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Children’s externalizing problems are associated with family conflict among children and their biological
parents, yet these linkages have remained unexamined among adoptive or lesbian and gay parent
families. Investigating family processes facilitative of adjustment among adoptees, who face unique
developmental challenges, is warranted. This multimethod study of 96 (26 lesbian, 29 gay, 41 hetero-
sexual parent) adoptive families examined observations of adoptive family conflict and associations with
child adjustment and feelings about adoption (children’s Mage � 8 years). The sample was recruited from
5 private, domestic infant adoption agencies across the United States. Parents and children reported about
children’s externalizing problems and feelings about adoption, respectively. Observations of family
conflict interaction were rated from videotaped family discussions. Family interactions were associated
with children’s behavioral and adoption-specific adjustment, yet analysis of variance and hierarchical
linear modeling analyses revealed no differences by parental sexual orientation in family dynamics (i.e.,
negativity/conflict, positive affect, cohesiveness) or child outcomes. Parents generally reported children
to have few externalizing behaviors. Children reported positive feelings, moderate preoccupation, and
low negativity about their adoption. These findings extend the family systems literature about conflict
and child development among diverse families with sexual minority parents and adopted children.
Practitioners who work with adoptive and sexual minority parent families can encourage positive and
cohesive family interactions in supporting children’s adjustment.

Keywords: adoption, child externalizing behaviors, family interactions, lesbian and gay parenting,
parent–child conflict

Growing numbers of families in the United States include les-
bian and gay (LG) parents and adopted children (Gates, 2013;
S. K. Goldberg & Conron, 2018). Research about whether and how
LG parents influence children’s development has consistently
shown that children born to, and adopted by, sexual minority and
heterosexual parents are similarly well adjusted (Biblarz & Stacey,

2010; Farr, 2017; Fedewa, Black, & Ahn, 2015). Fewer studies of
LG or adoptive parent households, however, have targeted overall
family functioning and possible associations with children’s ad-
justment (e.g., Farr, 2017). This is despite three disparate bodies of
research demonstrating that (a) LG parents with young children
engage in different coparenting practices than their heterosexual
counterparts (e.g., Farr & Patterson, 2013), (b) adopted children
may be more at risk than nonadopted children for externalizing
problems (Grotevant, McRoy, Wrobel, & Ayers-Lopez, 2013;
Grotevant, Rueter, Von Korff, & Gonzalez, 2011), and (c) family
conflict is linked with child maladjustment, at least among hetero-
sexual parents and biologically related children (Davies, Martin, &
Cummings, 2018; El-Sheikh, Cummings, & Reiter, 1996). Thus,
our twofold objective was to examine whether (a) positivity,
negativity, and cohesiveness during family interaction would be
related to school-age children’s behavioral and adoption-specific
adjustment, and (b) family conflict observations, child outcomes,
or their associations differed among LG and heterosexual adoptive
parent families. We next provide an overview, grounded in family
systems theory, of relevant research about family conflict and child
outcomes, particularly those focused on observational methods,
sexual minority parent families, and adopted children.

Associations Between Family Conflict and
Child Outcomes

Family systems theory states that overall family functioning is
influential to its individual members; individuals cannot be under-
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stood apart from the family context (Cox & Paley, 1997;
Minuchin, 1988). Thus, promoting family harmony has benefits
for individual and whole-family outcomes (Van Doorn, Branje, &
Meeus, 2008). Research among heterosexual parent families sug-
gests that low family conflict is linked with positive child adjust-
ment in childhood and adolescence (e.g., Cummings, Koss, &
Davies, 2015; Demby, Riggs, & Kaminski, 2017; El-Sheikh et al.,
1996). In addition, cross-cultural research in the United States,
China, and Saudi Arabia indicates that family relational closeness
is highest among adult children who report cohesive family con-
flict interactions, characterized by collaboration and compromise
(Guan & Li, 2017).

Observational methods have often been used to investigate
broad family functioning, including managing conflict. These
studies generally involve video recordings of commonplace and
low-intensity family disagreements, revealing that negativity (i.e.,
hostility) among parents is associated with negative emotional
child outcomes across developmental stages from toddlerhood to
adolescence (Davies, Coe, Martin, Sturge-Apple, & Cummings,
2015; Feinberg, Kan, & Goslin, 2009; Keller, Cummings, Peter-
son, & Davies, 2009). Many studies in this area have focused
particularly on interparental or parent–child conflict (Davies et al.,
2015; Keller et al., 2009), and fewer overall have focused on
conflict within the family as a whole (Cummings et al., 2015;
Demby et al., 2017). Observational studies focusing on whole-
family interaction patterns during conflict have uncovered associ-
ations of fewer behavior problems among preadolescent children
when families demonstrate more positive affect, less negativity,
and more cohesiveness (i.e., general unity; Demby et al., 2017;
Shigeto, Mangelsdorf, & Brown, 2014).

