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This study examined Chilean heterosexual women's discourses concerning lesbian and gay (LG) parenting following 

a social constructionist perspective. Data from a convenience sample of 15 first-year psychology female students 

attending an evening university program in Concepción, Chile, were collected through 3 focus groups. Findings 

through a thematic analysis indicated that the major concern participants reported was that children of same-gender 

couples would be discriminated, because of their parents’ sexual identity. A minority of participants expressed that 

having LG parents could disrupt a child's gender and sexual identity development. It is concluded that children in 

LG parented families are still regarded at best as potentially vulnerable to secondary prejudice and at worst at risk 

of gender and sexual identity disruption. It would be worthwhile training Chilean psychology students about the 

development of children of LG parents and also highlighting subtle and enacted forms of sexual stigma. 
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Este estudio examinó los discursos de mujeres heterosexuales chilenas sobre la parentalidad lésbica y gay (LG), 

siguiendo una perspectiva construccionista social. Los datos de una muestra por conveniencia de 15 estudiantes 

mujeres de primer año de psicología que asistían a un programa universitario vespertino en Concepción, Chile, se 

recopilaron a través de 3 grupos focales. Los hallazgos del análisis temático indicaron que la principal preocupación 

que informaron las participantes fue que los/as niños/as de parejas del mismo género serían discriminados/as, debido 

a la identidad sexual de sus madres/padres. Una minoría de las participantes expresó que tener madres/padres del 

mismo género podría perturbar el desarrollo del género y la identidad sexual de un/a niño/a. Se concluye que los/as 

niños/as en familias de madres lesbianas y padres gay todavía se consideran, en el mejor de los casos, como 

potencialmente vulnerables a los prejuicios secundarios y, en el peor, en riesgo de perturbación de la identidad sexual 

y de género. Sería beneficioso entrenar a estudiantes de psicología chilenos/as acerca de la parentalidad LG y también 

destacar formas sutiles y explícitas de estigma sexual. 

Palabras clave: parentalidad, heterosexual, lésbica, gay, Chile 

At the beginning of the 21st century, men's and women's homosexuality was still represented as a disease 

and blameworthy "sin" by mass media and in the political sphere in Chile (Contardo, 2011). As a result, the 

achievement of equal rights for lesbian, gay, bisexual, transsexual or queer (LGBTQ) people has been slower 

in Chile than in other South American countries (Encarnación, 2011; Jones & Vaggione, 2013). For example, 

same-sex marriage and same-sex adoption have been legalised in Argentina, Brazil, Colombia and Uruguay, 

and Ecuador recently (2019) approved same-sex marriage, through its higher court, while in Chile same-

gender couples do not have the right to marry and adopt children as a couple yet.  

The campaigns of the LGBTQ movement to achieve a more egalitarian legal context were largely 

unsuccessful until 2012, when the Inter-American Court of Human Rights (IACHR) sentenced that the 

Chilean State had violated the rights of equality and non-discrimination of a lesbian mother, Karen Atala, 
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who was separated from her two daughters (Corte Interamericana de Derechos Humanos, 2012). The IACHR 

ordered the Chilean State to make a public apology for a Chilean Supreme Court's ruling in 2004 and to 

recompose the damage caused to Karen and her daughters. For the first time, the Chilean State had to 

acknowledge the structural abuse exercised against LGBTQ people and to adopt an explicit non-

discriminatory stance. 

After the IACHR's ruling, significant legal changes favouring LGBTQ people have occurred. These legal 

changes included the anti-discrimination law (2012), the addition of civil partnership (2015), and the 

approval of the gender identity law (2018). Thus, overall Chilean society has been moving slowly towards a 

more equalitarian legal context (Chile, Ministerio Secretaría General de Gobierno, 2012, July 12, 2015, April 13). 

This new legal context in Chile has prompted further depathologising approaches toward homosexuality 

within social policy. For example, although same-gender couples cannot adopt a child together, the Chilean 

National Service for Children (SENAME) has stated that lesbians and gay men must not be discriminated 

against when applying to adopt a child as single parent and that they can be eligible as foster carers 

(Movimiento de Integración y Liberación Homosexual [MOVILH], 2015). However, adoption by heterosexual 

married couples remains SENAME's priority and adoption for single lesbians and gay men is still exceptional, 

locating same-gender couples in a disadvantaged political position, compared to heterosexual couples. 

In this still disadvantaged legal context, Chilean LGBTQ organisations continue their battle to achieve 

more equal rights, focusing their efforts on the approval of same-sex marriage and same-sex adoption bills. 

Indeed, the same-sex marriage bill still has not been prioritised within the Parliament within the last two 

years. Further, although the Chamber of Deputies has already approved the same-sex adoption bill, its 

approval was delayed due to the pressures of right-wing groups and the strong opposition of an evangelical deputy.  

LGBTQ People Within Chilean Society 

According to population-based surveys, societal disapproval of sexual minoritis in Chile has steadily 

declined during recent years (Instituto de Investigación en Ciencias Sociales [ICSO], 2012; World Values 

Survey [WVS], 2006). For instance, according to a national public survey, the rate of people who agreed with 

the statement "homosexuality should be accepted" increased from 64% in 2007 to 68% in 2013 (Pew Research 

Center, 2013, June 4). Another national public survey indicated that the rate of acceptance was higher among 

younger than older people, with acceptance reaching 65% in the cohort aged between 18 and 29 years old 

(ICSO, 2012). These findings thus support the proposition that current generations of youth seem to be more 

tolerant toward sexual minority people in Chile than were previous ones. 

