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Abstract

Despite the fact that same-sex marriage was legalised in South Africa in 2006, predominant societal attitudes towards gay couples remain negative. In the face of this opposition, same-sex couples who choose to marry are often in need of support, but may find that support lacking because of the stigma associated with being gay. This study sought to explore what happens with family support in particular when a gay couple chooses to marry legally. Using a narrative qualitative method, informed and influenced by phenomenological research and grounded theory, the researcher sought to explore and describe the experience of three female same-sex couples and the impact their legal marriage had on family support. One in-depth unstructured interview was conducted with each couple.  Data were collected and analysed concurrently to identify story plot and themes related to family support, and how that support changed over time.  Although no specific trends related to changes in family support emerged, the study revealed that 1) same-sex marriage was a form of ‘coming out,’ 2) couples did desire family support throughout the process of getting married, 3) couples desired support particularly in the form of validation of their identity and engagement/involvement in the preparations for getting married, and 4) for many families, offering support was a process that involved assimilating the idea of gay marriage.  In addition, emerging theory seemed to suggest that moments of crisis and family rituals have the potential for increasing the level of family support offered to married gay couples, and that having the opportunity to tell their stories and hear the stories of other married gay couples was significant to the couples involved in the study. Implications for social work practice related to these theories were also identified. Finally, it is hoped that the rich and detailed description shared by the couples in this study added critical depth to an area of research (same-sex relationships) that is generally neglected.
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Chapter One: Introduction

1.1
Introductory Background and Context

Same-sex marriage is a complex and often controversial topic. Literature on same-sex marriage encompasses a full spectrum: from political, legal and religious implications to issues of civil rights and justice to the impact on family and on the institution of marriage itself. The discussion is further complicated by societal attitudes towards homosexuality that have at times led to stigmatisation and discrimination against same-sex individuals and couples.

On 10 December 1996, South Africa became the first country in the world to include in its Constitutional Bill of Rights a clause on sexual orientation (Graziano, 2004, p. 273). This clause guaranteed that “the state may not unfairly discriminate directly or indirectly against anyone on one or more grounds, including… sexual orientation” and that “national legislation must be enacted to prevent or prohibit unfair discrimination” (RSA, 1996, Section 9.3 and 9.4). Nearly ten years later, on 30 November 2006, in accordance with a Constitutional Court ruling requiring the South African parliament to enact national legislation to uphold the Bill of Rights by 1 December 2006, South Africa officially allowed same-sex unions through the Civil Unions Act 17 of 2006 (Smith & Robinson, 2008). At that time South Africa was one of only five countries in the world (following the Netherlands, Belgium, Spain and Canada), and the first on the continent of Africa, to do so (La Franiere, 2006).

Despite this decision and the fact that South Africa has one of the most liberal Constitutions in the world regarding rights for homosexuals, there is very little societal support for such rights. A study conducted by the Human Sciences Research Council (HSRC) and commissioned by the AIDS Law Project of Wits in 1995 showed that 44% of South Africans opposed giving gays and lesbians equal constitutional rights (Graziano, 2004, p. 274). A more recent survey of South African attitudes by the HSRC indicated that between 2003 and 2007 a consistent 80% of South Africans were intolerant of same-sex relationships (Mthethwa, 2008, p. 24). Gays and lesbians in South Africa are not unaware of this unfavourable climate. In a study at Stellenbosch University, Graziano (2004, p. 280) discovered that gay and lesbian students felt that embracing their identity placed them in conflict with the ‘accepted’ cultural norms of South Africa. Gays and lesbians in the study also felt that the general public denied their very existence in South African society. 

1.2
Problem Statement and Research Question

Same-sex marriage is a recent phenomenon in South Africa having been passed into law only in November 2006. Despite the advantages of this legal and legislative development, same-sex couples seeking marriage continue to face hurdles. As Mthethwa (2008) indicated, South African attitudes toward persons of same-sex orientation remain consistently negative. Revealing one’s sexual orientation in South Africa can invite condemnation but has also resulted in harassment and even death (Khupiso, 2007). Same-sex couples who choose to marry already potentially face stigma and discrimination as part of the social landscape. The decision to marry and publicly formalise their relationship has the potential of further ‘outing’ same-sex couples and thus increasing the degree of stigmatisation and discrimination they face. Additionally, with any new legislation comes the challenge of working out the complexities of the law. Such complexities include ongoing discussions between the Constitutional Court and Parliament, how the law impacts on matters of commerce, business, property and the like (that still operate under the traditional language of husband and wife) and practical issues such as the number of marriage officers in the Department of Home Affairs trained and available to carry out the provisions of the new law (Property24, 2007; Robson, 2008). In addition to these social, political and legislative hurdles, same-sex couples who marry also face the same personal and family-related difficulties that heterosexual couples who marry face. The couple must begin negotiating their new relationship with one another as well as negotiating the often complex relationships with extended family (in-laws) and friends. 

In negotiating such stressors, married couples, whether same-sex or heterosexual, often depend on support systems (family, friends, church, clubs, etc) to assist them through difficult times. Due to the unique and arguably more complex array of stressors same-sex couples face, their marital well-being may depend even more so on support systems. This may be problematic for gay and lesbian couples, however. The stigma of their orientation may restrict the number and accessibility of support systems. At a time when gay and lesbian couples are most in need of support, they may find such support more difficult to access.
Because same-sex marriage is such a new phenomenon, it is also a new area of research. This study, therefore, is exploratory in nature, seeking to explore the narratives of same-sex couples and how their decision to legally marry (as a formalised and public event) affects the couple’s family support. 

The research question is thus: How does the decision by a same-sex couple to marry affect their perceived support from family members? 

1.3
Goal and Objectives

The goal of this research is to explore the narratives of same-sex couples concerning how their decision to legally marry (as a formalised and public event) affects their perception of family support. 

The objectives are:

1) To explore and describe the experience of same-sex couples and the impact of legal marriage on their family support

2) To enable the unique voices and narratives of same-sex couples to be heard, especially related to their experience of family support through the period leading up to, including and beyond their decision to marry.

3) According to grounded theory, to contribute to theory related to same-sex couples’ experience of and need for support from family during the process of getting married

4) To contribute to clinical social work practice. Because of the high potential for 

rejection of the same-sex lifestyle, many couples may find themselves isolated. Support or rejection from family may affect a couple’s ability to cope as a marital dyad. The information gathered in this study may assist social workers in supporting or preparing same-sex couples for any changes that may occur in their family support system. 

1.4
Motivation for Study

The motivations for this study are three-fold:
Firstly, from a professional standpoint the motivation is to contribute to the literature and clinical knowledge for the field of social work. Across the human service professions, including social work, there is limited research and literature specific to the gay community. Van Voorhis and Wagner (2002) conducted content analysis on four major social work journals between 1988 and 1997. Out of 1964 articles, only 77 focused on homosexuality. Two-thirds of these were problem-focused, with particular emphasis on HIV and AIDS (ibid., p. 347). Another study, of Canadian social work students, indicated that although the students scored lower than the general population on measures of heterosexism, heterosexist attitudes were still present (Brownlee et al., 2005, p. 491). Clearly the field of social work would benefit from more research on issues related to same-sex orientation. Further, from a clinical standpoint, an important goal of social work is to assist families in their functioning and resiliency when faced with difficulties. It is hoped that the findings of this study might provide clinical social workers with insight into the dynamics and difficulties faced by same-sex couples and their extended family systems.

Secondly, as a social worker and feminist, the researcher is concerned that the voices of the marginalised be heard. The studies by the HSRC mentioned above (Graziano, 2004; Mthethwa, 2008) indicate the degree to which gays and lesbians are marginalised in South African society. They are a silenced minority who in the worst of circumstances face death when expressing their voice (Khupiso, 2007). As a social worker in South Africa, the researcher takes seriously the ethical mandate of our Code, which states that the “primary mission of social workers is to enhance human well-being… with particular attention to the needs and empowerment of people who are vulnerable” and “to promote social justice and social change” (SACSSP, 2007, p. 1). The researcher hopes that by recording and reporting the narratives/voices of same-sex couples, she will be challenging the dominance of the heterosexual voice in society while also fulfilling the ethical mandate of the Social Work Code. 

Thirdly and lastly, as a clergywoman in a mainline Christian denomination in South Africa, the researcher has been privileged to journey with a same-sex couple through their decision to marry under the recent South African legislation. Through this relationship, she became an advocate within her denomination for permission to conduct same-sex marriages (so far unsuccessfully). In addition, in journeying with this couple before, during and after their wedding, the researcher developed a particular interest in how same-sex marriage impacts personally on the couple and not just politically, legally or even religiously. For this reason, the researcher chose to investigate the impact on the couple and their family system from the perspective of the same-sex couple. The decision not to also interview family members was determined by the limited scope of this mini-dissertation and, more importantly, that as a narrative study the researcher wanted to focus attention on the narratives of same-sex couples, whose voices are often not heard or included. 

1.5
Definition of Concepts

Words possess power. In recognition of this, the schools of social constructionism, phenomenology and postmodernism are suspicious of the view that science and the world can be seen, heard and measured objectively and free of values. Instead, these schools view the world and human experience as relative, or dependent on the particular meanings – and language – people give to their experience (Robbins, Chatterjee, & Canda, 1998, p. 302). Language and meaning, then, are not fixed but often change depending on who defines them and for what purpose. More often than not, it is individuals or groups who possess the greatest power who define meaning on a societal level, often ignoring or silencing the meaning that less powerful individuals or groups might contribute. Germond and De Gruchy (1997, p. 9) explain how crucial the use of language becomes: “A person’s choice of language is a moral, political and theological act with personal and social implications and repercussions. For instance, in South African history the language of apartheid was decisive in shaping both mind and action. Similarly with regard to homosexuality, our choice of words tells us a great deal about our attitudes.” 

This study seeks to reflect the perception and meaning that gay persons, who are typically among the less powerful in society, give to their experience of gay marriage. The researcher, who is not gay, is aware of the power dynamics involved in being amongst dominant groups, both as researcher and as a straight person. It is, therefore, all the more critical that the language used and definitions chosen are sensitive to power dynamics. For the purposes of this phenomenological research, the researcher sought as much as possible to include language and definitions of concepts that are congruent with how the participants themselves defined them. In this regard, three concepts relevant to the research question require explanation: ‘family,’ ‘the gay community’ and ‘marriage.’ 

Family. This study is interested in the perceived support that same-sex couples who marry receive from their ‘family.’ The researcher recognises that a general definition of ‘family’ – one that encompasses any community (church, friendships, etc.) that fulfils familial-like roles – may be used or understood by participants. This general definition was rejected, however, as being too broad. ‘Family’ is limited, therefore, to include only those relationships of grandparent, parent, sibling, aunts/uncles, cousins and nephews/nieces, whether blood, adoptive, step or in-law.

Gay Community. Language used to define the gay community and its members is often debated both within and outside the gay community itself. Barret and Logan (2002, pp. 9-10) emphasise the importance of defining how one is using the word ‘gay’ because the word has developed political implications. When members of a marginalised community are referred to by persons outside that community, the language used often expresses a particular attitude toward those members, and is usually affected by perceptions of power. The language used in this study, therefore, seeks to reflect the terminology expressed and preferred by the participants themselves. Although participants in this study differed in their preference, the general consensus was a preference for the use of ‘same-sex’ or ‘gay,’ and an expressed discomfort with the use of ‘lesbian’ by three of the participants.
Marriage. The most difficult term to define for the purpose of this study was that of marriage. According to a briefing by the Department of Home Affairs on the Civil Union legislation (Social Services Select Committee, 2006), there is no legal difference between the terms ‘civil union’ and ‘marriage.’ The Department stated that same-sex couples planning to marry could choose either ‘civil union’ or ‘marriage’ to define their legal partnering. There has been much debate, however, particularly among religious communities, as to whether the word ‘marriage,’ defined as a relationship specifically between a man and a woman, should or can be used for same-sex relationships. Even within the gay community itself, there has been debate as to whether the term ‘marriage’ should be used. According to Sullivan (2004, p. 121), ‘marriage’ in the earlier gay rights movement was seen as an “oppressive, sexist, and inherently heterosexual institution. The movement’s goal was to weaken the institution as a whole, to subvert and undermine it, and to create alternative structures.” In more recent years, this attitude has been modified. In a 1994 poll of gay men in America, 85% responded ‘yes’ or ‘maybe’ that they would ‘marry’ if they were legally able to (ibid., p. 142). As Sullivan (p. 324) concluded, “when people talk about ‘gay marriage,’ they miss the point. This isn’t about gay marriage. It’s about marriage. It’s about family. It’s about love. … Putting gay relationships in some other category – civil unions, domestic partnerships, civil partnerships, whatever – may alleviate real human needs, but, by their very euphemism, by their very separateness, they actually build a wall between gay people and their own families. They put back the barrier many of us have spent a lifetime trying to erase.” 

Most importantly, without exception the participants in this study preferred the use of the word ‘marriage.’ ‘Marriage’ rather than ‘civil union’ was, therefore, chosen to best describe how participant couples describe their own relationship. 

Although it would seem important that a fourth definition – that of ‘support’ – should also be included, this definition was purposefully not decided upon prior to the interviews in order to allow the participants’ own definitions to emerge from their narratives. This definition will, therefore, become apparent only during the discussion of the results of the study.

1.6
Overview of Research Methodology

As stated previously, the researcher has a particular concern and interest in allowing the voices of the marginalised to be heard. For this reason, the researcher chose to conduct and analyse this study through the lens of a narrative research methodology. Narrative research is a fairly new method of scientific enquiry. As described by Ezzy (2002, p. 95), narrative research/analysis “identifies the broader interpretive framework that people utilise to turn meaningless events into meaningful episodes that are part of a story leading out of the past and into the future.” Such research is informed and influenced by phenomenological research, which seeks to “understand and interpret the meaning that subjects give to their everyday lives” (De Vos, 2002, p. 273). Narrative research tends to be broader than phenomenological research, however, in that it explores a narrative (story) rather than the perceptions or the experiential essence of an individual event. Although a marriage is a singular event in the life of a couple, it is located in a broader context (the couple’s prior and ongoing experience as a couple) that gives depth to the event itself. Additionally, this study was interested in observing whether family support changed over time in the same-sex couples’ experience. This ‘change over time’ is intrinsically narrative. Therefore, while the research is oriented toward understanding the meaning participants give to same-sex marriage, narrative analysis requires seeking to understand the marriage within the broader context of the couple’s separate lives and lives together. 

The intent of this study, therefore, was to use a narrative qualitative method, informed and influenced by the principles of phenomenological research, and that involved interviews with couples who are in a same-sex (legal) marriage, to seek to understand their experience of support. 

The population of this study included male and female gay couples who had legally married at least 12 months previously. A small sample size (of three couples living in Gauteng) was utilised as is typical of a qualitative and explorative study. Participants were obtained through voluntary and “snowball” sampling. The researcher initially approached a married same-sex couple known to her, as well as fellow clergy who had blessed such unions, and through them recruited other couples who were interested in participating in the study. Although approaching the Department of Home Affairs to provide more randomised sampling was considered, it was rejected due to concern for the privacy and confidentiality of same-sex couples.

As this was an exploratory study, data were collected through unstructured interviews, using open-ended questions. De Vos (2002, p. 298) describes the unstructured interview as a “conversation with a purpose” which is less interested in eliciting specific answers as it is “in understanding the experience of other people and the meaning they make of that experience.” Data collection and analysis of data were conducted iteratively, according to grounded theory, which views the two processes as interrelated (Ezzy, 2002, p. 62). Interviews were digitally recorded and notes taken of the conversation and context. The recordings and notes were then transcribed and analysed for story plot, narrative themes and theory (as per grounded theory) – especially related to family support – that emerged in the interviews. 

Finally, because the voice of the participant is paramount in qualitative narrative research (and because the researcher is not gay/lesbian), the researcher sought to increase the trustworthiness (rigour) of reporting by asking participants to check the findings for accuracy (“member checking”) (Lietz, Langer, & Furman, 2006, pp. 453-454).

1.7
Problems Experienced

Two primary problems emerged in the collection, analysis and reporting of data. The first problem centred on a growing awareness of the complexity (and need to respect this complexity) of interviewing couples about their respective families. While the sample included only three couples, these couples reflected their perception of support from (at a minimum) six families. The quantity of possible data, therefore, became quite large for a study of this small size. Data management was thus a challenge for the researcher.

The second problem emerged as the researcher listened to the narratives shared by the couples and reflected on the reporting of those narratives. While the narratives expressed the perception of the couples about family support, the reporting would inevitably include information about the family members. Although participants in the study signed consent forms and agreed to participate, the researcher struggled with an ethical dilemma about whether family members, if asked, would have given consent for information about them to be reported/published as part of the study. This was particularly a concern for family members who might not be supportive of their gay family member or want to be ‘outed’ themselves. In addition, when reporting a narrative, questions of anonymity become problematic, especially as at least one of the couples had demographic and narrative information that would be hard to disguise. The researcher attempted to solve this dilemma in two ways: 

1) By acknowledging that one of the main motivations for the study was to allow the voices of the marginalised – the couples themselves – to be heard. The couples were sharing their perception of family support, which did not change depending on whether family members agreed with that perception or whether family agreed to have that perception be shared publicly. The researcher, therefore, chose to maintain the focus on the voices and needs of the couple, not their family members. 
2) Couples were asked via email to give permission for their full narratives to be included in the printed/published version of the study, acknowledging that anonymity might be jeopardised. 

The fact that this dilemma paralleled the point of the study – that marriage is a public and formalised relationship that inevitably ‘outs’ not only the couple but the family as well – was not lost on the researcher.

1.8
Outline of Chapters

Chapter 1 has provided an initial introduction and orientation to the study. It included an articulation of the background to the study, the problem statement, goals and objectives, motivation for the study, definition of concepts, overview of research methodology and problems experienced in the course of the research process. 

Chapter 2 concentrates on a review of relevant literature related to theories of support, problems contributing to marital stress, and more specific to the study, prior research on same-sex couples, their ‘coming out’ process – individually and as a couple – and its impact on family support. Although little research exists specifically on same-sex marriage, an attempt is made to review the literature available. Despite the fact that grounded theory (which is used in this study) is based on the premise that the researcher does not begin with theory and that theory emerges from the research itself, these areas of literature are examined in order to gain an understanding and background of existing knowledge and theory on same-sex marriage. 

Chapter 3 presents the research methodology used. It discusses the theory behind choosing to use an approach that includes both narrative analysis and grounded theory. In addition, it presents the research question, goals and objectives, sampling strategy, research design and data collection and analysis methods used. 

Chapter 4 provides a rich and detailed narrative description of the findings of the research, emerging from analysis of the data. The stories of the couples interviewed are summarised, followed by a reporting on changes that occurred in family support over the course of the narratives and themes that emerged related specifically to family support. 

Finally, in keeping with grounded theory research, Chapter 5 returns to a discussion of theory that emerged from the findings and provides conclusions and recommendations for social work practice.

