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Abstract

Introduction Concerns about parents with minoritized sexual identities often focus on the belief that their children will be
confused about their gender and report a non-heterosexual orientation compared to children reared by heterosexual parents.
Yet, few longitudinal studies exist.

Methods Gender identity, gender expression, sexual orientation, and sexual experiences were examined in 75 U.S. donor-
conceived offspring (39 assigned females at birth (AFAB) and 36 assigned males at birth (AMAB)) of lesbian parents,
when the offspring had reached adulthood (ages 30-33). Additionally, 72 of these offspring (38 AFAB and 34 AMAB) had
also completed surveys in adolescence (age 17, data collected 2004-2009) and emerging adulthood (age 25, data collected
2012-2017), which enabled us to examine the developmental pathways of their sexuality.

Results All AMAB offspring and 94.7% of AFAB offspring who identified as cisgender during adolescence continued to
do so during emerging adulthood and adulthood. Over time, sexual orientation was more fluid than gender identity, and
AFAB offspring were more fluid than AMAB offspring. Specifically, considering those who reported the same (hetero-
sexual/straight; lesbian, gay/homosexual; or bisexual+) sexual orientation from adolescence through emerging adulthood to
adulthood, 63.9% were AFAB and 82.4% were AMAB. More than half of AFAB offspring and 80.6% of AMAB offspring
identified as heterosexual in adulthood, and the vast majority had had sex with a non-transgender man (86.5%) and a non-
transgender woman (93.6%), respectively, in the last 5 years.

Conclusions This is the only study that has followed the biological offspring of lesbian parents from birth to adulthood,
prospectively and longitudinally. The results indicate that offspring of lesbian parents are less likely to identify as transgender
than the general public, but more likely to identify as LGB or queer.

Policy Implications As gender and sexual identity development significantly impacts well-being, creating supportive environ-
ments for offspring of lesbian parents and increasing public awareness of the connections among developmental milestones,
health, and thriving are vital.
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Introduction

Concerns about parents with minoritized sexual identities'
often focus on the belief that their children will be more
likely to be confused about their gender and report a non-
heterosexual orientation compared to children raised with
heterosexual parents (Clarke, 2001; Gato & Fontaine, 2013).
This implicitly suggests that daily exposure to two same-
gender parents and parental socialization have a major
influence on the origins of both gender identity and sexual
orientation. Although this view is not supported by theo-
ries of gender and sexual development (e.g., Hines, 2015;
Mustanski et al., 2014) and the gender identity and sexual
orientation of offspring reared by parents with minoritized
sexual identities have garnered considerable attention in
research and public policy (Iowa Public Radio, 2023; NBC
News, 2022), few longitudinal studies are available.

The present study examined the gender identity, gender
expression, sexual orientation, and sexual experiences in a
U.S. sample of adult offspring of lesbian parents who con-
ceived through donor insemination. Also, it investigated the
developmental pathways of their gender identity and sexual
orientation from adolescence through emerging adulthood to
adulthood. We will review the literature on (1) dimensions
of gender identity and sexual orientation; (2) changes in gen-
der identity and sexual orientation in the past decade; and (3)
gender development and sexual orientation of offspring of
lesbian parents across different developmental stages.

Dimensions of Gender Identity
and Sexual Orientation

Both gender identity and sexual orientation are shaped by
the complex interplay between hormonal, genetic, non-social
environmental (e.g., in utero influences), and social environ-
mental (e.g., social learning, cognitive behavioral) factors
(for a review, Hines, 2015; Mustanski et al., 2014). In this
vein, the concept that gender identity (as well as other col-
lective identities, such as ethnic identity) consists of multiple
dimensions (gender self-categorization, gender centrality,
felt same-gender typicality, felt other-gender typicality, gen-
der contentedness, felt pressure for gender differentiation,
gender frustration, intergroup bias) is now widely accepted
(for a review, Perry et al., 2019).

! We use the term “parents with minoritized sexual identities”
instead of “sexual minority parents” to emphasize the ongoing social
construction of subordination. This choice also challenges the idea
that parents with non-normative identities should necessarily be con-
sidered a separate and distinct category of parents (e.g., Hammack
et al., 2013; Wingrove-Haugland & McLeod, 2021).
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Among the various dimensions of gender identity, gender
self-categorization refers to the process of labeling oneself
as either female or male. In the case of most children, this
decision follows a binary understanding consistent with their
anatomical characteristics, represents the earliest-developing
form of gender identity, and is commonly referred to as basic
gender identity. Nearly all children label their gender by the
age of 3, and by age 6, the majority understand the concept of
conserved gender. This means they recognize that their gender
remains constant despite superficial changes in appearance,
such as clothing and hair length (Ruble et al., 2006). Because
this aspect of gender identity usually is fully developed by age
6, it is rarely studied past that age (Perry et al., 2019). Yet, the
idea that gender is a binary and fixed construct is currently
changing, as shown by the recent report by the Williams Insti-
tute estimating the number of non-binary adults in the U.S.
to be 1.2 million (Wilson & Meyer, 2021). This suggests that
gender self-categorization in childhood may not reflect a per-
son’s experience in later developmental stages.

Evidence has shown that sexual orientation is a continu-
ous rather than categorical variable and encompasses diverse
aspects, such as sexual identity, sexual behavior, and sexual
attraction (Laumann et al., 2000). Moreover, while there
may be a certain level of concordance between these dimen-
sions, there may also be variations and inconsistencies (Fu
et al., 2019). Several studies have found that, although the
sexual orientation of many people remains quite stable over
time, a certain degree of sexual fluidity exists, particularly
in individuals assigned female at birth (AFAB) and among
those who do not consider themselves exclusively hetero-
sexual (Diamond, 2016; Katz-Wise & Todd, 2022).