Despite the increasing public approval of homosexuality in Chile, research has continued to record high 

levels of stigmatisation experienced by Chilean sexual minority groups (Barrientos et al., 2010; Gómez & 

Barrientos, 2012). The Eighth Chilean National Survey of Youth, which interviewed 9,393 youths aged 15 to 

29 years, indicated that the 15% of those who identified as "homosexual" reported experiencing 

discrimination within the previous month (Chile, Instituto Nacional de la Juventud [INJUV], 2017). Further, 

the Report of Human Rights of Sexual and Gender Diversity of the MOVILH (2018) revealed that in 2017 

484 cases of discrimination were registered, including two murders, 56 acts of physical or verbal aggressions, 

38 acts of discriminations in the workplace, and 30 education exclusions. In particular, the region of Bío Bío 

(10%), where we conducted the present study, occupied the third place in terms of acts of discrimination, 

after Santiago (31%) and Valparaíso (14%).  

Regarding public approval toward lesbian and gay (LG) parenting in Chile, a national survey of 1295 

people revealed that only 36.1% endorsed the statement "lesbian couples are as good as heterosexual couples 

at rising children" (ICSO, 2012). Interestingly, the Eighth Chilean National Survey of Youth revealed that 

28% of youth agreed with the statement "heterosexual couples do better in childrearing than homosexual 

couples", while 46% of youth disagreed with the same statement (INJUV, 2017). 

Furthermore, a Chilean national survey revealed that 41% of people who identified as Catholic (56% of 

the total sample) agreed with the right of homosexual couples to adopt children, as did only 23% of people 

who identified as Evangelical (14% of the total sample; ICSO, 2014). This data suggests that LG parents and 

their children in Chile live in a predominantly non-supportive Christian sociocultural context. 

A recent Chilean national survey showed that while Catholicism had decreased from 73% in 1998 to 55% 

in 2018, Evangelicalism had increased from 14% to 16% in the same period (Centro de Estudios Públicos, 

2018). The same survey revealed that 80% of Chilean people reported believing in God in 2018, a slight 
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decrease from the 86% rate reported in 1998. Further, the Eighth Chilean National Survey of Youth revealed 

that 65% of youth identified as Catholic and 27% as Evangelic or Protestant (INJUV, 2017). 

Empirical Studies on Attitudes Toward LG Parenting 

LGBTQ psychologists have suggested that both, positivist and critical, approaches have much to offer in 

order to understand prejudice against LGBTQ people (Peel & Riggs, 2016). Thus, our study is informed by 

both traditions, yet our study adopts a qualitative approach following a social constructionist perspective. 

Additionally, we address the proposition of Clarke, Ellis, Peel, and Riggs (2010), that suggests that LGBTQ 

psychology is a brand of psychology that affirms LGBTQ people and attempts to interrogate and challenge 

the prejudice and discrimination experienced and the privileged position of heterosexuality within psychology 

and society. 

Positivist Empirical Studies 

Research studies conducted in Western European countries and English-speaking countries have 

indicated associations between negative perceptions of LG parenting capabilities and developmental 

outcomes for children with prejudice against sexual minorities (Massey, Merriwether, & Garcia, 2013). 

Additionally, studies have shown that being a man (Gato & Fontaine, 2013), being older (Vecho & Schneider, 

2015), having a lower level of educational attainment (Averett, Strong-Blakeney, Nalavany, & Ryan, 2011), 

holding conservative political ideologies (Perry & Whitehead, 2015), believing homosexuality was not innate 

(Costa et al., 2014), holding Christian beliefs and practicing religion (Perry & Whitehead, 2015), or having 

less contact with LG people (Costa, Pereira, & Leal, 2015) were all associated with holding more negative 

attitudes toward LG parenting. 

Only a few studies assessing attitudes toward LG parenting have been conducted in other cultural 

contexts, such as Latin America. For example, one study conducted in Chile revealed that being a man and/or 

holding traditional views on gender roles were associated with greater rejection of LG parenting (Frías-

Navarro, Barrientos-Delgado, Badenes-Rivera, Monterde-i-Bort, & Cárdenas-Castro, 2013). The same study 

also revealed that contact with sexual minorities was inversely related to the rejection of LG parenting. 

Similarly, a Brazilian survey found that women and younger participants held less discriminatory attitudes 

toward LG parenting than did men and older participants (Reis et al., 2016). 

Social Constructionist Empirical Studies 

Only a few qualitative studies have explored heterosexual people's discourses or opinions about LG 

parenting. A landmark study conducted by Clarke (2001) analysed a variety of people's arguments against 

LG parenting, using data collected from six focus groups carried out with 44 undergraduate students at a 

United Kingdom university (37 women and seven men). In addition, Clarke also reviewed data from 116 

media representations of LG parents (95 newspaper and magazine articles and 21 talk shows). Clarke's study 

revealed that participants' arguments stated or implied selfishness on the part of LG parents because they 

ignored the best interest of the child. Other ideas portrayed LG parenting as a sin (against Biblical 

prescriptions) or as something unnatural. Finally, other arguments implied that LG parents did not provide 

appropriate role models, that children of LG parents would grow up to be LG themselves, and/or that the 

children of LG parents would be bullied. 

Subsequent qualitative studies, both in the United Kingdom (Hicks, 2005) and Australia (Pennington & 

Knight, 2011), have revealed similar findings. In particular, the study conducted by Hicks (2005), which 

sampled social workers and managers participating in adoption and foster care assessments, indicated that 

gay fathers were thought of as a potential source of social perversion and sexual risk for children. 

