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Executive Summary

Families in Ireland, the bedrock of our society, are ever changing and evolving, and knowing the
extent and nature of the shifts in family life is vital, if we are to cater for the needs of families.
In the current environment of uncertainty as to the level of resources available to support
families, it is even more crucial that we have accurate and comprehensive information on Irish
Family life. (Michael O’Kennedy, S.C., Chairperson, Family Support Agency, in Family Figures,
ESRI, 2009)

1. Introduction

Families in Ireland are increasingly diverse. LGBT-headed families are part of this evolution, and
yet, Irish research that explores the experiences, needs and aspirations of LGBT parents and
their children, is sparse. This LGBT Parenthood Study documents the experiences of a sample of
LGBT parents and LGBT people planning parenthood, and aims to build a picture of LGBT family
formation in Ireland. The study examines the legal and relationship status of LGBT parents and
the support they received in parenthood and in planning parenthood. The research also explores
their experiences of accessing services and of discrimination encountered. These lived
experiences provide a backdrop to the legal, policy and other changes, which the study
participants themselves see as urgently needed in an Irish context.

This study comes at a time of increased public awareness of LGBT rights and at the eve of a
Constitutional Convention to consider comprehensive constitutional reform?. The findings
presented in this study, are particularly relevant to this constitutional review and to other
legislative and policy reforms that are needed to give recognition to LGBT parenthood and the
diversity of families in Ireland today.

The full report is divided into four parts. Part 1 provides a review of literature and policy, which
gives the background and context to the study. It also sets out legal and other barriers
experienced by LGBT parents in Ireland, and draws on international research on LGBT parenting.
The way in which the LGBT Parenthood Study was structured, allowed for an analysis of the
specific experiences of LGBT people who are already parents, as well as the experiences of LGBT
people who plan to become parents. Part 2 provides a wealth of information on the experience
of being an LGBT parent today, and Part 3 documents the experiences of those planning
parenthood. The conclusions and recommendations, presented in Part 4, reflect on both the
commonalities and uniqueness of these experiences, and highlight the changing nature of LGBT
parenthood in Ireland, as well as the need for wide-ranging, legal and policy reform in order to
realise equality for all LGBT families.

2. Summary profile of participants in the anonymous survey and in the in-depth interviews

LGBT Parents

e 153 LGBT parents responded to the anonymous survey, and 18 LGBT parents took part in
the in-depth interviews. Nearly two thirds of respondents to the survey were lesbians,
nearly one-third were bisexual, nearly one tenth were gay men, and smaller numbers were

2 See the Progress Report on the Programme for Government, March 2012.
http://www.taoiseach.gov.ie/eng/Publications/Publications_2011/PfG_Progress_Report_March_2012.pdf
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heterosexual, questioning / not sure or ‘something else’. The majority had a female gender
identity, and had a female sex assigned at birth. A small number identified as gender queer
or trans.

e The majority of respondents were in a same-sex relationship, civil partnership or same-sex
marriage. Less than one-fifth of respondents were single parents.

e  LGBT parents responding to the survey, tended to be in older age groups, with one-third
over the age of 45 years. The majority of respondents lived in urban areas, and nearly a half
of the respondents lived in the Leinster region, mainly in the greater Dublin area.

e  Overall, LGBT parents responding to the survey had a high level of educational attainment;
one half had completed 3" level or postgraduate-level education. Over one half were in
employment; the remainder were either unemployed, students, full-time carers or they
were not working because of retirement, sickness or disability.

LGBT People Planning to become Parents

e 170 LGBT people planning to become parents responded to the anonymous survey, and 7
LGBT people planning parenthood took part in the in-depth interview.

e Just over a half of respondents to the survey were lesbians, just over one-fifth were gay
men and just over one tenth were bisexual. Smaller numbers were heterosexual,
questioning / not sure or ‘something else’. Just over two thirds of respondents had a
female gender identity, and had a sex assigned at birth that was female. The sample
included a small number who identified as gender queer or trans.

e Just over one half of respondents were in a same-sex relationship, and nearly one-third
were single parents.

e  Compared to the sample of LGBT parents, LGBT people planning parenthood were
predominantly in the younger age ranges of between 20 and 34 years.

e  Compared to the sample of LGBT parents, LGBT people planning parenthood had a lower
level of educational attainment, with slightly lower numbers having attained 3™ level and
post graduate-level study.

e  As with the sample of LGBT parents, the majority of respondents lived in urban areas and in
the Leinster region. As with LGBT parents, the majority were in employment.

