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Executive Summary 
This research brief will highlight key findings of a national survey of cohabiting same-sex couples designed to 
understand if and how same-sex couples completed their Census 2010 forms and why they chose the options they 
did to identify their relationship.  A significant amount of scholarly and policy-focused research on same-sex 
couples in the United States has used Census data as a primary data source.  With the advent of legal marriage and 
other forms of recognition for these couples, the research and policy interest in this area has only intensified.  As 
such, it is very important to understand the accuracy of Census Bureau enumerations of same-sex couples.   
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Nearly 99% of individuals in same-sex couples said they had or planned to participate in Census 2010. 

 More than 9 in 10 same-sex couples completed and mailed their surveys back, a figure higher 
than the general population mail-back rate of 7 in 10 households. 

 About 6% said they were visited by a Census worker and 2.4% had not completed a form but 
said that they planned to do so. 

More than 1 in 4 individuals in same-sex couples said that they saw some type of Census outreach 
targeting the LGBT community.  Of that group, more than 1 in 3 individuals said that they received 
some type of materials associated with LGBT Census outreach.   
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 Approximately 1 in 7 same-sex couples (14.4%) will likely not be identified as such in Census 2010.  

 Approximately 10% of same-sex couples described their relationship as roommates or non-
relatives rather than as spouses or unmarried partners.   

o When asked why they selected that option, about a third said that they just thought 
of their relationship in some other way, a quarter cited confidentiality concerns 
about disclosing their relationship, and a third were protesting either because they 
opposed the fact that the Census was not asking a sexual orientation or gender 
identity question or they were offended by the options presented.   

 Nearly 5% of same-sex couples will not be identifiable since neither partner was listed as 
“Person 1” on the Census form, so it will not be possible to identify their relationship. 
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s Nearly 30% of those in same-sex couples said that they were in legal relationship.  Approximately 14% 

were married and 15% were in a civil union or registered domestic partnership (RDP).   
 
Almost 60% of same-sex couples who were married or had a civil union or RDP lived in states that 
legally recognized those statuses. 

 Nearly 3 in 10 were married and lived in a state that recognized that marriage. 

 An additional 3 in 10 were in a civil union/RDP and lived in a state that recognized that status. 

 More than 16% were married but lived in a state with no recognition. 

 Nearly a quarter had a civil union or RDP and lived in a state with no recognition.   

  

i 



 

Le
ga

l r
e

la
ti

o
n

sh
ip

 s
ta

tu
s 

an
d

 C
e

n
su

s 
2

0
1

0
 r

e
sp

o
n

se
s 

There was a high degree of consistency in how same-sex couples identified their relationship status 
question on the Census 2010 form and their legal marital status in the state where they lived.   

 More than 9 in 10 same-sex couples either chose “husband/wife” and were also legally 
married and lived in a state that recognized that marriage or chose “unmarried partner” and 
lived in a state where marriages of same-sex couples were not recognized. 

 Nearly 8 in 10 individuals in same-sex couples who were legally married used the terms 
husband or wife to describe their relationship. 

o Nearly all (94%) of the married couples who selected unmarried partner did so 
because either the federal or state government does not recognize their marriage.   

o About 1 in 5 also said that they were not comfortable with the terms husband or 
wife or they thought of themselves as partners. 

 Among those in civil unions or RDPs, 84% described their relationship as unmarried partners 
while 16% used husband or wife. 

o Among those who selected husband or wife virtually all (98.5%) said it was because 
they were in a civil union/RDP or they simply thought of themselves as spouses.   

o About 4 in 10 also said it was because they had a commitment ceremony. 

 Nearly all individuals who were not married and not in a civil union/RDP (97%) used 
unmarried partner to describe their relationship. 

o Nearly all (89%) of those who selected husband or wife did so because they 
considered themselves to be spouses.   

o More than 1 in 5 also said it was because they had a commitment ceremony. 
 