Only a few qualitative studies investigating heterosexual people's discourses or opinions on LG parenting 

have been conducted in Latin American countries. A study conducted in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, with two 

judges, four social workers and five psychologists involved in adoption, found that some professionals 

expressed opposition to adoption by LG parents because parents would not provide children with different-

gender role models (Uziel, 2001). Interestingly, a recent qualitative study conducted with 12 youths (aged 14 

to 17 years old) in Colombia revealed contrasting findings (Camacho Ordóñez, Tarquino Bulla, Prado 

Guzmán, & Preciado Céspedes, 2017). While a few participants reported that homosexual people should not 
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be allowed to marry or adopt children, the majority of participants considered that the rights of homosexual 

people to marry or adopt should be respected. 

Theoretical Framework 

We understand discourses about LG parenting to be constructed through language and social interaction 

(Gergen, 1985). Additionally, we follow Clarke's (2002) and Hegarty's (2008) propositions of moving discourse 

analysis beyond the textual (Potter & Wetherell, 1987) into the verbal, particularly with a focus on the 

content of the discourse (a thematic approach), which seeks to show the notions people have about social 

reality (Clarke & Peel, 2008).  

In the present study, we explored the discourses expressed by heterosexual women, who were psychology 

students, with a particular focus on the notions they have about LG parenting. Notwithstanding, we kept in 

mind that discourses may vary considerably among women, as intersectionality theory suggests (Warner & 

Shields, 2013). Further, we studied psychology students, considering that as future psychologists these 

students may be involved in adoption and foster care evaluations and parenting skills assessments in Family 

Courts in Chile. As Uziel (2001) and Massey et al. (2013) have suggested, subtle forms of prejudice can be 

displayed by social service professionals during the adoption process. 

Additionally, we examined the social reality of LG parenting through the lens of life course theory, which 

aims to reconcile divisions between essentialism and social constructionism (Hammack, 2005). Life course 

theory then seeks to integrate the conventional division of the body and the social environment. For instance, 

sexual orientation can be thought as a biological disposition to respond emotionally and sexuality to members 

of a particular gender, that can be manifested through sexual desire and expressed through behaviours and 

(sexual) identity (e.g., lesbian or gay) in a particular cultural context (Hammack, 2005). 

A life course theory is particularly useful for the study of LG parenting, since it locates LG parents and 

their children within a wider sociocultural and historical context (Cohler, 2005). LG parented families are 

increasingly visible contemporary family types and by their visible presence alone continuously challenge 

heteronormative notions of the parenting, family, and couple relationships (Allen & Demo, 1995; Demo & 

Allen, 1996). Thus, we paid attention to the contextual reasoning heterosexual women gave in their 

discourses about LG parenting, in order to explore the prejudice that LG parents and their children have to 

cope with when socially navigating Chilean society. We focused particularly upon the role that religious or 

social discourses played within participants' understandings. Our research questions were: How do Chilean 

heterosexual women give meaning to LG parented families? What do heterosexual women think about 

children growing up with LG parents? What are the challenges or difficulties heterosexual women think LG 

parents and their children cope with in Chilean society? How do religious discourses of family, gender, and 

sexuality influence the views of Chilean heterosexual women on LG parenting? 

Method 

Our study is part of a larger research project focused on LG parenting in Chile, which interviewed lesbian 

mothers, lesbian, gay, and bisexual prospective parents, and psychology students as a part of a Doctoral 

research study.  

Participants 

We used convenience sampling as a technique for the recruitment. The sample for this study consisted of 

15 heterosexual women aged between 24 to 45 years old (M = 32.6, SD = 6.5), who enrolled as first-year 

psychology students on an evening university program. Both women and men were invited to participate in 

this study. However, only women volunteered to take part in the focus group (men in effect self-excluded 

themselves). Thus, given that only women took part in the focus groups, our current study focused on 

heterosexual women's views on LG parenting. Riessman (2002) has suggested that qualitative researchers 

are able to adapt the purpose of their studies following the circumstances of the fieldwork, especially when 

they work in underexplored areas. We considered no other inclusion criteria during recruitment. 

The college was located in the city of Concepción, within the Bío Bío Region of Chile. Recruitment was 

conducted with the collaboration of a university's department of psychology. Participants enrolled in 
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psychology courses were recruited by way of an oral invitation requesting participation given by the first 

author during an evening lecture. 

Ten participants were single and five were married. Eleven participants lived within the borough of 

Concepcion and four lived within the neighbouring borough of Talcahuano. Six participants had previously 

completed undergraduate studies and nine were undertaking undergraduate studies for the first time. Nine 

participants reported having a religious affiliation (seven Catholic, one Christian, and one Evangelical), two 

mentioned that they simply had religious beliefs, and four stated no religious affiliation or beliefs. All 15 

participants identified as middle-class and non-disabled women. A summary of each participant's details and 

the pseudonyms assigned to participants are listed in Table 1. 

Table 1 

Demographic Information on Participants 

  

Focus group 
Participan

t 
Age 

City of 

residence 
Marital status Educational level Religion 

1 María 37 Concepción Married Bachelor Catholic 

1 Mónica  37 Concepción Single Bachelor No 

1 Rebeca  38 Concepción Single Bachelor Yes 

2 Chiara 30 Concepción Married Undergraduate student Yes 

2 Adriana 29 Talcahuano Married Undergraduate student Catholic 

2 Romina 24 Talcahuano Single Bachelor No 

2 Ester 36 Concepción Single Bachelor Christian 

2 Amparo 34 Talcahuano Single Undergraduate student No 

2 Marta 24 Concepción Single Undergraduate student No 

2 Tamara 32 Concepción Single Bachelor Catholic 

3 Pamela 45 Concepción Married Undergraduate student Catholic 

3 Elena 28 Talcahuano Married Undergraduate student Evangelical 

3 Amanda 42 Concepción Single Undergraduate student Catholic 

3 Cecilia 27 Concepción Single Undergraduate student Catholic 

3 Victoria 26 Concepción Single Undergraduate student Catholic 

Instrument 

We used focus groups for data collection, as these have been promoted as a convenient research technique 

for collecting data from several people simultaneously and capitalise on group interaction when participants 

explore and expand upon each other's views (Kitzinger, 1995). Instead of asking a question to each person in 

turn, focus groups encourage people to talk to one another around the topic (Kitzinger, 1995). Therefore, we 

used focus groups to investigate heterosexual women's discourses about LG parenting through group discussions. 