3. LGBT Families: Findings from the Survey

Parenting Roles and Relationships

The study shows that existing LGBT families contain a rich tapestry of parenting roles,
relationships and family life. This results in diverse family formations in some cases involving
multiple parenting relationships (some involving more than two adults who may, or may not,
have a biological relationship to the child / children), parenting with ex-partners and step-
parenting. The practicalities of these diverse family forms include parenting taking place in more
than one household, parenting on a full-time or part-time basis, and in some cases the
involvement of donors in full or partial parenting roles.

Pathways to Parenthood

Of the sample of LGBT parents, just over a half had a child / children from a previous opposite-
sex relationship. This is followed by having a child / children through assisted human
reproduction (AHR). The low numbers of LGBT parents, who have become parents through
fostering, adoption and surrogacy, indicate that legal barriers are a major factor limiting LGBT
parents in these pathways to parenthood.

The majority of gay fathers and trans parents had their child / children from a previous opposite-
sex relationship. While one half of lesbian mothers had their child / children from a previous

iv



opposite-sex relationship, they were the largest group of parents who also became parents
through AHR in a private clinic, or through a known donor.

Living Arrangements, Legal Status and Parenting Roles

The largest group of respondents to the anonymous survey were biological parents, and they
predominantly lived with their partners. Nearly a half of the sample was either sole legal
guardians or had joint guardianship, but nearly one-fifth had no legal status as parents. Those
with no legal status were predominantly lesbians.

Some LGBT parents had multiple parenting roles, and thus had varying legal rights in relation to
their different children. For example, a number of parents had children from previous opposite-
sex relationships and also had children from their current same-sex relationships. Others also
had children who were adopted or fostered in one family unit.

Although the majority of parents had their children living with them on a full-time basis, some
shared parenting across two households. Over one-third of respondents to the anonymous
survey parented with their partners, while nearly one-fifth parented alone or parented with an
ex-partner. Smaller numbers parented with a partner and other people. While bisexual parents
and lesbian mothers predominantly parented with their partners, gay men and trans parents
were more likely to parent with an ex-partner.

Parents who did Not Live with their Children

Of the LGBT parents who did not live with their children, there were generally positive
experiences of involvement as parents in decision-making and in having regular access to
children. A small number of trans parents did not have involvement in the lives of their children,
as a result of access being denied to them. Sexual orientation or gender identity were
considered to have been factors, or possibly factors, in being denied custody for up to nine LGBT
parents who responded to the anonymous survey.

Being ‘Out’ and gaining Support as LGBT Parents

A very positive finding of this study is that LGBT parents experienced a high level of acceptance
and support, particularly from immediate family members. However, the in-depth interviews
provide examples of initial negative reactions from family members, demonstrating the
struggles and difficulties in gaining support and acceptance. And it is important to note, that
around one in ten of all respondents, were not ‘out’ to extended family members, friends,
neighbours and work colleagues.

The majority of respondents to the anonymous survey were ‘out’ in the different parts of their
lives as LGBT parents. Of the categories in which LGBT people were ‘out’ as parents, the highest
numbers were in relation to being ‘out’ to their children and immediate family members,
followed by being ‘out’ to friends. Lower numbers were ‘out’ at work, to neighbours and in their
local community.

Children’s experiences of their parents’ ‘coming out’ did - in a small number of cases - result in
social stigma and in children experiencing bullying in school and negative reactions from other
parents.

