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Drawing on interview and survey research
with 116 married and unmarried lesbian,
gay, bisexual, and queer (LGBQ) individuals,
this study offers the first systematic data on
the relationship between legal marriage and
LGBQ community life. The author distinguishes
between marital status—being married—and
marital access—gaining access to the institution
of marriage—as distinct drivers of community
change. In contrast to research with heterosex-
uals, the findings suggest that marital access
plays a primary role in LGBQ community
change. The different life course trajectories of
LGBQ people and their prior experiences of
social exclusion alter the relationship between
marriage and community. The findings push
family scholarship beyond a one-model-fits-all
approach to understanding the impact of
marriage on community engagement. Taken
together, they expand literature on marriage as
greedy, the deinstitutionalization of marriage,
and marriage and social inclusion as well as
offer insights into how LGBQ people understand
and enact marriage.

This article examines the relationship between
marriage and community life for the newest
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marital population: same-sex couples. It dis-
tinguishes between marital status—being
married—and marital access—gaining access to
the institution of marriage—as distinct drivers
of community change and examines multi-
ple mechanisms through which each impacts
lesbian, gay, bisexual, and queer (LGBQ)
community life. In doing so, it pushes the
family scholarship beyond a one-model-fits-all
approach for understanding the relationship
between marriage and community engagement
and draws attention to variation by marital
and community type. The findings contribute
to several bodies of work within the marriage
literature, including on the greedy nature of
marriage (Einolf & Philbrick, 2014; Gerstel &
Sarkisian, 2006; Sarkisian & Gerstel, 2008),
the deinstitutionalization of marriage (Cherlin,
2004; Lauer & Yodanis, 2010), and the impor-
tance of marriage for social inclusion (Cott,
2000; Herek, 2006; Lannutti, 2007; Ocobock,
2013). It also offers much-needed empirical data
on the ways LGBQ people understand and enact
legal marriage and extends research examining
LGBQ community life in a so-called “postgay”
era (Brown-Saracino, 2011; Ghaziani, 2015).

The existing family scholarship stresses the
unique benefits that people gain from marriage
over and above legal rights and protections,
including better health (Kim & McKenry,
2002), increased wealth (Hirschl, Altobelli, &
Rank, 2003), trust and security (Cherlin, 2004),
family recognition (Ocobock, 2013; Powell,
Bolzendahl, Geist, & Carr Steelman, 2010),
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and social status (Cherlin, 2004; Herek, 2006).
However, this scholarship typically focuses
“inward” (Gerstel & Sarkisian, 2006, p. 17) on
marriage’s benefits for individual spouses and
their children. Far less research examines the
social consequences of marriage, and that which
does presents a less positive picture—showing
that contemporary marriage reduces community
ties and participation (Coontz, 2005; Coser &
Coser, 1974; Einolf & Philbrick, 2014; Gerstel
& Sarkisian, 2006; Sarkisian & Gerstel, 2008).

The movement for marriage equality moti-
vated further interest in the relationship between
marriage and community life, with scholars and
activists expressing concerns about the future of
LGBQ community life postmarriage (Bernstein
& Taylor, 2013; Duggan, 2003). Yet existing
literature is limited to research with heterosex-
uals, and more than a decade after same-sex
marriage first became legal in the United States
virtually nothing is known about its impact
on LGBQ communities. This new population
of marriage participants offers opportunities to
extend the literature on marriage and commu-
nity life in several ways. First, because access
to legal marriage among heterosexuals could be
taken for granted, family scholars have exclu-
sively stressed the role of marital status. Study-
ing a group that has only recently gained access
to legal marriage makes it possible to also exam-
ine the impact of marital access on community
life. Second, recent research suggests that the
impact marriage has on community life might be
determined by its participants; that is, how they
define and enact marriage (Kim & Dew, 2016).
Focusing on a group that might do marriage dif-
ferently allows for examination of marital vari-
ation and sheds light on how heteronormative
ideas shape existing work on marital dynamics
(Reczek & Umberson, 2016). Last, by conduct-
ing research with a population that has relied on
minority community support (Weston, 1991), we
can observe the moderating role that community
characteristics play in shaping the impact of mar-
riage on community life.

Drawing on interview and survey research
with 116 LGBQ individuals, I show how mar-
ital access and status operate through differ-
ent mechanisms and shape different aspects of
LGBQ community life. I argue that the different
life course trajectories of LGBQ people and their
prior experiences of social exclusion alter the
relationship between marriage and community
life, making marital access the primary driver

of community change for this first cohort of
same-sex marriage participants.

Background

Marriage as a Greedy Institution

The prevailing theoretical framework for under-
standing the relationship between marriage and
community life is that of marriage as a “greedy
institution.” This is partly based on the concept
of dyadic withdrawal, as couples tend to get
caught up in the intimacy of new relationships
at the expense of other connections. Yet scholars
also more specifically argue that marriage is a
greedy institution because it demands a unique
kind of commitment that offers the least time
for others (Coser & Coser, 1974). This stems in
large part from cultural ideas about how mar-
ried people should relate to one another. The
idea that your spouse should be your soulmate
(Whitehead & Poponoe, 2001) means that mar-
riage demands an especially intense emotional
involvement. As such, the married are less able
to get together with friends or participate in
community activities without worrying that their
spouse will feel emotionally deprived. Because
spouses are also expected to be confidants and
the main source of emotional support (Coontz,
2005), the married are also less likely to turn
to others for help. In contemporary marriage,
it is expected that “[e]ach must make the part-
ner the top priority in life, putting that relation-
ship above any and all competing ties” (Coontz,
2005, p. 20).

A small body of research has provided empir-
ical support for this idea. Using the second
wave of the National Survey of Families and
Households, Gerstel and Sarkisian (2006) found
that married heterosexual individuals are signifi-
cantly less likely than their never and previously
married counterparts to have frequent contact
with neighbors and friends or to give them
emotional and practical support. Research with
heterosexuals has also highlighted how marriage
is particularly demanding of women’s time, as
marriage increases the hours women spend
on housework (Sarkisian & Gerstel, 2008).
Using longitudinal data from the Panel Study of
Income Dynamics, Einolf and Philbrick (2014)
found that newly married women, but not men,
were significantly less likely to volunteer after
marriage and volunteered fewer hours.

