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( ABSTRACT)

Famlies of all kinds are faced with increasing information
regardi ng sexual orientation. As |esbians and gay nmen becone nore
visible as parents, partners, and nenbers of famlies, it is
likely that any given person will know a | eshian, gay, or bisexua
fam |y nmenber, co-worker, or friend. Understanding diversity in
sexual orientation is not only a task for |esbians and gay nen.
Wiile maintaining friend, famly, and professional rel ationships,
het er osexual s and their famlies are al so becom ng nore aware of
sexual orientation diversity.

Thi s research was gui ded by ecol ogi cal and narrative
per spectives. An ecol ogi cal view provides a framework for
examning famlies within interacting systens. The narrative
approach provi des an organi zati on for epi sodes, actions, and
meani ngs. Famlies are surrounded by systens that view human
behavi or through the | ens of heterosexual experience. This |ens
pronot es and assi gns power to the assunption that people are and
shoul d be het er osexual .

Fi ve research questions guided the study: (1) Wiat is the
content and neaning of famly conversations about sexual

orientation? (b) How do parents attenpt to answer children's



guestions or informthem about the topic of sexual orientation?
(c) How does gender organize fam |y conversations about sexual
orientation? (d) What other factors influence parents' attitudes
about sexual orientation? (e) Wuat val ues do parents want their
children to have regardi ng sexual orientation?

| conducted conjoint qualitative interviews with 20
het er osexual |y married parents (10 coupl es) who reported engagi ng
in conversations with their children (ages 5 to 16) about sexual
orientation while pronoting a climate of acceptance about sexual
orientation diversity. Children wondered nmainly about narriage
rul es and coupl eness. Parents reported answering questions
honest|ly and ext endi ng conversation when possible. In 7 famlies,
both parents reported that nothers talked to the children nore
about social topics such as sexual orientation. Al parents said
their attitudes were nost influenced by knowi ng | eshian or gay
peopl e. Despite having heard derogatory statenents about gays and
| esbians in their famlies of origin, parents reported changi ng
their attitudes to fit their know edge of real |esbhian or gay

peopl e. Parents wanted their children to be "accepting,"

"respectful ,” "responsible,"” "tolerant," "open-m nded," and

"fair."
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