






Reading Research


Primary Research Questions:

· Do gays and lesbians earn less than others with similar characteristics


(i.e., is there evidence of sexual orientation discrimination in earnings)?

· Do antidiscrimination policies for sexual orientation affect earnings for gays and lesbians?

Data sources:

Primary data source is the 5% sample of the 1990 US census (long form).  The 1990 census allowed people to identify unmarried partners (same or different sex).   Additional data for states included information on passage of antidiscrimination and sodomy policies and a measure of support for antidiscrimination policies. 

Population of interest, Sample, and Unit of analysis:

The population is US workers between 18 and 65.  The sample is made up of adults in unmarried or married partnerships in the 5 percent random draw from people who filled out the long form of the 1990 census.  Some analyses use individuals from those partnerships, some use households.  The sample is very large.  

Primary outcomes variables/primary explanatory variables:

The primary outcome variables are individual earnings and household income.  

The key explanatory variables are dummy variables indicating whether someone is in a same-sex partnership (or not) and the interaction of being a same-sex couple member in a place with an antidiscrimination policy for sexual orientation. 

Research Design (comparison groups):

To assess the level of discrimination, the level of earnings for people in same-sex partnerships is compared to earnings for those in different-sex partnerships and for married couples.  Similarly, household income is compared for same-sex partners and for married or unmarried different-sex couples.   These comparisons help us to assess the effects of sexual orientation on earnings and income.  

To assess the effects of the antidiscrimination policies, I compared earnings for members of same-sex couples in areas with policies to those in areas with no policy.  I also compared those in areas with state policies to others, used time since implementation and limited the sample to those who had lived in the area for 5 years (to eliminate people moving to an area for the policy).  

Statistical Methods:

First compare earnings and income by couple type and policy coverage (difference in means).  

Then use OLS regression with the natural log of the outcome (earnings or income).  This creates a nonlinear function between the explanatory variables and the outcome.  

Results: 

· There is no strong evidence that the policies have a direct effect on earnings or incomes—earnings are not differentially higher for gays and lesbians in areas with policy coverage. 

· The policies were adopted in places with higher average incomes for all, but this seems to be associated with being urban and higher levels of education.  

· Average earnings are lower for men in same-sex couples than for men in married couples, but men in unmarried different-sex couples also have lower earnings.  

· Average earnings are higher for women in same-sex couples than for married women, though most of this is attributable to lesbians working more hours and weeks.  

Strengths of Study:

The study uses very large samples of people in same-sex and different-sex couples and the census provides good information on labor market outcomes, education, and demographic characteristics.  The census data allowed us to match people to the policies in their states counties or cities.  The study does several types of sensitivity analysis to check the robustness of the findings.

Weaknesses of Study:

Uses data only on individuals in couples—not all workers.  And the sample may be a select sample of couples—those who had a “householder” and who identified themselves.  The study also lacks information on who reveals themselves in the workplace. 

How was this research used in policy arena? 

The research has been used to validate the findings regarding earnings differences for gay men and lesbians (using other data and other samples).  It was not useful in debates about adoption of policies because it does not suggest that the policies are broadly effective.  