Although their research was with
heterosexuals, Gerstel and Sarkisian (2006,
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p. 21) speculated that with marriage, “[g]ays
and lesbians, once noted for their vibrant culture
and community life, may find themselves behind
picket fences with fewer friends dropping by.”
However, we do not know whether same-sex
partners understand and enact marriage in the
same way as heterosexuals. From an institu-
tional perspective, the desire for legitimacy may
encourage LGBQ people to adhere to the same
marital norms as their heterosexual counter-
parts (Lauer & Yodanis, 2010). Alternatively,
if same-sex marriage represents the “deinstitu-
tionalization” of marriage, as Cherlin (2004)
argued, LGBQ people may be freer from the
kinds of marital norms that lead heterosexual
spouses to be less engaged in their communities.

There are several other reasons why mar-
riage might not reduce involvement in LGBQ
community life in the same ways as it does
for heterosexuals. Gerstel and Sarkisian (2006)
measured community involvement through
informal ties to friends and neighbors, but
LGBQ people have a longer group history of
dependence on organized forms of community
because heterosexual prejudice constrained
their ability to safely meet and socialize in
more informal and sexually mixed settings
(Ghaziani, 2015; Seidman, 2002). In addition,
norms that dictate that marital relationships
should take precedence above all others may
have less influence because of longer per-
sonal histories of community reliance (Kurdek,
2004; Weston, 1991). The fact that newly mar-
ried same-sex couples are, on average, older
than their different-sex counterparts (Badgett &
Herman, 2011) may also lessen their willingness
to make significant changes to their social lives.
Furthermore, given the evidence that same-sex
relationships tend to be more egalitarian (Green,
2010; Kurdek, 2004) and that married same-sex
couples are less likely to have children than
married heterosexual couples (Gates, 2015),
we might expect these marriages to be less
demanding of individual spouses’ time and
energy (Reczek & Umberson, 2016). For all of
these reasons, the prevailing “greedy marriage”
framework appears ill suited for understanding
changes occurring to LGBQ community life and
the ways in which marriage impacts it.

Same-Sex Marriage and Social Inclusion

Throughout the history of the United States,
marital regulations have defined citizenship and

belonging, demarcating what kinds of sexual
relations and which families are legitimate
(Cott, 2000). A large amount of literature on
minority stress found that being denied access
to legal marriage made LGBQ people feel like
second-class citizens and had negative health
outcomes (Herdt & Kertzner, 2006; Riggle,
Thomas, & Rostosky, 2005). Although marriage
has lost much of its practical importance, it
remains important “on a symbolic level” as a
marker of prestige and social status (Cherlin,
2004, p. 855). It is therefore unsurprising that
one of the primary anticipated outcomes of legal
same-sex marriage is greater social legitimacy
and inclusion (Herek, 2006; Lannutti, 2007;
Ocobock, 2013).

However, proponents and opponents of
same-sex marriage alike predicted that marital
inclusion would have a detrimental impact on
LGBQ community life. The conservative advo-
cate for same-sex marriage, Jonathan Rauch
(2004) hypothesized that within a generation,
marriage would mean “the end of gay culture as
we know it,” because “much of what it unique
about gay culture … is an artifact of marginal-
ization” (p. 67). Queer critics of marriage also
worried that marriage would increase the desire
to assimilate into the mainstream and lead to
“the disappearance of LGBQT culture and iden-
tity” (Bernstein & Taylor, 2013, p. 18). Duggan
(2003) warned against the “new homonorma-
tivity” of a neo-liberal sexual politics, which
supports “a depoliticized gay culture anchored in
domesticity and consumption” (p. 50) and pre-
dicted that, with marriage, LGBQ people would
“go home and cook dinner, forever” (p. 62).

There is consensus that a collective gay
identity and community has been declin-
ing in salience for LGBQ people since the
1990s, primarily due to greater social inclusion
(Armstrong, 2002; Seidman, 2002). Scholars
routinely refer to, and bemoan, this “postgay”
era (Ghaziani, 2015). However, existing research
on the subject (Brekhus, 2003; Brown-Saracino,
2011; Ghaziani, 2015) was conducted prior
to the legalization of same-sex marriage and
does not directly address if and how marriage
contributes to these broader social changes.

Empirical Research on the Impact of Same-Sex
Marriage on LGBQ Communities

Early studies asked LGBQ people to specu-
late about the possible impact of legal marriage
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(Lannutti, 2007), but research on the lived expe-
rience of marriage has been slow to emerge.
Most existing literature explores the impact of
marriage on couple relationships (Green, 2010;
Lannutti, 2007; Schecter, Tracy, Page, & Luong,
2008) or extended families (Ocobock, 2013), but
has not broadened the focus to examine its com-
munity impact. Most also only includes married
participants, offering no insight into how mar-
riage impacts unmarried LGBQ people or how
the impact of marital access and status differ.

The little existing research has shown that
gay men and lesbians feel more committed to
their partners after marrying (Ramos, Gold-
berg, & Badgett, 2009; Schecter et al., 2008),
which could reduce their community commit-
ments. However, findings from a recent study
on intergenerational caregiving suggest that
same-sex marriage may not be as greedy as
different-sex marriage. Reczek and Umberson
(2016) found that same-sex marriages offer
spousal support that enables greater caregiv-
ing rather than demanding a kind of time and
energy that takes away from it. Research has
also shown that getting married made LGBQ
people feel “more accepted” in heterosexual
communities (Badgett, 2011; Ramos et al.,
2009). However, no studies have examined how
perceptions of greater acceptance and inclusion
affect involvement in either LGBQ or broader
community life.

Method

Recruitment and Sample

The findings are based on in-depth interview and
survey data collected from 116 individuals in
married and unmarried same-sex relationships in
Massachusetts in 2012 to 2013. Massachusetts
was the first state to make same-sex marriage
legal in 2004. This research site therefore offers
the longest possible view on the impact of
marriage. At the time of data collection, par-
ticipants did not have access to federal level
marriage benefits. Many participants expressed
frustration about not having full legal equal-
ity. There was little evidence, however, that this
had any substantive impact on their feelings
of social inclusion or community participation
within Massachusetts.