1.9
Conclusion

Despite its legalisation in South African society in 2006, same-sex marriage is still a new and often controversial topic. Same-sex marriage may very well be legal, but societal attitudes toward homosexuality remain negative. In the face of this opposition, same-sex couples who choose to marry need support. More often than not, such support is lacking, due to the stigma associated with being gay. This study seeks to explore the dynamics specific to what happens with family support when a gay couple chooses to marry legally. The researcher explores the topic through the lens of a qualitative and narrative research approach, conducting interviews that elicit the stories of three female gay couples who have married. The researcher also utilises a grounded theory approach with the objective of contributing to social work knowledge and theory. The following chapters seek to not only describe the methodology of this study, but to also give voice to the rich stories of the participants.

Chapter Two: Literature Review
This study used grounded theory as one of the methods for collecting and analysing data. According to DeVos (2002, p. 269), the “intent of grounded theory is to generate theory.” The researcher does not, therefore, start with a theoretical framework; rather, theory emerges from the research data itself, and consequently emerges in the later stages of the research process. This does not mean, however, that the researcher does not explore other existing knowledge and theory that may later connect with or expand upon the theory that is yet to emerge from the research/data collection. Because there is very little research or theory associated with same-sex marriage and its impact on family support, the following literature review sought to explore related areas of theory and research that were thought likely to have bearing on the research topic. Further discussion on theory emerging from the data will be followed up in Chapter Five.

2.1
Importance of Social Support Systems

2.1.1
Influence of Dynamic Systems Theory

Assessing and evaluating support systems is a significant aspect of social work research and practice. Operating within the framework of dynamic systems theory, social work views the individual not in isolation but as interrelated and interdependent on other systems: societal, community, institutional, familial and intrapersonal (Robbins, Chatterjee, & Canda, 1998, pp. 35-36). In an assessment and/or intervention with a client, the social worker does not focus solely on the client, but seeks to understand the interplay of the client with his/her environment or situation. The phrase person-in-situation (or person-in-environment) has been coined to describe this emphasis not on either client or environment separately, but on how the two mutually influence (or shape) each other (Compton & Galaway, 1999, p. 3). This mutual influence is often affected by power dynamics or how rigid or flexible the person or environment are to change and adaptation (Compton & Galaway, 1989, p. 131). A person often experiences problems or conflict (internal or external) when there is a ‘poor fit’ between his/her needs, wants or goals and those of the situation/environment in which he/she lives (Compton & Galaway, 1999, p. 3). An individual or system that is limited in power and that is seen as non-conforming, may find itself more and more isolated, especially if other systems respond to it with rigidity. 

The dynamic systems theory and person-in-environment perspective are helpful when seeking to understand the experience of gay couples. One cannot focus solely on the couple-system without also exploring, taking into account or seeking to understand the couple’s interaction with other systems and how they influence each other. What is particularly problematic for gay couples is that they represent a system that is almost overwhelmingly marginalised because it is considered to be ‘non-conforming.’ To use the language of dynamic systems theory, gay couples often experience a ‘poor fit’ with their environment. As a result, their ability to interact with and rely on other systems for support is often affected. While gay couples can to a certain degree minimise the effects of this ‘poor fit’ by remaining ‘closeted,’ the decision to legally marry is a very public and ‘outing’ event. Gay couples who choose to legally marry, therefore, may find themselves in greater conflict with their environment, with the result that they have fewer support systems on which to rely.

Although gay/lesbian couples are associated with a vast number of other systems, such as the gay community, work or business associations, friends, social clubs and the like, this study was particularly concerned with how the couple-system interacts with related family systems. The decision to focus on family was based on an assumption that family remains one of the primary systems with which individuals and couples interact and often depend. The level of support given by family may be a measure of the degree of ‘fit’ between the two systems. The greater the support, the better the ‘fit.’ The study was, therefore, concerned with what happens to that ‘fit’ (level of support) between couple and family when the couple decides to marry in a very public manner.

2.1.2
Social Network Theory and the Importance of Social Support

Social network theory, while acknowledging the mutual influence of systems described by dynamic systems theory, suggests a further link between social support networks (‘systems’ or ‘environment’ in dynamic systems theory language) and the person. This further link centres on psychosocial well-being. It is an accepted fact that humans need each other for survival, but also for the overall well-being of the individual (Takahashi, 2005, pp. 50-51). Germain (cited in Wells & Singer, 1985, p. 319) explains this link between social networks and well-being: “People embedded in secure social networks are found to have lower levels of physical and emotional symptomatology than their counterparts without such support systems.” Germain’s explanation seems to suggest that positive support or well-being may be dependant on how secure one’s social networks are and to what degree the participants in those networks are ‘embedded’ in the networks. This supposition is supported by House, Landis and Umberson (cited in Sarason, Sarason, & Pierce, 1990, p. 11), who suggest that the protective and effective function of support systems often depends on three factors: the quantity of relationships, their formal structure and their relationship content (how the support is given and received). This seems to suggest that for optimal well-being, a same-sex couple would need to be embedded in an adequate number of social networks, that these networks would need some formal structure linking them and that the networks should provide adequate information, resources and supportive relationships (Julien, Chartrand, & Begin, 1999, p. 517). 

Hirsch (cited in Wells & Singer, 1985, p. 319) describes yet another important function of social networks: supporting social identity. Supportive networks have the potential for affirming and cementing the identity and self-perception of its members. The sense of belonging and acceptance that is found in such networks can confirm for those who are its participants that their very identity is not only ‘acceptable’ but also valued. 

The well-being function of supportive networks has also been found to be particularly important for minorities who are experiencing stress or major life change (Leets, 2002, p. 346; Wells & Singer, 1985, p. 319). The process of healing from hurtful events often involves sharing it with others (Leets, 2002, p. 346). Supportive networks can assist those experiencing stress by acknowledging emotion, providing information and resources and affirming the person in their experience of trauma. This is significant especially for this study where gay and lesbian couples, who are already a marginalised group, are also engaging in a marriage that is both a major life change and a potentially stressful ‘coming out’ event.

Networks, then, can play an important role in affirming identity, providing opportunities for accessing resources and providing support for minorities experiencing stress. These important network roles seem particularly relevant for this study, where, given the unsupportive climate towards gays and lesbians in South African society, same-sex couples may experience a disruption in certain network relationships, including the family. Conversely, having positive family support may provide same-sex couples with important coping mechanisms by affirming their identity and providing support during times of stress. It can be assumed from this discussion, therefore, that secure and supportive social networks are likely to be an important contributor to the overall well-being of gay couples, as well as supporting identity (the gay identity) and assisting with stressful situations (like marriage). This study assumes that one of the most critical support networks that may be able to provide this is family.

2.1.3
Marital Stress

Getting married can be a significant time of celebration, but also of stress. For heterosexual couples marriage often takes place in an atmosphere of support, where dating and engagement is encouraged and anticipated (Barret & Logan, 2002, p. 93). In reviewing a decade of research on heterosexual marital satisfaction, Bradbury, Fincham and Beach (2000, pp. 968 & 974) report a link between support and a couple’s positive marital functioning and between stressful contexts and negative marital satisfaction. Rostosky et al. (2004, p. 43) also confirmed that a heterosexual couple’s perception of family support has been shown to be a significant factor in developing and stabilising their relationship. Finally, Trost (1986) examined the important bonds that enable heterosexual marriages to remain intact over a long period. In addition to emotional bonds, sexual bonds, economic bonds and legal bonds, Trost (1986, pp. 309-310) includes the importance of social bonds, which include a couple’s social networks.

The decision of a same-sex couple to marry often does not occur within the same kind of supportive (or at least accepting) social climate as that of most heterosexual couples. The socially controversial nature of this decision and a generally unsupportive climate regarding same-sex relationships means that gay and lesbian couples who decide to marry may have limited access to some support systems that are more readily available to heterosexual couples who marry. Such an assumption is supported by comparison with inter-racial marriages which, although heterosexual, are also marked by social stigma, controversy and rejection. In a study exploring marital instability and divorce among interracial couples, Bratter and King (2008, p. 170) posit that one of the possible explanations for greater vulnerability to divorce is the fact that “these couples experience negative reactions from strangers and diminished support from family and friends.” 

If marital satisfaction and coping among heterosexual couples is negatively influenced by lack of support and stress, then how much more so for same-sex couples who experience an unsupportive and sometimes hostile social climate. The question of the strength of family support systems for same-sex couples who marry, which is the particular focus of this study, becomes all the more important. The well-being of gays and lesbians who decide to marry will likely be affected by their perceived support or rejection of that decision by family members.

2.2
Lack of Research on Same-Sex Couples

Research related to gays and lesbians is sparse, especially research that is focused specifically on gay/lesbian couples (Rostosky et al., 2004, pp. 44-45). Barret and Logan (2002, p. 10) have stated that “until very recent times research on homosexuality was not popular, and it can be safely said that empirical neglect is one of the major weaknesses in the field.” In a review of six journals in fields related to family life, Allen and Demo (1995, p. 119) discovered that over the period of 1980-1993, out of 5465 articles, only 15 addressed sexual orientation or gay/lesbian families. These findings are for research on gays and lesbians generally. Given its relatively recent emergence as a phenomenon, even fewer studies have been conducted on same-sex marriages and especially on the impact such unions have on same-sex couple’s familial support system. The researcher found three articles that specifically addressed same-sex marriage, by Alderson (2004), Hull (2006) and Todosijevic, Rothblum and Solomon (2005), which will be examined later. 

2.3
Research on ‘Coming Out’

‘Coming out’ has been defined as the process of identifying and labelling oneself publicly as a gay or lesbian (Alpaslan, Johnston, & Goliath, 2009, p. 27). The process is often a traumatic and energy-intensive one because it involves having to decide where, when, how and to whom one discloses and the uncertainty of what will be the reaction to that disclosure. Although not specific to same-sex marriage, studies have explored the ‘coming out’ process for gays and lesbians and the importance of support systems in this decision. Although these experiences are not about same-sex marriage (and have samples that are often comprised of single adolescents or college students), there may be some similarities in the response of support systems to a gay person’s ‘coming out’ as to a same-sex couple’s decision to marry. Same-sex marriage may be similar to ‘coming out’ in that it is a public moment of identifying and labelling oneself as gay. In addition, marriage is traditionally a family-oriented event, and in the case of same-sex marriage, has the potential of ‘outing’ the entire family. If parental reactions to ‘coming out’ often centre around fears of social stigma, fears of being rejected by friends and fears that the gay family member will show affection to a partner in public, then certainly same-sex marriage involves the potential of all of these (ibid., p. 40). In the least, then, studies on ‘coming out’ might offer helpful insight into potential reactions of family members to a same-sex marriage.

“Coming out” and “family and relationship issues” are among the primary sources of stress for gay men and women (Iwasaki & Ristock, 2007, p. 308). How family members will react is often one of the things most pressing on a gay person’s mind when ‘coming out.’ Studies indicate that when ‘coming out,’ gays and lesbians tend to ‘come out’ to friends more so than family (Julien, Chartrand, & Begin, 1999, p. 519; Patterson, 2000, p. 1063; Savin-Williams & Cohen, 1996, p. 135). This decision makes sense given that the most common initial reactions from family are negative. Goldfried and Goldfried (2001, pp. 684-685), citing a study by Muller, reported that when parents heard their child was gay/lesbian, 11% responded by expressing “loving openness,” 48% “loving denial,” 36% “resentful denial” and 5% “hostile.” Bernstein (2003, p. 68) suggests that one quarter of all gay and lesbian youth who ‘come out’ to parents are “thrown out of” their homes. Not surprisingly, Harrison (2003, p. 110) reports that disclosure by an adolescent that s/he is gay/lesbian creates a family crisis not unlike an experience of grief/mourning and that often requires family restructuring. Bernstein (2003, p. 16) explains that this loss/mourning is further complicated by the fact that it cannot be freely shared with others due to the stigma of having a family member who is gay/lesbian. In responding to and coping with the disclosure, families often undergo a process of coming to terms with the news. Strommen (cited in Patterson, 2000, p. 1064) articulates a two-stage reaction by family members: firstly, a struggle to understand and assimilate the gay/lesbian family member’s identity (possibly resulting in rejection), and secondly, a period of reorganisation where over time the person is again included in family activities. Strommen emphasises that this reorganisation can be difficult, however, and may take considerable time. Finally, Barret and Logan (2002, p. 51) summarise the struggle a person of same-sex orientation experiences in ‘coming out’: “Coming out as a lesbian to family and friends can be an extremely daunting task. Some lesbians choose to live extremely closeted lives for fear of losing jobs, family support, and love and friends. These fears are real…”

Despite the potential for rejection by family members, research indicates that support by family is important for gays and lesbians. In a study of lesbians, Bringaze and White (2001) explored what were the support systems that most assisted them in their ‘coming out.’ Although other support systems showed greater benefit to the respondents, 65% still said that family acceptance was important, while 45% indicated having a closer relationship with family after ‘coming out’ (ibid., p. 167). Bringaze and White (2001, p. 170) summarised this result by saying “the role of the family is instrumental in an individual’s development.” In a study about the importance of parental support for gay and lesbian individuals, Hershberger and D’Augelli (cited in Goldfried & Goldfried, 2001, p. 683), found that “family support significantly reduced the psychological stress and symptoms resulting from victimisation.” Finally, a study of gay and lesbian college students who had experienced hate speech found that 84% said they would seek support at such a time and that 57% of these would seek it from their family (Leets, 2002, pp. 353-354). Despite the complexities and potentially negative reactions from others when a gay or lesbian individual ‘comes out,’ ‘coming out’ is important for the individual’s development. Barret and Logan (2002, p. 38-39) state that ultimately, ‘coming out’ is critical for a gay or lesbian individual’s identity, self-esteem, self-worth and overall psychological adjustment.

Although these studies do not directly relate to the impact of same-sex marriage on the family support system, they do seem to indicate that positive family support is important for gays and lesbians, especially during times of stress. Similar to ‘coming out,’ marriage is a public acknowledgement of the gay identity, but it is also more than that. While family members may accept a single gay family member, the introduction of a partner may present an additional challenge as it makes the gay identity more obvious and public. A marriage makes it even more so. Many gays and lesbians, therefore, may fear rejection from family when they choose to make their orientation or participation in a same-sex relationship public through marriage. On a hopeful note, if Strommen’s work on ‘coming out’ proves to apply also to same-sex marriage, it may suggest that even if a family’s initial response is rejection, over time the couple’s decision may become more easily assimilated and the couple may eventually be included in family support. 

2.4
Research on Same-Sex Couples’ ‘Coming Out’ 

The ‘coming out’ experience of couples is not entirely different to that of individuals, but is obviously of greater complexity given the change in system dynamics from an individual to a dyad. Rostosky et al. (2004, p. 43) argues that same-sex couples’ relationships with family are rarely completely estranged but still tend to be difficult and stressful. Although the research reveals that same-sex couples, like same-sex individuals, rely on friends more than family for emotional support (Julien et al., 1999, p. 519; Kurdek, 2006, p. 518), relationships with family remain important for same-sex couples. In a review of research findings about family support and gay/lesbian couple relationship quality, Rostosky et al. (2004, p. 45) found that relationships with family are especially important for support, affirmation of identity (as a couple) and relationship management strategies. Significant work in the area of same-sex couple relationships has also been done by Kurdek (2006, pp. 510-511 & 524-525), who found that family support and a feeling of acceptance by family members were linked with a sense of satisfaction in the relationship. This support helps form a couple identity and can lessen uncertainty about the partner because others affirm him/her as a “right choice” (ibid.). Similarly to Trost’s (1986) emphasis on social bonds for heterosexual couples stated previously, support from others was also found to assist the network relationship of same-sex couples because it cemented bonds made with others that would be missed if the relationship ended. In comparison with heterosexual couples, Julien, Chartrand and Begin (1999, pp. 518-519) found that gay and lesbian couples often had to make more difficult decisions about how to maintain and negotiate their social networks due to the potential for rejection. Such couples had to weigh maintaining their individual networks (separately) – possibly preserving important ties but limiting shared resources – with socialising jointly, which might increase companionship but could also increase the risk of exposure to rejection. These studies seem to suggest that ‘coming out’ as a couple can place additional stress on same-sex couples. At the same time, as with the process of an individual’s ‘coming out,’ if received positively from others, a couple’s ‘coming out’ can contribute to identity formation and satisfaction in the relationship.

2.4.1
Resilience among Same-Sex Couples

Understandably, when faced with rejection by family, same-sex couples also experience similar grief to that experienced by their parents (Rostosky et al., 2004, p. 52). Couples who struggled most significantly with rejection tend to respond by hiding the relationship from their family members, seeking to change family members, self-rejection (internalising the rejection), partner rejection (distrusting or blaming the partner) or by rejecting the family who have rejected them (ibid., p. 51)

What is helpful for the survival and resiliency of same-sex couples’ relationship, however, given the complexities and potential for rejection? Oswald (2002), who conducted research specifically on gay and lesbian resiliency within family networks, is informative. Through her research, Oswald describes two strategies used by same-sex couples that aid resiliency. The first of these was what Oswald (2002, pp. 375-379) terms “intentionality” – where couples take conscious action, even in the face of opposition, to create and sustain a sense of family. The specific actions couples used included “choosing kin” (redefining what family means and who is included in family), managing disclosure, building community, ritualising (drawing upon culturally normative symbols while also subverting their meaning so that they are inclusive of homosexuality) and legalising (because marriage was not possible, utilising other legal contracts and channels). While Oswald was conducting research in contexts where same-sex marriage was not a possibility, her inclusion of ritual, legalising and “choosing kin” is interesting given that same-sex marriage could potentially contribute to these methods of resiliency. The second strategy described by Oswald (2002, pp. 379-381) involved “redefinition,” an ongoing development of a belief system that affirms the existence of gays and lesbians and their relationships. Oswald identifies “envisioning family” – a process of re-imagining family beyond “biolegal” relationships – among the actions chosen by some gay/lesbian couples to assist with “redefinition.” What this, and the concept of “choosing kin,” seem to suggest is that resiliency for gay and lesbian couples may require a significant re-defining of who and what constitutes family support. 

2.5
Research on Same-Sex Marriage Specifically

Articles and research related specifically to same-sex marriage were few. The researcher found three articles: a phenomenological study by Alderson (2004), a study by Todosijevic et al. (2005) on same-sex marriage relationship satisfaction and an exploration of same-sex marriage as a cultural practice by Hull (2006). No research was found from a South African context, probably because the legislation is so recent. 

Alderson’s (2004, p. 108) phenomenological study of same-sex couples sought to generally explore the question “what is the experience of gay and lesbian individuals who have married?” Alderson explored each partner’s individual ‘coming out’ process as well as examining various aspects of the marital relationship, including reasons for marrying, views about marriage, what they value in their partner, parenting/children/adoption, benefits and drawbacks of same-sex marriage, activism and comparisons of heterosexual and homosexual relationships. For the purposes of this study, Alderson’s study provides helpful insight into the general experience of same-sex couples who have married but very little specifically on the impact those marriages had on extended support systems, and especially family.