Many of these studies of family conflict observations relevant to
children’s adjustment have primarily been conducted among het-
erosexual parent families with biologically related children
(Branje, van Doorn, van der Valk, & Meeus, 2009; Schoppe,
Mangelsdorf, & Frosch, 2001; Singh & Nayak, 2016). Few obser-
vational studies have featured adoptive or LG parent families, yet
available evidence has revealed some unique family communica-
tion patterns related to adoption status at least among heterosexual
parent families with adolescents (Rueter & Koerner, 2008) as well
as coparenting dynamics that are linked with child externalizing
problems among LG and heterosexual adoptive parenting couples
(Farr & Patterson, 2013). No study, to our knowledge, has specif-
ically and simultaneously addressed topics of how LG adoptive
parent families manage conflict and how these behaviors may
relate to child outcomes. Thus, further examination of LG and
heterosexual adoptive parent families is needed about how family
functioning among diverse groups may be associated with young
children’s development.

The developmental trajectories of adopted children, including
those who have LG parents, are important to uniquely consider, as
these children face several distinct developmental challenges in
understanding and contextualizing their adoptive status. Previous
researchers note that adopted children spend differing amounts of
time and energy thinking about their adoption (i.e., often termed
“preoccupation with adoption”), and adopted children also show
varying levels of curiosity about their biological origins, heritage,
and family members (Kohler, Grotevant, & McRoy, 2002; Tan &
Jordan-Arthur, 2012; Wrobel, Grotevant, & McRoy, 2004). Ad-
opted children must also manage the psychological presence of,

and often direct relationships with, both adoptive and birth families
(Brodzinsky, 2011; Grotevant et al., 2013). Perhaps relatedly,
adopted children have also been posited as at risk for externalizing
problems compared with their nonadopted peers (Grotevant et al.,
2011, 2013).

Consistent with a family systems perspective, we know that satis-
factory communication between children’s birth and adoptive families
shares associations with children’s more complete and positive un-
derstanding of adoption, better feelings about their adoption, and
fewer externalizing problems during adolescence—at least among
adoptive families headed by heterosexual parents (Brodzinsky, 2006;
Grotevant et al., 2011; Tieman, van der Ende, & Verhulst, 2008). In
the context of positive reports of family functioning, adolescent adopt-
ees often describe positive feelings about their adoption, including
heightened curiosity or preoccupation (Wrobel et al., 2004). In addi-
tion, research has also demonstrated that sibling relationships, as well
as parent–child relationships, also play a role in influencing adoptees’
externalizing behaviors and positive feelings about adoption during
adolescence and early adulthood (Farr, Flood, & Grotevant, 2016).
Thus, it is reasonable to theorize that whole adoptive family interac-
tions could share associations with preadolescent children’s behav-
ioral and adoption-specific adjustment. Little additional information
exists, however, about the role of observed family interactions, in-
cluding those that occur during family conflict, and possible associ-
ations with adopted children’s externalizing behaviors and feelings
about adoption. Even less research has been conducted on these topics
among adoptive families headed by LG parents.

Research on LG Parent Families and
Adopted Children

LG parents are seven times more likely to adopt than are
heterosexual parents (S. K. Goldberg & Conron, 2018), so the
question of whether family interaction patterns and related child
outcomes among LG adoptive parent families are similar or dif-
ferent to those previously demonstrated in the literature is imper-
ative to examine. Existing research has demonstrated that children
(including adopted children) with LG parents share very similar, or
even more positive, developmental outcomes compared with chil-
dren with heterosexual parents (Biblarz & Stacey, 2010; Fedewa et
al., 2015; Golombok et al., 2014). Research about LG parent
families has less often included studies about overall family func-
tioning using observational data. Such data, when available, pro-
vide additional understanding about young children’s positive de-
velopment in LG parent families. For instance, researchers have
uncovered significant associations between supportive parenting
or coparenting practices and fewer child behavior problems (e.g.,
Bos, van Balen, & van den Boom, 2007), including among LG
parent families specifically with adopted children (Farr & Patter-
son, 2013; Golombok et al., 2014).

Some studies have directly attended to the perspectives of
children and adolescents adopted by LG parents, which have
indicated positive feelings about adoption as well as about having
LG parents (Cody, Farr, McRoy, Ayers-Lopez, & Ledesma, 2017;
Farr, Crain, Oakley, Cashen, & Garber, 2016; Gianino, Goldberg,
& Lewis, 2009). These studies have focused on qualitative anal-
yses of individual interview data, and have not been extended to
quantitative data about children’s feelings about adoption and their
possible associations with other family dynamics (such as family
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conflict communication) among a diverse sample of adoptive
families headed by LG and heterosexual parents. The broader body
of literature about LG parent families, including those with ad-
opted children, suggests that these families may embody unique
strengths in terms of family communication (e.g., as related to
preparation for bias related to heterosexism, racism, adoptism;
Gianino et al., 2009; A. E. Goldberg & Smith, 2016) as well as
resilience in individual outcomes in the context of adversity (i.e.,
facing stigma and discrimination; Farr, Crain, et al., 2016; Van
Gelderen, Gartrell, Bos, & Hermanns, 2009). Thus, it is vital to
understand more, employing a broader and more rigorous array
of assessments (i.e., child and parent reports, observational data)
about how these families navigate difficult conversations together
and whether these interaction dynamics relate to young children’s
adjustment.