Changes in Gender Identity and Sexual
Orientation in the Past Decade

In 2022, 7.2% of U.S. adults self-identified as lesbian, gay,
bisexual, transgender (LGBT), or something other than het-
erosexual, such as pansexual, asexual, or queer, which was
double the percentage from 2012, when Gallup polls first
measured sexual orientation and gender identity (Gallup,
2023). The greatest share of LGBT adults—more than half,
or 4.2% of all U.S. adults—identified as bisexual, while
about one in five LGBT adults identified as gay, about one
in seven as lesbian, and slightly fewer than one in 10 as
transgender. Data from the Behavioral Risk Factor Surveil-
lance Survey indicated that LGB identity increased from
3.4% in 2014-2015 to 5.5% in 2020-2021, with respondents
in the age group 25-34 (9.7%) most likely to identify as
LGB (Flores & Conron, 2023; Twenge et al., 2023). The
greatest increases were found among individuals who were
Hispanic, White, bisexual, or women and occurred in both
liberal and conservative U.S. states.
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Gender Development and Sexual Orientation
of Offspring of Lesbian Parents Across
Different Developmental Stages

Childhood

Globally, research on the functioning of families headed by
parents with minoritized sexual identities has significantly
increased over the last few decades (Bos & Gartrell, 2020;
Costa & Shenkman, 2020; Golombok, 2015; Patterson et al.,
2021), but relatively few investigations have focused spe-
cifically on the sexuality and gender identity of offspring
who were raised in these types of families. MacCallum and
Golombok (2004) conducted a study comparing 25 families
with two lesbian mothers, 38 families with a single hetero-
sexual mother, and 38 families with two heterosexual par-
ents in the UK. The results showed that sons in lesbian or
single mother families displayed more feminine personality
traits (but not fewer masculine traits) on the Children’s Sex
Role Inventory compared to sons in heterosexual two parent
families. However, other studies focused on children’s plans
for traditionally masculine or feminine activities and occupa-
tions and found no significant differences between children
in lesbian parent families and those in heterosexual two par-
ent families, regardless of whether children were conceived
through donor insemination (Brewaeys et al., 1997; Fulcher
et al., 2008; Golombok et al., 2003) or were adopted (Farr
et al., 2010, 2018; Golombok et al., 2014).

In the Netherlands, Bos and Sandfort (2010) investigated
the gender development of 63 donor-conceived children with
lesbian parents and 68 children with heterosexual parents,
all aged between 8 and 12 years. The study focused on the
five gender dimensions identified by Egan and Perry (2001):
(a) gender typicality (how much the children felt they fit
into their assigned gender), (b) contentedness with gender
(how content the children were with their assigned gender),
(c) pressure to conform (the influence of parental and peer
pressure on adhering to gender stereotypes), (d) intergroup
bias (whether the children viewed their gender as better than
the other gender), and (e) children’s anticipation of future
heterosexual romantic involvement. Children in lesbian par-
ent families experienced less pressure from their parents to
conform to gender stereotypes, were less likely to anticipate
future heterosexual romantic involvement, and showed less
tendency towards intergroup bias, compared to children in
heterosexual two parent families.

Similar results have been found by Carone et al.
(2020) studying children’s gender-typed toy play, gender-
conforming and gender-non-conforming dress-up play, and
gender-typed behavior among children aged 3-9 born to
40 lesbian mother families through donor insemination, 40
gay father families through surrogacy, and 40 heterosexual

parent families through unassisted conception. Gay fathers
and heterosexual parents reported that their sons and
daughters showed less gender flexibility in their activities
and characteristics compared with reports by lesbian
mothers. Gay fathers and heterosexual parents also reported
higher scores on their children’s gender-conforming dress-up
play and amount of time playing with gender-conforming
toys. However, regardless of family type, boys and girls
were reported to exhibit limited engagement in gender-non-
conforming dress-up play and to demonstrate reduced time
playing with gender-non-conforming toys. When examining
within each gender, boys and girls of gay fathers and those
of heterosexual parents tended to display more masculine
and feminine behaviors, respectively, compared to their
counterparts in lesbian mother families.

Goldberg et al. (2012) observed gender-typed play behav-
ior in early childhood and also found that the sons of lesbian
parents were less masculine in their play than the sons of
heterosexual or gay parents. Overall, these results could be
attributed to the more flexible attitudes of lesbian parents
towards their children’s gender-related behavior (Fulcher
et al., 2008). It is worth noting that all these studies focused
on young children.

Adolescence

Using data from the Wave I dataset (1994-1995) of the U.S.
National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent to Adult Health
(Add Health), Wainright et al. (2004) compared 44 adoles-
cents who had parents with minoritized sexual identities
with a demographically matched sample of 44 adolescents
with heterosexual parents, all aged 12 to 18 years. There
were no significant differences in the proportions of ado-
lescents from both samples who had participated in sexual
intercourse or recently engaged in romantic relationships. It
is important to highlight that the comparison of same-sex
attractions or same-sex romantic relationships was hindered
by the small number of Add Health adolescents reported
having such experiences. Also, the study lacked information
about the parents’ sexual identity, their methods of child
conception, or how long the adolescents lived in a household
headed by parents with a minoritized sexual identity.

