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 Residential distribution and location are subjects of interest to both social scientists and 

the lay person. This dissertation project quantitatively and qualitatively analyzes where same-sex 

households in the United States have been historically located and how those patterns have 

changed over the years, as well as how same-sex households make decisions about residential 

location, through three connected manuscripts. The first article finds that same-sex households 

have been historically located throughout the contiguous United States (though they have been 

unevenly distributed) and that the location of same-sex households does correlate with the 

location of knowledge workers at the state level, aligning with previous research and raising 

important questions about livability research. The second article finds that same-sex households 

are also presently distributed throughout the contiguous United States in most counties; 

socioeconomic factors such as religious adherence and the percentage of residents in a county 

who voted for President Trump negatively correlate with the percentage of same-sex households 

in an area. Finally, the third article reported on interviews with same-sex households in North 

Carolina, finding that couples considered sexuality as part of their residential selection process, 

but that where to live was a constrained choice with sexuality as one part of many factors 

affecting residential location. This dissertation provides updated data relating to where same-sex 

households live, underscoring that queer friendly services such as medical and eldercare must be 

available everywhere, not just large urban areas, moving forward. 
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CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION 

Research Background and Motivations 

Where people live and why they live there is a subject of continued fascination for social 

scientists, from considering the residential settlement patterns of immigrants and other 

marginalized groups (Parks et al., 1925; Shibutani & Kwanm, 1965; Altaher et al., 2019) to 

considering how factors such as race, social class and economics affect residential selection 

(Rich 2011; Havekes et al., 2015; Harvey et al., 2019) to discussing residential segregation 

(Bonilla-Silva et al., 2006; Spring, 2013). The academic literature related to residential location 

vis-a-vis race, ethnicity, and social class in the United States is robust; however, this literature 

has not generally been extended to considering sexuality on a macro or micro basis. What 

literature does exist re: residential location and sexuality is often focused on localized geographic 

contexts or very specific social questions, such as the spatial segregation between male and 

female same-sex couples in Melbourne and Sydney (Goldie 2018) or dispersion and clustering in 

LGBTQ real estate markets in Dallas (Smart & Whittemore, 2017). Large scale quantitative 

analysis of the distribution of same-sex households in the United States has been limited due to 

lack of data (Anacker & Murrow-Jones, 2005; Black et al., 2007; Spring 2013), and even then, 

what analysis has been performed often focuses on areas with the highest amounts of same-sex 

households in the country (Black et al., 2007; Spring 2013; Havekes et al., 2015; Poston et al., 

2017), even though same-sex households and queer folks exist everywhere in the United States. 

Previous literature also lacks in qualitative research - for whatever reason, it is very rare to have 

interviewed those in same-sex households about why they live where they live, how they 

perceive space, and how their social categories affect how they navigate residential space; one of 
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the only other such studies seems to be Compton and Baumle (2012), who interviewed couples 

in California. Qualitative studies abound, however these studies are concentrated around topics 

such as race, ethnicity, immigration, and social class, as well as geographically related factors 

such as livability (Rich, 2011; Li, 2018; Asad & Rosen, 2019). Thus, the motivation for this 

project is to contribute to the existing literature with data gathered through quantitative and 

qualitative methods that address questions regarding residential distribution and selection, and 

sexuality.  

This research also contributes to a new era of queer geography by examining life in the 

United States post-Obergefell, the 2015 Supreme Court decision which recognized same-sex 

marriage in all U.S. states and territories. In addition, this project addresses stereotypes that 

same-sex couples are high income, have no children, and only live in urban areas (previous 

literature makes statement such as “many urban bohemian neighborhoods also serve as locations 

for homosexual institutions” (Anacker & Murrow, 2005, p. 387), neglecting queer institutions in 

other parts of the country). These stereotypes are replicated in Richard Florida’s assertions re: 

knowledge workers, same-sex households, and the areas and amenities that they may be attracted 

to, and the amount of research that has relied on these ideas, including Anacker and Murrow-

Jones (2005), Hayslett and Kane (2011) Spring (2013), and Poston et al. (2017). The persistence 

of these stereotypes (Davis 1995) negatively impacts public policy and people’s lives. Notably, 

Fredriksen-Goldsen (2014) found that eldercare programs lacked the voices of “LGBT people of 

color, bisexual women and men, transgender older adults, and those with limited income and 

education” (p. 563). Marsack & Stephenson (2017) noted that stigma plays a critical role in the 

mental health of rural queer populations and recommended “interventions and policy for these 

risk factors can and should target the sexual minority population as a whole” (p. 60). Nelson et 
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al. (2018) considered barriers to HIV testing among gay, bisexual, and men who have sex with 

men (MSM), including a lack of stability in housing and living in rural areas. These three studies 

provide examples of the damage to public policy from assuming that all queer folks are well-off 

and live in urban areas. 

This project asks questions about residential distribution and selection – in other words, 

residential location – and applies them to sex and same-gender households, extending the 

residential location literature beyond its traditional variables of race, ethnicity, and social class. 

Periodically re-examining what scientists think is known about our world is an integral part of 

doing social sciences (Mills, 1959; Solis-Gadea, 2005). The purpose of this dissertation is to 

discuss residential selection and distribution and sexuality to extend the academic literature and 

our knowledge of these topics. 

Space, Place, and Theory 

This interdisciplinary project draws from a rich tapestry of geographic and sociological 

theory, starting with symbolic interactionism: the idea that our social selves are built through 

interactions with each other and our social environments (Mead, 1934; Tuan, 1977). While this 

idea was born from sociology, other disciplines (particularly geography) have realized how it 

applies to their fields. Sauer (1969), one of the founders of human geography, noted that cultural 

and human geographers must understand both physical environments and human institutions 

(Sauer, 1969). In other words, landscapes (both natural and made) cannot be understood without 

understanding the societal institutions that help form those landscapes and how humanity 

interacts with them. Tuan (1977), whose work discussed the social definition and meaning of 

space and place, notes that our positionality in society affects the social construction of space and 

place and experiencing space and place as a social phenomenon. Places only become places 
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when they are given importance by humans. Notably, home is just a space until defined as home 

– and it is through emotional reactions to landscapes, including defining safety and unsafety, that 

a space turns into a place such as home (Tuan, 1977). Social constructionism is a theatrical 

perspective perhaps better expressed as “social definition”: environments are socially defined; 

that the meaning given to our physical spaces cannot be separated from the landscape of those 

spaces and our social interactions in those spaces (Mead, 1934; Sauer, 1969; Tuan, 1977; 

Brandenburg & Carroll, 1995). Symbolic interactionism and social constructionism note that 

human interactions with each other are governed by social norms and by the places that people 

inhabit – for example one might behave differently in a classroom than in a bar, even if the last 

class of a semester has moved to the bar for the night. These intertwined sociological and 

geographic theory form the basis of much of this study, especially in Chapter IV in providing a 

sociological and spatial context for how we give specific places meaning. 