To contextualise our study concerning existing research, we developed a focus group schedule exploring 

participants' broad understandings of family definitions (e.g., Could you describe what a family is according 

to your views? What do you think the word family refers to? What makes a good family?) and their views on 

diverse family forms (e.g., Do you think children need a mother and a father? What difficulties can you 

imagine a single parent and her/his children facing?). In addition, some questions specifically examined 

participants' views on LG parenting (e.g., What difficulties can you imagine a lesbian/gay parent and her/his 

children facing? Can you imagine any advantages for children growing up in a lesbian/gay family?). 

Three focus groups, each conducted in Spanish, were conducted during July 2014. Participants were 

asked to provide demographic information on a brief questionnaire, generating data on the variables listed 

in Table 1. 
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Procedure 

Our study procedure received prior approval from the Ethics Committee of the Department of 

Psychological Sciences in which the authors were based and endorsement from the university which hosted 

the focus groups. 

We gave each participant a sheet with information about the purpose of the study. We asked them to sign 

an individual informed consent form. With each participant's consent signed, we audio-recorded the groups 

and then transcribed them by the first author.  

Focus group ranged between 45 and 90 minutes in length. 

Interview questions directly exposed participants' personal views related to LG parenting, a topic which 

might elicit divergent viewpoints. Thus, we observed participants' emotional states during the interview in 

order to stop it, if necessary. We also planned to grant back-up preliminary psychological support if required, 

to be provided by the first author with follow-up provision at the university's counselling service, if needed. 

The first author is a psychologist who had previous experience conducting research with lesbian, gay and 

bisexual people. We carried out each focus group as planned, without any problems occurring, and no 

participants required individual debriefing or requested counselling support from university services. 

We conducted a careful procedure for confidential data storage and handling of information. 

Analysis 

Braun and Clarke (2006) suggested that thematic analysis (TA) can be a social constructionist method, 

because it examines how events, realities, meanings, and experiences reflect a range of discourses operating 

within society. We followed Braun and Clarke's (2006) six-stage model for conducting TA within psychology: 

First, we read several times each verbatim transcript from a focus group, noting down initial ideas. Second, 

we systematically compiled a set of initial codes across each focus group. Third, we collated codes into 

potential themes, selecting all the relevant data for each potential theme. Fourth, we created a primary 

thematic map with all the themes generated. Fifth, we refined the map of themes to create major themes and 

subthemes. Sixth, we wrote down the analysis of each theme and pushed on to a more interpretative level, 

by reviewing our research questions within a social constructionist perspective (Gergen, 1985). We initially 

carried out analyses in Spanish and only subsequently translated into English, in order to check the analysis 

with the second author. We present the result of the TA by highlighting the particular contribution of 

individual participants to the group discussion. In this sense, we follow the phenomenological proposal of 

Tomkins and Eatough (2010), which suggests that it is important not to lose the particular contribution of 

individual participants within the focus group, in order to account for their personal experiences or meanings. 

Results 

The TA generated the following themes, which we describe below with their constitutive subthemes: (a) 

Family structure: Moving beyond biological ties; (b) Parents and modelling: The importance of parental 

gender and sexual orientation for children's development; and (c) Family in social context: LG parents and 

their children being discriminated (see Table 2 for a summary of themes and constituent subthemes).  

Family Structure: Moving Beyond Biological Ties 

Participants' accounts revealed various understandings regarding family composition, detailing different 

types of family forms and not only those created by biological ties. Nevertheless, although participants 

described different family constellations, most interviewees implied that the ideal family model in Chilean 

society was the family formed by two parents of different genders. When participants described other families 

types (we used the term other families to refer collectively to all family types that were not headed by two 

parents of different genders), they mainly defined these other forms in reference to (or as moving beyond) the 

ideal family model. For example, Amparo said that there were different types of families, aside from a family 

model of a mother, a father and their children: 
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Well, in Chile, as she Romina says, that's mainly the perception, father, mother and children, but there are 

other types of families... Married couples without children are also a family, or grandparents living with and 

raising their grandchildren are also a family. (Focus Group [FG] 2, Line [L] 17-21) 

Table 2 

Themes and Subthemes from Thematic Analysis 

 

  Themes and subthemes 

a Family structure: Moving beyond biological ties 

 a.a. Moving beyond the ideal family with two parents of different genders 

 a.b. Valuing the family with two parents of different genders 

b Parents and modelling: The importance of parental gender and sexual orientation for children's development  

 b.a. Children do, or do not, need different gender role models 

 b.b. (Not)accepting LG parents raising children in the absence of one gender role model 

 b.c. LG parents influencing, or not influencing, their children's sexual orientation 

c Family in social context: LG parents and their children being discriminated against 

 c.a. Children of LG parents being discriminated against by their peers 

 c.b. LG parents being discriminated against by other adults 

Moreover, all participants acknowledged that same-gender couples formed a particular type of family in 

Chilean society. Some participants also reported close contacts with families formed by non-heterosexual 

people. Tamara's narrative revealed how she held a positive view of her gay friends who formed a family: 

For example, I have two friends who are gay... and they both are parents, one has a little boy and the other has 

a little girl, and they are a couple, and they take their children to their home over the weekend. So, their family 

is formed by my two friends, the daughter and the little boy, so they're a family. I don't know, I find it wonderful. 