Emerging Adulthood

The initial examination of the sexual orientation of emerging
adults raised by lesbian parents was based on data gathered
in 1991-1992 in the UK by Golombok and Tasker (1996;
Tasker & Golombok, 1995). In the second phase of their
longitudinal study on post-divorce lesbian mother families,
initiated when the children were 9.5 years old on average, 25
offspring of lesbian mothers and 21 of single heterosexual
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mothers were interviewed when they were on average 23.5
years old. No significant differences were observed between
the two family types regarding the proportions of offspring
reporting same-sex attraction, identifying as lesbian/gay/
bisexual, or indicating non-exclusively heterosexual orien-
tation on the Kinsey scale. Two daughters of lesbian mothers
identified as lesbian. Moreover, those who reported attrac-
tion to both females and males did not identify as bisexual.
However, the research did reveal some noteworthy distinc-
tions. Offspring from lesbian mother families were more
likely to have engaged in same-sex sexual contact and to
have thought about the likelihood of same-sex attraction or
a same-sex sexual relationship.

In 2007, Goldberg surveyed a convenience sample of 46
adults (36 women and 10 men) with ages ranging from 19
to 50 years (mean age 30) and with lesbian, gay, or bisexual
parents, most of whom resided in the United States. While
many participants were raised by lesbian or bisexual moth-
ers, the specifics of their mothers’ paths to motherhood,
such as biological, adoption, or fostering, were not speci-
fied. For those with gay fathers, almost none lived with them
but maintained regular contact. Among the offspring, nearly
one-third believed that sexuality is fluid and dynamic, exist-
ing along a continuum rather than conforming to a strict
binary construct. Furthermore, they felt that their parents
played a significant role in fostering more flexible concepts
about sexuality and gender. Some participants stated that
having a parent with a minoritized sexual identity allowed
them to question their own sexuality, reevaluate binary con-
structs, and perceive the process of sexual exploration as a
normal part of development.

More recently, Gonzalez and Lépez-Gavifio (2023)
recruited 30 emerging adult offspring (mean age 24.7 years)
reared in Spain by an openly lesbian mother or gay father
to analyze sexual behavior, sexual attraction, and sexual
self-identity over time as well as the possible influence of
gender. Most participants were born into a previous hetero-
sexual relationship, three of the women were adopted as
children, and one man had been in permanent foster care for
10 years at the time of the interview. Of the young adults in
the sample, 24 had lived with lesbian mothers and only six
had grown up with gay fathers. Most participants identified
as heterosexual only, although percentages varied between
87% for sexual behavior and 67% for sexual attraction and
60% for sexual self-identity. Also, gender differences were
found for sexual attraction and self-identity, with men having
a polarized profile (responses at both ends of the scale) and
women reporting a less exclusive and more fluid sexuality.

The 2010 longitudinal UK study by Golombok and Badger
(2010) was one of the few to explore offspring’s involve-
ment in romantic relationships and, if so, the partner’s gen-
der, when offspring of lesbian parents through donor insem-
ination were 19 years old on average. The study involved
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a volunteer sample of 18 individuals from lesbian mother
families, 20 from single heterosexual mother families, and
32 from heterosexual two parent families, representing the
third phase of a longitudinal investigation initiated when
these offspring were around 6 years old. Offspring raised
in female-headed households tended to initiate dating at a
higher rate compared to their counterparts from families with
heterosexual parents. Only one daughter of lesbian parents
identified as bisexual, while all the other offspring identified
as heterosexual. In sum, the literature on the gender develop-
ment and sexual orientation of offspring with lesbian parents
has often included offspring across age groups and has rarely
been longitudinal. There has been relatively little research on
the sexuality of adolescent and adult offspring, with stud-
ies either not specifying method of conception or combining
offspring who were conceived through different methods of
conception (biological, adoption, or insemination).

Sexual Orientation and Sexual Experiences
of Offspring in the U.S. National
Longitudinal Lesbian Family Study

The U.S. National Longitudinal Lesbian Family Study
(NLLFS) started in 1986 to follow prospectively a cohort
of women identifying as lesbian who conceived children
through donor insemination (Gartrell et al., 1996). As time
has progressed, this first generation has reached adulthood
(Gartrell, 2021; Koh et al., 2023). Thus, the current seventh
wave of the NLLFS is a unique opportunity to examine the
sexuality of these offspring as adults.

During the fifth wave of the NLLFS in 2004-2009, when
the 78 participating adolescent offspring were 17 years old,
they were asked to complete an online questionnaire encom-
passing various aspects of their sexual identity and lifetime
sexual behavior, including age of first sexual experience,
heterosexual and same-sex sexual contact, contraception use,
and pregnancy (Gartrell et al., 2011). Among the AFAB
adolescents, 18.9% self-identified within the bisexual spec-
trum, compared with 2.7% of the AMAB adolescents. None
of the AFAB adolescents identified as predominantly-to-
exclusively homosexual, but 5.4% of the AMAB adolescents
did. Comparing the NLLFS offspring to age- and gender-
matched adolescents from the National Survey of Family
Growth, several distinctions were observed. The NLLFS
offspring were notably older at the time of their first hetero-
sexual contact. Furthermore, daughters of lesbian mothers
displayed a higher likelihood of having engaged in same-sex
contact and having used emergency contraception, but were
less likely to have experienced pregnancy compared to their
peers (Gartrell et al., 2012). Taken together, these findings
indicate that daughters of lesbian parents are more likely to
engage in same-sex behavior and identify as bisexual.
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When the NLLFS offspring reached 25 years of age, 76
participants took part in the sixth wave in 2012-2017 and
were compared to 76 demographically matched individu-
als from the National Survey of Family Growth (NSFG)
(Gartrell et al., 2019). While most respondents in both
samples identified as “heterosexual or straight,” the results
revealed significant differences between the offspring of
lesbian parents and their matched counterparts from the
population-based survey. The AFAB and AMAB offspring
of lesbian parents displayed a notably higher likelihood
of reporting same-sex attraction, identifying as sexual
minorities, and having engaged in same-sex experiences
compared to their peers from the NSFG. These results
imply that the adult offspring of lesbian parents may
exhibit greater diversity in sexual identity, attraction, and
expression compared to their counterparts. Furthermore,
it is plausible that being raised in a family or community
environment that accepts sexual minority relationships
could lead the offspring to be more open-minded and less
limited in their future involvement in heterosexual roman-
tic relationships (Biblarz & Stacey, 2010).