Couples living in states with some form of legal recognition for same-sex couples are more likely to use 
the terms husband or wife to describe their relationship. 

 Almost 9 in 10 married individuals in states that recognize marriages of same-sex couples 
used husband or wife compared to just 6 in 10 of those in states lacking such recognition. 

 In states with recognition of civil unions or RDPs, almost a quarter of those who were in a civil 
union or RDP called themselves spouses compared to only 12% of those living in states with 
no recognition. 

 In states with legal relationship recognition, 6% of those who were not in any form of legally 
recognized relationship called themselves spouses compared to just 2% in states with no 
relationship recognition.  
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 More than 3% of individuals in same-sex couples indicated that they were transgender or had a 

transgender partner. 

 Of that group, 55% said that they were either married or in a civil union/RDP compared to 
only 28% of other respondents.     

 At least 8.5% of married same-sex couples include a transgender partner along with 5% of 
couples in civil unions or RDPs. 
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Approximately 71% of couples who designated themselves as spouses were married and another 15% 
were in a civil union or RDP.  
 
Virtually all couples (99%) who use unmarried partner were either not married (96%) or were married 
but lived in a state that did not recognize their marriage (3%). 
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Introduction  
The 1990 decennial Census marked the first time 
that Census Bureau data could be used to distinguish 
same-sex cohabiting couples who were in close 
personal relationships from those who were simply 
roommates.  Same-sex couples could be identified 
by combining information about the sex of all 
individuals in the household with the relationship 
question (which asks the relationship between the 
person filling out the form and all household 
members) that included a new category of 
“unmarried partner.”   
 
In 1990, 145,130 same-sex couples used the 
unmarried partner designation.  In Census 2000 and 
in subsequent annual American Community Surveys, 
the decision was made to add same-sex couples who 
designated a partner as a “husband/wife” to the 
counts of same-sex cohabiting couples, though 
same-sex spouses were not reported as such.  
Instead, they were counted as same-sex unmarried 
partners.  Census 2000 counted 594,391 same-sex 
couples identified as either spouses or unmarried 
partners.  In the 2008 American Community Survey 
(ACS), the Census Bureau publicly released separate 
estimates for the number of same-sex spouses and 
unmarried partners.  The 2008 ACS data suggest that 
approximately 150,000 same-sex couples identified 
as spouses and 415,000 identified as unmarried 
partners.

i
 

 
A significant amount of scholarly and policy-focused 
research on same-sex couples in the United States 
has used Census data as a primary data source.

ii 
 

With the advent of legal marriage and other forms of 
recognition for these couples, the research and 
policy interest in this area has only intensified.  As 
such, it is very important to understand the accuracy 
of Census Bureau enumerations of same-sex 
couples.   
 
A study conducted after Census 2000 suggested that 
about 1 in 6 same-sex couples opted to call 
themselves roommates or housemates.

iii
  The 2008 

estimate of 150,000 same-sex couples who said that 
they were husbands or wives contrasts with Williams 
Institute estimates that only about 32,000 same-sex 
couples were legally married in the United States in 

2008.  This research brief highlights key findings of a 
national survey of cohabiting same-sex couples 
designed to understand if and how they completed 
their Census 2010 form and why they chose the 
options they did to identify their relationship.   
 

Data and methodology 
Data used in this brief come from a survey designed 
and commissioned by the Williams Institute and 
conducted by Harris Interactive during the summer 
of 2010.  They surveyed 602 individuals in the US 
who are part of a cohabiting same-sex couple.  The 
survey included an oversampling of racial/ethnic 
minorities.  
 
Respondents to the survey were derived from a pre-
existing national panel of lesbian, gay, bisexual, and 
transgender (LGBT) individuals who are part of the 
Harris Online Poll.  These respondents participate in 
a wide variety of online surveys conducted by Harris 
Interactive at their own discretion.  All requests to 
participate in surveys are made via email and 
participation is completely voluntary.  
 