Developmental Context of Middle Childhood

Given advances that children experience in their social
perspective-taking abilities during middle childhood, from 6 to 12
years, children’s adjustment may be particularly vulnerable at this
time to the effects of family conflict (Davies et al., 2018; Demby
et al., 2017). Some scholars posit that middle childhood is a
“switch point” for children in translating stressful experiences into
particular coping strategies for managing that stress or conflict
(Del Giudice, Angeleri, & Manera, 2009). As such, this develop-
mental stage may be one of heightened sensitivity to family
conflict with long-term effects on adjustment (Davies, Martin, &
Sturge-Apple, 2016).

Among adopted children, it is during middle childhood that they
develop the cognitive capacity to grapple with complex issues
about adoption (Brodzinsky, 2011). Children begin to consider
their birth parents’ motivations for placing them for adoption and
the complexities of biological and emotional family ties, and they
may seek more information about their adoption than they had
earlier (Brodzinsky, 2011). Openness about adoption, in addition
to broad communicative openness within families, can make this
process of understanding adoption easier (Brodzinsky, 2006). No
studies, to our knowledge, however, have examined how other
family-level traits, such as qualities of managing family disagree-
ments, may relate to preadolescent children’s feelings about their
adoption. Taken together, research is needed to explore how adop-
tive sexual minority parent families manage conflict as well as
how these interactions may be associated with children’s behav-
ioral adjustment and perceptions about their adoption.

The Current Study

This study addressed several gaps in family systems research,
primarily by including a sample of LG adoptive parent families,
observations of family interaction, and analyses about how family
dynamics may be associated with children’s behavioral and adoption-
specific outcomes. We used a multimethod, multi-informant de-
sign with observational data and reports from children and parents
to minimize self-report bias and directly examine family behav-
iors; previous research has demonstrated the importance of obser-
vational data (in addition to, or beyond self-report data) to more
comprehensively assess dyadic and triadic family interaction pat-
terns and associations with children’s adjustment (Favez, Widmer,
Frascarolo, & Doan, 2019; Teubert & Pinquart, 2010).

We had two main research questions:

1. Are family conflict interactions and children’s outcomes
associated among this sample of adoptive families with
preadolescent children and diverse in parental sexual
orientation? As previous research has shown connections
between successful family conflict resolution and posi-
tive outcomes for young children (El-Sheikh et al., 1996;
Richmond & Stocker, 2006), we predicted that lower
negativity, higher positive affect, and greater cohesive-
ness during a family disagreement task would be associ-
ated with fewer child externalizing behaviors (Demby et
al., 2017). There are no observational studies (to our
knowledge) addressing family conflict and adoption-
specific outcomes. Based on related research (e.g., Farr &
Patterson, 2013; Grotevant et al., 2011; Tieman et al.,
2008; Wrobel et al., 2004), however, we anticipated that
family interactions and children’s feelings about adop-
tion would be significantly associated. As this was an
exploratory hypothesis, we did not generate more spe-
cific predictions.

2. Are there differences in family conflict interactions (i.e.,
family negativity, positive affect, cohesiveness), in child
outcomes, or in associations between conflict interactions
and child outcomes among families with LG or hetero-
sexual parents? Given previous research (Biblarz & Sta-
cey, 2010; Farr, 2017; Fedewa et al., 2015; Goldberg &
Smith, 2013), we hypothesized no significant differences
by family type (i.e., LG and heterosexual parents) in
observed family dynamics, in children’s outcomes, or in
associations between the two.

Method

Participants

Participants were 96 families who provided questionnaire and
observational data from the second wave (Wave 2 [W2]; collected
in 2013–2014) of a larger longitudinal study (Farr, 2017; Farr &
Patterson, 2013; see Table 1 for demographic characteristics).
Each family had one target child (the focus of analyses) between
5 and 12 years (Mage � 8). The target child was the oldest adopted
child within 1 to 5 years old at the first wave (Wave 1 [W1]) of
data collection (in 2007–2009). All children (48 girls, 48 boys)
were adopted in infancy from one of five private adoption agencies
across the United States who had placed children with LG and
heterosexual parents. No children had prior placements, and all
families were initially invited to participate through their adoption
agency. Families generally represent high socioeconomic status
(SES), and close to half (46%) had completed transracial adop-
tions. Although most adoptive parents who participated at W2
were White (81%), most adopted children represented racial/ethnic
minority backgrounds (38% White, 32% Black, 25% Multiethnic,
3% Latino/Hispanic, 2% other racial/ethnic identities). Families
lived across the United States in one of 12 states in the South and
both coasts. Although fewer than half of families had more than
one child at W1 (Farr & Patterson, 2013), by W2, 63% of partic-
ipating families had two or more children. To encourage whole-
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family conversation that felt natural and realistic, as well as to
accurately capture family-level functioning among families with
multiple children, siblings were invited to participate if the fami-
lies so chose (Richmond & Stocker, 2006). Thus, siblings, when
present, frequently participated in family interaction tasks. Specif-
ically, of the families who provided observational data (n � 90)
and also had more than one child, 61% completed the family
conflict interaction task with the target child and a sibling.