I advertised the study as about “how les-
bian, gay, bisexual, and transgender people
have experienced gaining the right to legally

marry and how it impacts their lives.” I pur-
posefully included married and unmarried
participants because I theorized that married
people would have unique experiences based
on their marital status but that, as a normative
relationship script, marriage would also provide
an institutional context for the relationship
choices and experiences of unmarried people.
All unmarried participants had been living with
a same-sex partner for at least a year. I did not
include single participants because my research
questions related specifically to the impact of
marriage, rather than relationship status more
generally—making partnered participants who
differed by marital status the most useful com-
parison. Only one person in any couple was
included in the study. I recognize that marriage
is composed of two people who may have differ-
ent experiences and that including both partners
is important for research aimed at exploring
couple dynamics or variation within couples,
but this was not my focus. Rather, my intent
was to gain as wide a variety of perspectives on
marriage as possible.

Participants found out about the study in
a number of ways. Some saw fliers posted at
LGBQ friendly venues, such as coffee shops,
bars, or community centers. Some received
emails about the study from organizations that
agreed to help me advertise it to their members,
such as MassEquality, the Metropolitan Com-
munity Church, and LGBQ-specific book clubs
and baseball leagues. Most often, as the study
progressed, participants found out via “snow-
balling” techniques (Weiss, 1994). Although I
advertised via some community organizations,
there is little evidence this led to substantial
sampling bias. Most who found out this way
told me that they had never or only very rarely
attended their events. Overall, the sample was
not very involved in organized LGBQ commu-
nity life: Only 23% attended organized events or
activities, and 17% bars or clubs, at least once
a month. In addition, although I advertised via
one marriage organization, only a few partici-
pants had been actively involved in the marriage
equality movement. Their experiences therefore
reflect those of “rank-and-file” (Brekhus, 2003)
LGBQ people, not activists. No direct incentive
was offered for participation.

It was not my intention to recruit a sample
that was representative of larger populations
of same-sex couples or produce statistically
generalizable findings. Rather, I expected
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my findings to inform theory and generate
hypotheses about sparsely investigated areas of
scholarship. However, it is important to keep my
sample characteristics in mind when considering
the findings (see Table 1). The experiences of
this sample—highly educated, predominantly
White, cisgender, and coupled—do not speak to
the experiences of all LGBQ people. As none
of my participants identified as transgender I
refer to “LGBQ” people and communities (92
participants identified as gay or lesbian, 10 as
bisexual, and 13 as queer). Pseudonyms have
been assigned to all participants, and identifying
information has been removed.

Data Collection and Analysis

All participants agreed to complete an online
survey and an in-depth, face-to-face interview.
Surveys took an average of 30 minutes to com-
plete, and interviews lasted from 45 minutes
to 3 hours, but averaged 11∕2 hours. The inter-
views took place wherever participants felt most
comfortable talking, including in participants’
homes and offices, and in coffee shops, bars,
and parks. Both instruments covered a wide
variety of topics, including relationship history,
coming out experiences, commitment decisions,
relationship practices and satisfaction, relation-
ships with families and friends, and community
interactions and involvement. The participants
were also asked how they thought marriage had
impacted various aspects of their lives. The sur-
vey was designed to collect demographic data
and to ascertain the general characteristics of
and patterns within my sample. The interviews
were designed to explore the lived experience
of marriage, examine the meanings that partici-
pants attributed to their experiences, and identify
the mechanisms through which marriage shaped
particular outcomes. I draw on both data sources
to provide greater elaboration and clarification
of results.

The survey data were analyzed using the
Statistical Package for the Social Sciences. In
addition to running descriptive statistics, I con-
ducted chi-square analysis to test for associa-
tions between variables and identify significant
differences between subgroups in the sample.
All interviews were transcribed verbatim and
imported into NVivo, a qualitative data analy-
sis software program. I first coded all of the
data using an inductive method of open coding
(Strauss & Corbin, 1998) and allowed themes

Table 1. Sample Characteristics by Marital Status

Marital status, % (n)

Married Unmarried

Relationship duration, mean = 10**

1–4 years 20 (14) 50 (23)
5–10 years 32 (22) 30 (14)
11–20 years 36 (25) 9 (4)
20+ years 12 (8) 11 (5)

Children
Together* 35 (24) 7 (3)
Prior relationship 9 (9) 13 (6)

Age group, mean = 41**

18–29 7 (5) 33 (15)
30–49 61 (42) 43 (20)
50–69 32 (22) 24 (11)

Gender
Female 58 (40) 54 (25)
Male 42 (29) 46 (21)

Race/ethnicity
White only 84 (58) 85 (39)
American Indian/Alaska Native 1 (1) 7 (3)
Asian/Pacific Islander 1 (1) 0 (0)
African American/Black 6 (4) 7 (3)
Hispanic or Latino/a 7 (5) 2 (1)

Education*

Less than bachelor’s 4 (3) 11 (5)
Bachelor’s degree 22 (15) 50 (23)
Graduate degree 74 (51) 39 (18)

Religion
Religious affiliation 59 (41) 50 (23)
No religious affiliation 41 (28) 50 (23)

Place of residence (self-reported)
Urban area/city 57 (39) 46 (21)
Large town/city suburbs 28 (19) 43 (20)
Small town/rural area 16 (11) 11 (5)

Total (69) (46)

Note. As only one participant had a child from a prior
same-sex relationship, the author combined counts for all
prior relationships together.

*Differences by marital status significant at the p< .05
level. **Differences by marital status significant at the p< .01
level.

to emerge from participants’ responses rather
than prior conceptual categories. Then I used a
deductive method of coding and the extended
case study method (Burrawoy, 1998). I knew
in advance that I wanted to connect my data
to existing theories in family and institutional
sociology and examined it with these in mind.
After I identified initial themes, I aggregated
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Table 2. Organized LGBQ Community and Friendships by Marital and Parental Status

Marital status, % (n) Parental status, % (n)

Married Unmarried Children No children

Activities 1+ times/month 19 (13) 28 (13) 7 (2) 27 (24)
Bars/clubs 1+ times/month 13 (9) 22 (10) 7 (2) 19 (17)
Venues 1+ times/month 39 (27) 50 (23) 48 (13) 42 (37)
At least 1∕2 friends LGBQ 75 (52) 67 (31) 78 (21) 70 (62)
Turn to LGBQ friends for emotional support 54 (37) 59 (27) 52 (14) 57 (50)
Turn to LGBQ friends for practical support 70 (48) 72 (33) 81 (22) 67 (59)
Go out with friends 2+ times/week 23 (16) 44 (20) 11 (3)** 38 (33)
Total (69) (46) (27) (88)

Note. Differences by parental status in frequency of going out with friends were significant at the p< .01 level. No other
differences by marital or parental status were significant at the p< .05 level.

and organized them into more precise or con-
ceptual subcategories. This resulted in a code
book of approximately 30 major thematic codes,
each with multiple subthemes. Data used in the
present study are primarily drawn from the fol-
lowing three major thematic codes: community,
identity, and marital relationship transitions.