Harris Interactive coordinated all aspects of data 
collection using questions developed by Williams 
Institute scholars. 
 
The survey was conducted online and assessed the 
following: 

 If and how individuals in same-sex couples 
identified themselves on the Census 
household roster 

 The nature of their legal relationship status 

 Why they chose the options that they did 

 If they received any LGBT-specific Census 
2010 outreach messages or materials 

 Demographic characteristics including sex, 
race/ethnicity, sexual orientation and 
gender identity, education, age, and state 
of residence. 

 
The sample included a diverse set of respondents, as 
evidenced by the sample sizes based on various 
demographic characteristics shown in Table 1. 
 

  



2 

 

Table 1.  Sample sizes by demographic characteristics, 
2010 US Same-sex Couple Survey. 

 
Comparisons between the demographic 
characteristics of survey respondents and same-sex 
couples in the 2008 American Community Survey 
revealed that survey respondents reported higher 
levels of education.  The survey also over-sampled 
non-White respondents.  To adjust for these 
differences, sample observations were weighted so 
that the full sample closely matches the 
demographic characteristics (age, race/ethnicity, 
educational attainment, and geography) of same-sex 
couples identified in the 2008 American Community 
Survey.  By weighting the responses, the sample is 
more representative of the US population of 
individuals in same-sex cohabiting couples. 
 

Participation in Census 2010 
The US Census Bureau’s public outreach campaign 
accompanying the recently conducted 2010 Census 
included, for the first time, a substantial effort to 
encourage participation in the decennial Census by 
the LGBT community.  The Bureau hired LGBT 
outreach staff in major cities across the country, 
purchased advertisements in LGBT media, and 
produced both print (in collaboration with the 
Williams Institute)

iv 
and video outreach materials 

targeting the LGBT community.   The LGBT 
community also engaged in a substantial Census 
education campaign via the Our Families Count 
initiative, a collaboration of more than 200 LGBT 
organizations funded in part by the Williams 
Institute.

v
 

 
Nearly all individuals in same-sex couples said they 
had or planned to participate in Census 2010.  Only 
1.4% of respondents said that they did not plan to 
participate in the Census (see Figure 1).  More than 9 
in 10 same-sex couples (90.3%) completed and 
mailed their surveys back.  This is higher than the 
population mail-back rate of 7 in 10 households. 
There were no statistically significant differences in 
the mail back rate by race or ethnicity.  About 6% of 
respondents said they were visited by a Census 
worker and 2.4% had not completed a form but said 
that they planned to do so.   
 
Figure 1.  Census participation by individuals in same-sex 

couples (n=593). 
 

 
 
The survey also asked respondents if they were 
aware of any LGBT-specific outreach activities and if 
they actually received any materials as part of that 
outreach.  More than 1 in 4 individuals in same-sex 
couples (26.5%) said that they saw some type of 
Census outreach targeting the LGBT community (see 
Figure 2).  Of that group, more than 1 in 3 (34.3%) 
individuals said that they received some type of 
materials associated with that outreach.  This implies 
that nearly 1 in 10 individuals in same-sex couples 
(9.1%) received some type of Census LGBT outreach 
materials.
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African-Americans in same-sex couples reported the 
lowest rates of having been aware of any LGBT 
outreach.  Less than 10% reported being aware of 
LGBT outreach compared to more than 25% of 
White or Latino/a individuals.

vi
 

 
Figure 2.   Awareness of Census 2010 LGBT outreach by 

individuals in same-sex couples (n=593). 
 

 
 

Who does Census miss and why? 
Cohabiting same-sex couples can only be observed in 
the Census data if one of the partners is “Person 1” 
(the person who fills out the form), and that person 
identifies another adult in the household as a 
husband, wife, or unmarried partner.  Couples 
where one person is not “Person 1”—perhaps they 
are living with parents or other roommates—or 
those that chose to identify their relationship as 
roommates or non-relatives are essentially hidden in 
the data.  They are counted but cannot be identified 
as same-sex couples in a serious cohabiting 
relationship. 
 