Todosijevic et al. (2005) conducted one of the first studies in America following the legalisation of same-sex civil unions in the state of Vermont. They examined relationship satisfaction among couples who had married as well as exploring the gay-specific stressors they had experienced. In terms of family support, Todosijevic et al. predicted that the couple would experience stress resulting from family reaction to their partner. This prediction was not supported, however; instead, results indicated lesbian couples experienced stress more commonly in relation to their family’s reaction to their orientation. Todosijevic et al. (p. 165) also found that gay men in civil unions, more so than gay women, reported feeling close with their family of origin.

Hull’s (2006) study was interesting in that she explored same-sex marriage as a cultural practice, but did so in a time and place in the United States of America when same-sex marriage was not legalised. Among the 38 couples studies, Hull (p. 50) found that for most couples the publicness of the ritual was significant, especially as it provided an opportunity to “show family and friends that their relationship was ‘real,’ serious, stable and committed.” Alderson (2004, p. 113) had similar findings. Hull (2006, p. 54) also discovered that gay men, more so than women, viewed their public ceremony as part of a ‘coming out’ process (a shift from one level of ‘outness’ to another) and that the decision to marry prompted some men to ‘come out’ to others, including family. Finally, Hull (ibid.) discovered that same-sex marriage (even if not legalised) allowed for an important validation and integration of identity, where what had been private could now also be public.

2.6
Conclusion

What the various articles and research suggest is that although same-sex couples who marry are part of a network of systems, the potential for isolation remains real – even among family – given societal stigma. Same-sex couples, like all couples, need support for their well-being, for identity formation and for help in coping during times of stress. The research suggests that despite having support from other networks and despite fear of rejection from family, many same-sex couples do desire recognition and support from their family network. Where such family support was not present, same-sex couples struggled with self-rejection, partner rejection and rejecting family themselves or needing to redefine what ‘family’ meant. Where family support was present, same-sex couples found greater relationship satisfaction and a more positive sense of their identity as a gay individual and as a couple. 

Despite these findings, there remains very little research regarding what the formalised decision to legally marry does to family relationships and support. This study hoped to contribute to that missing body of knowledge.

Chapter Three: Research Methodology

3.1
Introduction

As described in the Introduction to this study, there is within the field and knowledge base of social work very little research and literature giving voice to the experience of persons of same-sex orientation. Allen and Demo (1995, p. 122) summarise this concern aptly when they state: “The small core of studies that is beginning to accumulate across disciplines suggests that the families of lesbians and gay men are diverse, variable, resilient, and thriving. Because of their diversity and complexity and the limited empirical research describing their lives, they require their own standpoint for investigation to yield what is unique, positive, and valuable about lesbian and gay family life.” Research that would “place their narratives, meanings, and beliefs in the center of analysis” (ibid.) becomes critical. In response to this need, the intent of this study was to use a narrative qualitative method, informed and influenced by the principles of phenomenological research and grounded theory, to give voice to the experience of family support that same-sex couples have who have chosen to marry legally.

3.2
Research Goals and Objectives

The primary research question this study sought to explore was: how does the decision by same-sex couples to marry affect their perceived support from family members? The goal, through unstructured interviews with same-sex couples, was to explore the narratives of couples concerning how their decision to legally marry (as a formalised and public event) affected family support. To meet this goal, the following four objectives were formulated:

1) To explore and describe the experience of same-sex couples and the impact of legal marriage on their family support

2) To enable the voices and narratives of same-sex couples to be heard, especially related to their experience of family support through the period leading up to, including and beyond their decision to marry.

3) According to grounded theory, to contribute to theory related to same-sex couples’ experience of and need for support from family during the process of getting married

4) To contribute to clinical social work practice. The information gathered from this study may assist clinical social workers working with same-sex couples to support and prepare them for any changes that may occur in their family support systems.

3.3
Research Approach

3.3.1
Narrative Research

In the period after World War II, a new philosophy toward understanding human experience began to emerge. Based on the work of Ricoeur, this philosophy challenged the then notion that life and experience could be understood according to an objective reality or truth. Human experience began to be seen as subjective and relative, as constructed according to the meanings and understanding people give to that experience. Simms (2003, p. 80), summarising this new philosophy, states “we understand our own lives – our own selves and our place in the world – by interpreting our lives as if they were narratives … and life understood as narrative constitutes self-understanding.” Ricoeur’s emphasis on hermeneutic (the study of meaning), story and plot became the foundation for much of modern day narrative analysis. 

As a qualitative form of inquiry, narrative research is informed and influenced by phenomenology, which seeks to “understand and interpret the meaning that subjects give to their everyday lives” (De Vos, 2002, p. 273). Moen (2006, p. 2) defines narrative research as “the study of how human beings experience the world,” and the task of narrative researchers as collecting these stories and writing narratives of experience. The unit of analysis for narrative research is, then, the ‘story’ told by participants of the study (ibid., p. 4). The emphasis on story also gives narrative research a quality that goes beyond pure phenomenology. Stories involve plot, which is made up of multiple events drawn together into a holistic narrative. Rather than exploring marriage as an individual event or unit of experience in the lives of same-sex couples, as phenomenology might do, this study sought to include the whole story of marriage, including significant events that led up to and followed the wedding. 

It is important to note that when talking about the whole story of the marriage, including the events leading up to and following, the emphasis is not simply on chronological time: past, present, future. Although time is often seen in terms of chronology, Andrews, Squire and Tamboukou (2008, pp. 10-11) speak about narrative ‘time’ in terms of another conceptualisation. They caution against focusing only on chronological time, suggesting that such a singular focus can sometimes blind one from other possibly unconscious connections between events in the narrative that are separated by chronological time. By shifting away from pure chronology, the researcher may begin to discover other elements of change and transformation, perhaps previously unrecognised. While appreciating Andrews, Squire and Tamboukou’s (2008) conceptualisation of ‘time’ as well as their warning against focusing too much on chronology, the researcher found that for this study – which sought to trace support over time – having a sense of the stories’ chronology was important. Narratives were often told with mixed chronology (as is probably in keeping with Andrews, Squire and Tamboukou’s premise) but had to be arranged chronologically to assist with interpretation and analysis. 

One of the difficulties with a narrative research approach is that, as a relatively new and ‘constructivist’ approach, there are no established ‘rules’ about how to conduct the research or analyse the data (Andrews, Squire, & Tamboukou, 2008, p. 1; Crossley, 2007, p. 139). Andrews, Squire and Tamboukou (2008, p. 12) warn against trying to simplify narrative research, saying that narrative is multileveled, interdisciplinary and complex; to simplify it would be to reduce its richness. Crossley (2007, p. 142) goes so far as to suggest that the narrative approach to research is “more of an art rather than a science.” As a result, questions have been raised as to the validity of narrative research, the role of researcher and participant and whether collecting and analysing stories can in fact be considered “research” at all (Greenhalgh & Wengraf, 2008, p. 243). In answer to this dilemma, Crossley (2007, p.143) argues that in fact the goal of narrative research is not representativeness – which is often the identified goal of research – but rather to collect detailed and rich data that appreciates context, complexity and ambiguity and that seeks to build up an argument that creates likelihood, not certainty. Despite this argument, Crossley and other narrative researchers (De Vos, 2002; Greenhalgh & Wengraf, 2008; Henning 2004; Lietz, Langer, & Furman, 2006; Moen, 2006) believe that narrative is in fact a legitimate research approach and that a structured and systematic strategy of inquiry, data collection and analysis should and can be followed. 

3.3.2
Grounded Theory

In addition to a narrative emphasis, the research approach of this study also sought to incorporate elements of grounded theory. Similar to the narrative philosophy, grounded theory emerged as a reaction to research that had been predominantly positivist (based on the notion that information should and can be objective). Straus and Glaser, who initially proposed the ideas behind grounded theory, emphasised that theory should be developed “from the ground” (the data) – inductively – rather than data deductively being used to prove theory (Henning, 2004, p. 47). Grounded theory is sometimes considered to be “at the most extreme end of the continuum – after data collection” (De Vos, 2002, p. 269) because the researcher does not begin with any theoretical framework at all. While existing knowledge related to the topic may be considered and discussed prior to data collection, it is considered for its value of providing background knowledge and not for suggesting hypotheses (ibid.). The main source for theory becomes that data itself, which is systematically collected and analysed, and from which relevant theory “is gradually allowed to emerge” (ibid., p. 274). This process of allowing theory to emerge from the data requires that the researcher using grounded theory continuously goes back and forth, iteratively, between collecting data and analysing it. In other words, data collection and analysis are not processes that happen sequentially, but rather happen concurrently. This concurrent process allows potential theory to begin emerging and to begin being tested as subsequent data collection (and analysis) takes place.

3.3.3
Narrative Research versus Grounded Theory 

Within the field of qualitative research, there is debate as to whether the narrative approach and the grounded theory approach can be linked, or whether they in fact have separate and distinct purposes. Lyons (2007, p. 170) differentiates the two by claiming grounded theory seeks to “derive an explanatory theory” while narrative “is mainly concerned with a detailed description of the participants’ lived experience.” He further distinguishes the role of the researcher in grounded theory versus narrative research by claiming that in grounded theory the researcher is more concerned with generating a theory that as accurately as possible accounts for the data, while in narrative research the emphasis is on interpretation of the data (ibid., p. 162). In other words, Lyons suggests that in grounded theory the researcher explains data (which could perhaps be regarded as a more ‘objective’ process) while in narrative the researcher interprets data (which is perhaps a more ‘creative’ process). 

Other qualitative researchers do not make such a clear distinction between narrative and grounded theory, a fact that is acknowledged by Lyons (2007, p. 162). Andrews, Squire and Tamboukou (2008, p. 12) provide a helpful link between narrative and grounded theory. In examining the Latin etymology of ‘narrative’ they claim narrative stems from a purpose of ‘knowing’ rather than ‘telling.’ They feel, therefore, that narrative can claim to “map local knowledge or ‘theory’” (emphasis added) and that “these knowledges may be particular, but they can enter into dialogue with each other and produce… larger and more general, though still situated, narrative knowledge” (ibid.). In other words, while narrative involves description and interpretation of data, it can also describe local knowledge or theory. 

Therefore, while this study locates itself predominantly in narrative research, seeking to give rich understanding and description to same-sex couples’ experience of family support, it also resonates with grounded theory by seeking to allow new understanding to emerge from the data/voices/stories of the participants. This may be particularly important because same-sex marriage is an area in which there is little prior research. The researcher also sought to hold in dynamic balance/tension the roles of explaining and interpreting, while also seeking to be true to the voices/expression/experience of the participants themselves. The complexity of holding together both narrative research and grounded theory also affected data collection and analysis, and will thus be discussed further in the section on Data Collection and Analysis.

3.3.4
Reflexivity

The combination of narrative inquiry and grounded theory approaches were used to address the first and third objectives of this study, namely 1) exploring and describing the experience of couples’ legal marriage and its impact on family support and 3) contributing to the theory of couples’ experience. The second objective – of enabling the voices and narratives of couples to be heard – is also related to the choice of narrative as a research approach and methodology. Andrews, Squire and Tamboukou (2008, p. 4) state that, emerging from humanism and poststructuralism, narrative inquiry sometimes originally served as “modes of resistance to existing structures of power.” Narrative research has a history of being used to give voice to marginalised groups whose stories would otherwise not be told or heard. While giving expression to these otherwise silenced voices is an important objective of this study, it is not without its political and social implications, especially since the researcher is not gay and moreover, is an ordained clergyperson, therefore representing dominant/powerful groups (the heterosexual and religious groups). Lyons (2007, p. 168), summarising Alcoff, cautions and encourages researchers using a narrative approach to ask critical questions, including: why they wish to speak for the ‘Other,’ the relevance of who they are (as researcher, often representing the ‘powerful group’) and what may be the effects of what they say about the ‘Other.’ He suggests several strategies to adopt when giving voice to and speaking for the ‘Other’ (ibid.):

· ask participants to evaluate the researcher’s account, 

· listen to how participants speak of the researcher’s “group” so that the researcher’s own perspective is relatively exposed, 

· listen to how other members of the powerful group (researcher’s group) speak about members of the group to which the participants belong and 

· try to provide opportunities for dialogue between researcher and participants. 

Where possible, the researcher sought to utilise these strategies in order to more accurately achieve this objective of enabling the participants’ voices to be heard.

3.4
Research Questions and Assumptions

Due to the fact that same-sex marriage is a relatively new phenomenon and there is little research on it, this study was exploratory in nature. It sought to answer one main research question: How does the decision by a same-sex couple to marry affect their perceived support from family members? In order to elicit as rich information as possible, an unstructured interview process was utilised. Questions were few in number, concentrating primarily on:

· Have you ‘come out’ to your family? If so, when? What was their response 

(supportive or unsupportive)? What did that support or lack of support look like?
· When/how did you meet as a couple? What was your family response?

· When/how did you decide to marry? What was your family response?

· What has happened since the wedding, especially in terms of family support?

· Did your decision to marry change anything in your family’s response or level of support? 

Because the researcher used a grounded theory approach, she preferred to start with few, if any, assumptions. There were, however, tentative assumptions based on knowledge gained in the literature review, namely that family support would be important to the couple and that family support would change over time.

3.5
Research Design

The research design was qualitative, with a particular emphasis on a narrative methodology, informed and influenced by principles of both phenomenological research and grounded theory. The researcher conducted one unstructured interview with each of the three couples in the study. Participants were introduced to the interview by an explanation that the intent was to hear and document the story of their decision to marry, especially in relation to how the decision impacted on their relationships with family and the support they did or did not receive. As part of a “conversation with a purpose” where the interest is in “understanding, not testing hypotheses,” De Vos (2002, pp. 298-299) outlines three kinds of questions for unstructured interviews, which were used in the interviews with couples: Main questions (that begin and guide conversation), probing questions (that complete or clarify answers) and follow-up questions (that pursue the implications of answers to main questions). Main questions decided upon before the interviews were few and were meant to guide the telling of the story around the general questions of ‘coming out,’ the formation of the couple relationship and the decision to marry and what had happened since – with a particular emphasis on family response/support during these events. The specific questions used in the interviews were described in the previous section.
3.6
Research Population and Sampling Strategy

Research that involves gays and lesbians often has sampling difficulties due to the potential dangers of being ‘outed.’ Barret and Logan (2002, p. 10) found that fear can affect the representativeness of samples, as can the fact that voluntary participants may have a particular agenda or may be people who have more readily come to terms with their orientation. This study, however, being qualitative and narrative in nature, was not as concerned with representativeness as it was with providing a detailed and rich description of the stories of the participants. The sample was, therefore, non-random and voluntary. The researcher identified each of the three couples who participated in this study by different means. The first married same-sex couple was known to the researcher and when they heard of the study, volunteered to participate. The second couple was known to the first couple and was referred to the researcher through them. In this case, the first couple sent an email to the second couple telling them about the study and asking on behalf of the researcher (in order to maintain confidentiality at this point, should the couple not be interested) whether they would be interested in participating. The researcher then approached the couple (again by email) only after receiving assurance from the first couple that they were in fact interested. A third couple was identified through an emailed appeal to clergy who had conducted same-sex blessings. After receiving the appeal, a clergyperson, who knew a couple who seemed appropriate for the study, approached the couple and asked them if they would like to participate. After agreeing, the clergyperson passed the couple’s contact details on to the researcher, who contacted the couple via email. The researcher had originally planned to recruit additional participants through snowball sampling, but this proved unnecessary.

The final sample included three female same-sex couples, all from the Gauteng Province of South Africa, who had been legally married according to the Civil Unions Act and who had been married for at least one year at the time of interview. The researcher had originally intended and hoped to have both female and male same-sex couples in her sample. The fact that only female same-sex couples were included was coincidental and not intentional. However, once this was realised, the researcher felt that maintaining one gender amongst participants was appropriate given the possible differences between male and female same-sex partnerships. 

Participants were given a basic description of the purpose of the study via email prior to setting up the interview. Basic demographic information was also collected at the time of the interview.

3.7
Data Collection Methods and Analysis

3.7.1
Theoretical Considerations

Greenhalgh and Wengraf (2008, p. 244) define research as “purposive, systematic inquiry that aims to contribute to new knowledge.” As stated previously, the difficulty with narrative research is that there is no explicit set of rules for data collection or analysis. Greenhalgh and Wengraf (2008, p. 244) explain: “The aim of narrative research is not necessarily to determine a ‘true’ picture of events, but rather to explore such things as how the individual made sense of these events, their attitude toward them, what meanings the events hold for them and how these feelings came to be.” This makes the need for purposive and systematic inquiry no less important, however, and requires that the narrative researcher clearly articulate his/her methods. Due to the lack of explicit rules and the need to increase rigour and trustworthiness, narrative research relies on extensive data generation and depth of observation – usually through being in the field of research for a long time (Moen, 2006, p. 8). 

On a general level, Greenhalgh and Wengraf (2008, p. 245) have articulated guiding principles to ensure that narrative inquiry is in fact ‘research’: 

· the research must be undertaken with the explicit intention of furthering a body of knowledge; 

· the research question must be clear; 

· the data collection process must be robust; 

· analysis must be rigorous and transparent; 

· there must be clear links between findings and conclusions; 

· the researcher must be aware of and report possibilities for error and steps taken to minimise that error; 

· the researcher must acknowledge intersubjectivity; 

· the study must be anchored to/linked with literature and/or multiple stories about the same or comparable event; and 

· the research must follow proper ethical considerations.

In addition to these general guidelines, narrative researchers need to have and to articulate the specific systematic plan they followed in their study. In deciding the plan for this research study, the researcher had to first grapple with the questions raised previously as to the difference in philosophy and approach between narrative inquiry and grounded theory. A discussion of these differences and how they affect data collection and analysis follows.

Ezzy (2002) provides an in-depth explanation of methods for data collection and analysis according to grounded theory. He describes a relatively complex method of data collection and analysis, involving coding, “the process of identifying themes or concepts that are in the data” (ibid., p. 86). Ezzy (2002, pp. 88-93) outlines three basic types and processes of coding: open coding, axial coding and selective coding. He clearly articulates his belief that grounded theory analysis is not merely thematic analysis and in fact has very distinct methods. These distinctions include: 
· data collection and analysis happen concurrently with theoretical sampling; 
· emerging analysis should guide collection of later data; 
· selective coding that requires identifying a “core code” is included; and 
· a process of “constant comparison” where incidents are compared against other incidents to discover similarities and differences is also involved (ibid., pp. 87-90). 
Ezzy (2002, p. 87) is critical of researchers who claim to be using grounded theory in their studies, but who are not in fact doing so.

Ezzy’s (2002, p. 95) final distinction between grounded theory and narrative rests on the basis that while grounded theory divides data by coding, narrative focuses on the ‘whole’ – the complete story. This emphasis on maintaining the ‘wholeness’ of the story is also argued by other researchers such as Moen (2006). When analysing such a complex phenomenon (like a story), Moen (2006, p. 4) cautions against breaking the narrative into smaller parts. Although such division is possible, she argues, it “results in its decomposition as a living and unified entity” (ibid.). 