However, one cannot discuss how space is defined and experienced without 

acknowledging that space is not experienced by every human being in a monolithic fashion. 

Several key sociological and geographic schools of thought address this point. Intersectionality 

theory (Crenshaw, 1989) discusses this conundrum: that social identities intersect at a micro 

level to create and influence inequality on a macro level. As one example, to discuss the how 

sexuality influences residential location, researchers must also consider race, social class, gender, 

and other factors, as not all non-straight people experience the world in the same way. 

Intersectionality theory also assumes unequal experiences of the world, as shaped by 

positionality. The experiences of a single gay Black man in a queer enclave are going to be 

different than the experiences of a pansexual and a lesbian white female couple who have 

children; that couple may well choose to settle in a suburb around all kinds of households rather 
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than in a queer enclave (but for that matter, so may the single gay Black man if his extended 

family lives on the next block over). The positionality of individuals involved the diasporas that 

researchers are interested in must be considered and it must be remembered that communities are 

not monoliths, reminders that are underscored by intersectionality theory. 

Queer theory is also key (Jagose 1996), providing post-structuralist ways of seeing the 

world (Heynen, 2018). Structuralism relies on seeing the world as structured only in binaries and 

in systematic ways of doing things and seeing the world governed by a strict set of rules; post-

structuralist theories reject these assertions to consider the world through human eyes (Creswell, 

2012). Structuralism attempts to see the world through “law-like” codes of behavior, while post-

structuralist schools of social thought acknowledge the importance of culture, emotion, and 

feeling in understanding the human experience, including our spatial experiences (Creswell, 

2012).  As part of this school of thought, queer theory considers how those who are “queer” – not 

just in sexuality, but in any category outside of our social norms – fit into our spatial realities.  

Furthermore, this project considers whether queer people who participate in “normative” social 

structures are “queering the queer” and disrupting queer culture.  Assimilation theory also asks 

how same-sex households may or may not choose to (or have to) live in areas that are more 

varied and are not queer enclaves; changes in the societal acceptance of homosexuality combined 

with societal curiosity about areas traditionally inhabited by queer folks and queer-run businesses 

may lead to dissemination into areas occupied by a wider variety of households (Spring, 2013; 

Ghaziani, 2015). 

This dissertation project consisting of three interconnected articles is a deeply 

interdisciplinary endeavor, and reflects social theory from several perspectives, but most notably 

the fields of sociology and geography. This research represents either a socially oriented spatial 
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way of thinking, or a spatially colored lens for viewing our social world, which contributes 

greatly to the field of geography. These connections will be further elaborated on in Chapters II, 

III, and IV, and implications for future research considered in Chapter V. 

 

Sex, gender, and queerness 

Throughout this project, I will use the terms same-sex, same-gender, and same-

sex/gender couples. This is because sex and gender are different, but related, concepts that 

interact to affect how male-male and female-female couples are perceived in the world. Legally 

speaking, during the Trump presidential administration (which is when interviews for the 

qualitative portion of this project were conducted), “sex” was defined as a binary concept with 

the values of male and female, as assigned at birth (Hodson et al., 2019). Gender identity and 

expression, on the other hand, do not necessarily correspond with birth certificates (Hodson et 

al., 2019). For example, a participant might have been assigned male at birth (AMAB) but be 

female and have a female partner.  The couple would be classified as a same-gender couple and 

identify and interact with the world as such, even if the legal paperwork has not yet caught up (if 

she hasn’t legally transitioned).  On the other hand, another participant might be assigned female 

at birth (AFAB), with a female partner, and identify as genderqueer – but still legally be a same-

sex couple.  Thus, referring to couples as same-sex/gender provides the biggest umbrella for 

accurately representing their social experiences.  However, for the quantitative work that 

employees Census data, I will use the term “same-sex” as that is how couples are quantified by 

the Census. 

The term “queer” has a complicated history and many meanings (Brown and Knopp, 

2008; Oswin, 2008; Calley Jones, 2010). This project considers queer theory (which considers 
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post-structuralist ways of viewing the world while challenging binary definitions of social 

structures (Creswell, 2012; Heynen, 2018). However, when using the word queer on its own, I 

will be referring to sexuality and folks who do not identify as heterosexual. Some queer people 

are gay, some are lesbian, some are bisexual and pansexual, and some resist classification – so in 

this work, queer is reclaimed as an umbrella word for sexualities that are not simply heterosexual 

(Bell & Valentine, 1995) 

Researcher Positionality 

Joyce Clapp (she/they) is a professional track faculty member at the University of North 

Carolina Greensboro, a predominantly white institution that is also a minority serving institution 

that is known for being a queer-friendly institution for faculty, staff, and students.  Joyce is also 

queer (both sexuality and gender wise) and is in a same-sex interracial marriage; much of the 

impetus for this project is a result of Joyce’s life experiences. Joyce grew up in North Carolina 

and lived for several years in the West and Pacific Northwest before returning to North Carolina, 

and is a child of the South.  Joyce holds a master’s degree in sociology, resulting in the 

interdisciplinary approach, rooted in both symbolic interactionism and intersectionality theory, 

that forms the basis for much of this dissertation. 

Research Objectives 

This dissertation project utilizes both quantitative and qualitative methods to investigate 

relationships between race, ethnicity, gender, social class, and other social factors, and sexuality 

in relation to residential location. In addition, how these factors relate to personal perceptions of 

queerness and how space is experienced and defined through interactions with social categories 

in the world (and how the world interacts with us) through the lens of considering residential 
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selection and distribution. Additionally, this dissertation explores how these factors affect 

placemaking and place and space as social and spatial phenomenon around the word queer in 

reference to sexuality. However, note that particularly in the qualitative portion of the work, 

participants acknowledge, experience, and give importance to their sexuality in differing ways. 