A study conducted following Census 2000 suggested 
that as many as 1 in 6 same-sex couples opted to not 
identify as either spouses or unmarried partners.

vii 
 

The most common reasons cited for that decision 
were concerns about confidentiality, possible 
negative consequences associated with identifying 
as a same-sex couple on a federal government 
survey, and a “lack of fit” with the question, meaning 
the terms “husband/wife” and “unmarried partner” 
just did not seem appropriate to them. 
 

Compared to 2000, proportionally fewer same-sex 
couples chose to identify as roommates or other 
non-relatives in 2010 (see Figure 3).  Of those who 
participated in Census 2010 and could recall their 
responses, less than 1 in 10 (9.7%) used those terms 
to describe their relationship.  More than 85% used 
the terms husband, wife, or unmarried partner.  
More than 7 in 10 (71.3%) described themselves as 
unmarried partners while 14.2% chose husband or 
wife.  The remaining 4.7% were couples where 
neither partner was “Person 1” on the Census form.  
This means that about 1 in 7 same-sex couples 
(14.4%) will likely not be identified as such in Census 
2010.  There were no statistically significant 
differences in the likelihood of not being identified in 
the Census by race or ethnicity. 
 
Those who chose to identify their relationships as 
roommates or other non-relatives were asked why 
they selected that option.  Two of the most common 
reasons given were similar to those identified in 
2000.  About a third said that they just thought of 
their relationship in some other way and a quarter 
cited concerns about disclosing themselves as gay or 
lesbian or fears about information leaking.  Unlike in 
the 2000 study, a third of respondents seemed to 
make the selection as a form of protest either 
because they opposed the fact that the Census was 
not asking a sexual orientation or gender identity 
question or they were offended by the options 
presented.   
 
Figure 3.   Responses to Census relationship question by 

individuals in same-sex couples (n=538). 
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Relationship status versus legal 
recognition 
The legal relationship status of same-sex couples in 
the United States is complicated.  Currently, five 
states and the District of Columbia allow same-sex 
couples to be married.

viii
  Eight states and DC have 

provided civil unions or registered domestic 
partnerships that grant couples nearly all of the 
rights associated with marriage (two of those states 
along with DC have since opened marriage to same-
sex couples).

ix
  Six states provide relationship 

recognition statuses that provide some of the rights 
associated with marriage.

x
  An unknown number of 

cities and towns have domestic partner registries 
that offer limited benefits to couples. 
 
Regardless of how state or local governments 
recognize same-sex couples, the federal government 
provides no legal recognition.  There is also limited 
interstate recognition of same-sex relationships.  
Only two states formally recognize marriages of 
same-sex couples performed in other states or 
countries.

xi
  With the exception of the few states 

with civil union or RDP statutes, states generally do 
not recognize the non-marital forms of relationship 
recognition devised by other states and none 
recognize municipal registered partnerships. 
 
Discrepancies between a couples’ relationship status 
and the legal recognition of that status mark one 
area of complexity that could affect how couples 
respond to the relationship question on the Census 
survey.  Those who are legally married may wonder 
if “husband/wife” is an appropriate choice if their 
marriage is not recognized by the federal 
government or in their state.  Another issue is that 
Census relationship options do not include civil 
unions or RDPs.  Couples with those statuses may be 
unsure how to describe a partner since most states 
largely equate civil unions and RDPs with marriage. 
 
Nearly 14% of individuals in same-sex couples said 
that they were married, an additional 15% were in a 
civil union or registered domestic partnership (RDP) 
and 71.5% were not in a legally recognized 
relationship (see Figure 4).  Of those who were 
married, more than 4 in 10 (42.8%) had also been in 
a civil union or RDP, presumably prior to their 
marriage.  African-Americans were less likely than 
White individuals to report being in a legally 
recognized relationship.  They were half as likely as 

White or Latino/a individuals to be either married or 
in a civil union or RDP (15% v. 30%, respectively).

xii
 

 
Figure 4.   Relationship status of individuals in same-sex 

couples (n=593). 