Measuring LGBQ Community Change

As this was not a longitudinal study, I rely on
participants’ accounts of changes to LGBQ
communities rather than, for example, mea-
suring their involvement in or the existence of
organizations before and after marriage and
seeing how it has changed. As such, when I
describe a “declining need for LGBQ commu-
nity,” I am not suggesting that there has been
an objective decline but am presenting the way
the majority of my participants subjectively
perceived it. In this sense, I am reflecting par-
ticipants’ imagined communities (Anderson,
1991). In interviews, participants generally con-
ceived of LGBQ communities as place based.
They were not thinking of narrowly bounded
“gayborhoods” (Ghaziani, 2015), but were con-
sidering face-to-face, local connections. Several
participants mentioned being on listservs or
in online groups with other LGBQ people but
dismissed these as not community. Partici-
pants also predominantly imagined organized
LGBQ communities. These included formal and
informal groups: Formal groups were oriented
toward a particular goal, usually achieving rights
or promoting well-being, and included activist
organizations or professional groups; informal
groups were centered on interests, socializing,
and networking, such as sports leagues or poetry

slams. Informal communities also included
venues, such as bars or coffee shops where
LGBQ people could meet. Less organized social
ties such as friendships were much less often
discussed. I collected data on the following four
kinds of community participation in the survey:
organized LGBQ activities, LGBQ bars and
clubs, other venues where LGBQ people could
socialize, and friendships with LGBQ people.

Findings

Marital Status as a Driver of LGBQ
Community Change

I begin by examining the impact that marital sta-
tus had on participants’ LGBQ community par-
ticipation, as this is the focus of existing family
literature. However, as I will show, marital sta-
tus had a much less robust or consistent impact
on LGBQ community life than marital access.

Are same-sex marriages “greedy”? Descrip-
tive statistics provided some support for the
prevailing idea that marriage is greedy, as
married participants took part in all forms of
community less than their unmarried coun-
terparts (Table 2). Only 19% of married
participants reported going to organized LGBQ
activities once a month or more, compared to
28% of unmarried participants, and just 23% of
married participants said, on average, that they
go out two or more nights a week with friends,
compared to 44% of unmarried participants.
However, there were no statistically significant
associations between marital status and levels
of participation in any of the examined areas
of LGBQ community life (p> .05; Table 2),
and so these descriptive differences should be
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Table 3. Perceived Postmarital Community Changes by Parental Status and Age

Children, % (n) Age, % (n)

All married, % (n) Yes No Older than 40 Younger than 40

Reduced freq. LGBQ activities 16 (11) 25 (6)* 11 (5) 14 (6) 19 (5)
Reduced freq. LGBQ bars and clubs 42 (29) 62 (15)* 31 (14) 33 (14) 56 (15)**

See LGBQ friends less 10 (7) 17 (4) 7 (3) 5 (2) 19 (5)
Total (69) (24) (45) (42) (27)

*p< .05: Married participants with children were more likely to say they had reduced participation in organized LGBQ
activities and bars and clubs after getting married than those without children.

**p< .01: Married participants younger than age 40 were more likely to say they had reduced participation in LGBQ bars
and clubs.

interpreted with caution. Furthermore, in other
areas, descriptive differences appeared to work
in the opposite direction. For instance, married
participants had greater proportions of LGBQ
friends than unmarried participants (Table 2).
Very similar proportions of married and unmar-
ried participants were likely to turn to their
LGBQ friends for support.

Perhaps more important, very few married
participants believed that getting married had
reduced their LGBQ community participation:
Only 16% believed they participated less in orga-
nized activities, 10% that they saw their LGBQ
friends and 5% that they turn to friends less
often for support since getting legally married
(Table 3). If getting married had reduced their
community participation, it was not something
they were acutely aware of. Only a few par-
ticipants mentioned it in the interviews. Este-
ban, a 34-year-old man married for 2 years,
thought that he participated “a little less” in
the LGBQ community since marrying because
he and his spouse were “nesting.” When asked
about her involvement, Heather, a 31-year-old
woman married for 3 years, told me that she had
been very “gung-ho” about activism in college
but now did not “have time to do a lot of things
other than be present in my marriage and work.”
Yet these kinds of statements about marriage
demanding greater time or energy or requiring
more dyadic focus were very rare.

The different life course and relationship
trajectories of same-sex couples emerged as an
important factor explaining most participants’
perception that being married (marital status)
had made little difference to their community
engagement. Participants had been living with
their partners for an average of 6 years before
marrying them, compared to fewer than 2 years
for the average heterosexual couple (Goodwin,

Mosher, & Chandra, 2010). In interviews, it
was common for participants to argue that
because marriage had occurred later in the
relationship they experienced little marital
transition or change in their relationship dynam-
ics. Their relationship behaviors were already
well established, and many were already very
committed in the absence of marriage (see also
Reczek, Elliott, & Umberson, 2009). As Andy,
a 32-year-old woman who lived with her partner
for 4 years prior to marriage, told me: “We
had already gone through the big transitions
that people talk about ... It was such a gradual
transition from living together to being married
that [it] felt like nothing.” Steven, a 36-year-old
man who had lived with his partner 7 years prior
to marriage, simply said, “[T]he foundation had
already been laid.” The existing greedy mar-
riage framework is based on an understanding
of contemporary marriage demanding greater
time, energy, and commitment. However, the
longer duration of premarital cohabitation for
same-sex couples meant that very few experi-
enced marriage as a qualitatively different kind
of relationship in these ways.