Measures and Procedure

Families were visited in their homes, where the observation
tasks were completed, by Rachel H. Farr. Individual parents and
children completed questionnaires using Qualtrics. Rachel H. Farr
assisted children by reading all questions aloud to them. Before
participating, parents and children provided informed consent and
assent, respectively; no financial compensation was provided. The
institutional review boards of the University of Virginia, Univer-
sity of Massachusetts Amherst, and University of Kentucky ap-
proved the study.

Observations of family interaction. To assess how families
navigate conflict discussion, parents and children were asked to
discuss a recent disagreement and work toward resolution for
approximately 10 min—a video-recorded task used to elicit a
range of emotions and problem-solving behaviors. This type of
observational task is designed to facilitate and coordinate the
perspectives of multiple family members, showcasing power
“sharing” versus “wielding” dynamics that are typical during fam-
ily conflict interactions (e.g., Favez et al., 2019). To select a topic,
parents individually completed the Issues Checklist (Robin &
Foster, 1989) prior to the interaction. We made some wording
modifications for parents of preadolescent children and eight of 45
original items (e.g., “Going on dates,” “How money is spent”)
were omitted (as they were originally intended for parents of
adolescents). Parents responded “yes” or “no” to whether they had
discussed each of 37 items (e.g., “Doing homework,” “Putting
away clothes,” “Cleaning bedroom”) with their child in the last 4
weeks. Parents also listed the “top three issues,” which were then
used as possible conversation topics during the observational task.
The most common disagreements were related to school, sibling
fighting, and time spent on TV, Internet, and video games.

To assess family interactions in the context of parent–child
disagreements, we used the System for Coding Interactions and
Family Functioning (SCIFF; Lindahl & Malik, 2001). The SCIFF
is a macrolevel coding scheme that has been effective in identify-
ing how family-level traits (i.e., negativity/conflict, positive affect,
and cohesiveness) are linked with children’s behavioral adjustment
and emotional health (Cummings et al., 2015; Demby et al., 2017;
Shigeto et al., 2014). Thus, we included the Negativity/Conflict,
Cohesiveness, and Positive Affect subscales. Negativity/Conflict
assesses the degree to which parent–child interactions are hostile
or tense, including body language and tone. Cohesiveness mea-
sures how well the family works together to resolve conflict,
including how well families stay “on task.” Finally, Positive Affect
measures pleasant emotional tone in the family’s interactions,
including body language, tone, and markers such as smiles and
laughter. All items are rated by coders on a 1 to 5 Likert scale (1 �
very low, 5 � very high), indicating the degree to which that
element characterized the interaction (Lindahl & Malik, 2001).

Undergraduate research assistants were trained to rate families’
interactions. Complete observational data were provided by 90 of
96 families. Each interaction was rated by at least two trained
coders, who met weekly to resolve discrepancies through discus-
sion. Reliability was excellent; intraclass correlation coefficients
averaged .84 across the three observational variables.

Child behavioral outcomes. The Externalizing Behavior sub-
scale of the Child Behavioral Checklist for Ages 6 to 18 (Achen-
bach & Rescorla, 2001) was used to assess children’s adjustment
at W2. Both parents in each family generally completed this
measure; they rated 42 externalizing problems on a 0 to 2 scale
about their child (0 � not true, 1 � somewhat or sometimes true,
2 � very true or often true; e.g., “Disobedient at home,” “Gets in
many fights,” “Lying or cheating”). Scores are calculated through
aggregating all items, which are then converted into standardized
T scores adjusted for child sex and age. Higher T scores indicate
greater problems; scores 64 or higher indicate clinical levels
(Achenbach & Rescorla, 2001). Cronbach’s alpha for externalizing
items was .91. Scores were available for children in 95 of 96
families.

Feelings about adoption. Children’s feelings about their own
adoption were assessed with the Adoption Dynamics Question-

Table 1
Demographic Information by Family Type

Variable

Lesbian mother
families
(n � 26)

Gay father
families
(n � 29)

Heterosexual parent
families (n � 41) Sample (N � 96)

ANOVA or �2M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) M (SD)

Household income (in thousands USD) 139 (81) 249 (147) 171 (99) 187 (120) F(2, 85) � 6.61��

Child age (years) 8.38 (1.68) 8.21 (1.47) 8.37 (1.77) 8.32 (1.64) F(2, 95) � 1

n (%) n (%) n (%) n (%)

Child sex (% female) 16 (62%) 11 (38%) 21 (51%) 48 (50%) �2(2) � 3.10
Transracial adoption (% yes) 13 (50%) 17 (59%) 14 (34%) 44 (46%) �2(2) � 4.35
Siblings (% yes) 15 (58%) 19 (66%) 27 (66%) 61 (64%) �2(2) � 1
Couple together (% yes) 18 (69%) 27 (93%) 38 (93%) 83 (87%) �2(2) � 9.04�

Note. Demographic characteristics for Wave 1 were originally reported in Farr and Patterson (2013), and for Wave 2, in Farr (2017).
� p � .05. �� p � .01.
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naire (ADQ; Benson, Sharma, & Roehlkepartain, 1994). This scale
is comprised of three subscales: Positive Affect About Own Adop-
tion (20 items; e.g., “I think my parents are happy they adopted
me,” “I’m glad my parents adopted me”), Negative Experiences
With Adoption (seven items; e.g., “I get tired of having to explain
adoption to people,” “I get teased about being adopted”), and
Preoccupation With Adoption (three items; e.g., “How often do
you think about your birth mother?,” “How often do you think
about adoption?”). The first two subscales are rated from 1 (not
true or strongly disagree or never) to 5 (always true or strongly
agree or always). The Preoccupation subscale is rated from 1
(never) to 7 (every day). Items are averaged for each subscale;
higher numbers indicate greater positive affect, negative experi-
ences, and preoccupation, respectively. Originally developed for
adolescents, the ADQ was modified for younger children by omit-
ting 14 of 17 preoccupation items (e.g., “I wish I knew more about
my medical history”). Cronbach’s alphas averaged .72 across
subscales, demonstrating good internal consistency. Of the 96
children at W2, 88 completed the ADQ.

Power analyses. We conducted power analyses (G�Power;
Faul, Erdfelder, Lang, & Buchner, 2007) for analyses of interest
(� � .05, N � 96 families). For bivariate correlations, power was
.99 for large, .85 for medium, and .16 for small effects. For
one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA; three groups), power was
.94 for large, .57 for medium, and .13 for small effects. For
multiple regression (three predictors), power was .99 for large, .89
for medium, and .18 for small effects. Thus, analyses were mostly
powered to detect medium to large effects.

Results

Descriptive Information and Preliminary Analyses

Families generally displayed high cohesiveness and positive
affect, with moderate negativity/conflict. Children’s mean exter-

nalizing behaviors were below clinical levels. Children also tended
to have very positive feelings, few negative experiences, and
moderate preoccupation related to their adoption. Table 2 includes
all descriptive information.

Preliminary analyses revealed that the target child’s age and sex,
as well as the presence and participation of siblings in each family,
were not significantly associated with any observational variables;
thus, these demographic characteristics were not considered in
subsequent analyses. Similarly, few demographic differences char-
acterized families as a function of parental sexual orientation.
Gay-father families reported greater household income, on aver-
age, than the other two family groups, yet preliminary analyses
indicated that income was unrelated to all study variables. Al-
though some W1 couples were no longer together by W2 (and with
lesbian couples more likely to have dissolved their relationship
than gay or heterosexual couples; Farr, 2017), all families who
provided data were included. With the unexpected exception of
higher mean scores in observed family cohesiveness among
separated-parent families, no other significant differences were
found as a function of W2 couple status. To ensure that we did not
miss differential findings based on couple relationship status, we
ran all our analyses two ways: (a) including all families, and (b)
excluding families who had experienced couple separation. No
significant differences in the patterns of results emerged; thus, we
maintained our analyses with all available data from participating
families.

Associations Between Family Observations
and Child Outcomes

Consistent with our first hypothesis, several associations be-
tween family observations and child outcomes were uncovered
(see Table 3 for correlations among all study variables). Although
externalizing behaviors (averaged among parents within the same
families) were not correlated with positive affect during family

Table 2
Descriptive Results (Means, Standard Deviations, ANOVAs, and Bayesian Analyses) by Family Type

Variable
Lesbian mother families

(n � 26)
Gay father families

(n � 29)
Heterosexual parent families

(n � 41)
Sample

(N � 96) ANOVA Bayes (BF01)a

n � 23 n � 27 n � 40 N � 90

Family
Negativity/conflict 2.48 (.79) 2.37 (1.11) 2.53 (.85) 2.47 (.91) F(2, 87) � 1 8.12
Cohesiveness 3.61 (.84) 3.59 (.97) 3.28 (.88) 3.46 (.90) F(2, 87) � 1.46 3.01
Positive affect 3.00 (.74) 3.15 (.91) 2.83 (1.01) 2.97 (.92) F(2, 87) � 1.02 4.29

n � 25 n � 29 n � 41 N � 95

Child
Externalizingb 50.10 (11.15) 50.02 (10.04) 49.50 (9.18) 49.82 (9.88) F(2, 92) � 1 9.93

n � 24 n � 26 n � 38 N � 88

Positive adoption affectc 4.42 (.17) 4.36 (.35) 4.31 (.34) 4.36 (.30) F(2, 85) � 1 4.65
Negative experiencesc 2.05 (.58) 2.22 (.71) 2.33 (.74) 2.22 (.69) F(2, 85) � 1.23 3.66

n � 24 n � 25 n � 38 N � 87

Preoccupationd 4.01 (1.85) 3.63 (1.69) 3.40 (1.84) 3.64 (1.80) F(2, 84) � 1 4.91

Note. No ANOVA results were significant at p � .05.
a Bayes factors reflect the likelihood of obtaining the null vs. alternate model. b Means represent average scores of parents’ reports for the same child
within families. c Means reflect scores from items on a 1–5 scale. d Means reflect scores from items on a 1–7 scale.
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interaction, they were correlated with family negativity/conflict,
r(89) � .26, p � .013: Families with greater negative emotions
during conflict had children with more externalizing problems.
Externalizing behaviors were also correlated with cohesiveness,
r(89) � �.34, p � .001, such that families who displayed greater
unity in their problem solving had children with fewer problems.