A low number of LGBT parents sought and received support from LGBT organisations and
support groups, neighbours, local community organisations and work colleagues. In particular,
the in-depth interviews show the importance of support from LGBT organisations, particularly
for LGBT parents who feel isolated from the community. Trans parents were the least likely to
receive support, suggesting that some trans parents experience isolation, rejection and a lack of



support from family, friends and work colleagues in their parenting roles. Overall, the general
high level of acceptance of LGBT parents is a reflection of more positive societal values,
recognition and acceptance of LGBT identities and visibility as parents. However, LGBT parents
often struggle to gain recognition for their parenting roles at a societal level. This is most acute
for trans parents, where societal rejection and transphobia in relation to their roles as parents,
are a lived reality.

Access to Services for LGBT Parents

The anonymous survey and the interviews showed the different experiences that LGBT parents
had of accessing services to support them in their roles as LGBT parents. Some of the greatest
difficulties arose for lesbians in accessing AHR services and for all LGBT parents in accessing
adoption and fostering services. There are particular implications for the provision of more
accessible information about these services, but also in relation to extending rights to LGBT
parents to foster and adopt as LGBT individuals and couples. This is also the case with regards to
surrogacy, where there is a need for clearer policies and information.

LGBT parents have mixed experiences of accessing services, and overall, the experience of
accessing services was more positive than negative. AHR, adoption, fostering and surrogacy
services were generally rated higher when they were accessed abroad than in Ireland. There
were particularly high levels of negative experiences of adoption and fostering services for LGBT
parents in Ireland. The high level of discretion in the Irish adoption and fostering systems and
evidence of some systemic discrimination on the grounds of sexual orientation within the
assessment process, resulted in some interviewees being unsure of whether to reveal their LGBT
identity for fear of reaction. The interviews with LGBT parents point to a gap in legislative and
policy guidelines in the area of AHR. This represents a considerable barrier to LGBT parents, both
in terms of accessing information about, and in, AHR service provision.

The survey and the interviews show that LGBT parents, who had accessed health services for
themselves and their children, generally rated them as being more positive than negative. While
this suggests that the attitudes and reactions of healthcare professionals are changing,
interviewees did frequently encounter a lack of awareness around the existence of LGBT
families, including presumptions of heterosexuality.

Overall experiences of creche, pre-school, primary and secondary education, were more positive
than negative. Interviewees described the considerable efforts they made in finding progressive
schools for their children. The education system and syllabi were not seen to reflect diverse
families, and this was a barrier to schools in responding to the needs of LGBT- headed families.

Overall, the high level of positive experience suggests that awareness of, and attitudes to, LGBT
parents and families are changing for the better, particularly in the areas of health and
education. However, the prevailing lack of legal recognition and official policies to support LGBT-
headed families, means that LGBT parents continue to face legal, medical and social barriers,
and remain exposed to systemic and individual prejudice and discrimination from service
providers.

LGBT Parents’ Experiences of Discrimination and Negative Attitudes

Disclosing one’s LGBT identity was, in many cases and settings, met with acceptance and
affirmation. However, the study has shown that homophobic or transphobic responses to LGBT
parents were not uncommon.

Nearly a half of LGBT parents responding to the survey and all the interviewees had experienced
discrimination and negative attitudes towards them in their parenting roles in the last five years.
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Younger parents experienced slightly higher levels of discrimination or negative attitudes than
parents in older age groups.

In the interviews, the issues of legal vulnerability and lack of parenting rights were constant
concerns for LGBT parents in their daily lives. Of primary concern was the potential for
interference with the custody / legal rights of a non-biological parent, if something happened to
the legal parent. A further major worry was the possible implication of the lack of the ability of

the non-legal parent to consent to medical treatment in the event of a medical emergency with
a child.

The negative reactions and attitudes towards trans parents in particular, and the resulting
isolation and stress that this brought on those parents and children, demonstrated the most
extreme examples of LGBT victimisation in this study. Society’s lack of knowledge of LGBT
parents and heteronormative assumptions about parenting, exacerbated feelings of invisibility
and isolation.

Lack of legal rights - and the resulting legal vulnerability that this caused for LGBT parents and
their children - was the greatest form of discrimination experienced. Absence of a legal
framework, which recognises the diversity of LGBT families, meant that LGBT parents were
denied specific legal recognition of their parenting roles, which impacted on every aspect of
their family lives.