In addition to having different relationship
trajectories than different-sex married couples,
same-sex couples also have different expe-
riences with parenting, which influenced the
impact of marital status on their community life.
Married participants were significantly more
likely to have children than unmarried partic-
ipants (p< .001). Nevertheless, only 32% of
married participants had children younger than
age 18. Nationally, married same-sex couples
are much less likely to have children than their
different-sex counterparts (Gates, 2015). This
may help explain the lack of a greedy marriage
effect, as survey analyses indicated that having
children was a mediating factor explaining
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whether being married reduced community
participation. Married participants with children
were significantly more likely to report reducing
participation in both organized activities and
bars and clubs (p< .05; Table 3) after marrying
than those without children. Parents were also
more likely to report reducing the time they
spent with friends after marrying, although this
was not statistically significant. This parallels
the existing literature with heterosexuals, which
finds that married people with children “hang
out” with friends and neighbors (Gerstel &
Sarkisian, 2006) and volunteer less than their
childless counterparts (Oesterle, Johnson, &
Mortimer, 2004).

Do same-sex couples adhere to marital norms?
One area of community life stood out as more
strongly, and distinctly, impacted by being
married—attendance at LGBQ bars and clubs.
A more substantial minority of married par-
ticipants (42%) reported having reduced their
attendance at LGBQ bars and clubs since getting
married (Table 3). LGBQ bars and clubs were
widely perceived as venues to find romantic
and sexual partners. As Larry, a 42-year-old
unmarried man, put it: “Everyone knows that
the objective of gay clubs is to go home with
somebody.” As such, many participants said
they had stopped frequenting them once they
entered a committed monogamous relationship.
However, some pinpointed marriage, rather than
relationship formation, as the key turning point.
This was not because nonmonogamous people
became monogamous upon marrying; rather, it
was because they became more acutely aware
of social expectations that they should appear
as such, or at least appear to be behaving more
“maturely” and “respectfully” than frequent
clubing would suggest.

Matt (42 years old, married, with his partner
10 years prior to marriage) told me:

A big part of my identity as a gay man in my 20s
and 30s was my ability to be attractive to other
men. Even though we were in a monogamous
relationship it was still important for me to feel
desirable. But in that first year of being married
we steered away from that into a different sort of
socializing pattern, and that was really hard for
me to give up.

Interviewer: Why do you think you did that?

Being married made me feel like “you’re at a
certain age”—I was 34—“you have a house, a

husband, this is what you should be turning your
attention to now.” I matured a lot in the sense that
I willingly and joyfully gave that up because I got
all this other great stuff.

Matt made clear that lessening his participa-
tion in the gay bar and club scene was something
he felt he “should be” doing, and yet there was a
clear disjuncture between the sense of difficulty
and loss he experienced in doing so and his per-
ception that marital maturity and commitment
required him to have done so “willingly and joy-
fully.”

Nick, a 40-year-old married man, with his
partner for 9 years prior to marriage, also empha-
sized how an awareness of social expectations
had altered his behavior: “Over the last five years
we both feel somewhat uncomfortable with
going out as much and exploring any form of
open relationship—mostly because of the soci-
etal value judgments related to non-traditional
sexual relationships within marriages.” He went
on to explain that because same-sex marriage
had been framed “politically” as about “stability
and commitment and nonperversion,” he now
felt pressure to live up to those social expecta-
tions. In a parallel vein, other participants cri-
tiqued married gay men for continuing to go to
bars and clubs, “acting as if they’re single,” and
“flaunting” the fact that they were not monoga-
mous. Cody, a 36-year-old unmarried man who
had been with his partner 6 years, lamented:

I have a lot of gay friends that are married and it
hasn’t changed how they interact with others. And
that disappoints me. They’re still out partying and
sleeping with everybody else. I’m like ugh - so
many people have worked so hard to give you this
right and you’re making it look horrible. You’re
not single anymore, you need to act like you’re
bonded.

In comments such as these and others, I saw
a concern among both married and unmarried
participants that, once married, gay men should
appear to be behaving in accordance with social
norms about marital monogamy and maturity,
which they viewed as incompatible with a once
dominant form of LGBQ community life—bars
and clubs.

The data also reveal gender- and age-based
interactions in the relationship between marital
status and participation in LGBQ bars and clubs.
The pressure to adhere to these marital norms
was experienced only by male participants and
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related in large part to perceived stereotypes of
gay men as immature and promiscuous. Age
also interacted with marriage in driving this
form of community withdrawal. Comments reg-
ularly contained references to age in terms of
“maturity,” and survey analyses revealed sig-
nificant differences by age in whether partic-
ipants reduced participation in bars and clubs
after getting married (p< .01), with those in the
age range of 30 to 39 years most likely to do so
(Table 3). This suggests that the timing of mar-
riage is important. Marriage might only impact
participation in bars and clubs when it occurs
at an age at which individuals are culturally
expected to settle down.

Taken together, the data suggest that the
impact of marital status on LGBQ commu-
nity life was minimal and uneven. Only small
and insignificant differences in community
participation were found by marital status,
and being married was not widely perceived
as making a difference to one’s community
engagement. The data also highlight how much
the perceived impact of being married (marital
status) was mediated by other life course and
demographic factors, such as the length of pre-
marital cohabitation, the presence of children,
gender, and age. As I show next, when we
shift our attention to marital access the data
reveal a greater and more uniformly experi-
enced impact on LGBQ community life. Rather
than marital status, marital access was per-
ceived as the major determinant of community
change.

Marital Access as a Driver of LGBQ
Community Change

The Supreme Judicial Court decision that made
same-sex marriage legal in Massachusetts was
not dependent on majority public support. At the
time, polling showed that fewer than half of Mas-
sachusetts’s residents (48%) supported same-sex
marriage (Phillips, 2004). Nonetheless, partici-
pants regularly associated being granted access
to legal marriage with acceptance and social
inclusion. It is worth emphasizing that this did
not depend on getting married: 64% of unmar-
ried participants said that gaining access to legal
marriage had made them “feel like more of a full
citizen/member of society” (57% of married par-
ticipants said getting married did); and 53% of
unmarried participants said marital access had
made them feel “more accepted by people in

their local community” (30% of married partici-
pants said getting married did).

Married participants also often focused on
how gaining access to legal marriage had made
them feel and were careful to distinguish this
from the impact of getting married. For example,
Art, age 44, who married his partner of 6 years
in 2004, stated:

When we got marriage equality I felt acknowl-
edged and accepted here in Massachusetts in a way
that I never had. … I think we feel much more
sense of ownership and belonging here now, more
a part of the cultural fabric of Massachusetts. And
it’s very emotional. I’ve cried over that as well as
over the fact of being married to [my partner].