Of note, there have been no published reports focusing
on the gender identity of NLLFS offspring, although this
item was included in both the fifth- and sixth-wave surveys.
In addition, the seventh wave of the NLLFS with 75 off-
spring, conducted in 2021-2022 when the offspring were
between the ages of 30 and 33 years, included measures of
sexual orientation and gender identity when the offspring
were adults. This is particularly relevant in light of evidence
suggesting that sexual identity tends to stabilize at a later age
among predominantly heterosexual individuals (Calzo et al.,
2017). Moreover, gender self-categorization, which involves
identifying oneself as female, male, or something beyond the
traditional gender binary, represents one of the fundamental
dimensions of gender identity (Perry et al., 2019).

Finally, the longitudinal and prospective NLLES offers
a unique opportunity to examine the developmental tra-
jectories of both the gender identity and sexual orienta-
tion of these individuals from adolescence (age 17, Wave
5), through emerging adulthood (age 25, Wave 6), and into
adulthood. A total of 72 offspring completed surveys at all
three time periods.

Method
Participants

The 75 participants at Wave 7 were 30-33-year-old donor-
conceived adults (M=30.93, SD=0.92), whose lesbian par-
ents enrolled in the ongoing community-based U.S. NLLFS
between 1986 and 1992, while inseminating or pregnant

Table1 Wave 7 NLLFS offspring socio-demographic information in
adulthood (N=75)

Variable N %
Race/ethnicity
People of color™® 7 9.3
White 68 90.7
Educational level
Some college 7 9.3
College degree 38 50.7
More than college 30 40.0
Ongoing committed relationship, yes 59 78.7
Have children, yes 8 10.7
Donor types
Anonymous
Unknown 20 26.7
Contacted through DI registry 7 9.3
Open identity
Unknown 15 20.0
Contacted since age 18 9 12.0
Known since childhood 24 32.0
M SD
Age 30.9 0.9

*Based on Wave 6 information.

African American/Black: n=3, Latina/or Hispanic: n=1, other or
mixed: n=3.

with these index offspring. Of the 75 offspring, 39 were
AFAB, while 36 were AMAB; offspring were mostly White,
college graduates, and in a partnered relationship. Complete
demographic information is shown in Table 1.

Procedure

The Sutter Health Institutional Review Board approved
the study (SHIRB no. 20.070-2; IRBNet no. 348911-21).
The U.S. NLLFS has prospectively followed a cohort of
lesbian-parent families from the offspring’s conception,
through childhood, and into adulthood (Gartrell et al.,
1996). During Wave 1, prospective lesbian parents were
solicited for participation through notices in lesbian/gay
periodicals, women’s bookstores, and at lesbian events.
Because of the length of the recruitment phase, there was
a 5.5-year difference between the birth of the youngest and
oldest index offspring. The parents have been surveyed in
seven waves since 1992 with the offspring surveyed since
age 10 (Gartrell & Bos, 2010; Gartrell et al., 2005, 2018).
The NLLFS had 84 planned lesbian-parent families at the
onset and 75 families still participating at Wave 7, yielding
a 90% family retention rate (Gartrell, 2021).
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At Wave 7 in 2021-2022, each offspring received an
email describing the study’s purpose and procedure, includ-
ing its voluntary and confidential nature. After obtaining
informed consent, the survey was conducted through a pro-
tected online survey (i.e., Qualtrics) between March 2021
and November 2022. Participants received a $60 gift card
as a compensation for their participation. For details about
procedure at Waves 5 and 6, see Gartrell (2021).

Measures

In the 18 years spanning the three waves of data collection,
information about gender identity and sexual orientation has
expanded greatly (Krueger et al., 2020; Tate et al., 2013),
and we modified items accordingly. Offspring were asked
the following questions:

At Wave 7

Sex assigned at birth “On your original birth certificate, was
your sex assigned as female or male?”

Gender identity “Do you currently describe yourself as a
man, woman, or transgender?” The follow-up question for
any who checked “transgender” was “Are you...?” (trans
woman/male-to-female; trans man/female-to-male, non-
binary/genderqueer; none of the above).

Gender expression “Do you consider yourself to be a cross-
dresser?” (yes, no); “A person’s appearance, style, or dress may
affect the way people think of them. On average, how do you
think people would describe your appearance, style, or dress?”
(choices were very feminine/mostly feminine; somewhat femi-
nine/equally feminine and masculine/somewhat masculine;
mostly masculine/very masculine); “A person’s mannerisms,
such as the way they walk or talk, may affect the way people
think of them. On average, how do you think people would
describe your mannerisms?” (choices were very feminine/
mostly feminine; somewhat feminine/equally feminine and mas-
culine/somewhat masculine; mostly masculine/very masculine).

Sexual orientation “Which of the following best describes
your current sexual orientation?” (straight/heterosexual; les-
bian; gay; bisexual; queer; same-gender loving; other, specify).