 
Of note, even among those who were not married 
and were not in a civil union or RDP, more than 1 in 
6 reported having had some type of commitment or 
religious union ceremony. 
 
Figure 5.   Relationship status and legal recognition in state 

of residence among individuals who are married 
or in a civil union or registered domestic 
partnership (n=165). 

 

 
 
Among all couples who were married or had a civil 
union or RDP, 29.2% were married and lived in a 
state that recognizes that marriage, 30% were in a 
civil union/RDP and lived in a state that recognizes 
that status (see Figure 5).
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married but lived in a state with no recognition and 
nearly a quarter had a civil union or RDP and lived in 
a state with no recognition.  In total, more than 40% 
of same-sex couples who were married or had a civil 
union or RDP lived in states that did not legally 
recognize those statuses.   

 

Census responses, relationship 
status, and legal recognition  
Overall, there was a high degree of consistency in 
how same-sex couples identified their relationship 
status question on the Census 2010 form and their 
legal marital status in the state where they lived.  
More than 9 in 10 same-sex couples either chose 
“husband/wife” and were also legally married and 
lived in a state that recognized that marriage (8%) or 
chose “unmarried partner” and lived in a state 
where marriages of same-sex couples were not 
recognized (82%).   
 
Not taking into account the legal recognition of 
marriages in the states where couples lived, nearly 8 
in 10 individuals (78%) who were married used the 
terms husband or wife to describe their relationship 
(see Figure 6).  Individuals who said they were 
married but described their relationship as 
unmarried partners were asked why they selected 
that option.  Nearly all (94%) said that they chose 
unmarried partner because either the federal or 
state government did not recognize their marriage.  
About 1 in 5 (22%) also said that they chose 
unmarried partner because they were not 
comfortable with the terms husband or wife or they 
thought of themselves as partners. 
 
Among those in civil unions or RDPs, 84% described 
their relationship as unmarried partners while 16% 
used husband or wife.  Individuals in civil unions or 
RDPs who selected husband or wife to identify their 
relationship were asked why they made that choice.  
Virtually all (98.5%) said it was because they were in 
a civil union/RDP or they simply thought of 
themselves as spouses.  About 4 in 10 also said it 
was because they had a commitment ceremony. 
 
Nearly all individuals who were not married or in a 
civil union/RDP (97%) used unmarried partner to 
describe their relationship.  Those who selected 
husband or wife and were not married and not in a 
civil union or RDP were asked why they selected that 
option.  Similar to those in civil unions or RDPs who 
selected the spouse option, nearly all (89%) said it 

was because they considered themselves to be 
spouses.  In addition, 22% also said it was because 
they had a commitment ceremony. 
 
The analyses provide evidence that legal recognition 
of same-sex relationships, even if that recognition is 
in the form of civil unions or RDPs, increase the 
likelihood that same-sex couples identify their 
relationships on the Census using the terms husband 
or wife.   
 
Figure 6.   Census relationship question responses by 

relationship status among those who chose 
“husband/wife” or “unmarried partner” (n=457). 

 
 
Almost 9 in 10 married individuals in states that 
recognize marriages of same-sex couples used 
husband or wife to describe their relationship 
compared to just 6 in 10 of those in states lacking 
such recognition (see Figure 7).

xiv
 

 
The use of husband or wife was also more common 
in states where legal recognition took the form of 
civil unions or RDPs rather than marriage.  In states 
with these types of recognition, almost a quarter 
(24%) of same-sex couples in civil unions or RDPs 
called themselves spouses compared to only 12% in 
states without recognition (though that difference is 
not statistically significant). 
 