This project builds on and extends the existing robust literature that examines how race, 

ethnicity, and social class affect the residential preferences; in other words, this project seeks to 

bring sexuality to the residential selection and distribution literature. The conversation about the 

experience of place as a social phenomenon needs to be continued with gender and sexuality – an 

area of long overdue that must be updated in our post-Obergefell United States, since same 

same-sex marriage has been legally recognized everywhere in the United States.  A series of 

three research articles address a set of connected research objectives: 

Historical distribution (Chapter II):  

• How does the distribution of same-sex households look historically in 

the United States at the state level? How has that distribution changed 

from 1990 to 2019? 

• How does the presence of knowledge workers (workers who primarily 

work with knowledge, not with physical goods) in a state correlate 

with that distribution? 

Present day distribution (Chapter III):  

• How does the spatial distribution of same-sex households vary at the 

county level for the contiguous United States?  

• Does this distribution change when only considering the South as a 

region?  
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• What sociodemographic variables correlate with this distribution of 

same-sex households at the national and regional level? 

Residential choices:   

• What does the residential selection process “look like” for same-

sex/same-gender couples, including evaluating the social meaning of 

an area? 

• How does sexuality interact with other social factors, such as race and 

gender, to affect residential selection? 

 

Synopsis of the Dissertation 

This dissertation is organized in the following manner: Chapter I introduces the study and 

my research objectives, introduces the theories discussed in my papers, and provides some brief 

background about the topic. Chapter II (which considers the first set of research questions) 

discusses changes in the historical distribution of same-sex households in the United States and 

quantifies “knowledge workers” (a first, as far as a detailed search of the literature can 

determine). Chapter III (which considers the second set of research questions) presents 

information on the current day distribution of same-sex households in the United States at a state 

and level for both the national and Southern contexts and considers socio-demographic factors 

that might affect this distribution.  Chapter IV (which considers the third set of research 

questions) presents qualitative information about the lived experience of same-sex couples in 

North Carolina re: residential selection and how they interact with their residential environments. 

Chapter V provides a summary of findings and contributions to the literature; discusses 

limitations of this project; and explores future research possibilities. 
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CHAPTER II: HERE, THERE, AND EVERYWHERE: THE HISTORIC DISTRIBUTION OF 

SAME-SEX HOUSEHOLDS IN THE UNITED STATES 

Introduction 

What does the spatial distribution of same-sex households in the United States look like 

over time? Demographic studies (especially the spatial distribution of specific populations) have 

traditionally emphasized the importance and significance of race and ethnicity, often in 

conjunction with considering immigration (Parks et al.,1925; Shibutani & Kwan, 1965). 

Expanding these areas of inquiry to include changes in the settlement patterns of other groups, 

such as those identified around sexuality, is a logical extension of these questions (Frey, 2018). 

However, until fairly recently, there has not been the data available for large scale quantitative 

queer demography, despite “high demand” for that data (Anacker & Murrow-Jones, 2005; Black 

et al., 2007). No one was collecting data on the sexual orientation of members of households and 

their relationships with each other, and more specifically, the Census (one of the largest sources 

of demographic information in the United States) did not enumerate same-sex households until 

1990 (Baumle et al., 2009). Academics have had to piecemeal data from a variety of sources or 

engage in case studies and other related research (Anacker & Murrow-Jones, 2005) to answer 

questions about residential distribution, location, and needs vis-a-vis sexuality. As recently as 

2016, Smart and Whittemore turned to analyzing newspaper advertisements in The Voice, a 

queer newspaper published in the Dallas-Fort Worth area in Texas to examine the possible 

distribution of queer populations in the DFW metroplex. Castells (1983) “used interviews, the 

number of multiple male households on voter registration files, gay bars, gay businesses and 

professional offices, and votes for openly gay politician Harvey Milk in order to map the gay 
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population in [San Francisco]” (p. 3). Baumle et al. lamented in 2009: “Aside from everyone 

seeming to know that there are a lot of gay men in San Francisco, the amount of knowledge 

about the prevalence of gay men and lesbians elsewhere in the United States is miniscule” (p. 

41). Data availability has prevented large scale demographic analysis of the distribution of same-

sex households in the United States, with a lack of “representative data” when it comes to same-

sex households and queer folks in general (Baumle et al., 2009; Cenegy et al., 2018). 

However, data is now available to conduct a longitudinal analysis of the distribution of 

same-sex households. The U.S. Census began enumerating householders living with an 

unmarried same-sex partner in 1990 in both decennial Census datasets and American 

Community Survey (ACS) data (Baumle et al., 2009), allowing researchers to examine spatio-

temporal changes over decades and communities. This analysis is important to conduct more so 

now than ever because much of the older queer geography literature presents outdated 

assumptions, such as that children are not a factor in residential decisions (Brown & Knopp, 

2006) or even that gay men have a “reduce[d] lifetime demand for housing” (Black et al., 2002, p 

54). A prevailing assumption is that same-sex households are disproportionately located in major 

urban areas (Florida, 2000, 2003; Anacker & Murrow-Jones, 2005). Such assumptions are 

characterized by the stereotype that urban areas embody social and cultural ‘openness’ and 

economic diversity in public spaces (Bain et al., 2015). Post-Obergefell, the Supreme Court 

decision which recognized same-sex marriage across the entire United States, scientists are 

entering a new era of queer geography, in which visualizing changes over time in a widening 

array of places is going to be especially important (Ogolsky et al., 2019; Podmore & Bain, 2020).  

Queer people have always been in these places, but now social scientists have enough data to 

demonstrate that and examine queer social life quantitatively. 
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This paper examines the spatio-temporal distribution of same-sex households in the 

United States utilizing 1990, 2000, and 2010 decennial Census and the five-year estimated 

American Community Survey (ACS) data for 2015-2019 data with states as the areal unit.1 This 

paper also tests the proposition that was first put forth by Florida (2000, 2003) and later tested by 

Anacker and Murrow-Jones (2005), Hayslett and Kane (2011), Spring (2013), and Poston et al. 

(2017) that the percentage of knowledge workers in an area correlates with percentage of same-

sex households in an area. Knowledge workers include those who work in high tech, 

environmental quality, management, leadership, and other related fields (Florida 2000). Finally, 

this paper discusses implications of the changes of spatial distribution patterns. Specifically, this 

paper addresses the following research questions: 

(1) How does the distribution of same-sex households look historically in the United 

States at the state level? How has that distribution changed from 1990 to 2019? 