(FG 2, L 172-176) 

Despite participants recognise the existence of the other families in Chilean society, the value 

participants give to these varied and was often different to that given to the traditional "ideal" family. Thus, 

it is important to distinguish between participants' own understanding of family definition and participants' 

own personal views, or values, regarding family formation. Although all participants acknowledged that 

family configurations were diverse, not everyone gave a positive value to other families. Indeed, four 

participants (Romina, Pamela, Elena and Victoria) specifically indicated that the family formed by two 

different-gender parents was the ideal model for them. While stating or implying that other family forms fell 

short of this standard, Elena said that in her own view a family had to be formed by a man and a woman, 

who ideally should have children together: 

Elena: For me a family consists of a father, a mother, and children if possible, otherwise... but always a father 

and a mother... 

Cecilia: You mean the ideal family? 

Elena: That's the family for me. (FG 3, L 4-7) 

Interestingly, Pamela, Elena and Victoria also stated that this ideal two-parent of different-gender model 

was based on their Christian religious beliefs. Pamela implied that Jesus' family was the ideal family model 

for her:  

As Victoria says... I think there is a religious idea, this model from Nazareth [Jesus' family]... At least I'm 

Catholic, so this is model, with a father [Joseph] and a mother [Mary]... (FG 3, L 84-85) 

Further, it seemed that this Christian ideal family model was deemed incompatible with other family 

types, and in particular with family formation by same-gender couples. For instance, Elena said that two 

women were not "designed" to have children together as a man and a woman were. Elena's narrative clearly 

revealed her religious understandings of human reproduction and the linkage of biological parenthood with 

social parenting. Thus, alongside religion, biological parenthood often appeared important in the narratives 

of participants who supported a heteronormative ideal family model:  
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Two women can't have a child, because they are not designed to have it, it has to be a man who has to join with 

a woman to produce a child. Then I am assuming that both [the man and the woman] will contribute with 

something different to form a family... But this is the ideal [family]. (FG 3, L 96-99) 

Parents and Modelling: The Importance of Parental Gender and Sexual Orientation for 

Children's Development 

Participants reflected on how modelling a same-gender parental relationship might impact upon 

children's development. In particular, interviewees discussed how parental gender and sexual orientation 

would affect children's gender or sexual development.  

The most discussed aspect of parental modelling was how parental gender might affect children. Ten 

participants reported that children should have two different-gender role models and that the parental role 

during childrearing was associated with a parent's gender. Nevertheless, eight of the participants conveyed 

that gender role models need not necessarily be provided by the child's parents and that other family 

members (or relatives) could represent a gender model in the absence of a parental gender role model. Mónica 

conveyed that parental roles were associated with parental gender and said that she, as a woman, would not 

be able to teach certain things to a son. Mónica's account revealed how she saw feminine and masculine 

gender roles as essentially (and biologically) different, with this difference being reflected in parenting roles: 

[Children need] a feminine and a masculine model who doesn't have to be the father and the mother, it may be 

the grandmother, it may be an aunt, it may be even a parent's close friend, because I think there are certain 

things that... Well, two women are not going to be able to teach a male child what a male model could... I'm not 

saying it's bad, not at all, but as a woman I can't... I'm talking about me, as a woman I can teach many things to 

my children, but there are things that are not within my feminine nature, I don't know how to explain it... 

(FG 1, L 247-253) 

Although Mónica, in the extract we presented above, indicated that two lesbian mothers could not teach 

a son masculine things like a man could, she also implied that she did not hold a negative view on same-

gender couples raising children. Interestingly, six of the 10 participants who argued that children needed 

two different gender role models did not express any specifically negative views about lesbian and/or gay 

parents raising children. For instance, at another point in the focus group, Mónica said:  

Which doesn't mean that the child can't be raised by two women or two men, but it must have a complement on 

that side. (FG 1, L 837-838) 

In contrast with participants who indicated that children need two different parental gender role models, 

another four participants conveyed that children did not necessarily need to be raised with two different 

gender role models in the home. Nevertheless, while these participants were open about the possibility of 

children being raised without one type of gender role model, some traditional elements of gender role 

understanding were still visible in their narratives. Interestingly, three of these stories were given by 

participants who were themselves single mothers. Amanda argued that parents' gendered roles were socially 

defined and that she herself as a single mother fulfilled both gender roles in her child's upbringing. Amanda 

implied that her role in providing her daughter with affection and protection was different from her role of 

controlling her daughter's behaviour. Amanda also tried to convey that she felt more pressured in trying to 

fulfill these two different gendered roles, but she could with the support of her extended family. In the extract 

bellow Amanda conveyed that being a single parent was a difficult task for her as she needed to fulfill both 

gender roles. She implied that normally mothers were loving and not harsh and judgmental, but she has to 

do this, and because she sees herself as a normal mother/woman, this hurts her. Thus, as Amanda put it, the 

support of her own parents and the blessing of God helps her fulfill both feminine and masculine parental roles:  

But basically it [gender role] is something social, I fulfill both [female and male] roles, thank God, obviously with 

the support of my parents, because I can work, I can study and I feel calm, because I know she's in good hands, 

but it really hurts me to come back home and reprehend my daughter when I have to fulfill the other role of 

affection and protection. (...) Sometimes that carries more burden, because sometimes one wouldn't like to 

reprehend or punish. I think the fact of educating her [Amanda's daughter] becomes heavier, well, not heavier, 

perhaps difficult, because you don't have a [male] partner to put the blame on each other. (FG 3, L 197-204) 