Similarly, Linda (54, married) said that the
“SJC [Supreme Judicial Court] decision really
changed how I feel about my relationship to
society” and, 9 years on, “that whole feeling of
belonging where you live hasn’t gone away.”
These kinds of statements were very com-
mon and almost all participants spoke positively
about the impact of marriage on social inclusion.

However, participants also regularly associ-
ated greater inclusion with declines in LGBQ
community life, and in this regard their feel-
ings were more mixed. They offered a clear
and consistent viewpoint: Gaining the right to
legally marry was a pivotal moment in increas-
ing integration in non-LGBQ communities, but
this, in turn, had decreased LGBQ people’s
need for LGBQ community. Referring to orga-
nized community events, Caroline (35, married),
argued: “There’s not such a need for it here in
Massachusetts, but of course across the coun-
try where marriage is not yet legal there def-
initely is.” Tom, a 57-year-old married man,
explained it in economic terms: “It’s a supply
and demand thing. There was a demand for
these groups; therefore the supply increased. The
demand dropped, and then we didn’t need the
supply, and so one by one these groups just shut
their doors.”

Two broad themes emerged with regard to
the perceived declining need for LGBQ com-
munity. First, there was a widely shared belief
that since gaining the right to marry there was
less need to organize for rights and acceptance.
Second, many believed that marriage had also
reduced the need for nonactivist groups and
venues because the more welcome and safe they
felt in other settings the less need there was
to group together based on sexual orientation.
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Related, the greater visibility of gay men and les-
bians in mainstream communities meant people
no longer had to make an effort to seek out others
who were “like them.”

“What unifies us now?” Others have found
that despite internal differences and critiques
of marriage in the community, LGBQ activists
in Massachusetts were able to come together
to secure marriage rights (Kosbie, 2013). Most
participants had not been actively involved
in the marriage equality movement but simi-
larly believed that it had unified and energized
the community. Lizzie, a 48-year-old married
woman, described it this way:

Marriage did feel like the thing that brought people
out and together. It really galvanized us. … I mean
there were people who said “this isn’t my issue”
or “I don’t care” but there was this universality to
it. It brought people from so many different walks
together.

This frequently articulated idea was also sup-
ported by the survey data. Sixty-five percent
of participants said marriage had “united the
LGBQT community” (only 20% thought that it
“caused new divisions”), and these findings did
not differ significantly by marital status.

However, 9 years after first gaining the right to
marry, that uniting, galvanizing impact appeared
to have greatly diminished. A sense of security
about marriage was accompanied by a feeling of
not having to fight anymore. Keith, a 41-year-old
married man, summed this up when he said: “It’s
such a weird place to live because these battles
that are raging elsewhere feel very ancient here.
They feel settled. Marriage equality is not going
away in Massachusetts.” It was not just that after
a long fight for marriage the energy for activism
had waned; rather because they saw marriage as
the ultimate symbol of equality, they felt that
there was less reason to come together now.

A few participants went a step further and
critiqued LGBQ people who continued to feel
a need to come together to fight for additional
acceptance. Wendy, a 51-year-old unmarried
woman contended:

Back in the day it was much more of a fight for
equal rights. Somehow there was work to be done,
but not so much anymore … I mean there’s a
woman [where I work] that is trying to get an
LGBQT thing going for the employees, and I look
at her and I’m like, “are you kidding me? Like
you’re actually putting time into this?”

Interviewer: What kind of thing is she trying to put
together?

To get a group of the lesbian and gay people
together so that we can teach the rest of our
workforce to be more accepting of us. To me, I
think this whole community has changed to a point
where we already have what we were asking for.

Jamie (29 years old, married) spoke with sim-
ilar bewilderment about other peoples’ contin-
ued attempts to seek greater acceptance and
rights. She was frustrated by the “vocal GLBT
community” of student activists where she lived:
“I understand that in the greater society of the
U.S our lifestyle is not well received but stop
preaching to the choir here and go be produc-
tive.”

The majority of participants did not echo the
kinds of unqualified sentiments about the lack
of need for organized community that Wendy
or Jamie did. Most were careful to identify par-
ticular groups that continued to need support.
Keith (41, married), who described the battles
raging elsewhere as “ancient” in Massachusetts,
remained passionate about his involvement in
LGBQ youth programs. Many also identified
the transgender population as continuing to need
community support and activism. However, they
recognized that these issues did not galvanize
LGBQ people to join together in the same way
that marriage had. Jeff (26 years old, unmarried)
described the LGBQ community as still “work-
ing down the list of things to fight for,” but
bemoaned that achieving marriage equality had
“taken away our big gun.”

Others have recognized that gaining marriage
rights left marriage equality organizations at a
loss to know what to focus on (Olsen, 2013), but
these findings suggested that it was not just at
an organizational level, among activists, that this
lack of community focus was felt. LGBQ people
who were not formally involved in the fight for
marriage rights also experienced a sense of com-
ing together around marriage and then perceived
declining need for community after rights were
secured. Lizzie (48, married) used a metaphor of
it being “like the honeymoon is over,” explain-
ing: “You work towards this singular focal point
and then once you’ve achieved it, then what?
Yeah, so I think that people are [feeling] ‘What
unifies us now?’” It was not only formal organi-
zations that participants perceived marital access
to have reduced the need for. As I show next, they
also believed it had impacted the need for more
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informal groups and venues, but in a somewhat
different way.

“There are lesbians and gay men everywhere.”
The more welcome and safe participants felt in
other settings the less they thought there was
a need to come together informally for solidar-
ity and companionship in LGBQ-specific venues
or activities. As Linda, a 54-year-old married
woman, explained: “Here it’s ok to be gay every
day. My neighbors ask me all the normal ques-
tions they would ask anyone. So when you have
that kind of life it’s less important to go where
gay people are.” Participants frequently made
time- and place-based comparisons to empha-
size this point. Becky, a 37-year-old unmarried
woman, remembered how she used to be “on the
lookout” for lesbians to connect with because
she felt that her sexuality was “the main axis of
connection” between her and other people. But
she said:

Slowly over the course of 10 years I’ve become
really complacent about it. It’s amazing how much
being in a relationship with a woman here is such
a non-issue that I’ve come to not even really think
about it. Well of course I think about it, but I don’t
seek out a lesbian community. … [But] I know that
if I were to live somewhere else I would be much
more likely to seek out lesbians again.