(2) How does the presence of knowledge workers in a state correlate with the 

distribution of same-sex households? 

 

Literature review 

Previous quantitative analysis of large-scale datasets vis-a-vis the residential distribution 

of same-sex households in the United States is limited, but not non-existent. Though previous 

research has had to work with limited data sources, there is much to glean from this research. 

Previous research in this area has examined both residential distribution and residential 

 

1 The publication of the 2016-2020 ACS rolling file was delayed until after the completion of this 
dissertation due to the global pandemic of 2020-2022. 
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segregation, and much of the existent literature considers theories related to knowledge workers, 

and the creative class and their relation to the residential location of queer people. 

Residential Distribution 

Large data sets concerning the spatial location of same-sex households were not available 

before 1990, the first year that the Census distinguished between couples in “marriage like” 

relationships with someone of the same sex and those who were roommates (Walther & Poston, 

2004). In one of the first such large scale studies, Black et al. (2000) analyzed 1990 Census data 

to examine how the distribution of same-sex households was different than the distribution of 

different-sex households. Male-male couples were concentrated in urban areas disproportionate 

to the general population in those urban areas (Black et al., 2000); female couples were found to 

be less concentrated in urban areas. The cities with the highest concentration of male couples 

were Los Angeles, New York City, San Francisco, and Washington D.C. The cities with the 

highest concentrations of female couples were New York City, Los Angeles, San Francisco, and 

Minneapolis (Black et al., 2000). In other words, except for Minneapolis, couples were 

concentrated (but not just located in) in cities in Western and Northeast states. 

Black et al. (2000) also discuss several important methodological points related to the 

study of the spatial location of queer populations. They note that there was no reliable data 

source for looking at the location of queer individuals. Notably, the Census does not gather 

information about sexuality, just about the sex and relationships of household members; no 

large-scale data set with geographic information asks respondents about sexuality. Thus, the 

researchers could only study the distribution of households. This point reappears in much of the 

literature examining the spatial distribution of LGBTQ populations (Black et al., 2000; Walther 

& Poston, 2004; Baumle & Compton, 2009; Spring, 2013). So little data exists concerning queer 
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folks not living in households that Black et al. (2000) had to examine the spatial distribution of 

deaths from AIDS to even consider estimating what the population of gay and bisexual men was 

at that time. They also note the absence of information concerning same-sex households with 

children (Black et al., 2000). Finally, they note that concentration in urban areas does not mean 

that there are no same-sex households in other parts of the country, an assertion substantiated in 

future research (Walther & Poston, 2004; Podmore & Bain, 2020). Assuming that there are no 

same-sex households in non-urban areas because of the historic concentration in urban areas is a 

common assumption that affects everything from the provision of healthcare to legal protections 

(Black et al., 2000; Gates & Ost, 2004; Walther & Poston, 2004).   

Walther and Poston also examined 1990 Census data to develop indexes of “gay and 

lesbian partnering” (verbiage has developed over time, even in the queer academic literature), 

but only for the 92 largest metropolitan areas in the U.S. with populations (2004, p. 201). They 

relied on a pattern that is not uncommon in queer geographic work – focusing on the places 

where LGBTQ populations are most present, versus looking at everyone everywhere. The 

researchers explored different ways of calculating the rate of same-sex households in an area and 

generally agreed with Black et al (2000) that same-sex households were concentrated in San 

Francisco for the 1990 Census data, (though interestingly, one index indicated that same-sex 

female households had the highest concentration in Boston). Walther and Poston (2004) lean 

substantially on migration based theories for explaining distributions of same-sex households, 

guessing that households may be drawn to areas with low unemployment; pleasant physical 

climates (defining “pleasant” as “not hot” and a “mild climate”); more liberal political leanings 

(as measured by the Republican voting patterns of an area) and less conservative religious 

stances (as measured by the number of Southern Baptists in an area) and the presence of anti-
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sodomy laws. While migration may well explain for some of the unevenness in the distribution 

of same-sex households in the United States, a migration model also points to a tendency in the 

academic literature to focus on queer folks with privilege. Assuming a migration-based model 

for the spatial distribution of same-sex households privileges those with the resources to move 

and those who are not geographically bound (by choice or by necessity – for example, job or 

family needs). Finally, Walther and Poston’s theories dovetail with Florida’s (2000, 2003) later 

assumptions about the attraction of same-sex households to high amenity, high income, 

presumably more liberal urban areas (2000, 2003). 

Poston et al. (2009) analyzed 2000 Census data in the groundbreaking book Same-sex 

partners: the social demography of sexual orientation, analyzing the distribution of same-sex 

households in both metropolitan and non-metropolitan counties. They included for consideration 

the political leanings of an area, the driving economic activity in an area, laws such as sodomy 

laws, and economic indicators (unemployment and poverty rates). Baumle et al. (2009) found 

enclaves in expected places, including San Francisco for queer men.  Much of remaining text 

turns to examining enclaves and segregation, finding that male-male couples were more likely to 

migrate between states (unless one of them is a racial minority) and that higher levels of 

education increased the odds that queer women would engage in interstate migration, or moving 

from one state to another. Again, there was a focus on migration and a focus on populations in 

metropolitan areas. This focus continues as Compton and Baume (2012) considered the 

development of gay enclaves, employing 2000 Census data to “to examine the manner in which 

race, sex, age, and social class play a role in producing varying social meanings of 

homosexuality and, in turn, varying enclave characteristic” (p. 1332). Compton and Baume 

(2012) examined San Francisco County, Alameda County, and Sonoma County as case studies, 
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Interviews with residents of those areas suggest that community, political climate, and gay 

institutions and businesses mattered in the decision to move to a gay enclave. However, again, 

these results only inform about areas with a large population of queer persons, leaving one to 

wonder what may influence distribution in areas with lower queer populations. 

Gates and Ost, in their seminal 2004 study The Gay and Lesbian Atlas, also analyzed 

2000 Census data. The entire atlas is impossible to reprise here, but this work laid the 

groundwork for studies such as this one. They had many original findings, including that same-

sex households were present in 99% of counties and 97% of Census tracts in the United States 

(falsifying the stereotype that queer folks are only present in urban areas). They found higher 

rates of clustering for male-male couples than female-female couples.  They also examined the 

effects of socioeconomic variables such as diversity, income, educational attainment, and crime 

on the distribution of same-sex households. They found that with female-female couples are 

likely to have lower average salaries, they are also likely to live in areas with lower cost of 

living. Same-sex couples were more likely to live in areas with residents with higher average 

years of education but also with higher crime rates (Gates & Ost, 2004). 