Despite these seemingly divergent understandings of grounded theory and narrative analysis, this researcher holds that the two can be in conversation with each other. While in agreement with the desire to maintain the richness and wholeness of the story, there is simply too much data to include the whole story in the end. Some systematic method of eliciting and describing meaning from the story is necessary. In addition, aspects of grounded theory appealed to the researcher and seemed appropriate for a primarily narrative method, namely: the method of concurrent collection, analysis and theory development and the end goal of generating theory. The rationale for including these elements of grounded theory is given below.

There is an understanding with grounded theory analysis that data collection and data analysis are simultaneous processes. “Examining data right from the beginning of data collection for ‘cues’ is what makes grounded theory ‘grounded’” (Ezzy, 2002, p. 63). Harbison (2007, p. 147) also emphasises this back-and-forth process in data collection and analysis: “A valid narrative is held to be well-grounded in the data, supportable with examples and should be developed by a continuous recursive process of shuttling between categories of analysis and raw data.” There are benefits to this “simultaneous” approach: it allows for participants to shape analysis in an ongoing process; it allows for continuous dialogue with the participants’ experience; it acknowledges the fact that the researcher does not begin by knowing all the right questions for inquiry; and it allows earlier data to inform later questions and guide the forming of concepts (Ezzy, 2002, pp. 61-63). Although this method is considered by Ezzy to be unique to grounded theory, it has a real benefit for narrative analysis in that it places an emphasis on the participants as contributors to the process. Ideally, therefore, this researcher sought to engage in an ongoing interplay and dialogue of data collection and analysis.

The other aspect of grounded theory that appealed to the researcher was the goal of allowing a theory or theories to emerge from the data. Henning (2004, p. 116) emphasises that this final theory or theories should “integrate and connect categories” and should include “causes, conditions and consequences of the studied processes and phenomena.” This articulation of emerging theory seemed particularly important because research on same-sex marriage is scarce and contributing to new knowledge or theory in this area seems critical.

While utilising these aspects of grounded theory, the researcher did not use Ezzy’s specific grounded theory methods of open coding, axial coding and selective coding. Rather, the researcher examined other narrative methods of working through the story in a systematic fashion. A brief description of these various methods follows before describing the specific method of data analysis used in this study.

In narrative research it is important to remember that it is not the participants who are so much under analysis as it is their story/stories. As Henning (2004, p. 122) states, “The story itself is the object of study.” Stories do, however, have structure – what Henning (2004, pp. 122-123) describes as “story grammar.” The approach to dialoguing with and analysing that structure often depends of the individual researcher. Some researchers choose to focus their analysis on what is said in the narrative, while others focus on how it is said (Ezzy, 2002, p. 99). Bell (cited in Ezzy, 2002, p. 99) examines the ‘how’ of the narrative by analysing use of repetition, metaphors, phrases and imagery. Crossley (2007, p. 139) also emphasises identifying concepts, tone in the telling of the story, imagery and themes. Henning (2004, p. 123) asks a series of questions that bring out elements of characters, plot, action, setting, outcome and conclusion. These questions include: 

· In what kind of story does the narrator place him/herself?

· How is the story part of a larger societal narrative? 

· What discourses are evident?

· How is the coherence of the story maintained?

· What are the story archetypes?

· How is the story plotted?

· Are there epiphanies in the story?

· What is the significance in the beginning and end of the story?

Henning (2004, p. 124) also suggests a process of systematically extracting the story elements and categorising patterns of shared meaning within and across stories. She emphasises that this process needs to be explicit and precise. In a process similar to biblical exegesis, De Vos (2002, p. 461) suggests dividing the text into “macro and micro units” and “episodes and scenes” and paying attention to changes in place or time, characters, actions, repetitions and so forth. Ezzy (2002, p. 96) provides a five-step process that includes:

· Identifying the story to be examined.

· Analysing the content and context of each story, focusing on understandings and meanings.

· Comparing and contrasting the stories, searching for similarities and differences.

· Examining the effect of background variables and how they might relate to patterns.

· Examining the transcripts for sections that illustrate the types of stories identified.

Whatever the unique and specific method chosen, the researcher needs to ensure that interviews are recorded and transcripts made. Crossley (2007, p. 139) then recommends that the researcher read and familiarise him/herself with the text by reading through the transcript five or six times while using whatever method of data analysis s/he has chosen. The collection of stories and the reading and re-reading of transcripts continues until the data becomes saturated. By saturation, Ezzy (2002, p. 75) implies that the researcher keeps interviewing and gathering and analysing data until the researcher does “not hear anything new”. 

3.7.2
Trustworthiness and Rigour 

Finally, although reliability and validity are more so concepts of quantitative inquiry, qualitative inquiry is also not without a need to ensure that the “findings as closely as possible reflect the meanings as described by the participants” (Lietz, Langer, & Furman, 2006, p. 444). This is known as rigor and trustworthiness in qualitative research. Lincoln and Guba (1985, p. 328) list four criteria for trustworthiness in qualitative research, namely credibility, transferability, dependability and confirmability. In essence, these criteria seek to ensure that the findings are credible, that the thick description of qualitative research is detailed and thorough, that a rigorous process of inquiry has been followed and recorded and that the findings are grounded solidly in the data. Techniques to increase trustworthiness of data might include: ensuring “prolonged engagement” with the data, triangulation and peer (supervisor) debriefing, keeping an audit trail (description of research procedures), member checking or respondent validation (sharing the analysis with participants) and reflexivity (researcher acknowledges socio-political impact and makes position explicit) (Lietz, Langer, & Furman, 2006, pp. 445-455; Lincoln & Guba, 1985, pp. 301-331). Efforts to increase trustworthiness and rigour for this study will be described below as part of the specific process of data collection and analysis.

3.7.3
Process of Data Collection and Analysis Specific to This Study

The researcher chose to have the primary emphasis be narrative, but included elements of grounded theory. While keeping the above suggestions and discussion in mind, the researcher developed her own systematic and simultaneous method for data collection and analysis, with full documentation of each step. Examples of this documentation are found in the Appendices. The process of data collection and analysis in this study, therefore, was as follows:

1) Data Collection. Data were collected through digital taping of interviews. 

2) Transcription and Preliminary Analysis. The researcher transcribed each interview in full to initiate the process of in-depth engagement with the data. Having the researcher transcribe the data rather than an assistant was deliberate in order to increase trustworthiness and rigour through the researcher having prolonged engagement with the data. This was followed by a very preliminary analysis and recording of observations, themes and story content before scheduling an interview with the next couple as per grounded theory, which emphasises the concurrent process of data collection and analysis. 

3) Iteration between Analysis and subsequent Data Collection. As subsequent interviews were conducted, the researcher continued to read and re-read all interviews going back-and-forth between collection and analysis, as per grounded theory. Through this process, the researcher began to observe potential patterns and themes related to the research question that could tentatively be checked in subsequent data collection. This also contributed to the researcher having ongoing and prolonged engagement with the data.

4) Concluding Data Analysis. In the final stages of analysing data, the researcher refined the data using a process that included five successive stages, represented by a series of five documents. These documents enabled the data to be analysed using an hour-glass process, starting with broad information (the full transcripts of the interviews) that was refined to more detailed information (specific to the topic of family support) and eventually broadening out again toward the emergence of themes and theory. This process of refining data was especially helpful for the researcher because the overall raw data from the three interviews resulted in over 90 pages of full text. A description of the documents and how they were used for analysis follows:

4.1) Transcription. Document 1 was a full (word-for-word) transcript of the interview with each of the three couples. An example, using the first few pages of the interview with Paula and Nancy, appears in Appendix 1.

4.2) Structuring of Transcription. For Document 2, each transcript was divided into a table. The rows contained the plot of the narrative – ‘movements’ in the narrative – that generally included the couple’s stories of ‘coming out,’ how their relationship started, their engagement and preparation for the wedding, the wedding itself and the months following the wedding. Columns represented the story and support detail from the two families of the couple. Although the research question was looking specifically at the impact of the marriage on family support, the researcher included the full narrative account (word-for-word) found in the transcripts in the table of Document 2. 

The incorporation of the full text in Document 2 was in keeping with the recognition that narrative is a complex phenomenon where events prior to and after the specific event being analysed are important. It was also in keeping with Moen’s (2006) caution about breaking narrative into smaller parts. While the process of analysis required that at various points the narrative be divided for categorisation purposes, the researcher continued to include and reflect upon the full narrative story throughout (from ‘coming out’ through the marriage to present). This again contributed to trustworthiness through a thorough and ongoing engagement with the data.

Further, the narrative was divided and placed in the table according to chronological plot movement. Because the stories were often not told chronologically (participants tended to interrupt the flow of the story and insert information from the past or from subsequent time-periods), the overall story plot was sorted chronologically. The stories were also divided into essential chronological elements of the narratives – or episodes and scenes. Although this was not in keeping with Andrews, Squire and Tamboukou’s (2008) caution about focusing too heavily on chronology, it was necessary in terms of trying to make sense of the transcripts and because the research question itself implied some examination of chronology. In order to explore the impact of marriage on family support, one needed to know what that support was like before and after the marriage and what changes happened with support throughout. This necessitated a chronological account. 

The full (word-for-word) transcript was maintained at this point (nothing was omitted), with the only interpretation on the part of the researcher being the decision regarding which sections of transcripts fitted into which blocks of plot, story detail and support per family-member detail. 

A system of cross-referencing was set up, in which blocks of text in the tables were lettered and numbered for later purposes of tracing text and categorising it. For example, the first cell on the left was categorised as A1. This categorisation process also assisted in maintaining rigour and trustworthiness by creating an audit trail through which successive documents could be traced back to the original word-for-word transcript. A separate document was drawn up for each of the three couples, an example of which, using a portion of the Document 2 table for Paula and Nancy, is included as Appendix 2.

4.3) Summarising of Data. Document 3 maintained the table format of Document 2 (same lettered and numbered blocks) but refined the data by summarising each block (no longer a word-for-word transcript), allowing the summary to include a combination of the researcher’s interpretation along with some of the participants’ own words (especially repeated words/phrases that had started to appear). The researcher was aware of the tension in this step of balancing interpretation with continuing to allow the participants’ unique voices to be heard. These summaries were read and re-read to gather a sense of changes in support and emerging themes related specifically to support. Again, a separate document was drawn up for each of the three couples and the cross-referencing system used in Document 2 was carried forward to Document 3. An example, using a portion of the Document 3 table for Paula and Nancy, appears as Appendix 3.

4.4) Extraction of Family Support Themes. Document 4 again refined the information of Document 3, but did so without the table format and with more summarisation and interpretation from the researcher. Notes were taken of characters’ (family members’) reactions and repeated words or phrases (emerging themes). At this point, analysis was focused and limited specifically to themes that related to family support. A more generalised content analysis of any and all themes (not specific to family support) was rejected as not relevant for the particular focus of this study. At the same time, the researcher continued to maintain the integrity of the full story by including the full narrative plot-line (from ‘coming out’ to present) in these summaries. This also proved helpful in the next phase of analysis – of beginning to explore what happened with family support over time. All direct quotes from the interviews were cross-referenced using the grid system established in Document 2. As in the first three documents, a separate Document 4 was drawn up for each of the three couples. Document 4 for Paula and Nancy appears in full as Appendix 4.

4.5) Tracing of Family Support Plots. While the previous documents had helped to refine the narrative according to family members and themes of support, the researcher wanted further clarification on specifically what had happened with family support over time. A final table, different to the previous tables, was designed to allow for tracing support over time. Additional notes were added at the end of each table summarising what had happened with support over time along with the family support themes that had emerged throughout the above refinement process. At this stage, the researcher was also able to make comparisons among the three couples as to themes and change in support over time. This fifth document included all three couples in one document and is included in full as Appendix 5.

This five-document process contributed to trustworthiness and rigour by providing a clear audit-trail and by enabling prolonged engagement with the data. The prolonged engagement of continuously re-reading transcripts and analysing them section by section was particularly important because of the amount of data involved. The researcher sought to further enhance trustworthiness by regularly discussing the document and emerging themes with her supervisor for this study. 

5) Selection of Representative Text Fragments. Examples/verbatim sections from the transcripts were selected that illustrated the changes of support over time and the themes that had emerged related to family support. At this point, the researcher realised that one further categorisation scheme needed to be added, in order to distinguish cross-referenced quotations taken from the tables and cells of each couple. Each of the three couples was assigned a number (Paula/Nancy were 1, Carmella/Adia were 2 and Cathy/Megan were 3). The new cross-referencing system, therefore, included the couple number followed by the cell in Document 2 where the quotation was found (e.g. 1A1 for cell in the first row and first column on Paula and Nancy’s Document 2).

6) Identification of Generative Themes. The researcher then explored whether more generalised, less individualised theories had emerged of how the decision to marry affected same-sex couples’ experience of family support. In doing this, the researcher re-examined introductory material gathered prior to data collection, while also doing further research into theories that seemed to have emerged.

7) Member Checking. Finally, trustworthiness was further increased by member checking/respondent validation. Participants were sent a copy of the findings and asked to comment on their accuracy and whether the findings adequately reflected their voice and experience. In regards to potential bias, the researcher also sought throughout to be sensitive to the need for “reflexivity” – being aware of “who we are and the ways in which our beliefs, experiences and identity intersect with that of the participant” (Lietz, Langer, & Furman, 2006, p. 447).

3.8
Conclusion

In working to achieve the goal and objectives of this study, the researcher used a predominantly narrative approach but also included elements of grounded theory. Despite arguments that grounded theory and narrative research are distinct approaches, the researcher found value in allowing elements of grounded theory – in particular, the generation of new theory and the simultaneous process of data collection and analysis – to contribute to the overall narrative inquiry. As a qualitative study, the sample was small and the method of data collection was through unstructured interviews. Data were collected and analysed concurrently using a method of identifying story plot and categorising stories of family relationships and support, and their changes, over time. To increase trustworthiness, participants were asked to review the findings before the report was finalised. 

Chapter Four: Findings
“What has to be realised in narrative theory is that stories are part of embodiment. The telling of stories is not just the words we speak: it is about the ways in which we move through the world with hurting and joyful bodies – our feelings, our thoughts, our bodily sensations.” (Plummer, 2009, p. xiii)

The intent of this study, as stated in chapter one, was to use a narrative qualitative method, informed and influenced by the principles of phenomenological research, to explore what happened with family support in the experience of three same-sex couples who decided to legally marry. Two of the four objectives of the study outlined in Chapter One were to: 1) explore and describe the experience of family support felt by same-sex couples who are legally married; and 2) enable their unique voices to be heard. These two objectives will be addressed primarily in this chapter. 

While the findings below will report on what happened with family support throughout the narratives as well as how such support was expressed, it is important to begin with the simple telling of the three couples’ narratives/stories so that the reader comes to know them and begins to get a sense of their history and identity. This hopefully addresses the second stated objective of enabling the couples’ unique voices to be heard. Their stories follow.

4.1
The Stories

4.1.1
Paula and Nancy

Paula and Nancy are both medical professionals in their 30s. At the time of the interview, they had been together as a couple for 5 years and had been married for 18 months. For each, their relationship with one another was their first same-sex relationship. Although their ‘coming out’ occurred at the same time as the formation of their relationship, their ‘coming out’ experiences were quite different. Nancy was attending an evangelical theological college when she started going out with Paula. Some of her fellow students “reported” her and she was “forced to come out because I was just in such a mess” (1A1)
. Feeling suicidal, Nancy phoned her sister and then her brother, ‘coming out’ to both. She did not want to ‘come out’ to her mother (who lives overseas) over the phone, so put off that conversation until a later stage. When she did finally tell her mother, the news was received with “silence” (1B4). Paula also ‘came out’ to her family shortly after her relationship with Nancy started. Paula describes this period in her life as “such a difficult thing to come to terms with” (1C2) trying to figure out identity issues and defining her and Nancy’s relationship, while also trying to deal with her family’s reaction. She struggled in particular with her parent’s reaction, which was one of avoidance and non-acceptance. As their relationship with each other grew and strengthened, Paula and Nancy struggled to “make it real” (1B8, 1D5) for their respective families.

Nancy and Paula began talking about marriage, although not seriously, at the time that the same-sex marriage legislation was in the South African news (i.e., in 2006). They had been together as a couple for about 2 years and would check themselves and how they were doing in their relationship “trying to imagine it as a heterosexual couple or trying to equate it with other heterosexual couples” (1E1). Eventually Paula wanted to surprise Nancy with a proposal in February 2007, but Nancy pre-empted by proposing to Paula on a rainy Christmas morning out on the beach. Both of them felt that their engagement, which was shared primarily with friends, was more “our thing” (1G4) than a family event. In the build-up to the wedding, both Paula and Nancy tried to get their respective families to see their engagement as “the real thing” (1G6) but with little success. As a result, both Paula and Nancy experienced a period of depression during their engagement and time of preparation for the wedding.

As the date of the wedding got closer, Paula and Nancy tried to draw their families into the preparation for the wedding. Because having a same-sex wedding was so new, they realised their families also “didn’t know what to do” (1G7) to support or help in preparing for the wedding. Nancy’s family, who live overseas, arrived the night before the wedding. Paula and Nancy had prepared a big dinner for the families so that they could meet, but they both experienced that evening to be awkward and difficult. Although Paula was appreciative that her sisters stayed with her the night before her wedding, she spent much of the morning of the wedding alone. Nancy spent the night before the wedding with her family at a Lodge and was able to have her first moments of bonding with her family that evening.

Although Paula and Nancy had wanted a wedding in a church, the church was unreceptive and they ended up having a garden ceremony, mainly made possible through the help of friends. Both Paula and Nancy felt their families were in the background on the day of their wedding, at both the ceremony and the reception that followed. In the week after their wedding, Paula and Nancy spent their honeymoon taking Nancy’s family on holiday. Despite several problems with travelling and illness, Paula and Nancy felt the week was positive and enabled a change to begin in the relationship between Nancy’s family and Paula.

In the months after their wedding, Nancy became unwell with a severe depression and needed hospital treatment. Nancy’s mother flew in from overseas to help. This crisis proved positive in that it seemed to contribute to Nancy’s mother accepting Paula and Nancy’s married relationship. Nancy now feels that she and Paula are accepted as a married couple with her family. Paula, on the other hand, feels that her relationship with her parents has not changed much as a result of their marriage. She continues to see her parents as avoiding her marriage to Nancy and this causes her considerable pain.

4.1.2
Carmella and Adia

Carmella and Adia are in a 35 to 45 age bracket and are both employed in the medical profession. They have been together as a couple for six or seven years and at the time of interview, had been married for 18 months. Their ‘coming out’ experiences varied. Carmella ‘came out’ to her family when she was 21 years old. She was living at home but involved in a relationship with another married woman, so could not really keep it a secret. Her family did not have an issue with her being gay, but were concerned about the nature of the relationship that she was in.