Liam (33 years old, married) contrasted Mas-
sachusetts with where he used to live in Virginia,
where “gay people band together because it’s
you against the world” and marveled that “peo-
ple here are so open to friendships with gay cou-
ples that you don’t have to be engaged with the
[LGBQ] community to be happy.”

Some participants described how greater
acceptance gave them greater personal choice
about where to go. Terry (51 years old, unmar-
ried) referred to it as a “relaxing of the rules.”
He said: “It’s safer now to go wherever you
want. You don’t need to go to this health club, to
this bar, this restaurant, you don’t need to live in
this neighborhood anymore.” In contrast, others
described it as having lessened their community
choices. Tom (57 years old, married) sounded
forlorn when he told me that, “now it’s all kind
of integrated,” most of the gay groups he had
once been a member of were “all gone.” As pre-
viously LGBQ-specific groups were integrated,
people such as Tom who had once been very
involved found themselves having to “move
onto broader stuff” as a source of community.

Feeling the need to justify his waning involve-
ment, he exclaimed: “I mean if the groups aren’t
there what am I supposed to do?!” These quotes
highlight an important distinction: Some, such
as Terry, articulated that they personally felt
less need for LGBQ community; others, such
as Tom, believed that other people’s declining
“demand” for organized community had less-
ened its “supply,” so that there was less for him
to participate in, even though he still personally
felt some need for it.

It is worth emphasizing that most participants
still wanted to connect with other LGBQ people
“like them;” the difference was that they no
longer felt a need to go to LGBQ-specific places
to do so. As they had become more integrated
into broader communities, other LGBQ people
had also become more visible and accessible
to them. Casey (41 years old, married) believed
that the purpose of gay groups was to “provide
a place to socialize if you aren’t getting that
in your day-to-day life,” and argued: “It’s not
like you have to hunt to figure out how to have
gay friends anymore. Around here if you think
you’re the only person who’s gay you might
need to see a shrink!” He also never felt like the
only gay parent because “with marriage there are
so many more gay men with kids now.” In his
son’s kindergarten there were at least five other
children with LGBQ parents. Esteban (34 years
old, married), a new parent, agreed. He said,
“I don’t have that need to go and find a gay
parents’ group here in JP [Jamaica Plain], please,
I mean I’m sure there’s gonna be a few of us in
everything that I do anyway.”

Nevertheless, there was little evidence that
participants regularly interacted with other
LGBQ people they encountered casually in their
everyday lives. For instance, when talking about
increased visibility, Lizzie (48, married) gave
an example of having had a (presumed) gay
server when she and her wife went out to a local
(nongay owned or oriented) restaurant for their
anniversary. However, when I asked her if they
had told him that it was their anniversary she
said that they had not engaged him in any con-
versation. Gail, a 56-year-old married woman,
captured this sense that the growing visibility
of LGBQ people may not result in community
connections when she said:

Pretty much anywhere you go you’re going to
see other gay people, which is great, but I admit
that there is a little bit of nostalgia for that in
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community kind of feeling, where if you were in
a restaurant and there was another lesbian or gay
couple you would probably say hello, and now you
might but you might not because there’s going to
be lesbians and gay men everywhere.

In statements such as these, many participants
articulated conflicting feelings about the changes
they perceived to be happening to LGBQ com-
munities: a sense of relief and excitement about
the growing social inclusion they perceived mar-
riage to have catalyzed, coupled with a sense of
loss for the kinds of community ties that were
now less often sought and less easily achieved.

Discussion

Family scholarship on the relationship between
marriage and community life demonstrates its
detrimental effects but is based on research with
heterosexuals and focuses exclusively on the
influence of marital status. Empirical research
on same-sex marriage has primarily examined
couple level experiences and emphasized its pos-
itive outcomes (for an exception, see Ocobock,
2013). The broader literature on LGBQ com-
munity change has not considered the particular
role that marriage plays in these processes. This
study extends these literatures by examining the
experiences of a new and minority marital pop-
ulation, including unmarried as well as mar-
ried participants, looking beyond couple- and
family-level outcomes of same-sex marriage,
and identifying how marriage drives broader
LGBQ community change. Taken together, my
findings push the family scholarship beyond
a one-model-fits-all approach to understanding
the relationship between marriage and commu-
nity life. I argue that marital access and status are
distinct drivers of community change, each oper-
ating through different mechanisms and varying
across type of community activity and by life
course and demographic factors.

With regard to marital status, the absence
of significant differences between married
and unmarried participants poses a chal-
lenge to the dominant idea that marriage is
greedy—demanding a kind of time, energy,
and commitment that is incompatible with
sustained community involvement. My findings
suggest that, when it comes to community
involvement, there might be little difference
between same-sex committed cohabiting and
married relationships. Yet they also point to

some important differences between same-sex
and different-sex marriages, which help explain
their seemingly less greedy character. Ideas
about the greediness of marriage are based on a
heteronormative life course model that assumes
marriage occurs in young adulthood and early in
relationships. Having been denied access to legal
marriage, many same-sex couples are entering
marriages later than heterosexual couples, and
the longer duration of premarital relationships
serves to make their cohabiting and married
relationships more similar. Other relationship
differences between same- and different-sex
marriages also matter. The survey data showed
significant differences between marriages with
and without children. Yet married same-sex
couples are less likely to have children than
their heterosexual counterparts (Gates, 2015),
and the absence of child-care obligations may
allow for greater engagement in community life.
These findings build on recent work by Kim and
Dew (2016) that suggested not all marriages
may be equally as greedy and demonstrate the
importance of distinguishing between marital
types.

The findings also extend recent research that
suggests being married may not be as equally
detrimental to all forms of community life,
nor impact them in the same way (Einolf &
Philbrick, 2014). Although marital status had
no notable impact on participation in organized
LGBQ community groups, the use of LGBQ
venues, or friendships, it did have some impact
on LGBQ bars and clubs. As bars and clubs have
occupied a historically central place in LGBQ
community life, this is important in ways that
may not be relevant when studying other pop-
ulations. Yet a view of marriage as greedily
demanding too much time, energy, and commit-
ment provides little insight here. Instead, cultural
norms regarding marital monogamy and widely
shared scripts about marital “maturity” operated
to reduce this form of community life. Others
have found that aging impacts community life
among gay men, who feel “the party’s over when
you hit a certain age” (Ghaziani, 2015, p. 104),
but my data show how aging also interacts with
marital norms. My participants described their
decisions to withdraw from bars and clubs with
reference to marital norms and scripts, rather
than to more general aging processes. This also
poses some challenge to the idea that same-sex
marriage represents the “de-institutionalization”
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of marriage (Cherlin, 2004), as the LGBQ peo-
ple in this study were aware of marital norms
and altered their behavior accordingly. This find-
ing also offers some support to queer critiques
of marriage because it signals a desire for legit-
imacy and increasing homonormativity (Bern-
stein & Taylor, 2013; Duggan, 2003).

