion 
you reques t  will b e  sent to you . 
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Re spondent ' s  Current Place of Re s idence 
( N=7 3 ) 

P l ace 

Ari zona 
Chand ler 
Flag s t a f f  
Lakeside 
Phoenix 
Show Lo 

Cal i f orni a  
Fort Bragg 
Los Angeles 
San Franc isco 

Colorad o  
Denver 

D i s t ri c t  o f  Columbia 
I l l inoi s  

Edward svi lle 
Ind iana 

Indianapol i s  
Iowa 

De sMo ines 
Iowa City 
Wa terloo 

Kentucky 
James t own 

Lousiana 
New Or leans 

Maryland 
Ba lt imore 

Mas sachusett s 
Boston 
New Sa lem 
No rth Andover 
Wes twood 

Minnesota 
Robbinsdale 

New Jer sey 
Bogata 
Newark 

New Mexico 
Santa Fe 

N 

1 
2 
1 
5 
1 

1 
1 
1 

4 
1 

1 

1 

1 
1 
1 

1 

1 

1 

1 
1 
1 
1 

1 

1 
2 

1 
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New York 
New York C i ty 2 
Long I sland 1 

North Carolina 
Brevard 1 

Ohio 
C i nc inna t i  1 
Columbus 1 

Oregon 
Elmira 1 
Eugene 1 

Pennsylvania 
Ardmore 1 
Philadelphia 2 

Rhode Is land 
Providence 2 

Texa s 
Houston 4 

Vermont 
Burling t on 3 
Franklin 1 
Marshf ield 1 

V i rginia 
Charlot t esvi lle 2 
Gordonsvi lle 1 
Lynchburg 1 
Newport News 1 
Richmond 7 

Washington 
Spokane 1 

Wisconsin 
Mad i son 2 

Wyoming 
Gi llette 1 
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Re spondent ' s  Job T i t le 
C N=7 3 ) 

Professiona l Type and Job T i t le 

Bus ine s s  Oriented 
Admini strat ive Service Admini strators 
Adver t i s ing Manager 
Baker/Chef/Di etary Supervi sor 
Clerk 
E d i t or 
Encoder 
Fl ight Instruc t or 
Personnel Manager/Director 
Purchas ing Agent 
Rea l  Estate  Broker 
Sales Manager 
Shear Operator 
Shop Laborer 
Supervisor 
Typ i s t  

Educ a t i onal 
As s i s t ant Profes sor 
As sociate Professor 
Profes sor 

Helping 

Book Buyer 
Curriculum Developer 
Director of Library Collect ions 
S chool Princ ipal 
Teacher 

B i omed ical Re searcher 
Counselor 
C l inical Social Worker 
Director of Chr i s t ian Educat ion 
Execut ive Direc t o r / Chief 
Nurse 
Pharmac i s t  
Phy s i c ian 
Psychiatri s t  
Psychotherap i s t  

Self  Employed 
Busine s s  Owner 
Dog Breeder 
Writer 

N 

4 
1 
3 
1 
2 
1 
1 
2 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
2 
1 

2 
1 
6 
1 
1 
1 
1 
2 

1 
1 
6 
1 
7 
6 
1 
1 
2 
2 

2 
2 
3 
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VITA 

CAROL THORPE TULLY 
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