Despite Gates and Ost (2004) demonstrating that queer folks are present everywhere in 

the United States, most studies do not focus on the entire United States as a geographic unit. For 

example, Anacker and Murrow-Jones (2005) analyzed data only for Census tracts in the 50 

counties with the highest proportion of male-male and female-female couples (Anacker and 

Morrow-Jones, 2005). The researchers tested Florida’s ideas about knowledge workers and 

same-sex households being attracted to the same areas through a variety of amenity measures. 

The researchers did find that in the 2000 Census data, same-sex households were less likely to be 

in areas with children or older adults; male-male households were more likely to live in higher 
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income areas; male-male households were more likely to live in concentrated areas in the South 

than female-female households; and amenities such as “the arts”, recreation, and health care 

were important. Thus, though their findings are interesting but limited due to only concerning 

areas with the highest numbers of same-sex households. Anacker and Murrow-Jones (2005), like 

many researchers, actively examined the possibility that same-sex households are attracted to 

areas populated by knowledge workers and the creative class. 

Queer theory and assimilation 

 However, before discussing this possible connection, touching on theoretical connections 

is important. Queer theory touches on many parts of social life, not all of them related to 

sexuality (Jagose, 1996; Cresswell, 2012; Heynen, 2018). Queer theory can be applied to 

considering the social situation of anyone who transgresses the prevailing social norms or social 

categories of a society. This is especially important when considering residential location: would 

one theoretically anticipate that same-sex households would cluster, or would someone from a 

queer theory perspective expect a ‘queering of the queer’ and a transgression of previous 

expectations of clustering and enclave building? Dispersion in residential location in expected 

places may actually be the more queer act than living in a gay enclave. With this statement 

comes a required consideration of assimilation theory: this perspective questions whether as 

being queer becomes more accepted in the United States, households and individuals are more 

likely to assimilate into the general fabric of social life (Spring, 2013). An assimilation 

perspective may explain a possible connection between the location of same-sex households and 

the locations of populations that are not directly connected with sexuality but are credited with 

being more open to diversity, including knowledge workers and creative class workers. An 

interest or willingness to assimilate into areas that are not explicitly queer enclaves but are open 
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to same-sex households may explain some of the dispersion in same-sex households in the 

United States (Spring, 2013). 

Queer households, the creative class, and knowledge workers 

During the early and mid-2000s the theory that same-sex households are attracted to 

areas with high numbers of knowledge workers becomes prominent in the research. Richard 

Florida (2000, 2003) advances this possibility of the importance of knowledge workers (and 

overall, a group of workers he referred to as the “creative class”) as driving economic growth.  

He asserted that such workers prefer places that are diverse and welcoming and that the presence 

of knowledge workers in an area may indicate more openness to diversity, especially vis-à-vis 

sexuality (Florida 2000, 2003). He defines knowledge workers include those who working in 

areas such as high tech, environmental concerns, and management, leadership, and other related 

fields (2000). He goes on (2003) to estimate that the quantity of creative class workers in the 

United States, which includes knowledge workers, is about 30% (though he offers no method for 

how he arrives at that estimate). Florida also estimates how many knowledge workers there are 

in specific metropolitan areas (2000), but with no indication as to how these figures are arrived 

at, other than a reference to 1990 Census data. 

Florida goes on to explain that to these workers, tolerance and talent are important, and 

describes tolerance as “openness, inclusiveness, and diversity to all ethnicities, races, and walks 

of life” and talent as “those with a bachelor’s degree and above” (8). His original 2000 work 

found through focus groups that diversity and amenities, such as recreation and arts, are 

important to knowledge workers. He then connects these amenities with a higher concentration 

of queer folks than on average, noting: 
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We found that talent or creative capital is attracted to places that score high on our 

basic indicators of diversity—the Gay, Bohemian, and other indexes. It is not 

because high-tech industries are populated by great numbers of bohemians and 

gay people; rather, artists, musicians, gay people, and members of the creative 

class in general prefer places that are open and diverse. Such low entry barriers 

are especially important because, today, places grow not just through higher birth 

rates (in fact virtually all U.S. cities are declining on this measure), but by their 

ability to attract people from the outside (2003, 10). 

There is so much encapsulated in this one quote – the assumption that migration solely 

drives the distribution of queer people in the United States; that queer people are overly 

educated; and that all queer people are “open minded” and value diversity. He also connects to 

livability factors, which does align with other work at about this same time (Walther & Poston, 

2004). It’s impossible to know whether Florida was drawing on stereotypes present in academic 

research when he was doing his work or helped to create those impressions, but his work surely 

contributed to the omnipresence of these stereotypes. He also connects a “gay index” to the 

presence of a creative class, knowledge workers, and technology workers in an area and even to 

growth in technology industries (2003). The Gay Index, originally computed economists at the 

Urban Institute, was one of the first attempts to quantify same-sex couples with their geographic 

locations. 

Relying on Florida’s (2000, 2003) work, several researchers in this space investigated 

this theory of a connection between queer folks and knowledge workers. Anacker and Murrow-

Jones (2005) went on to investigate possible connections between knowledge workers and same-

sex households, noting that these “high-amenity, high-job-growth areas” may be “attractive to 
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same-sex households” (p. 400). However, they did not attempt to quantify who a knowledge 

worker is, instead relying on the lifestyle factors that Florida discussed (i.e. cost of living, 

household income, education, climate, crime, and an arts index) to describe the features of an 

area that might be agreeable to knowledge workers. Anacker and Murrow-Jones (2005) mirror 

previous work (such as Walther and Poston’s (2004) concern with religion and sodomy laws and 

Baumle et al. (2009) considering the dominant economic activity in an area) that do not quantify 

knowledge workers but describe livability factors of an area. Anacker and Murrow-Jones 

concluded that there were differences in the distribution of same-sex households versus the 

distribution of all households that “support the ideas in the literature about high-amenity, high-

job-growth areas being attractive to same-sex households” (2005, p. 400). 