Adia came out later in life, in her 30s. She had been involved in a long-term relationship and when they broke up, it was “very upheavaled” (2C1). Because of her emotional struggle during the break-up, she told her father of the relationship. She thinks her parents did not know that she had been in this relationship and that her being gay “was a lot more passive and unsaid” (2C2) until she spoke to her father. Her mother was living in Europe and was not that involved in her ‘coming out.’

Carmella and Adia first met when Carmella was a medical student. At that time, Adia was still involved in her long-term relationship, so Carmella and Adia simply became friends through their mutual circle of relationships (the medical and gay communities). Over a period of time, Carmella and Adia were involved in relationships with other women, even though Carmella knew of her attraction to Adia. They eventually found themselves to be single at the same time and began a relationship. Adia was “ambivalent and upset and didn’t know what was going on” (2E1) in the relationship, however, because she felt she had not entirely dealt with the conclusion of the long-term relationship she had been in previously. As a result of her confusion, Adia broke up with Carmella, worked on healing her past relationships and then went to work at “winning Carmella back” (2E1). Carmella had an opportunity to go overseas for a year and Adia took six months off to go with her. They both felt that the time overseas was important for the solidifying of their relationship. When they returned to South Africa, they lived together for a while and then bought a house together, a decision which they feel was linked with their wedding and marriage.

Carmella proposed to Adia first while on a hiking trip in late 2005. Adia turned her down at that time because she saw marriage more as an “institution” than as “the expression of our love” (2H1), but a year later, while again hiking, Adia began to re-think marriage, and she asked Carmella to marry her. Although Carmella and Adia said that they would have married regardless of the legislation related to same-sex marriage, the fact that they now had a right to legally marry “galvanised” (2H1) them a little. In early 2007, the couple sent out their first announcement of their engagement to Adia’s family in Europe.

In planning their wedding, Carmella and Adia wanted a service that had form and structure to it, so struggled a bit at first to find such a service that would be appropriate for a same-sex wedding. Carmella’s sister finally found a Jewish liturgy that was affirming of same-sex marriage, which they decided to use. Carmella’s sister also arranged for family members all over the world to participate in contributing squares that when sewn together made up the huppah that shaded them during their ceremony (included in Appendix 6). Both Carmella and Adia felt positive about the planning for the wedding and the day itself, finding tremendous meaning in the experience: “the best thing that ever happened to me, so far” (2K1). 

Despite the “success” (2H3) of their wedding, Carmella was deeply disturbed by an oversight in planning a trip within South Africa for Adia’s family, to which Carmella’s parents were not invited. She felt this was a “profound denial of the fact that we were getting married and what that meant… and denial of that thing of bringing families together” (2N1). Despite this oversight, both Adia and Carmella feel that their marriage has had a positive affect on family relationships and support and introduced them to a new level of support that they were not aware of before they planned to marry.

4.1.3
Cathy and Megan

Cathy and Megan are an older couple in their later 40s, who had two weddings (one prior to the legislation and one after it) and who have three adopted children. They have been together as a couple for 15 years and have been married for 12 years (including 2 years under the same-sex legislation). Cathy was introduced to a gay life-style while in high school. At one point she went to a gay club with some friends and “ended up kissing a girl” (3A1), which she enjoyed. Although Cathy continued to have a boyfriend “lurking in the background” (3A1), she felt that the moment in the club was a “turning point” (3A1). After being in a relationship with a girl for a year or two, Cathy thought she should “try this boyfriend out again” (3A1), but when the boyfriend’s younger sister started asking questions about marriage, Cathy decided she would rather be alone than be married to a man. Cathy feels that she is extremely lucky that she grew up with parents who were deeply affirming of her as a person. When they saw that she was beginning to follow a gay life-style, they did ask her to see a psychologist “to be sure that you know where you are going” (3B2) but not to try and change her.

Megan grew up Catholic and therefore never “considered gay as a sexuality. It wasn’t an option” (3C1), but when she was older (age 25 or 26) she went on an action cricket tour and fell in love with a woman. She realised at that point that she was gay. Megan felt that her parents were initially okay with her being gay.

Megan doesn’t consider herself an impulsive person, but three weeks after meeting Cathy, she sold her house and together she and Cathy bought a house. At this point, she feels her father’s attitude toward her sexuality changed and became less accepting.

“Quite a number of years down the line” (3F1), Cathy decided she wanted to adopt children. Megan asked her to think about it for one year, after which Cathy indicated she did indeed want to adopt. Megan thought that it would be important, if they were to have children, that they make some kind of commitment to one another, with particular emphasis on taking vows. In 1997, Cathy and Megan married in a private ceremony (before it was legal) with only six friends in Pretoria. Neither included their family in the ceremony because for them it was “a very private thing. It was a commitment we were making” (3H2). Together, Megan and Cathy adopted three children. For both of them there was a sense that their families and parents “dote on the kids” (3G3) (even Megan’s father, who continued to be unsupportive of Megan’s and Cathy’s relationship).

A crisis precipitated a change in Megan’s father’s attitude toward their relationship. Megan’s mother became very ill and although they were divorced, Megan’s father came frequently to visit her, staying with Megan and Cathy for these visits. “And I think in the process they [Megan’s father and step-mother] actually spent enough time with us to actually accept us, as we are” (3I1). 

When same-sex marriage was legalised in South Africa, Cathy and Megan felt they needed to take advantage of it – to take advantage of the legal rights it afforded them and because they felt it would be good for the children. Initially, they thought they would simply go to a Magistrate’s office, but Megan convinced Cathy to talk to her mother, who excitedly encouraged them to have a big wedding, which they had in 2007. Megan describes the two weddings, one in 1997 and one in 2007, differently. For her the first one was about the commitment and “exchanging what I expect of you and you expect of me” (3J3), while the second was a “celebration” (3J3). Both Cathy’s and Megan’s families were involved and well represented in their 2007 wedding.

4.2
Changes in Support over Time

The research question, or main focus of inquiry, for this study was: How does the decision by a same-sex couple to marry affect their perceived support from family members? One of the main foci of analysis, therefore, was to track throughout the narratives what happened with family support over time. From early on in the analysis, it became obvious that although there were three couples interviewed for the study, there were actually six families involved, each with their own unique experience and response in terms of support. Reporting on changes in the Narratives of Family Support, therefore, requires a description of what happened with each of the six families.

4.2.1
Nancy and Paula 

4.2.1.1
Nancy’s Family
One of the families that seemed to demonstrate the most significant change in support was Nancy’s. Nancy’s family lived overseas and primarily included Nancy’s two siblings (brother and sister) and her mother (her father is deceased). Although Nancy did share and express concern about her grandmother’s and her siblings’ reactions to her ‘coming out’ (her siblings played a unique role that will be described later), her greatest concern was with her mother. In Nancy’s description of her mother’s reaction to her ‘coming out,’ her relationship with Paula, their engagement and the preparation for the wedding, the word that became a repeated refrain was “silence” (1B4, 1B8, 1F5, 1F7). Any conversations that did occur regarding her relationship with Paula were “cold” and “cut dead” (1F7). Nancy described her mother’s reaction to being told of Nancy’s and Paula’s engagement:

“And then I phoned Mum, or she phoned through. And I said, ‘Paula and I got engaged this morning.’ Silence. ‘Right.’ Long silence. And then I can’t remember how the conversation ended but it was not a positive response” (1F5).

Nancy later reflected on how her mother’s silences made her feel:


“I think she didn’t realise what it felt like to be on the other end of her silences, and 

her apparent attempt to pretend that the whole build up to the wedding wasn’t happening” (1F8).

In the months of preparing for the wedding, Nancy began to realise that her mother “just needed to do something” (1F8) but didn’t know what to do. Her mother eventually began expressing her support through action – helping find replacement rings, buying expensive champagne. It was only when Nancy’s mother arrived the night before the wedding that Nancy began to really notice a significant change, however: 

 “I never picked up that she was excited about it until when they arrived” (1F9).

The night before the wedding, Nancy stayed with her family at a nearby Lodge and they were able to bond in ways that had not been possible before. Nancy’s mother gave her a special pendant, made by Nancy’s father, to wear. Nancy described the interaction:


“And so I went back to Mum and I said, ‘I’m sorry. I’m not thinking straight. Thank 

you for giving me the pendant, it means a lot,’ and she cried and said, ‘I just want your day to be perfect so please don’t worry about the rain.’ She really got stuck in during those 24 hours” (1F10).

After the wedding, two significant events seemed to allow for the greatest shift in Nancy’s mother’s attitude and support. Immediately following the wedding, Nancy and Paula took Nancy’s family on holiday to show them South Africa. Although the holiday was filled with complications (planes being late and everyone getting ill with stomach flu), Paula and Nancy described the time as one filled with joking and laughter. Nancy explained the change she observed:


“Yeah, I think that week changed things in terms of your place in my family – that you 

became an in-law rather than an other… Because by the end of it like you say you had kind of caught the family sense of humour and you were having a laugh with my Mum, teasing her and stuff which was a big change. And she was taking the teasing which was also a big change” (1H3).

The second event that seemed to allow for changes in Nancy’s mother’s attitude was a crisis. In the months after Nancy’s and Paula’s wedding, Nancy began to experience severe depression and ended up being hospitalised. Nancy’s mother flew over to offer assistance during this time:


“That meant she was exposed to seeing us in our space during a very stressful time 

and since then things have been completely different. Her whole attitude has changed. I think because she couldn’t ignore the love and determination that was expressed during a very difficult time” (1J1).

Today, Nancy feels that she and Paula are able to be a married couple around her family. She remarked with surprise that, in her perception, the level and type of support have reversed if she compares her family’s current reaction to that of Paula’s family.

Despite Nancy’s emphasis on her mother’s reaction and support, Nancy’s siblings also played a unique role in the facilitation of a shift in attitude. Both Nancy’s brother and sister offered acceptance and support from the moment of Nancy’s ‘coming out,’ expressing the attitude that “you’re always going to be our wee sister” (1B1). In the period leading up to the wedding, Nancy’s brother mediated moments of conflict:


“My brother is the middle child and he’s the diplomat and definitely the blue eyed boy 


so he smoothed it over with her and managed to calm her down again” (1F14).

Nancy’s sister similarly facilitated support by sending engagement cards and ensuring that arrangements for the flight to South Africa for the wedding were made for the whole family. Both Nancy and Paula acknowledged that Nancy’s sister “tried quite hard” (1F12). With time, then, and with the assistance of Nancy’s siblings, the level of support Nancy experienced from her family (mother) changed from silence and rejection to understanding and support.

4.2.1.2
Paula’s Family

As with Nancy, Paula’s family consisted of parents (divorced) and siblings (two sisters and a brother). For Paula, “extended family doesn’t count. We’re not close at all” (1D10). Also similarly, although siblings’ reactions and support were of note, Paula’s primary concern was with her parents’ reaction and support. Over the course of Paula’s narrative, support from parents did not seem to change, remaining at a fairly consistent level of avoidance or non-acceptance. 

Paula’s early efforts to ‘come out’ and to tell her parents of her relationship with Nancy were met with avoidance and non-acceptance. Paula says that her mother “didn’t say anything” (1D3) and would “find ways to dodge the question” (1D4) while her father 

“was obviously very antagonistic about the whole thing; he didn’t say anything but if I 

brought it up again he said, ‘Yeah well, you’re on your own there. You know what I think about that’” (1D5). 

Paula explained that she began “defensively bringing it up, you know, to make sure that they would take cognizance of the thing and it was just brushed off and brushed off” (1D5). 

Paula and Nancy’s engagement was met with a similar response. For Paula, their engagement was more about friends than it was about family. As the wedding got closer and preparations escalated, Paula, like Nancy, began to realise that her parents didn’t know what to do to offer support:


“As it got closer to the wedding it became apparent that maybe we should try and 

include them because like my mom doesn’t have any idea of how to show any support except by doing things, so as we got closer to the wedding then it was, ‘Mom, can you make the little bags for our favours?... You know that’s eventually how she managed to show her support, so, the sentiment all the way through, especially with my mom, was, ‘I really don’t know what to do with this’… As it was getting closer it was apparent that she really did want to be present but she really didn’t know how to” (1G7). 

Paula seemed particularly hurt by her father’s lack of support. A self-proclaimed “daddy’s girl” (1G10), Paula described this pain:


“He also just wouldn’t know how to deal with this – he didn’t want to – deal with this. 

So right from the beginning he said, ‘I can’t deal with this but I’ll work on it’… he said, ‘I’ll be there, I’ll wear a smile’ which just made me think that ok he’ll be there smiling – he’ll just do that for the show – and I mean the whole engagement process was really tricky for me because it’s meant that my dad and I have lost a big chunk of our closeness” (1G10).

On the day of the wedding, Paula reflected that not much had changed:

“It’s funny because you spent the day worrying about your family and I spent the day fiercely not worrying about my family, you know, really wanting to enjoy myself and enjoy the fact that we were loved and supported, and actually it was the same thing: I eventually ended up avoiding my family because it was easier for me” (1I4).

Subsequent to the wedding, Paula continues to struggle with her relationship with her parents. She realises that both parents are also dealing with their own issues related to their divorce, which impacts on their ability to support her and Nancy. She summarised the lack of change in their attitude toward her relationship with Nancy:

“And even talking about it now, the more I think about it, our expectations and hopes of deciding to get married – what that would do for our relationships – well, with our parents – didn’t work… it didn’t seem to bring them any closer – any further down the journey, or maybe it did take them down a further journey of non-acceptance… (wry laughter)… So, ‘nice try’” (1K2).

While Paula remarked about support from siblings, it appeared at times ambiguous. She “was grateful for the support from my sisters” (1D2), but also at times felt that her sisters did not understand her needs or experience. Paula was clear in her own mind that rather than family, her friends were her main source of support and had, in fact, become her family. She reflected on this truth for her:


“What’s its done [the whole process of getting married] is just made me develop 

without a family and seek family elsewhere, with you [Nancy] and with friends. You know, they [parents] certainly are welcome but if I go a couple of weeks without speaking to family then it’s not a big thing. I mean we just go our separate ways” (1K2).

4.2.2
Carmella and Adia

4.2.2.1 Carmella’s Family
Family time together and rituals were important to Carmella’s family. She seemed to have a close relationship with her family and reflected most on support from her parents and sister, although she did also mention important moments of affirmation she received from her grandfather just prior to his death. Carmella indicated that she “never felt that they [her parents], that their love for me was questioned in any way” and that the fact that she was gay “wasn’t really the issue” (2B3). She also felt her sister had “always been great” (2B4). There were some moments of ambiguity related to family support for Carmella, but these seemed to centre around her parents not knowing what to do (no precedent for a same-sex wedding) as well as Carmella wanting to protect them from the fact that her wedding was an “outing” experience that “you don’t want to inflict on other people necessarily” (2I10).

Carmella experienced the greatest sense of support on the day of her wedding and after. She spoke of the powerful support realised at her wedding (from her family but also from all of those gathered):

“I mean it is so profound that feeling of; I mean it’s really not something I think either of us anticipated; I don’t think you know it exists actually. I mean it’s the one time in your life that a congregation of people come together to bless you – because otherwise you’re being born or you’re dead – to bless you but not only to bless you but to bless your union. It is such a profound thing to be the focus of all that spiritual energy… You know it forces them to expressly accept your relationship and not only that, and bless it and engage with it and say, and affirm it. And then it’s profound. I mean, the experience of it for me, I think for both of us, was profound” (2L1).

Carmella’s experience of support in subsequent months has not been any less profound:


“I think they were always very supportive, but it has allowed them to engage with us

in a different way… Adia is family; she is their child. If I were to drop dead tomorrow Adia would still be their child because we are married. And maybe in some sense that would still be the case if we weren’t married but the fact that we are married, absolutely we changed that. And I think it did, certainly from my parent’s point of view, it very explicitly made Adia part of our family in a different way from if we were dating… One of the things that happened in that wedding was that Adia became part of the family” (2P3), 

and

“It really changes everything I think… people can completely support your 

relationship but the level of support that you get when you are married is different. And you may not even know that level of support exists if you’ve not done it. I perhaps couldn’t know my parents could be more supportive or could be more inclusive or could be more loving but those things do follow” (2P3).

The one incident that did upset Carmella was when her parents were not included in a holiday trip that was planned (by a friend and Adia’s brother) for Adia’s family immediately after the wedding. She was not clear for herself whether this oversight had anything to do with the fact that this was a same-sex relationship, but she did feel that it was “such a profound denial of the fact that we were getting married and what that meant, and denial of that thing of bringing families together” (2N1).

Despite this negative incident, the predominant sense of Carmella’s experience of family support was that it had always been supportive, but in fact increased to a level she had not expected because of her and Adia getting married.

4.2.2.2 Adia’s Family

Adia’s parents are divorced; her father lives in another province of South Africa and her mother lives in Europe. Much of Adia’s extended family, who are important to her, live in Europe. Adia has two brothers, one who lives close to her in Gauteng and another who lives in America. Adia has not experienced her family to be unsupportive of her being gay, but by the nature of geographical distance, has also not been able to rely on their support as much.

Although Adia was involved in a 7-year same-sex relationship years prior to ‘coming out,’ it had never been explicitly stated that she was gay. When Adia did come out her mother was in Europe and so “didn’t have that much of a role to play or to be supportive in any way” (2D4). She feels that although it took “a long time for him to get used to the idea” (2D4), her father was 

“as supportive as [he] could be without knowing what to do, not understanding, not having exposure; it was very difficult”… “I think [my dad] didn’t know what to do, and I think that that came out in the wedding as well” (2D3).

When Adia and Carmella met, most of Adia’s family, by nature of distance, “didn’t know what was going on” (2G1). This began to change, however, when Carmella and Adia lived overseas together for six months. During that time, they “did a lot of things to meet Adia’s extended family in Europe, and it completely changed” (2G1) the interaction and relationship, according to Carmella.

Adia had a sense that her family, especially her parents, didn’t know what to do to offer support in the build-up to the wedding. One of the things in preparing for the wedding that seemed to facilitate family support, especially with Adia’s family, was a huppah, which is a cloth covering that is spread above the couple when they get married in a Jewish ceremony. Carmella’s sister organised for family members, particularly those far away, to contribute squares (almost like a quilt) that were sewn together to make up the huppah (Appendix 6). Carmella described the effect this had on Adia’s family support:


“People contributed pieces that they sort of made for our wedding and then she [sister] 

put it together, and again I think it was real; I think it was mostly family and close friends; and it was real, because it was so hard for most people to know what to do and how to engage and how to support us; it was one thing; it gave people something to do, that they could do for us… it was their way of saying, ‘We support you, we are engaging, we’re going to be part of your ceremony’… it was one of the few ways we were able to make people part of it” (2J4).