The other four participants who implied that children needed two different gender role models expressed 

negative views regarding LG parents raising children, but these participants referred specifically to the 

absence of one gender or the presence of two parents of the same gender. Ester implied that being raised by 

two parents of the same gender might disrupt the child's sexual development. She also argued that gay 

parents might teach their children that non-traditional gender expressions are fine or something to be seen 
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as normal. Ester's narrative revealed how she herself saw gender non-conforming behaviours as something 

pathological. Furthermore, gender and sexual identity were linked together in Ester's report, because she 

assumed that gay men will be able to be together through adopting complementary feminine and masculine 

gender roles:  

The boy might not have the inclination [same-gender attraction], but this [having two fathers] might disrupt his 

sexuality, because actually these two men... Sometimes one is more feminine and the other is more masculine, 

so it will be pathological, because probably they are going to teach him that it's OK, that they liked each other, 

I don't know how they're going to explain that. (FG 2, L 733-736)  

Participants who were against the idea of same-gender couples raising children because of the absence 

of a gender role model, also situated this within a traditional understanding of gender roles and argued that 

the lack of a gender model could have negative consequences on children's development. Pamela conveyed 

that men and women had gendered roles within the family context. She implied that women were generally 

better than men within the domestic context and that the man's role was outside home. In the extract below 

Pamela relied on her ideas concerning an ancestral gender division of labour within the family context. She 

also implied that men felt more detached from childcare, while the woman's key role was giving love to her children: 

I'm thinking about the domestic sphere, sometimes women do... I think most women do it [domestic activities] 

better, why? For the [children's] upbringing, for many factors, I am talking about generally... the issue that men 

work outside home... It has been always thought that the man was outside [home] and the woman inside, so 

when she goes outside... Ask a father if he goes with his heart tightened when he leaves the child, there might 

be very few, because their role is outside... And he goes hunting, think about the ancestors, the man went hunting 

and the woman stayed inside. (...) I think dad gives something to his son, and the mother gives something 

different, the love. (FG 3, L 383-389)  

Four participants expressed concern that LG parents could particularly affect their children's sexual 

orientation. Tamara said that because she did not herself have a clear idea of the origin of homosexuality, 

she was concerned about the possibility that children of gay parents could become homosexuals, as a 

consequence of parental sexual orientation. Tamara predicated her apprehension about the possibility of gay 

men adopting children, because that would affect the child's normal developmental pathway and make it 

deviate from expected heterosexuality. Tamara's worry followed on from Romina's argument that children 

imitate their parents: 

Romina: Yes, because children always imitate their parents.  

Tamara: I still believe that yet we aren't clear whether a homosexual is born or not, I think once... I have no 

problem with the issue of homosexuality, but I'm thinking about the issue of adoption among men. (...) We don't 

know if the child may be born normal and because he sees a homosexual relationship he can be guided and do 

the same in the future, which is what we... in my case, I wouldn't like it. (FG 2, L 485-493) 

In contrast with the above accounts, five participants conveyed that LG parents would not affect 

children's sexual orientation development. Chiara implied that although parents might influence their 

children in some way, this did not necessarily mean that children would imitate their parents' sexual 

orientation. Similarly, Marta mentioned examples of gay fathers having heterosexual sons in order to convey 

that children's sexual orientation did not depend on parents' sexual preferences: 

Chiara: I think it doesn't mean that the child wants to be like the parents, or to say "OK, because my dad is gay, 

I'm gonna be gay". No, I think the child is a child, and is independent, and a being apart. 

Romina: But you always want to be just like your parents. 

Marta: But there are cases where the father is gay and the son likes women. 

Chiara: Obviously parents influence their children in some way, but the child can think autonomously. (FG 2, 

L 742-748) 

 

Family in Social Context: LG Parents and their Children Being Discriminated 

Participants discussed how they thought other people would react toward LG parents and their children. 

In particular, most participants conveyed that LG parents and their children would be discriminated within 

the social context in which they lived. 

The possibility of children of LG parents being discriminated as a consequence of parental sexual 

orientation was the major concern for most focus group participants. Indeed, 13 of the 15 participants 

reported that children of LG parents would be discriminated by their peers, because of their parents' 

sexuality. Some participants implied that children would be discriminated by school classmates and/or their 

neighbours. Romina conveyed that the children of gay fathers would likely be questioned about their family 
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configuration, either by having two fathers or by not having a mother in the home. Similarly, Chiara reported 

that she was concerned about the discrimination children of LG parents would have to cope with in their 

social contexts: 

Romina: They will grow up being discriminated by their classmates. 

Chiara: Yes, that's what worries me. 

Romina: Their neighbourhood friends, people will tell them "Why do you live with two fathers and don't have a mother?" 

Chiara: There is an important issue here, and it's that children are cruel, they are so cruel.  

Romina: Bullying today is so strong. (FG 2, L 347-352) 

Furthermore, 10 out of 13 participants who said that children of LG parents would experience peer 

discrimination, also questioned the possibility of LG parents raising their own children. For instance, 

participants who disagreed with same-sex adoption in Chile argued that this was to avoid children being 

exposed to discrimination. In particular, three of these participants implied that discrimination might be 

harmful for children. The following focus group discussion indicates how participants opposed same-sex 

adoption legislation, because they thought Chilean society was not prepared to accept families headed by LG 

parents, although some participants struck a note of optimism for the future: 

Interviewer: Do you think same-sex couples should adopt children? 

Chiara: I don't think so. 

Adriana: It's difficult. 