Legal and Other Changes to Improve the Lives of LGBT Parents in Ireland

The top-ranking, legal change that would have an impact on LGBT parents, identified in both the
anonymous survey and the in-depth interviews, is access to civil marriage for same-sex couples.
With the constitutional protection afforded to married families, and with the lack of legal
recognition of children within civil partnership legislation, marriage rights emerged both in
terms of a wider equality context and in relation to specific parenting rights, which could be
accessed if civil marriage was available. This is followed by the right of a child to have a legal
relationship with their parents / carers, and the right for civil partners to have guardianship and
custody rights of their children.

The top-ranking, other issues that would have an impact on the lives of LGBT parents are
government policies and state services that reflect the diversity of family life. This is followed by
access to schools that respect the diversity of family life, and health services that respect the
diversity of families.

LGBT parents who participated in the interviews, also ranked highly the need for LGBT support
services for parents and for their children. Support services range from support groups for
parents and peer support for children of LGBT parents to the provision of counselling for
children, to support them in issues arising as a result of bullying or societal prejudice. There was
also strong support for legal measures, which prioritised the best interests of children, on the
basis that the sexual orientation of their parents should not determine rights to legal recognition
of their relationship with their parents. Similarly, the law needed to develop in order to
recognise diverse family forms, and to ensure children had a right to a relationship with the
people who cared for them. This principle should be extended to the area of guardianship and
custody, so that non-biological parents’ relationships to their children would be recognised in
law, and that these parents and their immediate families would also have custody and access
rights.

Given the mixed experiences of LGBT parents, and fears that their sexual orientation or gender
identity would expose them or their children to discriminatory practices, it is not surprising that
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the priority issue in the interviews also related to access to state services that reflect the
diversity of family life. This highlights the need for policy-makers and key service providers,
including those in health, education and information, to consider and include the specific needs
of LGBT-headed families. The importance of LGBT networks and support groups was very
evident in the interviewees’ accounts of how support from peers was often crucial, as only other
LGBT people could completely understand their support needs.

4. LGBT People Planning Parenthood: Findings from the Survey

LGBT People Planning Parenthood: Family Formation and Parental Status

170 respondents to the anonymous survey were planning parenthood. The majority, principally
lesbians, were planning to have a child through AHR with a known or unknown donor. Most gay
male respondents were planning to become parents through adoption, and a smaller - though
sizeable - number were considering surrogacy. Overall, the majority of respondents were
planning to have children with their partner; thus there was less anticipated diversity of family
forms and pathways to parenthood than is evident from existing LGBT family formations. This
demonstrates the emergence of planned LGBT-headed families in Ireland, and is an important
finding in the context of developing legislative and policy change to achieving equality for all
LGBT families.

The in-depth interviews also provided some indication of the motivation and considerable
decision-making involved in planning parenthood as an LGBT person, and showed that having an
LGBT identity did not alter the interviewee’s desire to have children. Rather, it demonstrated
their considerable commitment and motivation to have a family, given the often-difficult
decisions and financial costs involved.

Being ‘Out’ and Support in Planned Parenting Roles

The majority of respondents in the anonymous survey and in the interviews were ‘out’ in their
roles as LGBT people planning parenthood. The highest number were ‘out’ to friends, followed
by immediate family members and informal and formal LGBT groups. The lowest number were
‘out’ in the local community and to neighbours. Partners and immediate family members
provided the highest level of support. LGBT people planning parenthood received higher levels
of support overall, compared to the levels of support received by LGBT parents.

LGBT people planning parenthood sought and received very low levels of support from LGBT
support groups, and interviewees suggested that this type of support should be established
within the LGBT sector. The need for structured support and information services targeted at
LGBT people planning parenthood is a gap that needs to be addressed within the LGBT
community and amongst information providers.

Access to Services for LGBT People Planning Parenthood

The survey found that LGBT people, who embark on the journey to parenthood, experience
considerable challenges and obstacles in accessing clear information and services. This often
leads to an ethical dilemma for people planning parenthood, of whether to reveal their LGBT
identity for fear of negative consequences.