Adia remarked that the making of the huppah “was a process that didn’t even end with the wedding; it sort of continued; so many things have I guess after the wedding from that time” (2J4). In addition to the impact of the huppah, Adia was pleased with the way her European family were well represented on the day of the wedding:


“… they all came, and they all came representing people, so clearly understanding that 

not everyone could come but they were representing, and there were letters and there were people saying, ‘Look I can’t come but so and so would come to represent them,’ so there was a feeling of great engagement” (2J5).

Although Adia did not dwell on specific family member responses to her getting married, she believes “absolutely” (2Q2) that her and Carmella’s wedding made a positive difference in terms of family support and engagement in their relationship. She summarised the experience and its current impact:


“I think it may not have been the wedding itself on the day but it was everything 

leading up to it: the sending of an email to all the family members who you wanted to invite, so it was being said outright: ‘I’m gay, I’m getting married. If I haven’t told you before, now I’m sending you an invitation… And then getting RSVPs, getting told, getting gifts, I mean that was another expression of how people thought about it. Everyone engaging in every possible way even if they were reticent kind of ways, of ‘This is all I can do.’… It became, it’s part of our lives now, that we’re married, that we’re together, and yes, it means, the way my family interacts with me is different because they always think of Carmella now, always; and I think that is good” (2Q2).

4.2.3
Cathy and Megan

4.2.3.1 Cathy’s Family

Cathy comes from an Afrikaans family where she grew up with both parents and one sibling, a brother with whom she currently does not have much of a relationship. Other extended family were geographically distant and Cathy did not have relationships with them either. Cathy’s experience of parental support was, therefore, most important.

Cathy believes herself to have been “extremely fortunate” (3B1) that throughout her life she had unusually supportive and positive parents. She describes her mother as 

“the perfect mother…100% accepting of me in every which way, all the way, all the time” (3B1). 

Her father (who passed away one year before the interview) was equally supportive and protective. Cathy had such a strong experience of parental support that she likened her parents to Jesus Christ: 


“For me, if you say to me what is the picture of Christ, what does Christ look like? 


Christ looks like my mother and my father” (3B1). 

When ‘coming out,’ Cathy’s parents did suggest that she see a psychologist, but this was more out of love and concern that she knew where she was going than an effort to fix or change her.

Perhaps because of this overwhelmingly affirming relationship with her parents, Cathy did not talk much about their support during the interview. She explained that they had been very supportive of her and Megan’s decision to adopt and that they “dote on the kids” (3G3). She did have one moment of confrontation with her parents over racist remarks they made in front of (but not to) the children, but Cathy explains, once confronted, 

“they towed the line… they valued the kids so much that they made the changes, so from my point of view, I can say I’ve been extremely fortunate” (3G3).

Although Cathy and Megan did not have family at their first wedding in 1997 (a wedding which they felt was more about their commitment to each other and their decision to adopt children), Cathy phoned her mother when she and Megan began planning their second wedding in 2007 to get her opinion. Her mother was overwhelmingly supportive:


“Before I said, ‘Well what’s your opinion?’ she said, ‘Oh, I’m so excited I can’t wait 


for it!’” (3K2).

Of all the six families related to the couples interviewed (perhaps with the exception of Carmella), Cathy’s family seemed to be the most consistently and overwhelmingly affirming and supportive not only of Cathy but of her identity and of her decision to marry and have/adopt children.

4.2.3.2 Megan’s Family

Megan comes from a large and blended family of step-members and half-siblings. With the exception of one or two other extended family members, Megan’s father was the only of her immediate family who she experienced to have changed in attitude and support toward her and Cathy’s relationship.

Megan’s mother “was fine” (3D1) with her ‘coming out’ and with her relationship with Cathy, to which her mother remarked, “I never wanted a daughter-in-law, but if I had to choose anyone you’d be the best daughter-in-law I could get” (3D1). She has also experienced her mother to be very supportive in terms of helping with the children. When Cathy and Megan adopted their first child, Megan’s mother participated in a weekly rotation of providing child-care for the first six months, to enable Cathy and Megan to have some sort of maternity leave. Although Megan did not speak specifically about her mother’s support or reaction to their getting married, one may infer that such support was present throughout.

Megan’s father was a different matter. Megan claimed that her father was initially “fine” (3D1) when she ‘came out’ but when she introduced a partner, her father’s attitude changed to one far less supportive:


“It was fine me being gay as long as I didn’t have a partner. This partner is now

moving into a house within three weeks which didn’t help… plus she comes from an Afrikaans background and that’s a ‘no-no.’ And so, families are very strange things” (3E2).

Megan was in her mid-30s by this time, however, so did not allow her father’s attitude to affect her:


“But at that stage I was 35, so I think the age tells a different story… my father hit a 

complete blank wall. He’s a very strange man. A very critical man. So, at the age of 35 they really can’t do that much to you but it was really off, I mean everything was off, and there was just no warmth and he would come here and criticise the curtains, he’s criticise the…” (3E1).

A significant change took place, however, in Megan’s father’s attitude and support during a crisis some three years before the interview (and one to two years before Cathy and Megan’s legal wedding), when Megan’s mother became ill. Despite the fact that they were divorced, Megan’s father would come to visit her mother twice a week, and when he visited her, he would also visit Cathy and Megan. Megan explained how the change occurred:


“And I think in the process they actually spent enough time with us to actually accept 

us as we are. As well as realise the amount of value we actually add to other people’s lives. And that’s when my father – I mean the previous week he had been here and… everything would be criticism and about three weeks later he would walk in here and say, ‘Isn’t that nice,’ and ‘You’re doing so well here.’ He’s a very strange man” (3I1).

Megan and Cathy’s 2007 wedding was “post my mom being sick so it went down very well” (3L1). Megan’s large family was well represented at the ceremony and despite her father and step-brother having a “problem” (3L1), 

“the rest of my family really enjoyed it. They’ve never given me the slightest bit of uphill about it at all. So really it was just my father” (3L1). 

Even though this comment seems to suggest that Megan’s father is still not fully supportive of Megan and Cathy’s marriage, Megan does not seem disturbed by this fact. She firmly believes that their marriage has made a significant difference to others. She summarised:


“So it’s been ups and down and ins and outs, but I’ve actually got to the stage of 

saying I don’t need anyone’s blessing, I really don’t. I’m far over that age. Either you can enjoy life together as a family or we can’t and if you’re gonna be funny, then that’s fine, it’s your problem, not mine…” (3N2).

When talking about the positive impact on specific family relationships, Megan concluded:


“So that’s helped… I think a lot of gay marriage has done; gay pride is gay pride but 

gay marriage has actually given people the right to say, ‘my sexuality is as legal and equal as yours.’ And it’s helped a lot of people. And I think that’s one of the funny off-spins that I don’t think you would have thought would have been a spin-off of gay marriage. It actually affirms homosexuality in a lot of society; it doesn’t help with all the other bits and pieces along the way, but I do think it’s a step in the right direction” (3N3).

Analysing the narratives of the three couples involved in the study revealed that experiences of support related to same-sex marriage were as varied as the families involved in those marriages. While some families offered support unchangingly from ‘coming out’ through marriage, others remained unsupportive, while yet others were able to progress along a journey of increasing support and acceptance. In keeping with the study’s objective to allow the couples’ unique stories and voices to be heard, it is important to respect this uniqueness and give voice to each individual family’s ‘truth,’ without trying to establish or force any one trend. In answering the question of how marriage affected family support, it appears that responses varied depending on the unique characteristics and context of each family. 

4.3
Emerging Narrative Themes related to Support

The third objective of this study was to contribute to theory related to same-sex couples’ experience of and need for support from family during the process of getting married. As per grounded theory, a broad theoretical discussion will be included in the concluding chapter, but in the analysis of the narratives, four themes – which contribute to emerging theory – related to support emerged. These themes describe what kind of support was helpful or was needed and wanted by the couples during the process of getting married. A specific definition of ‘support’ was purposefully not determined prior to the interviews in order to allow the couples to provide their own definition and understanding of support. Such a definition did emerge from the data and was related to what the couples felt was helpful or what they wanted/needed from their families in terms of support. Although other broader themes were also evident in the narratives, those related to support are directly pertinent to this study and are, therefore, the only ones analysed. The four themes, which contributed to a participant-based definition of support, included:

· Support as acceptance and validation of identity (“being real”)

· Support as involvement in the preparations for the wedding

· Support enabled by family rituals

· Support enabled by crisis

Evidence of these themes in the narratives follows.

4.3.1
Support as Acceptance and Validation of Identity

Perhaps the most critical need expressed by the couples in this study was the need for family members to accept them and their identity (especially their gay identity and their identity as a married couple). In regards to this, one of the words that seemed to repeat often, especially for Paula and Nancy and Carmella and Aida, was that of “real” (1C1, 1B8, 1D5, 1G6, 1J1, 1J3; 2G1, 2H3, 2J4, 2K1, 2L2, 2P2). For them, acknowledging their relationship and marriage as “real” affirmed their individual and couple identity as gay persons. Such validation/affirmation was seen as one element of support: to affirm, to validate, to acknowledge the marriage and relationship as “real” was to offer support. These couples understood support, therefore, to be expressed most profoundly through the acceptance and validation of their identity. 

Paula and Nancy

For Paula and Nancy there was almost an urgent need to force their families to accept them, throughout the process of getting married. While they initially felt they had to hide the truth of their identity and relationship – or felt they had to be “secretive” or “dishonest” (1B7, 1D7), especially by avoiding physical contact (1B8, 1D5, 1D7) – with time they began almost desperately to try to “make it real” for their family, especially their parents. This desperation was probably greatly affected by the fact that their parents initially responded with “silence” (1B4, 1B5, 1B8, 1F5, 1F6), avoidance (dodging, brushing it off) (1D3, 1D4, 1D5, 1D6) or rejection of their efforts to express their identity. Among the many incidents that highlighted this parental rejection, two illustrate it most poignantly. When coming out to her mother, Nancy was told “this isn’t you; you’re making a big mistake. I know that this isn’t you” (1B5). In reflecting on her mother’s comments, Nancy said, “she was not willing to embrace me or my sexuality” (1B5). The second incident of parental rejection happened to Paula. When telling her father of their engagement, Paula remembered her father “sat down and said he just can’t accept the fact that his daughter is a lesbian” (1G9). 

Paula and Nancy acknowledged that for them, the wedding became the means of trying to force acceptance (and thus, support). As Nancy and Paula (respectively) expressed it:


“Yeah, so the decision to get engaged was not the smoothest experience in the world 

and did not have a positive impact on our parents; if anything it polarised them even more because it was like Paula said, they weren’t going on a journey and we were trying to force the journey and push them forward because we were impatient with them taking so long, but their daughters had just told them that they were gay and that’s the big thing apparently for parents” (1F2),

and


“Part of our decision to marry was to make it real, but real for us too ‘cause you can 

have a close female friendship and live together forever – so because it was both of our first relationship in a same-sex relationship it would mean that we were more than just friends, for us and for other people and everything about getting married is acknowledging that you have a special relationship… I certainly used that as a platform to try and get my parents to realise what we are about and using the wedding as a deadline was trying to speed up this long silence of them not acknowledging anything or not seeming to be able to move forward in their stance toward us” (1G6).

Nancy and Paula hoped that various aspects of the wedding would assist in forcing support from their parents in the form of acceptance. This included their deep desire to have their ceremony take place in a church (“that was a big part of our identity as an ‘ok couple’” (1H6)). In addition, two unexpected events ended up contributing to making their marriage real for their parents. The first was support from friends. From their ‘coming out’ through their engagement and wedding, friends provided the kind of support, especially in terms of acceptance of identity, that Paula and Nancy desired from their parents. Nancy and Paula described this dynamic:


Nancy: 
We just didn’t get into the spirit of it at all, whereas our friends – a happy 



memory is of us making up favour bags in our kitchen with our friends.


Paula: 
Yeah, I mean that really consolidated that we are supported and loved and 



accepted but…


Nancy: 
I think that was a big challenge for my mum. Was to see that our life here was 



good and whole and that we weren’t hiding us.


Paula: 
Yeah, maybe that way, maybe that achieved more than we would have 



achieved being in a church (1H5). 

The second unexpected event that contributed to making their relationship/marriage more “real” was crisis. This contribution of crisis was a theme that will be addressed more fully later, but was humorously illustrated in Paula and Nancy’s honeymoon experience, which they shared with Nancy’s family. Although the holiday was fraught with mishaps and travelling difficulties, Paula and Nancy saw it as a significant moment in Nancy’s family accepting Paula as an “in-law” (1H3).

Sadly for Paula, even at the wedding and after, her parents continued to avoid validation of her and Nancy’s identity. Paula’s father left Nancy out of photos at the reception. After the wedding, Paula’s mother, when introducing Nancy to others, introduced her more formally by her title and surname rather than introducing her by her first name or as Paula’s wife. Even at the time of the interview, some 18 months after their wedding, Paula still described her father as “playing games” (1K3) – of expressing acceptance only as a means of receiving acceptance for himself and his new partner. 

Clearly for Paula and Nancy, the greatest expression of support from family – the expression they most wanted – would have been in the form of acceptance and validation of their identity, of the fact that they were gay and that their marriage was real.

Carmella and Adia

Having their relationship be seen as “real” and having it be accepted/validated was also emphasised by Carmella and Adia as an important form of support, but their experience of it was very different to that of and Nancy. While Paula and Nancy felt they had to force support in the form of validation of their identity, Carmella and Adia found that getting married seemed to solidify their relationship for family, making their relationship “real” and the giving of support easier. In other words, for Carmella and Adia, support in the form of acceptance of identity seemed to naturally flow out of their getting married. 

For both Carmella and Adia, getting married was a way of saying outright, “I’m gay; I’m getting married. If I haven’t said this to your face before, now I’m sending you an invitation” (2Q2). Unlike Paula and Nancy, however, they felt this public declaration of their identity was received quite positively, and resulted in the giving of support. This seemed to be most profoundly expressed in the family’s participation in the making of the huppah, as well as on the day of the wedding itself, which Carmella and Adia experienced as a profound moment of validation from family. Adia explained:

“I think the one thing we did realise was that we were doing it for our family and 

friends as well. And that became a big thing on the day that was the biggest realisation. Because ‘oh my God, all these people are here,’ and unbelievable, and from everywhere in the world they had come to be with us on this day” (2M1).

For Carmella there was some sense of others being “forced” (2L1) on the day to “take a stance” (2L1) and decide whether they are homophobic or whether they would bless the relationship, but there was a greater sense of empowerment in this for Carmella than for Paula and Nancy. Carmella seemed almost exhilarated by this fact:

“You know it forces them to expressly accept your relationship and not only that and

bless it and engage with it and say, and affirm it. And then it’s profound. I mean, the experience for me, I think for both of us, was profound” (2L1).

Issues of support through affirmation of identity were not without some difficulties, however, even for Carmella and Adia. Carmella expressed concern that their preparations for their wedding (finding a venue, finding someone to officiate, etc.) were not only ‘outing’ for them as a couple but for their families as well. This meant for Carmella that she was at times a bit reluctant to involve her parents in preparation in order to protect their identity and protect them from potential rejection. Carmella was also deeply disturbed by an oversight on the part of a friend and Adia’s brother to include Carmella’s parents in a holiday trip after their wedding. For her, this failure to acknowledge the joining of both families was also a failure to acknowledge their marriage and thus their identity. She felt that although it may not have been entirely so, it was likely that their identity as a same-sex couple contributed to this oversight. Despite these difficulties, however, Carmella’s and Adia’s experience of support through validation of their gay identity was positive and reinforced by their getting married.

Cathy and Megan

Support expressed through affirming the “realness” of their relationship/marriage was not as important for Cathy and Megan. This may have been due to three significant differences in Cathy and Megan’s narrative: 1) Cathy and Megan became involved in a relationship later on in life, so what their parents felt was not that important to them. Cathy also had unusually affirming parents throughout her life, regardless of her sexual orientation. 2) Cathy and Megan adopted children. Both families were seen to dote on the children and were involved in their lives and upbringing, especially in the role of grandparents. Even though Megan’s father was the one family member who was not affirming of Megan’s identity or relationship with Cathy, he was described as a good grandfather. It is possible that the presence of children may have had a unifying effect on relationships with family. Alternatively, acceptance of the children may have provided a sense of unspoken affirmation of Cathy’s and Megan’s relationship/marriage by virtue of their being the parents of those children. 3) Cathy and Megan had two weddings. Their first wedding was private with no family present and was in 1997 before such weddings were able to be formalised through legislation. By the time Cathy and Megan wanted to celebrate the legal opportunity to marry in 2007, they had been together for 10 years already (and family may have had time to get used to the idea of their relationship being a marriage).

4.3.2
Support as Involvement in Preparations for the Wedding

A second need expressed, especially by Paula and Nancy and Carmella and Adia, was that of having family members be engaged and involved in the preparations for their weddings. These couples wanted and expected family to show support by participating in the process of their getting married. This desire seemed to be about more than just acceptance of identity (to participate is to accept); participating seemed to be an important element of actually investing in the shared life of the couple, of wanting to be involved in the process of their getting married. Three sub-themes were evidently related to this desire for support through involvement: 1) that parents in particular did not seem to know what to do or how to help, 2) that the couples often felt the loneliness of having to do much of the preparation themselves, and 3) that siblings often did step in to help.

Both Paula and Nancy and Carmella and Adia mentioned their parents “not knowing what to do” (1G7, 2D3, 2I3). In the case of Paula and Nancy, this may have been due to their parents’ initial (and in Paula’s case, ongoing) rejection of their decision to marry. Paula and Nancy’s parents were eventually helped to “do things” through the facilitation of Nancy’s siblings as well as Paula and Nancy’s direct requests. Adia’s parents seemed to resolve the dilemma by buying gifts or contributing financially. Although Carmella’s parents did participate in preparations for the wedding, Carmella also speaks about the lack of precedent in same-sex weddings being a stumbling block to engagement and investment:


“In terms of family support, that was something that for me was hard…I think once 

you decide to get married, certainly if you are straight, not always, but I think if you are straight you have different challenges: often the whole family just comes in and parents take over and everybody has this huge mass of expectations and this wealth of precedent and how it must be done… I think most gay couples have the opposite experience where you decide to get married, there’s no precedent, there’s no framework, there’s no norms, there’s no expectations, your parents have never thought about what it would be like to go to their daughter’s wedding, marrying another woman; they don’t know what to do” (2I3).

As a result, the couples ended up doing much of the preparation themselves, which often proved to be a painful and lonely job. Paula and Nancy seemed to feel this most painfully. In speaking about preparing a supper for their families the night before their wedding they described it as physically but also emotionally exhausting. Nancy explained:


“For me, it ended up doing the washing up and I remember being so tired and I’m like, 

a bit confused as to why both families aren’t saying, ‘Guys, go, go and be on your own.’ There was none of that” (1F4).

Although Carmella took charge of preparation for her and Adia’s wedding, and seemed to enjoy it, she also expressed sadness at having to do the work alone. For her, part of the sadness was also recognising the fact that involvement in preparation for the wedding was an ‘outing’ experience and she wanted to protect her parents from that:


“It felt like all the work that we did on our own. But had we had another wedding our 

parents might have done all that or at least been much more, but that painful sort of outing and having to face people and tell them that you’re gay and we did on our own, not that – my parents were probably fine to come and look at venues with us but – there’s a vulnerability you don’t want to inflict on other people necessarily” (2I10).