Even among same-sex couples who were neither 
married nor in a civil union or RDP, the use of the 
terms husband and wife was slightly higher in states 
with recognition of marriage, civil unions, or RDPs 
(6%) than it was in states with no recognition (2%), 
though that difference was not statistically 
significant
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Figure 7.   Census relationship question responses by 
relationship status and legal recognition in state 
of residence among those who chose 
“husband/wife” or “unmarried partner” (n=457). 

 

 
 

Transgender respondents 
Among individuals in same-sex couples, 3.3% 
indicated that they were transgender or had a 
transgender partner.

xv
 The data from these 19 

respondents cannot be considered representative of 
that population.  However, it is interesting to note 
that this group is more likely than others in same-sex 
couples to say that they are in a legally recognized 
relationship.  
 
Of those who indicated that they were transgender 
or said that they had a transgender partner, 55% 
said that they were either married (34%) or in a civil 
union/RDP (21%).  Among other respondents, only 
28% were either married (13%) or in a civil 
union/RDP (15%).

xvi
 This suggests that at least 8.5% 

of married same-sex couples include a transgender 
partner along with 5% of couples in civil unions or 
RDPs. 
 

Interpreting Census 2010 data 
The bulk of these analyses have focused on how 
legal relationship status affects same-sex couple 
responses to the relationship question on the Census 
form.  These data can also help interpret the 
meaning of same-sex couple responses when Census 
2010 data are released. 
 

The Census Bureau has announced that it will 
release national and state counts of the number of 
same-sex couples who identified as husbands or 
wives along with counts of the number who 
designated themselves as unmarried partners.  
Given the complexities between Census responses 
and legal relationship status described in these 
analyses, it will be important to understand what 
these designations might infer about the legal 
relationship status of same-sex couples. 
 
Of those who called themselves either spouses or 
unmarried partner, 17% said they were husbands or 
wives and 83% said that they were unmarried 
partners.   
 
For the most part, couples who designated 
themselves as spouses were in some type of legally 
recognized relationship, of which most were 
married.

xvii 
 Approximately 86% were either married 

or in a civil union or RDP (see Table 2).  More than 7 
in 10 (71%) were legally married.   Almost half (49%) 
lived in a state that recognized that marriage and 
22% lived in a state that lacked such recognition.  
Approximately 15% were in civil unions or RDPs with 
7% living in states that recognized that status and 8% 
living in states that lacked such recognition. 
 
Table 2.  Legal relationship status and state recognition by 

responses to Census relationship question. 
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Conversely, couples who used unmarried partner 
were not in a legally recognized relationship.  
Virtually all (99%) were either not married or lived in 
a state that did not recognize marriage for same-sex 
couples.  Nearly 8 in 10 (79%) were not in any type 
of legal relationship (marriage or civil union/RDP).  
An additional 15% were in a legal relationship but 
did not live in a state that recognized that 
relationship.  Among those who used unmarried 
partner, 5% were in a recognized civil union/RDP and 
only 1% were in a legally recognized marriage. 
 

Conclusion 
The responses of same-sex couples to the 
relationship question on the Census survey are 
largely consistent with their legal relationship status.  
Most legally married couples identify themselves as 
spouses while most others use unmarried partner.  
However, these analyses also demonstrate how 
ongoing social stigma directed at the LGBT 

community, limitations of the Census survey form, 
and the complex legal environment associated with 
relationship recognition all create challenges to 
collecting accurate information about same-sex 
couples and interpreting Census 2010 data.   
 
Federal data collection efforts must be able to adapt 
to the changing landscape of relationship 
recognition in the United States.  This is why current 
Census Bureau efforts evaluating options to improve 
future data collection efforts are so important.  
However, the finding that 1 in 10 same-sex couples 
are still reluctant to reveal themselves as such on the 
Census form suggests that survey design alone will 
not be sufficient.  Reduction of social stigma along 
with education efforts that highlight the importance 
of informing public policy debates about the LGBT 
community with accurate and confidential data are 
both necessary to improve data quality.
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