Sexual experiences ‘“Have you had sex with anyone in the
last 5 years? By sex, we mean any activity you personally
define as sexual activity” (yes; no); “If Yes, in the last 5
years, who did you have sex with? (Please check all that
apply)” (women, non-transgender; men, non-transgender;
transgender women/male-to-female; transgender men/female-
to-male; I have not had sex with anyone in the last 5 years).
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At Wave 6

Gender identity “What is your current gender identity?”
(female, male, transgender female; transgender male; other).

Sexual orientation “Do you think of yourself as...” (het-
erosexual/straight; lesbian, gay, or homosexual; bisexual).

At Wave 5

Gender identity “How do you categorize your gender?”
(female, male, androgynous).

Sexual orientation “How do you identify sexually?” (exclu-
sively heterosexual; predominantly heterosexual, inciden-
tally homosexual; predominantly heterosexual, but more
than incidentally homosexual; equally heterosexual and
homosexual; predominantly homosexual, but more than
incidentally heterosexual; predominantly homosexual, inci-
dentally heterosexual; exclusively homosexual).

Data Analysis

All analyses were conducted using the SPSS software
(version 28). Descriptive data (number of respondents and
percentages) on gender identity, gender expression, sexual
identity, sexual experiences, and developmental pathways
of gender identity and sexual orientation across adoles-
cence (Wave 5), emerging adulthood (Wave 6), and adult-
hood (Wave 7) were presented separately for AFAB and
AMAB offspring.

For consistency, to present developmental pathways of
gender identity across each wave, answer categories were
recoded as “Cisgender” or “Transgender” based on whether
or not the offspring identified their gender the same as the
sex they were assigned at birth. To present developmental
pathways of sexual orientation across each wave, Wave 6
answer categories were used as a reference because they
allowed recoding of both Wave 5 and Wave 7 answers as
consistently as possible across the three waves. Therefore,
Wave 5 answers were coded as follows: “Exclusively
heterosexual; Predominantly heterosexual, incidentally
homosexual” = “Heterosexual/straight”; “Predominantly
heterosexual, but more than incidentally homosexual; Equally
heterosexual and homosexual; Predominantly homosexual,
but more than incidentally heterosexual” = Bisexual”;
“Predominantly homosexual, incidentally heterosexual;
Exclusively homosexual” =“Lesbian, gay, or homosexual.”
Wave 7 answers were recoded as follows: “Straight/
heterosexual” = “Heterosexual/straight”; “Bisexual; Queer;
Same-gender loving; Other” = “Bisexual+”; “Lesbian;
Gay” =“Lesbian, gay, or homosexual.”
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Results

Gender Identity, Gender Expression, Sexual
Orientation, and Sexual Experiences Among NLLFS
Adult Offspring

For the sake of brevity, only the most frequent answer is reported
in the text. Full descriptives are displayed in Table 2. Among the
39 AFAB offspring and 36 AMAB offspring, 94.9% (n=37)
and 100.0% (n=36), respectively, identified as cisgender. In
terms of gender expression, none of the AFAB offspring consid-
ered themselves a cross-dresser, while 5.6% of AMAB offspring
did. About three-fourths (74.4%, n=29) of AFAB offspring
and almost all AMAB offspring (91.7%, n=33) perceived their
appearance as mostly or very feminine and as mostly or very
masculine, respectively, while more than half (59.0%, n=23)
of AFAB offspring and more than two-thirds (69.4%, n=25) of
AMAB offspring perceived their mannerism as mostly or very
feminine and as mostly or very masculine, respectively.

Regarding their sexual orientation, more than half (56.4%,
n=22) of AFAB offspring and four out of five (80.6%, n=29)
AMARB offspring identified as straight/heterosexual. The large
majority of AFAB (94.9%, n=37) and AMAB (86.1%, n=31)
offspring had sex in the last 5 years, of whom 86.5% (n=32)
had sex with a non-transgender man and 93.6% (n=29) with
a non-transgender woman, respectively.

Developmental Pathways of NLLFS Offspring’s
Gender Identity and Sexual Orientation

from Adolescence Through Emerging Adulthood
to Adulthood

Among the 72 (38 AFAB and 34 AMAB) offspring for whom
data on gender identity were available at all three time points,
94.7% (n=36) and 100.0% (n=234), respectively, who iden-
tified as cisgender during adolescence continued to do so
during emerging adulthood and adulthood. Across the three
waves, sexual orientation was more fluid than gender iden-
tity. Specifically, considering those who reported the same
(heterosexual/straight, lesbian, gay/homosexual, or bisexual+)
sexual orientation from adolescence through emerging adult-
hood to adulthood, about two-thirds (63.9%, n=23) were
AFAB offspring and about four fifths (82.4%, n=28) were
AMAB offspring. Full results are displayed in Table 3.

Discussion
Gender Identity of Offspring with Lesbian Parents
The present study represents the first longitudinal inves-

tigation of gender identity and sexual orientation among
offspring born into planned lesbian parent families through

donor insemination, collecting data in adolescence (17
years), emerging adulthood (25 years), and adulthood
(30-33 years). The results indicated that all AMAB adult
offspring and most AFAB adult offspring of NLLFS les-
bian parents identified as cisgender (except for two identi-
fying as non-binary). These figures are lower than the most
recent Gallup poll (2023) data, which found that about one
in 10 of the 7.2% U.S. adults identifying as LGBT reported
a transgender identity.