Interestingly, it was often siblings who stepped in to assist. This assistance was greatly appreciated by the couples. Carmella’s sister engaged in the process of their getting married and contributed greatly by organising the huppah and obtaining the Jewish liturgy that Carmella and Adia used for their ceremony. Nancy was surprised at the role her sister took in organising preparations for the wedding. While still overseas, she organised engagement cards, bought gifts, arranged bookings for flights and encouraged her children to get excited about the wedding. Once she arrived in South Africa, her role was less, but Nancy was aware of her participation and appreciated it.

For Paula and Nancy, not having family be invested in the wedding – in the deeper sense of wanting to be involved in the process of their getting married – was made more stark by their sense of their friends’ strong engagement in their wedding. A segment of the narrative describes this:


Nancy:
Although that did introduce an air of sadness about it. ‘Cause I remember 

saying if we were a heterosexual couple there would be an engagement party and there would be champagne and people would be celebrating and giving us cards and stuff. And the materialistic side of that we weren’t interested in but kind of the communal celebration was acutely missed… I think, I missed it… Our friends were excited but our families were like, ‘Did you have to be such a troublemaker?’


Paula:
Yeah, it’s interesting. We were talking about it the other day. We’d so had no 

expectations from family; or expectations that were negative, so we chose not to include them as much, and in a way, our friends went out of their way to support us (1F6).

As in the previous section on Support by Acceptance and Validation, Cathy and Megan’s wedding(s) were quite different. They spent little time describing preparations for weddings and who was or was not involved. They purposefully chose not to involve family in their first wedding, for which they had minimal preparations. This decision not to involve family did not seem to be about difficult family relationships but rather was about Cathy and Megan’s sense of a very personal commitment to each other. In the case of their second wedding, pictures shown to the researcher revealed a great deal of preparation, but Cathy and Megan did not remark on who assisted them. Cathy simply mentioned her mother’s excitement that they were planning to have a “big wedding” the second time around. Again, the difference here may have been due to Cathy and Megan being older and having 10 years in between weddings. 

Clearly for Paula and Nancy and Carmella and Adia, however, it was important for support to be shown through involvement in the preparations for the wedding. Although part of the concern obviously seemed to be the lack of precedent/tradition for a same-sex wedding, this need to have family be involved seemed deeper than family members simply fulfilling traditions and customs. While the couples clearly would have appreciated more help from a practical perspective, involvement through “doing things” seemed to be more about engaging with the couple themselves and acknowledging the importance of their getting married. 

4.3.3
Support enabled by Family Rituals

The first two elements of support – acceptance/validation of identity and involvement in wedding preparations – often centred on a desire by the couples to have family members take some initiative in showing support. The last two – support enabled by family rituals and support enabled by crisis – involved elements that were a more ‘passive’ influence on support. Family rituals and traditions were one of these elements that seemed to facilitate support. As was commented on by couples in the previous section, the lack of same-sex wedding rituals tended to have a negative impact on support. The couples seemed to feel that this lack left a vacuum where family members were without guidance as to how to support. Nevertheless, other family rituals and traditions were evident in the narratives of the couples that seemed to have a positive impact on support.

Many of the family rituals seemed to facilitate support by bringing family members together and helping them to engage or communicate, sometimes despite resistance. Paula had weekly Sunday lunches with her parents. Nancy, whose family was overseas, had such regular weekly phone conversations with her mother that, although often difficult, these continued even during times of conflict (with the exception of one particularly tense three-week interruption, which Nancy experienced as a crisis). Nancy seemed to feel some ambiguity about this ritual, especially when she had not yet been able to tell her mother (in person) about her and Paula’s relationship and therefore felt she was not being honest on the phone. Nevertheless, the regular phone conversations maintained a connection (even if sometimes strained) throughout the narrative. Nancy’s family also had a tradition of gift-giving which sometimes frustrated Nancy, but did seem to facilitate a form of acceptance. At the wedding, Nancy’s sister and mother gave her gifts (embroideries and drawings Nancy’s father had made before he died) that enabled an emotional connection between them. After the wedding, Paula and Nancy described a change in gift-giving that seemed for them a symbol of greater acceptance by Nancy’s family:


Nancy:
 My family has made a lot of effort with gifts. Hand made stuff, which meant a 



lot.


Paula:
That’s also true. We went for Christmas last year and in this, accepting us, I 

mean, we do things very differently from how many of them do things. You know, both of us have strong principles about eco-friendliness and trying not to be excessive about gifts and money spending and excess… but they really all picked up on that and went out of their way to do something differently for us….


Nancy: Yeah, I didn’t think they had picked up on our approach to life but they really 



had, which was cool (1J2).

Carmella and Adia had similar family rituals that seemed to facilitate engagement and moments of acceptance. Carmella’s family had regular Friday night suppers, to which all her girlfriends at various times were expected to attend. Additionally, Carmella and Adia made mention of a christening in Adia’s family and a funeral in Carmella’s family that became symbolic of the degree to which their relationship (as a couple) was cemented and accepted (by them and by their families). In the first, the fact that Carmella was not invited to the family christening by Adia demonstrated Adia’s not being ready yet to have them be seen as a couple. Regarding the funeral, Carmella noted that Adia’s inclusion in the funeral for her grandfather, even though they were broken up at that time, “was like she was part of the family” (2F2).

For all three couples, elements of religious rituals were important. Paula and Nancy hoped that religious rituals would make their getting married more “real” for their families. In contrast, Carmella and Adia discovered that religious rituals did indeed make their getting married more “real” for their families. They were fortunate that they were able to use an established Jewish liturgy (the brit ahava/Covenant of Love) that included inclusive and affirming language for same-sex couples. This was particularly meaningful for Carmella’s family, but was also helpful for Adia’s family, as the following quote illustrates:


“The other thing, in relation to family that was interesting… the fact that we chose a 

Jewish wedding… resonated with me on such a deep level… there was something about the feeling of it that was so… it sort of tapped into tradition as well and felt right for me, and I think for my parents… it really made it so much more real for them and so much more inclusive of them… and for Adia’s family, the fact that it was a Jewish wedding made it much easier for them… had we had a gay Christian wedding it would have been a very subversive thing and that would have been very challenging to Adia’s family… And so because it was a Jewish wedding they could completely engage with it because… it didn’t challenge anything” (2M3).

Perhaps the most meaningful religious ritual for Carmella and Adia was the huppah, which was transformed into a project that seemed to unite their families and include family from all over the world. Even Cathy and Megan, who did not emphasise ceremony much, wanted vows to be an important part of their first wedding and were supported by Cathy’s mother in their second wedding to have a proper ceremony rather than go to a Magistrate’s court. 

Rituals, whether missing (in the case of same-sex wedding practices) or present (weekly phone calls, weekly dinners, religious practices), were seen by the couples to be important in that they facilitated family engagement, enabled ongoing conversation/interaction even during times of conflict and contributed to a sense that getting married was a “real,” and in some ways ‘normalised’ (perhaps more acceptable), practice. The symbolism and consistency of these rituals seemed to make support easier by giving the couples and families something that could unify them. Further theory related to family rituals as facilitators of support will be discussed in Chapter Five.

4.3.4
Support Enabled by Crisis

The fourth and final theme that provided insight into the couples’ understanding and definition of support was that which was enabled by crisis. In each of the couple narratives, some crisis or crises occurred that were unrelated to the couple getting married and that seemed to enable shifts in the level or degree of support offered by family members. In the case of Paula and Nancy, Nancy became ill with depression in the year after their wedding. Nancy’s mother, who had initially responded to Paula’s and Nancy’s relationship with “silence,” came to South Africa to assist during this time of crisis and stayed in Paula’s and Nancy’s home. Nancy described the change that occurred in her mother:


“I needed hospital treatment and Mum flew over to be with me but that meant she was 

exposed to seeing us in our space during a very stressful time and since then things have been completely different. Her whole attitude has changed. I think because she couldn’t ignore the love and determination that was expressed during a very difficult time” (1J1).

Similarly, Megan’s father, who had been quite critical of her relationship with Cathy, began to change his attitude in the midst of a family crisis. Megan sensed that the change for the positive was a result of her father spending enough time with her and Cathy to “actually accept us, as we are. As well as realise the amount of value we actually add to other people’s lives” (3I1). She felt that this change was significant enough that when they did begin planning their second wedding, which followed after this crisis, her father was more supportive and accommodating (although perhaps not entirely) of the idea.

In the case of Carmella and Adia, the death of Carmella’s grandfather and subsequent funeral provided an opportunity where Adia was treated like “part of the family, even though we were broken up, in that extreme situation” (2F2). This was despite the fact that Carmella’s mother was a bit “wary” of Adia – that she “might be a bit of a flake” (2F3). 

One exception to crisis seeming to improve support was Paula’s family. Her parents were in crisis themselves (due to an unhappy divorce) – and their being in crisis seemed to give them permission to continue avoiding Paula and Nancy’s relationship. Paula explained it:


“I mean like you said, your getting sick last year was a crisis moment that triggered 


something in your family but my family is very much the same” (1K2),

and


“My parents went through their own realisation of double lives and divorce and 

moving out of the family home…and they do ask about you, but they don’t ask about me really… they seem to be consumed with what’s going on in their own lives. And geographically being far apart has maybe given us both space to just live without relying on the other for support”(1K1).

A number of reasons might explain why crisis seemed to provide a catalyst for change. Crisis may have provided a moment of reflection on what is important in life. It may have reminded family members of the real potential for loss. The reflections by Nancy and Megan seem to suggest that crisis facilitated moments of engagement – of deeper involvement between the couple and the family member(s) – of moments in which family members were able to see the love and care shared within the couple’s relationship with each other. Further discussion of theory related to crisis as a catalyst for change will be addressed in Chapter Five.

4.4
Conclusion

The above findings have first and foremost given voice to the narratives of three same-sex couples who chose to get married legally. They have secondly given rich, detailed and varied description of those couples’ experience of family support throughout the process of getting married. Although no specific trends related to family support emerged, the rich and detailed description of experience shared by the couples is helpful in that it adds greater depth of understanding to a body of research (same-sex marriage) that is seriously lacking. Finally, out of the data also emerged four themes that help to define how the couples understood family support and what kind of support helped or was wanted in the process of getting married. These themes reveal that the couples most appreciated support found in the form of 1) acceptance and validation of their identity as gay persons and as a gay married couple and 2) involvement or engagement in the preparations for the wedding. In addition, two other themes related to support, or changes in support, seemed to indicate that family rituals and moments of crisis can have a positive impact on the level of support given and received. Further discussion on these themes and how they relate to existing and emerging theory will be addressed in Chapter Five.

Chapter Five: Emerging Theory, Practice Implications and Conclusions

As noted throughout this study, same-sex marriage is a new phenomenon in South African history and society. Because it is so new, very little research has been done on same-sex marriage, and very little theory is available related to it. This study, therefore, sought to add to the body of knowledge and theory related to same-sex marriage, with particular emphasis on how emerging knowledge and theory may contribute to social work practice with married same-sex couples and their families. 

The central focus of inquiry for this study was to explore how the decision by a same-sex couple to marry affected family support. The first two objectives of the study – namely 1) to explore and describe the experience of same-sex couples related to marriage and family support and 2) to enable their unique voices and narratives to be heard – were addressed in the preceding chapter. This chapter draws together conclusions related to the last two objectives, which are: 3) following a grounded theory approach, to contribute to theory related to married same-sex couples’ experience of family support and 4) to contribute to social work practice with same-sex couples. 

5.1
Links with Prior Research on ‘Coming Out’

A grounded theory approach – which was followed in this study – is one in which theory is said to emerge from the data that are collected. Rather than starting with theory and seeking to test it, grounded theory “begins with an area of study, and what is relevant to that area is gradually allowed to emerge” (De Vos, 2002, p. 274) from the data. This does not mean, however, that knowledge and theory related to the topic are not explored at all prior to collecting data. In fact, preliminary literature was explored prior to data collection in order to lay a foundation of what research had been done previously on the subject of same-sex marriage. Because there exists so little research on same-sex marriage and especially research on how same-sex marriage affects family support, potentially related topics were also explored. This preliminary literature was presented in Chapter Two. 

Chapter Two explored the process of a gay person ‘coming out’ – and what happens with family support during ‘coming out’ – as potentially related topics to same-sex marriage. Briefly summarised, the most pertinent literature related to ‘coming out’ included the fact that gay individuals and couples desire and value family support during ‘coming out’ (Bringaze & White, 2001) and that family support in the form of validation of the gay identity was particularly important for well-being and couple satisfaction (Kurdek, 2006; Rostosky et al., 2004). Hirsch (cited in Wells & Singer, 1985, p. 319) confirmed and elaborated upon these findings by suggesting that social network ‘support’ included that support which contributed to a sense of belonging, acceptance and positive identity, promoted emotional well-being and that provided help during times of stress. Finally, in direct reference to same-sex marriage, findings by Hull (2006) suggested that same-sex couples saw marriage as a means of validating and making real for others their gay identity and relationship. 

Although the literature explored in Chapter Two focused primarily on ‘coming out’ as opposed to gay marriage, findings from this study revealed that same-sex couples getting married did have experiences of family support that were similar to those of ‘coming out.’ In fact, same-sex marriage was seen by some of the participants as a form of ‘coming out.’ As an event that required public preparations, same-sex marriage was understood to be ‘outing’ not only for the couple, but also for their families. This ‘outing’ had positive and negative aspects. Clearly for Nancy and Paula’s families, the fear of being ‘outed’ lead to avoidance and even rejection of the fact that the couple was marrying. Although Carmella’s family was supportive of her getting married, she was concerned about the potential negative impact of their being publicly ‘outed’ and tried to protect them from this vulnerability. From a positive perspective, however, the public and formalised ‘outing’ of a gay marriage also seemed to affirm for most of the gay couples their identity as gay and as married. The legalisation of the marriage also affirmed for all three couples that they had a ‘right’ to their gay identity and could express that not only with family but publicly – in society.

Also similarly to the literature on ‘coming out,’ the couples in this study strongly desired support from family throughout their process of getting married. In the case of one couple (Paula and Nancy), this support was so longed for that they went to great lengths to try and ‘force’ it when it was not forthcoming from family members. What seemed most salient in this study was the value that the couples placed particularly on parental support. Although mention was made of other family, including siblings, grandparents and step-family, all three couples focused much of their narrative on the reactions and support offered by parents.

Also in keeping with the prior literature on ‘coming out,’ the couples in this study desired support that validated their identity as gay persons and as a gay, married couple. Having their wedding and marriage be seen as ‘real’ was particularly important as part of this identity affirmation. Having family members be engaged in the preparations for the wedding also seemed particularly important for identity affirmation, but on an even deeper level. Engagement in the preparations seemed to imply a willingness to not only affirm but invest in the shared life of the couple, and of wanting to be involved not only in the wedding but in their marriage.

Some parallels were also found with the preliminary literature on ‘coming out’ in relation to methods of coping. One couple in this study who experienced the stress of family rejection of their marriage (Paula and Nancy) responded similarly to findings by Rostosky et al. (2004). When faced with family rejection of their decision to marry, Paula and Nancy at first tried to hide their relationship. They then sought to change family members, and when this proved painful and difficult, ended up struggling with depression (a possible form of self-rejection). Resilient couples (like Carmella and Adia) found a way of having the ‘outing’ of their marriage solidify their identity rather than question it. They also increased their coping throughout the process of getting married by using methods similar to Oswald’s (2002) “intentionality” and “redefinition” described in Chapter Two. Paula and Nancy coped by re-defining what ‘family’ meant (often broadening the definition to include non-kin), while Carmella and Adia intentionally used and re-shaped rituals in ways that were more inclusive of their gay identity and of their family’s involvement. 

Finally, although there was no one identifiable trend in tracing what happened with family support over time with the couples in this study (what happened with family support was unique to each family), there did seem to be some parallels with the two-stage process that Strommen (cited in Patterson, 2000) described of families coming to terms with the ‘coming out’ of a gay family member. Strommen’s two stages included an initial period of struggling to understand and assimilate the identity of the gay family member followed by a period of reorganisation where the gay person is eventually included again in family relationships and activities. How long this two-stage process takes is unique to the family context, and as Strommen seems to suggest, can take some time. Certainly for many of the families in this study, there was a process of needing to assimilate the idea of the same-sex marriage, followed by varied efforts at reorganisation and engagement in the preparations for and process of getting married. In the case of Carmella and Adia and Paula and Nancy, the couples themselves played a role in facilitating their parents’ assimilation of the idea of their getting married by finding ways of getting them actively involved in the preparations for the wedding. While some families went through this process of assimilation and reorganisation fairly quickly, others took longer. One family was still struggling with the second stage of this process (reorganisation) even 18 months after the wedding.

Therefore, consistent with related research on ‘coming out,’ findings from this study revealed that: 1) marriage was a form of ‘coming out,’ 2) couples did desire family support in the process of getting married, 3) couples defined and desired support in the form of validation of identity and participation in preparations for the wedding and 4) for most families, offering support was a process involving some assimilation of the idea of marriage and some reorganisation of the couple into family life. 

5.2
Emerging Theory: Implications for Social Work Theory and Practice

While the above links between same-sex marriage and prior research on ‘coming out’ are important to note, this study was more concerned with what new theory, if any, might emerge from the data. It may be said that because there is virtually no prior theory on same-sex marriage and family support, the above links do in fact relate to new theory. To ‘conclude’ that same-sex marriage is similar to ‘coming out,’ that family support and validation of identity are important during the process of getting married and that families may well go through a journey toward greater support, are all valid ‘new’ findings for same-sex marriage. The researcher was, however, also interested to see whether theories related more to same-sex marriage and family support and less so to prior research on ‘coming out’ might emerge from the couples’ interviews.

Henning (2004, p. 116) emphasises that theory emerging during the process of grounded theory analysis should include “causes, conditions and consequences of the studied processes and phenomena.” She says further that “theories are not just lists of findings, but coherent arguments that explicate and explain social processes and phenomena” (ibid., p. 117). Two such “causes, conditions and consequences” that were of particular note did seem to emerge in this study. Analysis of the data seemed to suggest that moments of crisis as well as family rituals have the potential for increasing the level of family support given during the process of a same-sex couple getting married. In addition, the researcher noted a third theory that emerged from the entire research process, and that was the positive impact that being able to tell their stories had on the couples in this study. These three theories, followed by their implications for social work practice, are discussed below.

5.2.1
Theory

5.2.1.1 Crisis

In each of the three couples interviewed, a crisis or crises within the family occurred during the couple’s narrative that contributed to a positive change in the family’s attitude or degree of support toward them. The decision to marry itself did not prove to be a crisis for all the couples’ families in this study (although it did for some). What was of interest was how other crises impacted – seemingly positively – on the family systems and on their offer of support during the couples’ processes of getting married. Why is it that a crisis, seemingly unrelated to getting married, may have impacted positively on family support, and enabled greater acceptance and engagement by family members in the process of getting married?