Children’s positive affect about their adoption and negativity/
conflict were correlated, r(83) � �.23, p � .036, such that
conflictual family interactions were linked with less positive adop-
tion feelings. Children’s positive adoption feelings and cohesive-
ness were also correlated, r(83) � .23, p � .036: Families who
displayed greater unity during conflict had children who felt more
positively about adoption. Children’s positive affect about adop-
tion and observed family positive affect were associated, r(83) �
.30, p � .007: Families who displayed positive emotions had
children who reported greater positivity about their adoption. Chil-
dren’s negative experiences with adoption were not significantly
correlated with any of the three observed family conflict vari-
ables, yet children’s preoccupation with adoption history was
significantly associated with family cohesiveness, r(82) � .25,
p � .024.

Next, we investigated our first hypothesis about whether ob-
served family interaction variables were associated with child
outcomes using a multivariate approach, specifically for outcomes
in which multiple family interaction variables were significantly
associated. We employed hierarchical linear modeling (HLM;
Raudenbush & Bryk, 2002) and multiple regression to examine
externalizing problems and positive affect about adoption as de-
pendent variables, respectively. HLM (represented by the equation
below) was employed (using HLM7; Raudenbush, Bryk, Cheong,
Congdon, & du Toit, 2011) to account for potential covariance in
dual parent reports within families; and missing data (generally
fewer than 5% of cases across variables) were handled with full
maximum likelihood. Level 1 represents the calculation for par-
ents’ reports of children’s externalizing problems, Yij; �0j repre-
sents the random intercept; and eij is the error term. The Level 2
equation represents a comparison of those averages for external-
izing behaviors. The u0j coefficient controls for the nonindepen-
dent data structure. We simultaneously entered observed family
negativity/conflict and cohesiveness (based on correlational re-
sults) as independent variables to statistically predict children’s
externalizing problems.

Level 1:

Yij(Externalizing) � �0j � �1j(Negativity ⁄ Conflict)

� �2j(Cohesiveness) � eij

Level 2:

�0j � �00 � u0j

�1j � �10 � u10j

�2j � �20 � u20j

Specifically, the HLM analysis revealed that family cohesive-
ness during conflict significantly predicted children’s externalizing
behaviors, t-ratio(83) � �2.26, p � .027, but family negativity/
conflict did not, t-ratio(83) � .78, p � .439. Using the average of
parents’ reports within families for children’s externalizing prob-
lems, multiple regression results were consistent with HLM. The
overall regression model was significant, F(2, 86) � 5.76, p �
.004, R2 � .10, and greater family cohesiveness (but not lower
negativity/conflict) emerged as significant in predicting fewer ex-
ternalizing behaviors.

Simultaneous multiple regression was used to assess whether
family cohesiveness, positive affect, and negativity/conflict would
statistically predict children’s positive adoption feelings. Although
the overall model proved significant, F(3, 79) � 2.86, p � .042;
R2 � .06, no individual predictor was significantly associated with
children’s positive adoption feelings. It is important to note that
although family observations statistically predicted child outcomes
in the preceding analyses, directionality of effects cannot be de-
termined with these cross-sectional data.

Family-Type Differences

Next, we investigated our second hypothesis by using one-way
ANOVA tests to compare observed variables and child outcomes
by family type (lesbian, gay, and heterosexual parent families). We
also included Bayesian analyses to supplement traditional hypoth-
esis testing. A Bayes factor (BF01) of 1 to 3 indicates anecdotal
evidence, and BF01 of 3 to 10 indicates substantial evidence for the
null hypothesis (i.e., BF01 � 3 indicates that the data are 3 times
more likely to support the null rather than alternative hypothesis;
Jarosz & Wiley, 2014). Across variables, and consistent with our
second hypothesis, there were no differences in family interactions

Table 3
Associations Among Variables of Interest

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

Family observations
1. Negativity/conflict — — — — — — —
2. Positivity �.49��� — — — — — —
3. Cohesiveness �.60��� .62��� — — — — —

Parent reports
4. Child externalizing score (Parent A) .20a �.08 �.29�� — — — —
5. Child externalizing score (Parent B) .30�� �.18a �.34�� .66��� — — —

Child reports
6. Positive adoption affect �.23� .30�� .23� .02 �.003 — —
7. Negative adoption experiences .09 �.13 �.16 .23� .12 �.31�� —
8. Adoption preoccupation �.07 .05 .25� �.08 �.03 .09 �.06

a p � .10.
� p � .05. �� p � .01. ��� p � .001.
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or child outcomes as a function of parental sexual orientation; this
was supported by the Bayes factors indicating substantially greater
likelihood for the null over alternate model (Jarosz & Wiley, 2014;
see Table 2). Finally, we tested whether correlations among ob-
served family variables and child outcomes differed by family type
by using Fisher’s r-to-z transformations (Diedenhofen & Musch,
2015). In no case were the differences significant between corre-
lations among lesbian, gay, and heterosexual parent families.