NLLFS offspring reported a more nuanced gender
expression than their gender identity, with AFAB offspring
perceiving themselves as more fluid than AMAB offspring,
particularly in terms of their appearance (e.g., style, dress).
While 74.4% of AFAB offspring perceived their appear-
ance as very feminine or mostly feminine, and 91.7% of
AMARB offspring perceived their appearance as very mascu-
line or mostly masculine, differences in NLLFS offspring’s
mannerism (e.g., the way of walking or talking) were less
marked between genders. More specifically, 41.0% of AFAB
offspring and 30.6% of AMAB offspring perceived their
mannerism as somewhat feminine, equally feminine and
masculine, or somewhat masculine. Finally, none of the
AFAB offspring considered themselves a cross-dresser,
while 5.6% of AMAB offspring did. Overall, these results
confirm that gender identity and gender expression do not
perfectly overlap, and therefore, how NLLFS offspring pre-
sent their gender does not dictate the gender with which they
identify (Hines, 2015).

Looking at the developmental pathways of gender identity
from adolescence through emerging adulthood to adulthood,
94.7% of NLLFS AFAB offspring and all NLLFS AMAB
offspring reported a cisgender identity across the three time
points, suggesting a strong continuity in the gender with
which they identify. To the best of our knowledge, no previ-
ous research has examined the stability of a cisgender iden-
tity across lifespan development, regardless of offspring’s
family type, while most attention has been devoted to inves-
tigating the stability of a transgender identity (Karrington,
2022; Newhook et al., 2019; Steensma & Cohen-Kettenis,
2019; Zucker, 2019). Whether such a lack of previous
research represents an indicator of “cissupremacist assump-
tions” about gender development (Salinas-Quiroz & Sweder,
2023, p. 1), meaning that a cisgender identity is necessar-
ily assumed to be stable across the life span and therefore,
there is no need to confirm it through investigations, merits
further reflection.

Sexual Orientation of Offspring with Lesbian Parents
Regarding NLLFS adult offspring’s sexual orientation,
59.0% of AFAB offspring and 80.6% of AMAB offspring

reported a straight/heterosexual orientation. Among the rest,
28.2% of AFAB offspring and 5.6% of AMAB offspring
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Table2 Wave 7 NLLFS

N %
offspring reports on gender
identity, gender expression, Assigned female at birth 39
sexual orientation, and sexual Gender identity
experiences in adulthood, by Cisgender woman 37 94.9
sex assigned at birth (N=75) Non-binary? 2 5.1
Gender expression
Self-consideration as a cross-dresser
Yes 0 0.0
No 39 100.0
Self-perception of appearance
Very feminine/Mostly feminine 29 74.4
Somewhat feminine/Equally feminine and masculine/Somewhat masculine 7 18.0
Mostly masculine/ Very masculine 3 7.7
Self-perception of mannerism
Very feminine/Mostly feminine 23 59.0
Somewhat feminine/Equally feminine and masculine/Somewhat masculine 16 41.0
Mostly masculine/Very masculine 0 0.0
Sexual orientation
Straight/heterosexual 22 56.4
Lesbian 1 2.6
Bisexual 5 12.8
Queer 11 28.2
Sexual experiences
Sex in the last five years
Yes 37 94.9
No 2 5.1
Gender of the sexual partner(s) in the last five years (multiple answers were possible) (n=37)
‘Women, Non-Transgender 13 35.1
Men, Non-Transgender 32 86.5
Transgender Women, Male-to-Female 3 8.1
Transgender Men, Female-to-Male 4 10.8
Assigned male at birth 36
Gender identity
Cisgender man 36 100.0
Gender expression
Self-consideration as a cross-dresser
Yes 2 5.6
No 34 94.4
Self-perception of appearance
Very feminine/Mostly feminine 0.0
Somewhat feminine/Equally feminine and masculine/Somewhat masculine 8.3
Mostly masculine/Very masculine 33 91.7
Self-perception of mannerism
Very feminine/Mostly feminine 0 0.0
Somewhat feminine/Equally feminine and masculine/Somewhat masculine 11 30.6
Mostly masculine/Very masculine 25 69.4
Sexual orientation
Straight/heterosexual 29 80.6
Gay 2 5.6
Bisexual 2 5.6
Queer 2 5.6
Other” 1 2.8
Sexual experiences
Sex in the last five years
Yes 31 86.1
No 5 13.9
Gender of the sexual partner(s) in the last five years (multiple answers were possible) (n=31)
‘Women, Non-Transgender 29 93.6
Men, Non-Transgender 4 12.9
Transgender Women, Male-to-Female 0 0.0
Transgender Men, Female-to-Male 1 3.2

Percentages may not equal 100 due to rounding

“The two offspring assigned female at birth who responded “transgender” indicated on a follow-up ques-
tion “How would you describe your gender identity in your own words?” that they identified themselves as

“gender nonbinary”
® Answer: “It’s complicated”
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Table 3 Developmental pathways of NLLFS offspring gender identity and sexual orientation from adolescence (W5) through emerging adult-

hood (W6) to adulthood (W7) (N=72 who completed surveys at all three time periods)