The couples themselves seemed to suggest that these crises often caused family members to spend time with them and thus resulted in family members witnessing the value and strength of their love for and relationship with one another. This was especially the case with Paula and Nancy, when Nancy became ill shortly after their wedding and her mother flew over to assist; and with Cathy and Megan, when Megan’s mother was ill and her father stayed with Megan and Cathy while visiting her in hospital. Those family members who were most resistant to the marriage had often not spent much time with the couple. The crisis, by nature of its urgency, in some ways ‘forced’ more intimate contact that would otherwise have been more superficial. It is possible that under trying and pressured circumstances where relying on others becomes necessary, family members could no longer deny or avoid the couple’s relationship (especially because they became witnesses to the strength of the couple’s love for one another) and were forced to confront and deconstruct their own prejudices. 

In addition, although resistant family members often said and did hurtful things, the couples did not seem to question that they were still loved by those members. It is possible that crisis, which often has the potential for loss, helped resistant family members to be reminded of what is precious and important in their relationships. This unearthing of direct concern may have broken through resistance and allowed greater openness to seeing the value of the couple’s relationship – which they had not been able to see before the crisis. Perhaps the crisis also provided a context in which resistant family members could more ‘legitimately’ engage with the couple.

From a theoretical perspective, the positive impact of crisis may be linked with Dynamic Systems Theory, which was introduced in Chapter Two and which is one of the foundational theories for this study and for social work theory and practice. Dynamic Systems Theory views the individual (or couple in this case) as a system that is part of a network of other interrelated and interdependent systems. Although these systems mutually influence each other and have the capacity to change and adapt to each other, these systems tend to settle into a “steady state,” or equilibrium, where order and stability are maintained (Compton & Galaway, 1989, p. 130). It is also possible that systems, in an effort to maintain this stability, can become rigid. Rules or patterns of behaviour may be established that are so unyielding that they become unhealthy. Despite this unhealthiness, there is resistance to changing them because they become the established ‘norm.’ Concern was expressed in Chapter Two that a gay person’s ‘coming out’ – or a couple’s getting married – could be experienced as breaking the family system’s rules and disrupting the ‘steady state’ that has been achieved and that marks the family system’s ‘acceptable’ behaviour and boundaries. This is especially so because same-sex individuals and couples are already a marginalised group in society, let alone within families. Concern was also expressed that a couple’s decision to marry publicly may create a crisis for the family system that would result in the couple no longer receiving support – that the family system’s response to the disruption in ‘steady state’ (the marriage) would result in withdrawal of support. What was not anticipated was that a crisis unrelated to the marriage would enable another, more positive change to occur – a change that disrupted a more negative ‘steady state’ and moved it toward a greater acceptance of the married couple’s relationship.

Within a therapeutic environment, there is some evidence that crises can in fact create positive shifts in family functioning. Strategic Family Therapy may provide some insight into this potential role of crisis. Strategic Family Therapy was an approach developed in the 1950s, and based on Dynamic Systems Theory, to address a family system whose “steady state” is so rigidly held that it struggles to make the changes necessary to deal with problems that had emerged in its functioning. Despite the fact that family systems have the ability to respond differently to problems that arise, research tends to indicate that they do not in fact do so, and rather tend to follow a more rigid pattern (Gardner, Burr, & Wiedower, 2006, p. 342). In this approach, a therapist actively works to bring about change in the family system by inducing a stress or pressure (crisis) designed to shift the system out of its rigidity. One of the pioneering proponents of this approach, Jay Haley, summarised the theory behind it: “people are participants in a homeostatic system and the governors of that system must be reset to bring about change. When reset, either by amplifying a small change or by disorganising the system and forcing a new system, the problem behaviours of the participants will change” (cited in Gardner et al., 2006, p. 346). 

While opponents of Strategic Family Therapy have historically accused it of being manipulative and unethical, recent research has shown that the approach can be effective (Gardner et al., 2006, p. 342). The success of the approach rests on the therapist-client relationship and on the careful observation and noting by the therapist of how the family’s interactions prevent the problem from being resolved. After careful observation and identifying rigid family behaviours or interactions that contribute to the problem, the therapist introduces an “ordeal” (crisis) that is meant to disrupt the rigid pattern of behaviours, thereby creating change in the family system (ibid., p. 346). Despite the negative connotations often associated with the word “ordeal,” Haley emphasised that the “ordeal” – or induced crisis – created by the therapist does not have to be over-done. He argued that all therapy is essentially an “ordeal” (ibid., p. 347). The crisis simply needs to be big enough to disrupt unhelpful and rigid family interactions. 

Certainly the researcher is not suggesting that social workers should introduce, manufacture or encourage a crisis to occur in families where a gay couple is getting married. That would indeed be unethical. The Strategic Family Therapy approach has been shown to be effective, but it also requires proper skill and appropriate use from the therapist. The crises that happened in the lives of the couples in this study were significant and occurred naturally, without intervention or inducement. Nevertheless, it certainly makes sense that the crises that did occur may have created change for similar reasons to the theories behind Strategic Family Therapy. Rigidly adhered to patterns of rejection or unacceptance may have been disrupted by the stressful circumstances of the crises, thereby enabling a change toward a more positive and supportive interaction to occur. The results of this study seem to suggest that in a family where the ‘norm’ is a deeply entrenched unaccepting or unsupportive attitude toward same-sex marriage (often reinforced by societal attitudes), crisis moments may enable such a shift to occur.

5.2.1.2 Ritual

A second trend that seemed to emerge in the findings was the potential positive impact of family rituals on the offering or solidifying of family support. The question again raised is: why might this be?

Ritual has been defined loosely as “any kind of stylised or stereotyped behaviour, any action that is not spontaneous” (Laird, 1984, p. 124). Rituals in families play a similar role to those in society. They can contribute to a sense of continuity and stability, can clarify roles, rules and boundaries, can embody history and can communicate a family’s identity or vision of itself (ibid., p. 125). When included as part of a rite of passage (such as a birth, death, marriage, etc.), especially when that rite may involve loss or change in family relationships, rituals can “cushion the turbulence” (ibid., p. 126). Further, it is important to note that where such rites of passage are not adequately marked or translated by ritual (such as in a same-sex marriage where there is no defined ritual), they may cause ongoing or unresolved pain. 

Ritual, in the form of family dinners, regular Sunday phone calls, gift-giving and religious practices, were clearly an important part of the couple narratives in this study. In most cases, these rituals seemed to facilitate family support by giving families something that unified them or that served to maintain consistent and ongoing contact and communication even in the midst of struggle or conflict. This was particularly evident in Nancy’s regular Sunday phone calls with her mother. During one particularly difficult time in Nancy’s relationship with her mother, these regular weekly phone calls were interrupted by three weeks of silence. Nancy experienced this interruption as a crisis, which perhaps reflects just how important the ritual was to the maintenance of family relationships. Eventually, the crisis was averted and the regular weekly phone calls continued. 

Rituals also seemed to promote, as Laird (1984) suggests, the family’s identity of itself. Carmella’s family reflected this most prominently through regular Friday dinners, that despite changes in girlfriends or even changes in her relationship with Adia, provided a stable family identity, including the family’s Jewish identity. Likewise, Nancy’s family’s practice of gift-giving seemed to be one definition of her family’s sense of its own identity. Giving gifts was what her family did. For Nancy, this gift-giving seemed to take on additional significance in that it began to symbolise for her the family’s acceptance of Paula and her marriage (and perhaps even redefined the family identity to include Paula). Nancy remarked how the practice of gift-giving changed (to giving gifts that were less materialistic and more ecologically friendly) after she and Paula married and that she saw this as an acknowledgement by her family of what was important to her and Paula. In this way, these rituals may in fact have contributed to “cushioning the turbulence” that was part of the process of getting married. 

A lack of ritual was also significant, as noted by both Paula and Nancy and Carmella and Adia. These couples were very cognizant of the fact that a lack of formalised marriage rituals or traditions for same-sex weddings negatively impacted on the ability of family to participate in, engage in and support them in their process of getting married. Both couples remarked how much more difficult it is for gay couples than for heterosexual couples, and their families, when getting married. Additionally, Paula and Nancy experienced this lack of rituals – particularly from a religious perspective – as unhelpful in terms of their families’ acceptance of them. The lack of religious rituals was also all the more painful because it seemed to negate their sense of themselves as spiritual beings (and demonstrate a lack of acceptance/support from the Church). In some cases, where couples tried to simulate traditions from heterosexual practices, the result was difficult and painful. Paula and Nancy tried to hold a supper the night before the wedding (perhaps similar to a ‘rehearsal dinner’) so that their families could meet, but it proved to be more awkward than helpful. These experiences seem to agree with Laird’s (1984) suggestion that where rituals that serve as rites of passage are not able to be properly marked, there may remain unresolved pain. Throughout the interview with Paula and Nancy, the researcher felt a sense of unresolved grief that she believes related directly to the fact that much of Paula and Nancy’s getting married was not able to be properly marked, often as a result of family unwillingness to engage in the rituals associated with getting married.

One of the suggestions Laird (1984, p. 125) gives to social workers is that where rituals are lacking or inadequate in working with clients, it is important to create or adapt them. The value of this was most starkly demonstrated in Carmella and Adia’s experience of the brit ahava (Jewish wedding liturgy) and huppah. The brit ahava is a formalised wedding rite established within the Jewish tradition, but that has been adapted to include language that is affirming and inclusive of gay couples. The couple remarked on how meaningful this was for them, but also how such a formalised and ‘acceptable’ ritual was meaningful for both of their families. Finally, there was probably no more profound example of the power of adapted ritual than Carmella and Adia’s huppah. This tradition was adapted in such a way that family were invited to contribute to the making of the huppah, and were, therefore, helped to be engaged in Carmella and Adia’s marriage. A closer study of the huppah revealed that many of the squares contained images of two females getting married (see Appendix 6). As an adapted ritual, then, the huppah enabled family engagement and affirmation of identity.

5.2.1.3 Storytelling

Finally, one cannot conduct narrative research without realising the important role storytelling plays not only in research but therapeutically. Narrative therapy, credited to the work of David Epston and Michael White, has grown enormously in recent years in clinical practice. The importance of narrative therapy and of storytelling may be found in its “integrative power”: the ability of stories to “lend coherence to life” and to bring together the past, the present and the future “with some semblance of unity and purpose” (McAdams, 2006, p. 13). In addition, narrative therapy emphasises the important role storytelling has not only in the telling of history (often assumed incorrectly to be objective), but also in actively reconstructing a person’s perspective on their past, present and future (Morgan, 2000). This therapeutic tool enables clients to deconstruct dominant negative life stories that are often focused on judgment, rejection, blame or the like, and replace them with alternative stories that reflect positive aspects of their person and life.

During the research process, the researcher became aware of a dilemma that emphasised the importance and potential therapeutic value of storytelling. Because of a desire to allow the voices of same-sex persons – who are often marginalised and silenced – to be heard, the researcher purposefully chose not to interview family members and to focus rather on the couples’ narratives only. A problem arose, however, in considering how family members – who were not asked for consent – might feel about having their stories told, albeit from the perspective of their gay family member. Part of the decision by the researcher to continue with only the couples’ narratives (and not family members’) was the very fact that as a marginalised group, their ability to tell their story was more important, at least given the objectives of this study. It does, however, continue to highlight the importance of realising that in the background of this study there are also six family stories, each of which comprises numerous individual stories. Although it was not within the scope of this research endeavour, the researcher wonders whether there would have been any therapeutic value in a dialogue between the couple’s stories (how they see themselves as a married couple as well as their perception of family support) and the families’ stories (how the couples fit into those family stories as well as the families’ perception of their own giving of support).

Perhaps most importantly, in the process of interviewing and collecting data for this study, the researcher was aware of – and heard from participants – the appreciation and sense of empowerment they experienced in having their stories heard and recorded. The importance of this storytelling was also reinforced during member-checking. While checking the accuracy of the researcher’s findings, the participants were also asked to reflect briefly via email on what impact, if any, the opportunity to tell their story had for them. Each couple also gave permission for the other couples to read their story.  Nancy summarised most succinctly the impact this sharing and storytelling had on her:

“Being involved in your project has been a positive experience for me. I think being 

given the opportunity to sit down and reflect on our journey was good for us, in that it brought back happy memories and also showed us how far we have come as ‘us’ compared to the early, painfully uncertain and questioning/doubting days… Being able to tell our story was special because, all too often, during the build up to the wedding it felt like we weren’t being heard at all… I also felt comforted in the knowledge that we shared many of our experiences with the other couples and that, like us, their weddings had been deeply significant events for them despite these difficulties.”

This opportunity to tell their stories seemed to allow positive time for reflection on their progress as a couple and to give them a sense of being heard. In addition, reading the stories of the other couples helped to ‘normalise’ their experience, and perhaps enable them to feel less isolated in that experience.

The experience of telling their stories was not unilaterally positive, however. Although most of the participants did find the experience affirming, Paula found it painful. For her, reflecting on her experience and sharing her journey


“brought it all back again… it was probably the first time that I had acknowledged out 

loud (and in public) that my parents were not supportive of our relationship or even accepting of it.”

Finally, couples also seemed to find hope that the further telling of their stories in the research report would assist other gay couples who could learn and benefit from their experiences of getting married – whether they had been positive or negative. As Cathy explained,


“I’m always happy to share my story and if it can help others who might have a tough 

time getting through it then that’s great. If I could offer one piece of wisdom to couples who have family members struggling to come to terms with your relationship, it would be that it’s their problem and they must deal with it.”

Therapeutically, then, although for some gay couples storytelling may raise painful memories and feelings, for most the experience of telling their story, reflecting on it and being heard can be immensely powerful, as can the hope that the telling of their experience will benefit others.

5.2.2 Practice Implications

The findings and emerging theory of this research endeavour have implications for social work practice. In a general sense, social workers who are working with same-sex couples who are planning to marry or with their family members, need to be cognizant of the complexities involved. From a Systems perspective, these complexities include the impact of negative societal attitudes, the variety and uniqueness of family responses and the multiple other layers of complexity for the couples themselves (of dealing with family reactions, of stressors related to being publicly ‘outed,’ of lack of rituals and of hurdles unique to same-sex couples that are not faced by heterosexual couples who choose to marry). In addition to these general implications, the discussions surrounding crisis, rituals and storytelling also have implications for social work practice with gay couples who choose to marry.

Firstly, social workers should be aware of the potential therapeutic role that crisis moments may have in shifting families out of a rigid (and unaccepting) mindset toward the same-sex couple or their marriage. Social workers may benefit from familiarising themselves with Strategic Family Therapy and its emphasis on carefully observing family interaction and introducing interventions that may help in disrupting or altering rigid family patterns. Under proper supervision and following the guidelines of Strategic Family Therapy, social workers may facilitate an ‘ordeal’ or crisis that would benefit the whole family system. Alternatively, social workers should pay attention to naturally occurring crises, perhaps unrelated to a gay couple’s marriage, that may provide an opportunity for positive change in family relationships.

Secondly, social workers should be aware of the potential that rituals hold in contributing positively to a same-sex couple’s experience of support during the process of getting married. Laird (1984) has cautioned that social workers have often fallen short by underestimating the value of rituals in the lives of their clients. She encourages social workers to be more aware of, to identify and to evaluate family rituals, helping to create rituals where they may be lacking and change or adapt rituals that have become static or unhelpful. This is perhaps all the more important in the context of working with same-sex couples who plan to marry (and their families) but do not yet have rituals on which to rely or assist them in the meaning-making of their wedding and marriage.

Lastly, social workers working with gay clients and their families may also find great benefit in using the narrative therapy skills and techniques of Michael White and David Epston. Where gay couples may have “dominant” stories that speak of rejection and shame (like Paula), social workers may assist clients in constructing “alternative stories” (Morgan, 2000, pp. 7-15). Where family support is weak or where family members may be struggling to “buy in” to the process of gay marriage, social workers may be able to bring family together to begin co-authoring or re-authoring their family story in a way that includes and supports the gay couple. Clearly storytelling and techniques of narrative therapy have a valuable contribution to make in helping gay clients find their voice and work through stories of rejection to hopefully discover stories of affirmation and strength.

5.3
Limitations of the Study

As is consistent with a qualitative study, this research endeavour had a small sample size, making it difficult to generalise about the findings. Generalisability was not so much the point, however, as allowing the richness and depth of the participants’ unique stories to be heard, while also hopefully contributing to emerging theory. Nonetheless, it would be important for this study to be replicated or studies similar to it conducted so that the body of knowledge and theory related to same-sex marriage may grow. There is no doubt that there exists a need for more research and for more narratives of same-sex couples to be heard. 

This study was also limited by the small scope of a mini-dissertation. While the data collected was enormously rich and detailed, it was also overwhelming for a study of this size. The researcher has done her best to sufficiently express that richness and detail but there is possibly more that could have been done in this regard.

Finally, although the researcher sought throughout this study to be aware of her own bias, she would not want to disregard the potential limitations involved in being both heterosexual and a clergywoman who advocates for gay inclusion and gay marriage in her denomination. She was mindful of Alcoff’s (cited in Lyons, 2007, p. 168) recommendations that researchers involved in narrative research continually ask themselves critical questions about why they wish to speak for the Other, who they are as representatives of the Powerful and what might be the effects of what they say on the Other. The researcher attempted to address these questions and minimise the limitations due to bias by having her supervisor and the participants check her findings. The researcher was also concerned about the potential bias in the fact that one of the couples was known to her. This was discussed with the couple, who felt that the narrative method of the research would help to minimise bias on the part of the researcher. This couple also submitted the most rigorous feedback during the process of member checking.

5.4
Conclusion

The goal and objectives of this study have been met. As an exploratory study, dealing with a topic in which there is little prior research, the voices of married same-sex couples have been heard, the experience of support by same-sex couples who married has been described and implications for social work theory and practice, emerging from the data, have been discussed. In addition, the rich and detailed experience shared by the participants in this study has been invaluable. Family support – how it changes and how it impacts on a same-sex couple who decide to marry – has clearly shown to be a matter of importance to the field and practice of social work.
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� Referencing coincides with Document 2 for each couple, where text was separated into a table-format, with each block of text lettered and numbered. The first number represents which couple’s Document is being referred to (1 = Paula/Nancy, 2 = Carmella/Adia, 3 = Cathy/Nancy). The next letter and number coincide with the relevant horizontal and vertical block of transcript in that couple’s table. Horizontal blocks were divided into Detail (general narrative detail) followed by blocks for each of the two families in the couple. Vertical blocks included segments of transcript related to particular family members (sibling, parents, etc.) and the specific movement/plot of narrative (‘coming out,’ relationship forming, engagement and preparation for wedding, wedding, after the wedding). The full copies of Documents are included on a CD with the examination copies of this report.
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