Spring (2013) examined residential segregation, also only for the areas of the United 

States with the highest number of queer households. At this point, it is becoming clearly that 

there is a gap in the literature to be occupied by a more holistic analysis that includes areas with 

fewer same-sex households as well as areas that are well populated by queer folks. In addition, 

Spring (2013) also leans on this idea that the presence of knowledge workers also indicates a 

location as being a “high amenity” neighborhood that may attract same-sex couples, but like 

Anacker and Murrow-Jones (2005) does not quantify knowledge worker. Spring instead 

considers education and indexes of “family life cycle” and “violence and hostility” as indicators 

of the presence of knowledge workers. They find that segregation between same-sex households 

and other households decreased between 2000 and 2010 and that gay spaces were being seen as 

attractive by a variety of households types because they are perceived as being in high-amenity 

spaces. Interestingly, despite a focus on neighborhoods and cities, Spring points to a larger 

geographic unit of analysis (the region) as being important, echoing Florida (2003).  
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Hayslett and Kane (2011) also test Florida’s ideas re: knowledge workers, the creative 

class, and queer households, considering the spatial distribution of “lesbians and gays” in 

Columbus, OH (p. 131). They tested three parts of Florida’s research, stating that diversity, 

openness to diversity, and amenities should be associated with same-sex households in a 

neighborhood, using measures such as the proportion of college graduates, Black residents, 

families with children, and cultural amentias as proxies for these concepts. They assumed, based 

on Florida’s previous work, the neighborhoods with more highly educated residents would be 

more open queer residents. Circularly, they also assume the neighborhoods with more queer 

residents will be open to queer residents (2011, p. 137). They found that amenities and openness 

mattered for the distribution of male households, but that female households were not correlated 

with measures of diversity, openness or amenities, but that they were more likely to live in areas 

that had more families with children. Finally, Poston et al (2017) also touch on the idea of 

knowledge workers being related to the distribution of same-sex households without attempting 

to actually quantify the number of knowledge workers in an area, and also that segregation of 

same-sex households over time is decreasing.   

In some ways, this connection between knowledge workers and a creative class to same-

sex households makes sense the literature points at unemployment, income, education, and 

voting patterns as drivers for same-sex household distribution (Black et al., 2000; Walther & 

Poston, 2004, Baumle et al., 2009). These qualities are posited to be associated with presence of 

knowledge workers and creative class workers in an area (Florida, 2000, 2003). However, 

without an effort to quantify knowledge workers and conduct the analysis, there is a gap in the 

literature to be filled.  
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Data and Methods 

This study describes changes in the percentage of same-sex households per state for the 

1990, 2000, and 2010 U.S. Census data and 2015-2019 ACS combined rolling data (hereafter 

referred to as the 2019 data for simplicity). Additionally, the percentage of knowledge workers in 

a state is quantified and possible correlations with the percentage of same-sex households in a 

state are analyzed.  Thus, this research is built on previous research, but instead of using 

variables such as crime indexes and voting patterns as proxies for the presence of knowledge 

workers in a state, the researchers document a method for quantifying the percentage of 

knowledge workers in a state.  To the researcher’s knowledge, this is one of the very first 

attempts to both do so and document the process of this quantification. 

Data and Analysis 

Decennial Census data for 1990, 2000, and 2010 and five-year estimated America 

Community Survey (ACS) data for 2019 are used for this study. Datasets were downloaded from 

the National Historical Geographic Information System (NHGIS) in September and October 

2020 and August 2021; the NHGIS provides historical data and current GIS boundary files, 

allowing researchers to easily package together variables of interest for a variety of geographic 

units, such as states. Region for each state was set according to Census regions. Maps were 

constructed in ArcMap and linear regressions were run in SPSS. 

Variables 

This study analyzes the following variables: 

● The percentage of same-sex households as a percentage of all households for 1990, 2000, 
2010, and for the 5-year estimated ACS data for 2019 in each state: added together were 
the Census count of male/male households and female/female households, which were 
then divided by total number of households for 1990 to 2010; for 2019, added together 
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were the same-sex married households and same-sex unmarried households, which was 
then divided by total number of households. 

● Region: state region by Census categorization 
● Categorization of the change in same-sex households as a percentage of all households 

from 1990 to 2019 as low, moderate, or high, by dividing the data into three quantiles 
● Percentage of knowledge workers per state (2010 and 2019): see results section for index 

construction details 
 

Why analyze state level data? 

Which areal unit of analysis to consider is a constant vexation to geographers (thus, the 

modifiable areal unit problem, or MAUP, being an entire area of study in geography). People 

often choose specifically where to live based on a host of factors, including the immediate 

neighborhood (Harvey et al., 2019). However, for minoritized populations – such as queer folks - 

what state you live in is also vitally important. As one example, before the Supreme Court 

decision recognizing same-sex marriage nationally in the United States in 2014, Obergefell vs. 

Hodges, marriage laws were set by the state (Ogolsky et al., 2019); it’s possible (though out of 

the scope of this paper1) that such policies were a driver for migration.  Other legal protections 

that influence people’s everyday lives, from equal opportunity employment laws to bathroom 

rights to historic laws concerning sexual behavior, are set by the state (Baumle et al., 2009). 

Federal fair housing laws do not include sexuality, so housing protections are set by the state. 

However, studies that examine this sort of data at the state level are rare to non-existent, with 

most researchers focusing on micro-level geographic contexts, such as Census tracts and 

counties (Anacker & Murrow, 2005; Spring 2013; Poston et al., 2017; Morales, 2018). 

Examining states as a geographic unit of analysis allows for considering “short-leash” mobility: 

people who may move, but not far, because of familiarity (Hipp & Boessen, 2017) or because of 

proximity to family (Lei & South, 2020); analyzing state level data controls for. States are also 

“big buckets” capturing those who live near large urban areas but don’t necessarily live in those 
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urban areas for cost or lifestyle reasons; just examining MSAs leaves out those who leave near 

but not in an MSA. Examining the change in time with respect to same-sex households and 

metropolitan statistical areas (MSAs) is critical work, to be conducted in future research. 

Finally, this project omits Washington, D.C. from the analysis. The District is not a state, 

and as an unique geographic and social entity with the highest population of same-sex 

households in the United States, it also an outlier. Additionally, the U.S. Virgin Islands, Guam, 

and Puerto Rico have been excluded from the analysis due to the political nature of being 

territories and not states. 

Why focus on knowledge workers? 