The current study also helps move beyond
the exclusive focus on marital status in the fam-
ily scholarship and highlights the importance of
marital access. Prior experiences of social exclu-
sion alter the relationship between marriage and
community life in the case of same-sex mar-
riage. I argue that the transition from exclu-
sion to inclusion in the institution of marriage
is more important than an individual’s transi-
tion from an unmarried to married status when it
comes to understanding changes to LGBQ com-
munity life. Put differently, for this previously
excluded marital group, “need” plays a greater
role than “greed” in reducing community par-
ticipation. Married and unmarried participants
alike articulated a pervasive feeling that hav-
ing access to legal marriage had greatly dimin-
ished the sense of need that had fueled organized
LGBQ community in the past. This finding is
in line with broader research on LGBQ com-
munity change, which identifies acceptance and
integration as primary factors (Brown-Saracino,
2011; Ghaziani, 2015), but my findings make
clear that LGBQ people view legal marriage
as a pivotal turning point and catalyst in these
broader processes. As Tom (57, married) stated:
“It started around the Millennium but being
able to be married was the biggest step in inte-
grating us into the rest of the community.”
Being granted access to legal marriage was, for
many, a watershed moment that altered how
they perceived their place in society and their
communities.

It is worth cautioning that the racial and class
privilege of most participants likely influenced
their perception that legal marriage had cat-
alyzed social inclusion in broader (heterosex-
ual) communities. Racial minorities experience
less social inclusion associated with marriage
(Badgett, 2011). The strength with which par-
ticipants subscribed to this idea indicates some
unawareness of, or lack of concern with, how
marriage might also exacerbate inequalities, by
assimilating those who conform to racialized,
class- and gender-based notions of marital “re-
spectability” and stigmatizing those who do not
(Kandaswamy, 2008).

What’s Next?

Looking to the future, we might expect to see
the relationship between marriage and LGBQ
community life change. With regard to mari-
tal status, subsequent cohorts of LGBQ people
who come of age and enter relationships with
access to legal marriage are likely to marry ear-
lier, which could make marriage a more signif-
icant relationship transition demanding greater
time, energy, and commitment. However, the
lower rates of children in same-sex marriage
are likely to be a longer term trend, continu-
ing to make same-sex marriages less greedy.
Overall, the population of same-sex parents is
declining as fewer people are having children
in different-sex relationships prior to coming
out (Goldberg, Gartrell, & Gates, 2014). There
are also much lower levels of interest in par-
enthood among LGBQ adults than among the
general public, with only 28% of LGBQ peo-
ple who do not already have children saying
that they definitely want them (Pew Research
Center, 2013). Nevertheless, for those LGBQ
people who do have children, the higher like-
lihood of having fostered and adopted children
(Gates, 2015) could make their marriages espe-
cially demanding.

With regard to marital access, the future
impact of same-sex marriage on LGBQ commu-
nity life is more uncertain. Similar ideas about
marriage and social inclusion led conservative
advocates for marriage to predict that we would
see the “end of gay culture” in the postmarriage
era (Rauch, 2004, p. 67). However, the data
from this study offer a more complex picture.
Although there was a perceived diminished need
for organized community fashioned around the
need to fight for rights and stick together, more
voluntary kinds of community engagement
persisted. Few attended LGBQ events or venues
weekly or monthly, but many still did so with
some regularity: 60% attended organized LGBQ
events or activities, 40% LGBQ bars and clubs,
and 65% other LGBQ venues, at least once
every few months. Thus, we see some discon-
nect between participants’ perceptions of a
declining need for community and the semireg-
ularity with which they continued to participate
in it. Participants’ statements about the increas-
ing visibility and accessibility of other LGBQ
people also underscored their continuing desire
to be around one another, even if only in more
informal ways and mainstream settings. How
this shift from necessary to voluntary, and
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LGBQ specific to more mainstream community
connections, will change the strength of LGBQ
community life is not yet clear.

Limitations and Further Research Directions

The predominance of White participants could
reflect their higher rates of same-sex partner-
ships (Gates, 2015) and the lesser salience of
marriage in some racial minority communities
(Moore, 2011). It could also reflect more general
difficulties of recruiting non-White gay research
participants (Moore, 2011). However, because
racial minority LGBQ people form networks and
community ties based primarily on race rather
than sexuality (Moore, 2011), they may not
share my participants’ perceptions of commu-
nity decline. Subsequent research should seek to
discern how the experiences of racial minority
and lower socioeconomic status LGBQ people
compare to this sample. In addition, I included
only partnered LGBQ people because I wanted
to focus on how marriage, rather than being
in a relationship, impacts LGBQ community
life. However, further research should include
single people to examine differences by both
relationship and marital status and explore how
access to marriage also shapes their community
participation.

Despite its limitations, the current study
offers much needed empirical data on mar-
riage and LGBQ community life and advances
understanding of the complex relationships
between them. As one of the first empirical
studies on the topic, it also raises many issues
for further research. Of particular importance is
the need for greater attention to variation across
marital types in the United States. In addition
to continuing to examine differences between
same- and different-sex marriages, scholars
might compare choice-based and arranged
marriages and first and second marriages to
gain insights into how marital processes vary
by type. Subsequent research on same-sex
marriage should continue to examine how mar-
riage impacts married and unmarried LGBQ
people in varying ways and further elaborate
when and how marital status matters. Legal
changes that have made same-sex marriage
available nationwide also challenge us to con-
duct comparative research and allow for the
investigation of how differences in state and
community contexts influence the impact of
marriage. The question of why some LGBQ

people continue to voluntarily participate in
organized community despite feeling less need
for it also warrants further consideration. In
addition, researchers might seek to better under-
stand how LGBQ people interact with one
another in integrated community settings and
the potential for meaningful connections to
emerge from them.
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