Amparo: Not at the moment. 

Marta: Sure, not at this time. 

Tamara: No, we're not culturally ready for that yet. 

Ester: For the sake of children, because we are not prepared as a society. 

Tamara: I think from my son onwards people are going to have another view. 

Adriana: I think so, but not now. 

Ester: Because children have to understand, in general, everyone, not only the children who live that. 

Romina: It would be harmful for children and that's not fair to them. (FG 2, L 695-703) 

In contrast to participants who mentioned that discrimination would be harmful for children, three 

participants conveyed that discrimination would not necessarily be harmful for children. Interestingly, these 

participants also supported childrearing and adoption by same-gender couples. Cecilia implied that LG 

parents might overcome discrimination by providing their children with more supportive social contexts: 

If parents overcome all the above, school, society... if they are able to raise the children in a context that respects 

them, people who understand their nuclear family, it shouldn't be a problem. (FG 3, L 568-570)  

Furthermore, Mónica believed that children might themselves be able to find a supportive context in 

their school. Mónica mentioned that she had been working in a school where there were two lesbian mothers 

whose daughter did not experience peer discrimination. Mónica suggested that children might be taught from 

an early age about tolerance: 

There was never an issue of discrimination or a problem with the girl. It was surprising for me, not shocking, 

but surprising, like "oh, that's crazy". I had never seen a family with two moms... But they (peers) were so 

adjusted, and they (peers) were so respectful about them, too. So, if children are taught from an early age, of 

course, the transition is more natural. (FG 1, L 309-314) 

Eight participants reported that the LG parents themselves would be discriminated as consequence of 

their sexual orientation. These participants agreed that LG parents would be discriminated by other adults 

in contexts such as children's school and their neighbourhood. María, who did not support same-gender 

adoption in order to protect children from discrimination, also mentioned that the LG parents would 

experience discrimination. Specifically, María talked about the discrimination experience of her neighbour 

who was a lesbian mother with a female partner, although María was keen to distance herself from the 

discriminatory behaviours of others. Likewise, Rebeca, who supported same-gender adoption, added that LG 

parents would no doubt have to cope with social stigma at their children's school: 

María: I have a [female] neighbour who separated [from her husband] and she's living with a female partner 

now and, for example, no one talks to them in the neighbourhood and I'm the only one who talks to them, it's the 

same for me, but everyone else says rude things to them. 

Rebeca: It's the social stigma. 

Mónica: The discrimination. 

Rebeca: Yes, these [LG] parents will be observed when they go to a parents' meeting at the school. 

María: They will be teased in the beginning. 

Rebeca: Yes, by their neighbours, as you said... (FG 1, L 593-599) 
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Discussion 

Our study aimed to explore how Chilean heterosexual women, who were also psychology students, 

thought about LG parents raising children. 

Although most participants held positive views about other families, a minority of participants gave a 

positive value only to the families formed by two parents of different genders. 

It is interesting how some participants in our study conflated biological parenthood with social parenting 

and understood that only different-gender couples should have and raise their own biological children 

(see Golombok, 2015). Thus, in some regard participants portrayed same-gender couples as unable to 

parenting because they could not have their own biological children. Further, our findings revealed how 

Christian religious teaching regarding reproduction and parenting (Clarke, 2001; Perry & Whitehead, 2015) 

continues to pervade some heterosexual women's assumptions about family formation in Chilean society. 

Despite some participants' flexible understanding of parenting roles, most participants' general 

assumption was that children would best thrive in a traditional two heterosexual parent family (where 

gender roles would presumably complement each other). Participants' understandings thus reflect the 

significant importance most participants gave to gender role models as being synonymous with mothering 

and fathering and good childrearing. The importance of gender roles within Latino culture has been widely 

described in studies with Latino families (Zavella, 2003). In particular, Chilean society has been described 

as a strongly gendered society (Olavarría, 2001; Oyarzún, 2005; Valdés, 2005), in which the "naturalness" of 

gender roles permeates how people think about their gender, sexuality, and their roles within the family.  

Additionally, a few participants reported some concerns regarding LG parents raising children, because 

of parents' non-conforming gender expressions (Clarke, 2001; Hicks, 2005; Pennington & Knight, 2011). 

These participants saw any deviation from traditional gender roles as something “pathological” and believed 

that the children of LG parents might imitate their parents' “abnormal” gender behaviours. Furthermore, 

some interviewees implied that growing up with LG parents might disrupt children's sexual orientation 

development, an attitude previously described in other studies (Clarke, 2001; Pennington & Knight, 2011). 

These participants thought that children might be born "normal" (heterosexual) and then become homosexual 

as a result of imitating their parents, a fear that reveals some participants' pathologising views about homosexuality.  

Nonetheless, most participants did not question LG parents raising children simply because of parental 

gender or sexual orientation. As some participants implied, children of LG parents might be exposed to a 

wide range of gender models in their lives, for example, through interacting with teachers, babysitters, 

extended family members or parents' friends of different genders, as developmental scholars have also noted 

(Goldberg & Gartrell, 2014; Tasker, 2010). Furthermore, some participants argued that LG parents would 

not affect their children' sexual orientation. Possibly, media interest in developmental studies on the 

outcomes of children of LG parents has played an essential role in guiding participants' understandings of 

children's gender and sexual orientation development (Saavedra & Fuster, 2013, December 1).  