Discussion

Our findings contribute to theory and empiricism surrounding
family systems research among adoptive LG and heterosexual
parent families. Previous research including observations of family
interaction has not often focused on these family systems, yet this
study reveals information about family functioning and associated
child outcomes among adoptive LG parent families. Consistent
with outcomes among heterosexual parent families (Davies et al.,
2015; Demby et al., 2017; Teubert & Pinquart, 2010) and adoptive
LG parent families (Goldberg & Smith, 2013), our central finding
was that children’s broad and adoption-specific outcomes were
associated with dynamics of family conflict interaction regardless
of parental sexual orientation.

Our results underscore that children’s externalizing behaviors
were associated with qualities of family interaction, particularly
cohesiveness. Lower cohesiveness was associated with behavior
problems, as has been found among other families with adolescent
children (e.g., Richmond & Stocker, 2006), yet family negativity
was not. Although negativity was correlated with externalizing
problems, cohesiveness was more strongly associated when simul-
taneously considered. This may indicate the unique importance of
family unity in resolving disagreements in its relation to children’s
behavioral adjustment, and perhaps particularly among adoptive
sexual minority parent families (Brodzinsky, 2006; Guan & Li,
2017). That this sample was characterized by relatively low neg-
ativity during interaction should be acknowledged. More intensely
negative family interactions would likely impact child behavior
(Schoppe et al., 2001).

Our findings also indicate, for the first time, to our knowledge,
that overall family functioning is significantly related to adoption-
specific child outcomes. Family cohesiveness, positive affect, and
negativity during conflict all correlated with children’s positive
adoption feelings. Observed family cohesiveness was also signif-
icantly positively correlated with children’s preoccupation with
adoption. The regression model of the three observed family-level
variables onto children’s positive adoption feelings was significant
despite no significant individual predictors. Thus, broad qualities
of family interaction, including cohesiveness, may be important to
children’s perceptions about their adoption. Cohesive families who
function effectively during conflict may facilitate more successful
family communication about adoption. As children in this sample
were found to be moderately preoccupied with adoption, on aver-
age, this may reflect a general curiosity and inquisitiveness about
their adoption during this developmental stage of middle child-
hood (Kohler et al., 2002; Wrobel et al., 2004). Thus, in the
context of family cohesiveness, children curious about their adop-
tion may feel comfortable discussing it and asking questions. They
may more readily acknowledge their thoughts about their birth

parents as well as feel more positively about being adopted (Le
Mare & Audet, 2011).

Indeed, research has indicated several positive outcomes related
to adoptive identity development among adoptees in families who
regularly discuss adoption in responsive and supportive ways. For
instance, families who encourage their children to openly discuss
adoption and ask questions through natural, free-flowing conver-
sational exchanges tend to best support the identity development of
their children (Colaner & Soliz, 2017). Von Korff and Grotevant
(2011) have also shown longitudinally that, among adoptees from
adolescence to emerging adulthood, more frequent adoption-
related conversation in families is linked with adoptive identity
development. Among adult adoptees, research has demonstrated
that greater adoption communication openness within families is
associated with lower adoption preoccupation, and the general
communication environment provided by adoptive families tends
to be associated both with adoptive identity and self-esteem out-
comes (Horstman, Colaner, & Rittenour, 2016). Preoccupation
was moderate, on average, among Horstman et al.’s (2016) sam-
ple, as it was in the current sample. The construct of preoccupa-
tion, however, was defined slightly differently by Horstman and
colleagues—as an overcommitment to one’s adoptive status—and
it was measured with different items than were used in the current
study. In contrast, in a study of adolescent adoptees who responded
to the same preoccupation items as did the children in our sample,
adoptees who demonstrated moderate or low levels of adoption
preoccupation also reported greater parent–child closeness than
did those who showed high adoption preoccupation (Kohler et al.,
2002). Moreover, similar patterns of communication, closeness,
and positive feelings have been observed in family discussions of
other difficult topics (Guan & Li, 2017). Thus, adopted children in
this sample may feel safer expressing more complex feelings or
experiences in family environments characterized by greater co-
hesiveness (Demby et al., 2017).

Of course, because these data are cross-sectional, the reverse
pattern of findings could also be true—children who feel posi-
tively about their adoption may contribute to effective family
communication and overall family cohesiveness. Regardless, our
findings broaden previous research indicating associations be-
tween familial openness during conflict and positive child out-
comes, specifically among diverse adoptive families headed by LG
and heterosexual parents with school-age children.