Much of the existent literature touts knowledge workers and creative class workers as 

indicators of the kind of amenities that may attract same-sex households to an area (Florida, 

2000, 2002; Hayslett & Kane, 2011; Spring, 2013; Poston et al., 2017). However, previous 

research tends towards using “knowledge workers” as a strawman, instead asking what makes an 

area livable and considering a mixture of variables related to livability and amenities. This 

involves some assumptions about what queer households, knowledge workers, and the creative 

class may prefer as livable (and assumes that all same-sex households seek the same amenities in 

an area) and touts same-sex households and knowledge workers as bellwether of each other 

without measuring or quantifying knowledge workers (Florida, 2000, 2003; Hayslett & Kane, 

2011; Spring, 2013; Poston et al., 2017). Thus, this paper contributes to that gap in the literature 

by actually quantifying knowledge workers and testing Florida’s base assumption (that 

knowledge workers and same-sex households are correlated with each other by being attracted to 

the high amenity same areas). 
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Limitations 

There are many limitations to the data analyzed in this study; but this paper demonstrates 

patterns that are worth illustrating and examining. The major limitation in the dataset is that the 

Census does not ask about sexuality. Therefore, researchers are not able to conduct a large-scale 

examination of the spatial distribution of LGTBQ people in the United States, though there are 

some estimates based on survey data (Black et al., 2000). Given the lack of large-scale datasets 

with counts or estimates of LGBTQ persons (Black et al., 2000), households are typically used as 

a proxy for queer populations and households are the most visible unit of measurement for queer 

people in the United States. However, one must keep in mind that not all queer folks are 

partnered and cohabitating with a partner, and not all queer folks are in same-sex or same-gender 

partnerships. An additional limitation of using same-sex households as a unit of measurement is 

the erasure of bisexual or pansexual people in different-sex partnerships (Dang & Frazer, 2004) 

and those who do not live with their partners or who are not partnered; put simply, examining the 

distribution of households just provides different information than examining the distribution of 

individuals (Ellis & Wright 2005; Baumle et al., 2009). Despite the limitations of Census data 

vis-a-vis queer individuals (Cenegy et al., 2018), households are a visible unit of measurement 

for queer individuals in the United States and the one for which scientists have the most large-

scale data. Census data is likely an undercount of same-sex households in the United States 

(Gates & Ost, 2004), but it’s the best large data set available. Moreover, there are advantages to 

using household data. Households define our living spaces and are essential to spatial analysis 

(Buzar et al., 2005). Household data informs information about home ownership and residential 

selection and influences our migration patterns and our life courses (Ellis & Wright, 2005). 
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Lastly, because this paper presents longitudinal data from four points in time, available 

explanatory variables were limited. For example, while the percentage of the population that 

lived in urban, rural, and suburban areas is clearly important (Walther & Poston, 2004; Podmore 

& Bain, 2020) this information was not available for the 2019 ACS data (Manson, 2021). 2020 

Census data changed how it looks at households, so the 2019 ACS data was included instead to 

provide a fourth data point and extend the longitudinal analysis. Though decennial data uses 

exact counts and ACS data uses imputed estimates, the two bodies of work use similar processes; 

while they are not quite the same kind of data, this data was included to extend longitudinal 

analysis with a limited data pool. Thus, this paper focuses on knowledge workers due to their 

importance in the previous literature and data availability for 2010 and 2019. 

Finally, be careful not to view the changes in the data as strictly due to migration. The 

changes described in this paper may be because of demographic and migratory change; 

obviously, if queer folks are born at about the same rate throughout the United States, then some 

of the unevenness in the data must be due to migration. However, much of the changes in the 

data may also be due to social progress resulting in more queer people feel safe being out in a 

variety of settings in the United States due to social and legal changes over time (Walther & 

Poston, 2004; Podmore & Bain 2020). Either possibility is interesting, but this limitation must be 

kept in mind when considering the historic data. Thus, this paper describes changes in the data 

over time but does not assume that these changes are due strictly to migration or changes in 

migratory patterns.  

Results and Analysis 

This results section provides descriptive information about the distribution of same-sex 

households by state over time in the United States and considers whether region (Florida, 2003; 
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Spring, 2013) might be a factor in this distribution (Black et al., 2000; Walther & Poston, 2004) 

before turning to quantifying the percentage of knowledge workers in a state and analyzing its 

correlation with the distribution of same-sex households by state (Florida, 2000, 2003; Anacker 

& Murrow-Jones, 2005; Spring 2013; Poston et al., 2017). 

Distribution of same-sex households over time and space 

Figure 1: Distribution of same-sex households (percentage of all households), 1990 
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Figure 2: Distribution of same-sex households (percentage of all households), 2000 
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Figure 3: Distribution of same-sex households (percentage of all households), 2010 
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Figure 4: Distribution of same-sex households (percentage of all households), 2015-2019 

 

Figures 1 through 4 illustrate the distribution of same-sex households as a percentage of 

all households in the United States by state over time (1990, 2000, 2010, and 2019). Same-sex 

households are a small percentage of all households, with a minimum of 0.018% of all 

households in 1990 (Figure 1), and a maximum of about 2% most recently in 2019 (Figure 4). 

Despite these small numbers, the percentage of same-sex households in all states increased over 

time, with the highest concentration consistently seen in the western states, northeastern states, 

and Florida. There is visual confirmation of clustering. Because this paper utilizes a percentage 

of same-sex households (instead of analyzing counts)2, growth in the general population over 

time is accounted for. Thus, a caution is appropriate: that these figures simply display changes in 
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the percentage of same-sex households over time and not possible reasons for those changes; a 

variety of explanations, including migrations and change in the percentage of how many people 

are out as queer and able to identify as being same-sex partnered (Walther & Poston, 2004) may 

be possible. The overall picture is one of the distribution same-sex households throughout the 

entire country (though unevenly) and regional clustering. 

