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Special Issue Editorial: ‘New Frontiers of Family: LGBTQ People Pushing Back the 

Boundaries of Family’ 

Our Special Issue  ‘New Frontiers of Family: LGBTQ People Pushing Back the 

Boundaries of Family’ has brought together six exciting papers that each re-conceptualize 

families formed by lesbian, gay, bisexual, trans and queer (LGBTQ) people beyond the 

Standard North American Family model (SNAF: Smith, 1993). The SNAF has been the 

dominant ideological model of family in the USA and in Europe too, although it is hard to 

argue for a single unified model across the varying family traditions (Steinbach, Kuhnt & 

Knüll, 2016). Indeed, most contemporary heterosexual two parent families do not necessarily 

conform to the SNAF model of a mother and father living together with the father in full-time 

paid employment and the mother primarily responsible for children and the home 

(McGoldrick, Garcia-Preto & Carter, 2015). We are also quick to add that Smith’s definition 

and astute critique of the SNAF has been the subject of much debate since publication, not 

least in the Journal of Family Issues (Gavriel-Fried & Shilo, 2017; van Eeden-Moorefield, 

Few-Demo, Benson, Bible  & Lummer, 2018). Yet the heteronormative lure of the SNAF 

remains as an ideological model, not least in the appeal of same-sex marriage (Hopkins, 

Sorensen & Taylor, 2013; Grindstaff, 2003; Yep, Lovaas & Elia, 2003). LGBTQ scholars 

have highlighted how arguments in favour of legal recognition of same-sex relationships 

often rely on traditional notions of family and relationships and have tended to emphasise 

similarities between heterosexuals and non-heterosexuals. However, there has also been some 

resistance to such narratives and there is evidence that lesbians, gay men, and bisexual people 

may have relationships which are non-traditional in their everyday practices (e.g., Clarke & 

Finlay, 2004; Green, 2010). 

Our theme for this Special Issue was initially enabled by a grant from the British 

Psychological Society’s Research Board to sponsor a series of four seminars held in different 

venues in the UK during the Spring and Summer of 2016 on “New Frontiers of Family: The 
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Psychological Implications of Emerging Family Forms”.  These seminars fostered rich 

interdisciplinary debate about the meaning of family and who is in the family as they were 

presented by a range of UK and international scholars from psychology, sociology and social 

work backgrounds. Many of the innovative ideas on the doing and making of families came 

from presentations on the family lives of LGBTQ people and these inspired our Special Issue 

of the Journal of Family Issues. 

Exploring the LGBTQ people’s concepts of family mainly from a UK socio-political 

perspective gives our Special Issue an intriguing contextual frame. The concept of family has 

been a particular flashpoint for gay and lesbian rights activism in the UK (Cook, 2014). In 

1988 the UK government forbade schools from endorsing homosexuality or “the 

acceptability of homosexuality as a pretended family relationship” (Section 28 of the Local 

Government Act England & Wales, 1988). Until this act was removed from the statute books 

in 2003 this legislation exemplified mainstream attitudes toward LGBTQ people by denying 

that tangible family relationships could be formed on the basis of same-gender partnerships.  

On a broader front, the Local Government Act (1988) effectively enshrined into UK 

legislation a model of family ties formed traditionally on the basis of presumed consanguinity 

(by shared blood or biological connection) or affinity (by marriage). Marriage was accessible 

only to different sex couples in the UK until legal rights recognition for same sex couples in 

the Civil Partnership Act (2004) and finally through the Marriage (Same Sex Couples) Act 

(2013). While it could be argued that adoption always challenged traditional kinship 

concepts, adoption often had been kept as a family secret and establishing open adoptions for 

biologically unrelated children was only just being tried in the 1980s and 1990s (Berry, 1993; 

O’Halloran, 2015). Furthermore, it was only possible for a same sex couple to jointly adopt a 

child when the Adoption and Children Act (2002) came into force. Likewise in the 1980s and 

1990s although donor insemination was an established assisted reproductive technique, it 
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typically remained a secret and egg donation was only just being attempted (Golombok, 

2015). In this Special Issue we see the boundaries of family and kinship being challenged by 

adoption, assisted reproductive technologies, and LGBTQ kinning concepts; namely by 

adding in chosen-family members who have no consanguineal or affinal connection (Weeks, 

Heaphy & Donovan, 2001; Weston, 1991). 

In the first paper in our Special Issue Clarke, Hayfield, Ellis & Terry (this volume) 

have explored the interview accounts given by lesbians who live childfree lives. 