Total* (N=72) Assigned female at birth  Assigned male at birth
(n=38) (n=34)
Gender identity
Cisgender W5 — cisgender W6 — cisgender W7 70 (97.2) 36 (94.7) 34 (100.0)
Cisgender W5 — cisgender W6 — transgender W7 1(1.4) 1(2.6) 0(0.0)
Androgynous W5 — cisgender W6 — transgender W7 1(1.4) 1(2.6) 0(0.0)
Total* (N=70) Assigned female at birth  Assigned male at birth
(n=36) (n=34)
Sexual orientation n (%) n (%) n (%)
Heterosexual/straight W5 — heterosexual/straight 45 (64.3) 19 (52.8) 26 (76.5)
W6 — heterosexual/straight W7
Lesbian/gay/homosexual W5 — lesbian/gay/homosexual 2(2.9) 0(0.0) 2(5.9)
W6 — lesbian/gay/homosexual W7
Bisexual W5 — bisexual W6 — bisexual+ W7 4(5.7) 4 (11.1) 0(0.0)
Heterosexual/straight W5 — heterosexual/straight 7 (10.0) 4 (11.1) 3(8.8)
W6 — bisexual+ W7
Heterosexual/straight W5 — bisexual W6 — heterosexual/straight W7 2 (2.9) 1(2.8) 1(2.9)
Heterosexual/straight W5 — bisexual W6 — bisexual+ W7 5(7.1) 4(11.1) 1(2.9)
Heterosexual/straight W5 — bisexual W6 — lesbian/gay/homosexual 1 (1.4) 1(2.8) 0(0.0)
w17
Heterosexual/straight W5 — lesbian/gay/homosexual 1(1.4) 1(2.8) 0(0.0)
W6 — bisexual+ W7
Bisexual W5 — heterosexual/straight W6 — heterosexual/straight W7 1 (1.4) 1(2.8) 0(0.0)
Bisexual W5 — heterosexual/straight W6 — bisexual+ W7 1(1.4) 0(0.0) 12.9)
Bisexual W5 — lesbian/gay/homosexual W6 — bisexual+ W7 1(1.4) 1(2.8) 0(0.0)

#Only offspring who had complete data at W5, W6, and W7 were included. W5 =17 years. W6 =25 years. W 7=230-33 years. Percentages may
not equal 100 due to rounding. At W7, bisexual+included offspring who identified as bisexual, queer, or other

identified as queer, 12.8% of AFAB offspring and 5.6% of
AMAB offspring as bisexual, and 2.6% of AFAB offspring
and 5.6% of AMAB offspring as lesbian or gay, respec-
tively. One AMAB offspring declared that their sexual ori-
entation “was complicated.” In that regard, more offspring
reported a minoritized sexual orientation than data from
the general public (Flores & Conron, 2023; Gallup, 2023;
Twenge et al., 2023).

These results echo previous research in several ways.
First, most offspring of lesbian parents identify as hetero-
sexual (Gartrell et al., 2011, 2019; Golombok & Badger,
2010; Golombok & Tasker, 1996; Gonzalez & Lopez-
Gaviifio, 2023; Tasker & Golombok, 1995), and that has
been the case in adolescence, emerging adulthood, and
adulthood. Second, more NLLFS AFAB offspring than
NLLFS AMAB offspring report a bisexual orientation, simi-
lar to when they were aged 17 (Gartrell et al., 2011) and 25
(Gartrell et al., 2019). Research by others has shown that
women demonstrate more fluidity in their sexual orienta-
tion than men (Diamond, 2016; Katz-Wise & Todd, 2022).
Third, the recent population-based research of Twenge et al.
(2023) indicates that LGB orientation increased in the U.S.
from 2014 to 2022, particularly among those who identify

as bisexual. The highest percentage of LGB identity was
among the 25-34 age group, comparable to the ages of the
NLLFS offspring.

The sexual orientation of the NLLFS adult offspring and
the gender of their sexual partner(s) presented some varia-
tions. Specifically, considering all sexual partners of NLLFS
AFAB offspring in the last 5 years, 86.5% were non-transgen-
der men, 35.1% were non-transgender women, 10.8% were
transgender men, and 8.1% were transgender women. In a
similar vein, for NLLFS AMAB offspring, 93.6% of their
sexual partners were non-transgender women, 12.9% were
non-transgender men, and 3.2% were transgender men.
Again, the greater variability in the gender of sexual part-
ners for NLLFS AFAB offspring is consistent with previous
research showing that sexual responsiveness can be situation-
ally triggered, and particularly some women, regardless of
their sexual identity, may experience attraction to women
or men, depending on the circumstances (Diamond, 2007).
Also, mostly heterosexual cisgender women periodically
experience same-sex attractions even though they see them-
selves as heterosexual (Diamond, 2007).

Overall, these results suggest that, in the context of a
prevailing heterosexual orientation, what does seem to be
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specific to offspring of lesbian parents is a larger degree of
freedom in recognizing their attraction to people of the same
gender, along with a greater degree of flexibility for integrat-
ing these experiences into their self-identity. This was also
found in previous NLLFS research (Gartrell et al., 2019) and
by other research groups (e.g., Bos & Sandfort, 2010; Golom-
bok & Badger, 2010; Gonzélez & Lopez-Gaviiio, 2023).

Variability in sexual orientation across the lifespan was
found more in AFAB offspring than AMAB offspring across
ages 17, 25, and 30-33, with 63.9% of AFAB offspring and
82.4% of AMAB offspring reporting an unchanging (het-
erosexual/straight, lesbian, gay/homosexual, or bisexual+)
sexual orientation. The greater variability in NLLFS AFAB
offspring’s sexual orientation corresponds with Diamond’s
(2016) results about sexual fluidity in women. In line with
previous research, however, for the entire sample, heterosex-
uality was the most stable identity (Mock & Eibach, 2012).

The variation in sexual orientation among NLLFS AFAB
offspring may indicate a supportive upbringing that valued
understanding and acceptance of sexual exploration with-
out judgment. These AFAB adult offspring may be at the
forefront of a social phenomenon emerging in younger
generations (Flores & Conron, 2023; Twenge et al., 2023),
characterized by increased acceptance of same-sex relation-
ships and a growing number of adults openly acknowledging
same-sex attractions or experiences (Gallup, 2023). Conse-
quently, these individuals may be leading a broader societal
movement towards a more liberated and freer expression
of gender expression and sexual orientation compared to
previous generations.