Compared to LGBT parents, LGBT people planning parenthood were much more likely to have a
negative experience in relation to AHR services, adoption services, fostering services and
information services. There were very low levels of positive experiences of adoption services,
with nearly a half reporting a negative experience. With AHR and adoption services, respondents
and interviewees reported higher levels of positive experiences when they had accessed

services abroad.
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Lack of information and clear guidelines, on whether AHR, adoption and fostering services were
open to LGBT people, was a major barrier for planning parents. The importance of accessible
information about parenting rights, AHR, adoption and fostering services, was reiterated in both
the anonymous survey and the interviews.

LGBT people planning parenthood generally had positive experiences of accessing health and
maternity services. Again, access to information was highlighted as an important service for
them, as this was an area where negative experiences prevailed.

LGBT People Planning Parenthood: Experiences of Discrimination and Negative Attitudes

One half of LGBT people planning parenthood and all the interviewees had experienced some
form of discrimination or negative attitudes towards them as LGBT people planning parenthood,
in the last five years.

Gay men who were planning parenthood experienced slightly higher levels of discrimination or
negative attitudes, compared to lesbians and bisexual people planning parenthood. Younger
people planning parenthood experienced slightly higher levels of discrimination or negative
attitudes than planning parents in older age groups.

As with the findings from the sample of LGBT parents, overwhelmingly, interviewees stated that
discrimination or negative attitudes arose from a lack of legal status, visibility and recognition of
LGBT families in legislation and government policies. Discrimination experienced by LGBT
people, particularly in relation to the legal and policy barriers faced by them when trying to
become parents, was a significant concern for people who participated in the interviews.

Legal and Other Changes to Improve the Lives of People Planning to be LGBT Parents

As with LGBT parents, the top-ranking, legal changes sought by LGBT people planning
parenthood, were access to civil marriage for same-sex couples and access to the right to be
eligible for assessment for joint adoption that this would bring. Interview participants viewed
equal access to marriage for LGBT people as being critical in improving legal parenting rights,
particularly in the area of adoption, but also in bringing about wider equality for, and
acceptance of, LGBT people. The right of a child to have a legal relationship with their parents /
carers followed these.

The top-ranking other change that would have an impact on the lives of LGBT parents was to
have in place government policies and state services that reflect the diversity of family life. This
is followed by access to schools that respect the diversity of family life, and health services that
respect the diversity of families. Interview participants also ranked highly, the need for LGBT
support services for those planning parenthood and for an information service to be provided by
existing LGBT organisations.

5. Conclusions and Recommendations
Conclusions

The study findings show there is a rich diversity of parenting roles, relationships and family life
amongst LGBT families in Ireland today. Becoming a parent and sustaining parenthood is not
without its challenges, and those planning parenthood face risks of discrimination or negative
attitudes, exclusion from legal parenting roles and risks of familial or societal rejection that
opposite-sex parents do not face. The survey points to an overwhelming concern about the lack
of legal recognition given to LGBT parenthood and to the difficulties arising from the consistent
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failure of governments to approach the issue of LGBT families from a ‘child centred’ perspective.
The study has also shown the importance of legally recognising the non-biological status of LGBT
parents who are co-parents or step-parents in relation to their parental rights and protection of
their children. This means starting from a ‘children first’ perspective that recognises and
respects the rights of children to have their relationships with their parents, and for LGBT
parents to have their parenting roles legitimated and recognised.

LGBT people are involved in complex processes in their pathways to parenthood, in negotiating
personal and family relationships and in sustaining parenting relationships. This often means
having to stand up against heteronormative and homophobic assumptions and having to
counter potential risks of rejection by family members and societal prejudices.

In the public sphere, LGBT families are creating new family formations that are not recognised in
official policies. This suggests that government policies should aim to facilitate a greater
diversity of family relationships that reflect the circumstances of the lives of LGBT parents and
families, rather than a single model or ideology of the family.