Paradoxically until the early 21
st
 century it had been widely assumed that lesbians would not 

become mothers, yet as Clarke and colleagues reveal it still remains difficult to articulate a 

desire to retain a childfree family life as a cisgender adult woman.  As legislative rights are 

won to protect same gender couples parenting, and the gaze of society falls upon lesbian 

parenthood, pro-natal pressures on women in cross-gendered partnerships are being felt – and 

resisted -- by women in same-gender partnerships.  Narratives of family of choice (Weston, 

1991) and co-independence (Weeks et al. 2001) sustained Clarke et al.’s participants as they 

negotiated and sustained childfree families. 

The experiences of LGBTQ adoptive parents, and those waiting to adopt, were 

explored by Costa and Tasker (this volume) in their analysis of the results of a large online 

survey in the UK by the non-governmental organization New Family Social. Here trends can 

be seen indicating that positive changes in UK equal rights legislation, namely the opening up 

of adoption to same-sex couples in the Adoption and Children Act (2002), have meant that 

the majority of LGBTQ adopters surveyed did not feel discriminated against. Nonetheless, 

despite this seismic change, gay men waiting to adopt still thought they might be more likely 

than other people to be matched with harder-to-place children. Similarly, lesbians who had 

already adopted thought that they actually had adopted children who social workers had 

thought were hard-to-place. The motivations to adopt expressed by LGBTQ adoptive parents 
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and those waiting to adopt varied from altruistic to individualistic ones.  Many respondents 

referred to both motivations in emphasizing the needs of children in the care system and their 

own desire to become a parent, pointing to a win-win resource for supporting children in the 

state welfare system.  

Pralat (this volume) has examined diverse pathways to parenthood as described by the 

lesbian, gay and bisexual participants in his interview study. He finds that, when thinking 

about the future, participants often favoured certain ways of creating families, such us 

adoption or co-parenting arrangements, over others, such as surrogacy, because the former 

seemed more ‘organic’. However, these more ‘natural’ routes to parenthood were also seen as 

more obviously departing from normative two-parent ideals, which posed complex ethical 

dilemmas. In resolving these dilemmas to formulate or justify their own reproductive 

preferences participants mainly drew upon child-centred considerations. However, these 

resolutions often confounded, and sometimes confronted, heteronormative expectations 

concerning children’s best interests.  

As Reed (this volume) has demonstrated LGBTQ parents are bombarded by images in 

mainstream media of parenthood within a cisgender heterosexual romantic-dyadic 

relationship, whilst there are only minimal (and somewhat limited) representations of same 

sex relationships and families available in popular shows such as Modern Family. The 

heteronormativity of media representations had a highly personal impact on the thirty 

LGBTQ parents in Reed’s study. In Reed’s interview with Hannah & Jelena we see how 

conventional mummy-and-daddy stories are re-told in children’s play narratives to exclude a 

co-parent.  However, LGBTQ parents also creatively re-craft narratives to fit with their 

family set up: for example, when ‘The Egg’ episode from UK children’s television show The 

Clangers is deployed to support a birth story in a community-centred family. 



  Editorial New Frontiers of Family 

6 
 

Animal companionship in human lives is considered by Riggs, Taylor, Signal, Fraser 

and Donovan colleagues (this volume), who found that over 70% of their LGBTQ survey 

respondents in Australia and the UK lived with an animal companion. Animal companionship 

thus seems to be as important to LGBTQ people as it to cisgender heterosexual individuals in 

contributing to family life (Charles, 2014). Riggs et al. concluded that sharing a home with a 

domesticated animal enhances psychological well-being both directly, and via increasing 

human contact, especially for LGBTQ people whose histories include experiences of past 

abuse by another human member of their family. This study raises further intriguing 

questions about the particular meaning, qualities, and power dynamics of animal 

companionship from a human perspective. 

In the last paper in this Special Issue Tasker and Delvoye draw our attention to the 

composition of family and what family relationships do in sustaining, or weakening bisexual 

parental identity. Here interviews with cisgender bisexual mothers revealed the complex and 

difficult identity work done by mothers at different points in their family life cycles as they 

contended with or resisted the heteronormative-homonormative binary (Rosenfeld, 2009).  

Through the family maps drawn by participants we can see claims to kinship being performed 

and inclusions and exclusions  being made in family life that ultimately make statements 

about self as embedded in a network of allegiances and reciprocal responsibilities. 

Taken together the papers in our SI can be seen as pushing at the boundaries of who 

and what makes a family. Families are certainly about more than kinship ties; be they 

consanguineal, affinal, or chosen. Families are not only about people sharing resources, 

loving, and caring, but also about nourishment in a broader sense for personal well-being that 

can extend beyond humans to animals, beyond intimate relationships to more or less public 

claims of identity. Family can enable and cherish but also coercively constrain. Families have 

fluidity of form from the individual life cycles of their members, the aspirations of members, 
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and the entry and exit of members. We argue that while the authors have demonstrated the 

creative pushing back of the boundaries of family by the participants they presented in these 

six empirical papers, these are not static and we await further future new frontiers of family.   
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