Limitations and Strengths

The study results should be interpreted in the context of their
limitations. First, although it is the largest, longitudinal, and
longest-running study of intended lesbian-parent families
and their offspring, the socio-demographic composition
of the NLLFS sample (predominantly White and well-
educated) makes them non-representative of all donor-
conceived offspring of lesbian parents. Second, due to
potential variations in gender expression and minoritized
gender and sexual identities and same-sex sexual experiences
based on factors such as race/ethnicity, education, and
income (Johns et al., 2013; Perry et al., 2019), it is essential
to replicate this study using an intersectional approach and
a broader, more diverse sample from the general population.
Third, both gender identity and sexual orientation are
multidimensional, and each of their dimensions should
be measured in the same study to gain a comprehensive
understanding of gender- and sexual-related experiences
in adult offspring reared in diverse families. In this vein,
a larger sample size would allow more detailed analysis of
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potential explanatory factors or analysis of the potential
direction of gender identity and sexual orientation change
rather than just presence or absence of change.

The above limitations notwithstanding, a unique strength
of the NLLFS is that it is the only study that has prospec-
tively and longitudinally studied the biological offspring of
lesbian parents from birth to adulthood, with a 90% fam-
ily retention rate over more than 30 years (Gartrell, 2021).
Also, this is the first report on the developmental pathways
of gender identity and sexual orientation across three differ-
ent developmental stages (i.e., adolescence, emerging adult-
hood, adulthood) in offspring of lesbian parents. Because
the topic of parents with minoritized sexual identities rear-
ing children is so highly debated and emotionally charged,
empirical data on aspects of offspring development are
vitally important (Biblarz & Stacey, 2010).

Conclusion and Policy Implications

Lesbian parents were historically stigmatized for rearing chil-
dren, with the assumption that the children would be confused
about their gender and develop a non-heterosexual orientation
(Clarke, 2001; Gato & Fontaine, 2013). The results of the
present study indicate that offspring of lesbian parents are
less likely to identify as transgender than the general public,
but more likely to identify as LGB or queer (Flores & Conron,
2023; Gallup, 2023; Twenge et al., 2023) even though the
majority identify as heterosexual. Research on NLLFS off-
spring from previous waves has also shown that they develop
in a healthy manner (Gartrell et al., 2018; Koh et al., 2019)
and possess efficient coping skills to deal with stigmatization
(Bos et al., 2020, 2021; Carone et al., 2022).

Much of the research on offspring with lesbian parents
has focused on young children. The present study is unique
in following offspring into adolescence and adulthood.
Individuals display variation in the timing of reaching crucial
milestones in their sexual orientation development, such as
the age at which they first identify as part of a minoritized
sexual identity group (Bishop et al., 2023). As the present
study has shown, fluctuations in sexual orientation can
continue from adolescence into adulthood. These identities
might evolve over time due to several factors. These factors
include societal and political influences that may constrain
the expression of different identities in women and men
(e.g., greater acceptance of same-sex-oriented attractions
and non-binary gender identity among females compared
to males), sex-related distinctions in biological processes
governing sexual arousal and attraction, awareness of
attractions to individuals of the same and/or other genders,
and the ongoing process of integrating identity with
experiences in sexual and romantic relationships (Diamond,
2007; Mustanski et al., 2014).
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In this vein, exploring the similarities and differences in
developmental trajectories of gender identities in offspring
of lesbian parents, as well as determining the ages at which
individuals start identifying with various gender identity
categories, including cisgender, and whether these patterns
change over time is key for promoting their well-being. This
is important, because starting in 2024, the U.S. government
and Medicare are requiring that medical settings ask patients
about their sexual orientation and gender identity (Centers
for Medicare & Medicaid Services, 2023).

The NLLFS offspring, conceived in the 1980s, grew up
at a time when their lesbian parents were stigmatized for
their own sexual orientation and had little support from their
families of origin, society in general, and even from the les-
bian communities (Bradford et al., 2013). They reached ado-
lescence and emerging adulthood as the culture in the U.S.
became more affirming of LGBTQ+identities and rights,
including the legalization of same-sex marriage. But now, as
adults, NLLFS offspring are seeing the emergence of laws in
a number of U.S. states that target people with minoritized
gender and sexual identities. In this regard, the results may
have implications for policymakers and practitioners work-
ing in the health disparities field, who can design effective
health promotion programs and contribute to create support-
ive environments for offspring of LGBTQ+parents, regard-
less of their gender identity and sexual orientation.

The present study included data from the adolescence
and emerging adulthood of the NLLFS offspring. Consid-
ering that experiences during these developmental phases
significantly influence later well-being and given that
adolescence is a period marked by increased awareness of
identity, sexuality, and gender, it is imperative to establish
environments where adolescents with lesbian parents feel
secure and supported. Emphasizing the implementation of
safe school policies, inclusive and accurate sex education,
and fostering positive peer relationships becomes crucial
to ensure that these individuals are well-prepared to han-
dle potential teasing related to their minoritized sexual or
gender identities. Simultaneously, recognizing and sup-
porting adults with lesbian parents as they navigate the
formation of their sexual and gender identities are essen-
tial, particularly considering the limited representation of
their experiences.

Similarly, given the legal and societal backlash against
LGBTQIA+issues in the U.S. and globally, it is crucial to
continue longitudinal studies that examine how the gen-
der identity and sexuality of offspring with lesbian parents
(and, more in general, offspring with parents with minor-
itized sexual identities) may change over time and whether
such changes affect their adjustment. This research can shed
light on when minority stress (Meyer, 1995) processes may
arise and help determine the appropriate timing for pro-
viding social support. Longitudinal investigations provide

promising opportunities for future research and also con-
tribute to increasing public awareness of the connections
between developmental milestones, health, and thriving.
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