The study found that at a societal level, homophobia and heteronormativity continue to pervade
the lives of many LGBT parents and those planning parenthood. This is evidenced from the
qualitative interviews and from the fact that 46% of LGBT parents and 50% of LGBT people
planning parenthood responding to the survey had experienced discrimination or negative
attitudes towards them in the last five years. The survey found that this was most acute for
trans parents, where significant levels of transphobia result in discrimination, isolation and
rejection by family and society. However, this study also shows that, in many cases, when LGBT
parents ‘come out’ to their children, families, friends and work colleagues, there is often an
overwhelming acceptance of, and support for, them in their parenting roles or in their roles in
planning parenthood.

These findings point to the need for a greater political recognition of the diverse family forms in
Ireland today. This suggests that the reality of LGBT parenting roles, relationships and family
formation, needs to be factored into public discourse, so that legislation and policies reflect
more accurately modern day parents and family life.

Recommendations
1. Legal Changes for LGBT Parents

e Legal changes include the introduction of legislation for civil marriage, the introduction of
legislation to enable second-parent adoption, the right of same-sex couples to be assessed
for suitability to adopt, and the right to be eligible to apply to adopt a child who is fostered.

e Recommendations are also made for legislation on guardianship / parental responsibility to
be extended to all carers who have a parental relationship with the child / children, the
right for same-sex partners to be on the birth certificate of their child and the legal
protection of trans parents in forthcoming legislation on gender recognition.

2. Government Policies to reflect Family Diversity

e Government policies and strategies on the family, children, education and healthcare
should reflect family diversity.

e A government Commission on Family Diversity should be established, to take into account
LGBT parents and their families.



e The inclusion of children from LGBT families should be part of a ‘child centred’ approach, in
line with the National Children’s Strategy.

3. Access to Services

e Improve access to AHR services and for the full implementation of the recommendations
from the Commission on Assisted Human Reproduction (2005), to ensure that AHR services
are made available without discrimination.

e Implementation of inclusive school policies on family diversity, training and awareness-
raising for school staff and the full implementation of the Department of Education / GLEN
Guidance for Principals and School Leaders.

e Implement inclusive healthcare policies so that the needs of LGBT parents are integrated
into all relevant policies and strategies of the Department of Health, the Department of
Children and Youth Affairs and the Health Services Executive, through guidance from
medical, health and social care professional bodies, and by means of training and practice
guidelines for staff providing front-line services to families and children.

e Provide accessible legal and practical information for LGBT parents on accessing AHR,
adoption, fostering and surrogacy services, support services and access to services, through
a partnership between LGBT organisations and the Citizens’ Information Board.

4. Support for LGBT Parents and the Children of LGBT Parents

e Provide LGBT parent-support groups and peer support for children of LGBT parents, and
provide access to existing counselling services for LGBT parents and children of LGBT
parents.

e Increase visibility and awareness of LGBT parenthood in the community amongst local
service providers, building on the GLEN Code of Practice for Community Development
Projects, Family Resource Centres, Urban Partnerships / Integrated Development
Companies.
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PART 1: INTRODUCTION AND PROFILE OF PARTICIPANTS IN THE STUDY

Part 1 of the report provides the background and context to the study, and provides a profile of
the respondents to the anonymous survey and the participants in the in-depth interviews.

Chapter 1: Introduction
Chapter 2: Profiles of LGBT parents participating in the study




Chapter 1: Introduction

The kids - and this is something they have said to me, it is not just something | have imagined -
are very happy with a rainbow family. They feel it has enabled them to be more open and more
respectful of difference, and to be more understanding of difference. They have very little truck
with people that don't. (04, gay father)

1.1 Overview

The LGBT Parenthood Study looks at the situations, experiences and needs of a sample of LGBT
parents and LGBT people planning parenthood in Ireland, with a view to making
recommendations for policy and service provision. The research involved an anonymous survey
of 153 LGBT parents and 170 LGBT people planning parenthood, and was supplemented by
twenty-five, in-depth interviews with LGBT parents and LGBT people planning parenthood. It
shows the rich diversity of LGBT family formation and parenting relationships in Ireland today,
and also points to the way that LGBT people are planning to parent in the future. The findings
from the study show that despite much greater societal recognition of family diversity, LGBT
parents and those planning parenthood experience a range of legal barriers and discrimination.
As a result, the research points to the need for 