In attempting to resolve conflicts, families displayed greater
positive affect and cohesiveness than negativity and conflict, re-
gardless of parental sexual orientation. This is noteworthy, given
the emphasis of previous research on ensuring children have
positive models for conflict resolution (e.g., Feinberg et al., 2009).
LG parents did not differ from heterosexual parents in navigating
family disagreements, with similar levels of cohesiveness, positive
affect, and negativity and conflict observed among families. This
aligns with research indicating few differences in parenting and
family relationships among LG and heterosexual parent families
(Biblarz & Stacey, 2010; Farr, 2017; Golombok et al., 2014,
2018). It is a first (to our knowledge), however, that these simi-
larities have been demonstrated in the context of family conflict
among LG and heterosexual parent adoptive families with school-
age children.

Across the sample, children were reported by their parents to
have relatively low levels of externalizing behavior problems,
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which contrasts with the notion that adopted children are at risk for
psychopathology—particularly externalizing problems (Grotevant
et al., 2011). It should be acknowledged, however, that the low
level of externalizing problems could also reflect the homogeneity
in this sample (i.e., relatively high family SES, all children adopted
via private domestic infant adoption) or an issue related to parent
reports (some parents could be reluctant to describe their children
as having behavioral challenges). More research is necessary to
address these potential limitations of our results, but we have
reported elsewhere that children’s teachers, as well as their par-
ents, agree that children in this sample, on average, show low
levels of behavior problems (Farr, 2017).

Our findings are also consistent with the literature indicating
that children with LG and heterosexual parents are comparably
well-adjusted, despite ongoing social controversy (Biblarz & Sta-
cey, 2010; Fedewa et al., 2015). Furthermore, this is the first study,
to our knowledge, directly assessing children’s perspectives about
adoption among LG and heterosexual parent families. Children
across family types felt positively about their adoption, reported
few negative experiences, and noted moderate levels of preoccu-
pation. Findings were comparable with means reported among
samples of adolescent adoptees (Tan & Jordan-Arthur, 2012; Wro-
bel et al., 2004), with both positive affect and preoccupation
somewhat higher among our sample of adoptees in middle child-
hood (although studies with older adoptees have included versions
of the ADQ with more preoccupation items). As no study that we
know of has specifically addressed this topic among a sample of
adopted children with sexual minority and heterosexual parents,
our results are noteworthy in indicating that these school-age
adoptees report positive perceptions about their adoption regard-
less of their parents’ sexual orientation. Finally, in no case were
associations between family conflict interactions and child out-
comes significantly different as a function of parental sexual
orientation. Thus, taken together, sexual minority and heterosexual
parents appear equally capable in providing family environments
that foster well-adjusted adopted children, aligned with earlier
research (e.g., Goldberg & Smith, 2013), and also extending it to
feelings about adoption.

Strengths and Limitations

This study adds to the literature by examining adoption-specific
child outcomes in the context of family systems theory, which
posits that children’s development cannot be understood without
considering influences of the whole family (Cox & Paley, 1997).
Data from multiple sources provided a richer picture of factors
influencing child adjustment. Participation of LG and heterosexual
parents allowed for cross-comparisons underrepresented in family
systems research.

Some limitations should also be noted. The data are cross-
sectional; directionality of effects cannot be determined. Although
our relatively high-SES sample is representative of families who
complete private domestic adoptions, future research should con-
sider how SES, parental sexual orientation, race, and varying
pathways to parenthood intersect with family dynamics and child
development. For instance, the majority of adoptive placements in
the United States today are via public domestic adoptions through
the child welfare system (Farr & Grotevant, 2019). Children ad-
opted from foster care are often older and have experienced

adversity in the form of abuse, neglect, or other trauma (Farr &
Grotevant, 2019). As such, dynamics of managing family conflict
are likely different and more complex among these adoptive fam-
ilies compared with the sample in this study; caution should be
taken in generalizations of these findings to adoptive families who
have adopted through different pathways than private domestic
infant adoption. We also did not study other adoption-related
variables, such as birth family contact, as related to child adjust-
ment or family interactions. Indeed, openness between birth and
adoptive families is generally linked with positive child outcomes
(Grotevant et al., 2013).

Implications and Conclusion

Our findings align with and extend previous research, demon-
strating that effective family conflict resolution and positive child
outcomes are associated among adoptive LG parent families
(Golombok et al., 2014; Teubert & Pinquart, 2010). Notably, these
outcomes included children’s feelings about their adoption, a vari-
able not yet considered within the conflict resolution or family
systems literatures. Our findings may support practitioners work-
ing with adoptive families about how open, positive, and cohesive
family communication may encourage children’s positive adoption
feelings as well as help them express questions related to their
adoption (and vice versa). The results could also inform law and
policy surrounding adoptive LG parent families. Although same-
sex marriage rights have made adoption more feasible for sexual
minority parents in the United States, legal and practical barriers
remain (Farr & Goldberg, 2018; Harris, 2017). Our results about
well-adjusted children in well-functioning families suggest no
empirical justification for obstacles to adoption by sexual minority
adults. The findings expand our understanding about family con-
flict and overall family functioning among diverse adoptive fam-
ilies, highlighting positive parenting, family functioning, and child
adjustment. How families manage conflict appears to be more
strongly associated than parental sexual orientation with adopted
children’s outcomes, including those broadly related to behavioral
adjustment as well as those specifically related to feelings about
one’s own adoption.
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