What caused major concern to most participants when considering LG parenting was the possibility of 

children of LG parents being discriminated by their school classmates and/or their neighbours (Clarke, 2001; 

Pennington & Knight, 2011). In this regard, some studies have suggested that stigma and bullying by peers 

might affect the well-being of children of lesbian mothers (Bos & van Balen, 2008; Gartrell, Deck, Rodas, 

Peyser, & Banks, 2005). Nevertheless, attending an LGBTQ supportive school and having positive parent-

child relationships have been found to reduce the impact of stigma on children's well-being (Bos & Gartrell, 

2010; Bos, Gartrell, Peyser, & van Balen, 2008). We consider that the assumption about children of LG 

parents experiencing victimisation by peers needs further empirical research, specifically in less investigated 

cultural contexts, such as Chile. 

Finally, while most of the views expressed did not distinguish between LG parenting, some participants 

argued gay fathers would be more questioned about their family configuration than lesbian mothers. 

Research has shown that although lesbians and gay men can be stigmatised as parents, gay men often cope 

with more considerable suspicion, vigilance and discrimination because it is less common that men exercise 

as primary caregivers of a child, given the strong feminisation of care, particularly within Latino societies 

(Haces, 2006; Herrera, 2010, Herrera, Miranda, Pavicevic, & Sciaraffia, 2018). 
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Conclusions 

Overall, our study revealed that most of the heterosexual women psychology students interviewed saw 

families headed by LG parents as a valid family form. Interestingly, participants' conservative opinions were 

more evident in the reports of participants who reported religious observance. Of the five participants who 

thought that LG parents were not appropriate models for children, two identified as Catholics, one as 

Evangelical and one as Christian. Nonetheless, the other five participants who also identified as Catholic did 

not express their view that growing up with LG parents would be detrimental for children's development. 

Thus, participants' rejection of LG parenting cannot be seen merely as a reflection of participants' religious 

observance, yet Christian religious teachings were drawn upon by participants' themselves when expressing 

homonegative views. This is particularly important considering the high rate of Christian religious belief still 

evident in Chilean society, even among younger generations.  

Notwithstanding, we point out that the findings of this study represent understandings of LG parenting 

expressed by a small and diverse group of heterosexual women within a particular socio-historical time and 

context. Views of LG parenting might be substantially different among other groups of heterosexual women 

or as expressed by heterosexual men within Chilean society. Yet, considering the strong impact of religious 

and moral discourses on participants' understandings of LG parenting that we found, our findings might be 

valuable in understanding how sexual prejudice operates within mainstream Chilean (heterosexual) society. 

Also, our findings might help to illustrate how prejudice against LG parenting is constructed within a 

Christian religious sociocultural context, which in turn is a particular feature of Latino societies, despite 

their heterogeneity. 

Following previous empirical research on attitudes toward LG parenting, we may expect that young 

women with a higher educational level, as participants in our study, might be more accepting of LG parenting 

than older women, with a lower educational level, and men. Thus, our findings are less applicable even for 

Chilean heterosexual women who do not fit with the essentially middle-class undergraduate young student 

features of the sample we select. It would be worth conducting further research with students who are 

beginning undergraduate studies in health or education. Furthermore, it might be relevant to examine the 

discourses of Chilean women of other generational cohorts, social class and educational level, and the 

discourses of heterosexual men across these different groupings. Moreover, it would be relevant to examine 

the experiences of children of Chilean lesbian mothers and gay fathers and the extent to which they are 

exposed to negative social forces and how these in turn might impact on children's well-being.  

Interestingly, the interactive quality of focus group discussions allowed us to capture contrasting 

arguments for and against LG parenting among participants and to emphasize that seemingly inconsistent 

views were sometimes expressed by the same participants at different times within the focus groups. Indeed, 

Tomkins and Eatough (2010) have suggested that researchers working with focus groups within a 

phenomenological framework should appreciate how participants make sense of a phenomenon at that 

particular time, i.e. they are sharing different opinions or ideas within the context of a real-time discussion. 

For example, at the beginning of focus group discussion one participant stated that she was happy with her 

gay friends forming a family with their children, yet later, she argued against same-gender adoption because 

LG parents could disrupt a child's sexual orientation. Thus, hearing others' views may sway the discussion 

and presentation of views but it may, or may not, change ultimate viewpoints. 

It is also worth highlighting the ambivalence present in participants' discourses and how prejudice 

operates differently according to participants' own life course stories and intersecting identities. For instance, 

some participants tried to portray themselves as accepting of LG parents at some point within the focus 

group, but in other occasions, they reported particular concerns regarding LG parents raising children, seeing 

homosexuality and gender non-conforming behaviours as a pathology that could negatively impact children's 

well-being. Furthermore, it is interesting to note that single mothers seemed to have a more flexible 

understanding of parents' (gender) roles than heterosexual married/partnered mothers, which might indicate 

that life course experiences and the intersection of different identities can impact upon people's 

understandings of parenting and gender roles. 

Finally, our findings revealed that some participants saw homosexuality as an undesirable 

developmental outcome, showing underlying prejudice against non-heterosexuality. It also revealed 

participants' lack of awareness or denial of current research on gender and sexual orientation development. 

Studies that have compared children of lesbian mothers, gay fathers, and heterosexual parents indicate little 



 LESBIAN AND GAY PARENTING IN CHILE  13 

or no difference across family types in children's gender-typed behaviours (Farr, Forssell, & Patterson, 2010; 

Goldberg, Kashy, & Smith, 2012) and sexual orientation (Gartrell, Bos, & Goldberg, 2011; Golombok & 

Tasker, 1996).  

Thus, it would be worthwhile training Chilean psychology students about the development of children of 

LG parents and also highlighting subtle and enacted forms of sexual stigma. Finally, politicians and 

lawmakers should acknowledge that there is still much to do to reduce sexual prejudice in Chilean society 

and that LG parents and their children need specialised programs to attend their particular needs. 
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