Table 1:  States, same-sex households as a percentage of all households 

State Same-sex households 
as a percentage of all 
households, 1990 

Same-sex households 
as a percentage of all 
households, 2000 

Same-sex households 
as a percentage of all 
households, 2010 

Same-sex households 
as a percentage of all 
households, 2015-2019 

Change in 
percentage, 1990 
to 2015-2019 

Region Categorization 
of change 

Alabama 0.071 0.467 0.598 0.476 0.405 South Low 

Alaska 0.14 0.532 0.717 0.560 0.420 West Low 
Arizona 0.17 0.649 0.88 0.901 0.731 West High 

Arkansas 0.057 0.424 0.611 0.540 0.483 South Low 
California 0.352 0.801 0.998 1.012 0.660 West Moderate 

Colorado 0.161 0.606 0.817 0.924 0.763 West High 
Connecticut 0.17 0.567 0.784 0.759 0.589 Northeast Moderate 

Delaware 0.086 0.625 0.979 2.002 1.916 Northeast High 
Florida 0.165 0.648 0.884 0.911 0.746 South High 

Georgia 0.148 0.642 0.832 0.731 0.583 South Moderate 
Hawaii 0.169 0.592 0.933 0.973 0.804 West High 

Idaho 0.049 0.399 0.56 0.491 0.442 West Low 
Illinois 0.148 0.498 0.671 0.680 0.532 Midwest Moderate 

Indiana 0.094 0.437 0.657 0.665 0.571 Midwest Moderate 
Iowa 0.058 0.322 0.535 0.515 0.457 Midwest Low 

Kansas 0.068 0.383 0.555 0.578 0.510 Midwest Low 
Kentucky 0.062 0.447 0.673 0.628 0.566 South Moderate 

Louisiana 0.089 0.532 0.703 0.577 0.488 South Low 
Maine 0.175 0.655 0.97 1.050 0.875 Northeast High 

Maryland 0.173 0.568 0.788 0.800 0.627 South Moderate 
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Massachusetts 0.231 0.7 1.023 1.123 0.892 Northeast High 

Michigan 0.099 0.406 0.562 0.576 0.477 Midwest Low 
Minnesota 0.185 0.483 0.657 0.707 0.522 Midwest Moderate 

Mississippi 0.074 0.456 0.563 0.386 0.312 South Low 
Missouri 0.098 0.43 0.642 0.684 0.586 Midwest Moderate 

Montana 0.093 0.34 0.56 0.464 0.371 West Low 
Nebraska 0.075 0.35 0.52 0.477 0.402 Midwest Low 

Nevada 0.131 0.662 0.926 0.893 0.762 West High 
New 
Hampshire 0.16 0.57 0.893 0.924 0.764 Northeast High 
New Jersey 0.127 0.542 0.75 0.686 0.559 Northeast Moderate 

New Mexico 0.156 0.663 0.984 0.953 0.797 West High 
New York 0.207 0.659 0.892 0.918 0.711 Northeast High 
North 
Carolina 0.079 0.517 0.728 0.669 0.590 South Moderate 

North Dakota 0.043 0.273 0.396 0.395 0.352 Midwest Low 
Ohio 0.092 0.426 0.621 0.632 0.540 Midwest Moderate 

Oklahoma 0.075 0.429 0.671 0.670 0.595 South Moderate 
Oregon 0.205 0.67 0.986 1.083 0.878 West High 

Pennsylvania 0.106 0.443 0.67 0.654 0.548 Northeast Moderate 
Rhode Island 0.132 0.605 0.886 0.898 0.766 Northeast High 
South 
Carolina 0.085 0.496 0.64 0.569 0.484 South Low 

South Dakota 0.018 0.285 0.431 0.422 0.404 Midwest Low 
Tennessee 0.072 0.456 0.655 0.636 0.564 South Moderate 

Texas 0.129 0.58 0.756 0.720 0.591 South Moderate 
Utah 0.075 0.481 0.662 0.766 0.691 West High 

Vermont 0.176 0.803 1.091 1.126 0.950 Northeast High 
Virginia 0.134 0.511 0.672 0.683 0.549 South Moderate 

Washington 0.232 0.7 0.927 1.023 0.791 West High 
West Virginia 0.045 0.396 0.686 0.541 0.496 South Low 

Wisconsin 0.11 0.395 0.598 0.603 0.493 Midwest Low 
Wyoming 0.018 0.417 0.506 0.411 0.393 West Low 
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Table 1 provides detailed data on the percentage of same-sex households in each state for 

1990, 2000, 2010, and for 2019, as well as the change in percentage for each state; each state’s 

Census region; and the categorization of the amount of change for each state (as low, moderate, 

or high, classified by dividing the data into three even quintiles; the first quintile was classified 

as low; the second as moderate; and the third as high). The state with the highest percentage of 

change over time was Delaware (from 0.086% to 2.002%); the state with the least change was 

Mississippi, from 0.074% to 0.312%. However, no state had a very large percentage of same-sex 

households, showing that at the state level, same-sex households were a small portion of the 

overall household landscape.  

For 1990, the states with the lowest percentage of same-sex households as a proportion of 

all households in the state were South Dakota, Wyoming, and North Dakota.; for 2000, North 

Dakota, South Dakota, and Iowa; for 2010, North Dakota, South Dakota, and Wyoming; and for 

the 2019 data, Mississippi, North Dakota, Wyoming, and South Dakota. For 1990, the states with 

the highest percentage of same-sex households were Massachusetts, Washington, California; for 

2000, Washington, California, and Vermont; for 2010, California, Massachusetts, and Vermont; 

and for 2019, Massachusetts, Vermont, and Delaware.  Put together, the bigger story here is one 

of clustering; the Dakotas and Iowa are all Midwestern states; Washington and California are 

both Western states; Massachusetts and Vermont are both northeastern states. Delaware is 

classified as a Southern state by the Census. This clustering reflects the patterns displayed in the 

maps in Figure 1 and suggests that regional effects are worth considering, as noted by Florida 

(2003) and Spring (2013). 
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Table 2: Regional data, mean same-sex households as a percentage of all households 

Same-sex households as a percentage of all households, mean by region, 1990 - 2010 

Census 
Region 1990 2000 2010 

2015-
2019 

Change in mean by 
region, 1990-2019 

Significance for 
ANOVA analysis 

Midwest 0.0907 0.3907 0.5704 0.5778 0.4871 0.009 

Northeast 0.1570 0.6169 0.8938 1.014 0.8570 0.000 

South 0.0972 0.5046 0.6973 0.6358 0.5386 0.000 

West 0.1501 0.5778 0.8043 0.8041 0.6540 0.000 

 
Table 2 and Table 3 display information about region, percentage of same-sex 

households over time, and change in the percentage of same-sex households over time. As a 

reminder, Table 1 provides information on which region the Census classifies each state into. 

The Midwest consistently has the lowest average percentage of same-sex households, and the 

Northeast has the highest. The Midwest also has the lowest percentage of growth while the 

Northeast has the highest growth.  Furthermore, an ANOVA analysis of means difference (a 

necessary analysis because of there being multiple groups to compare) confirmed that the 

differences in means seen above were significant, with a p-value of 0.000 for every year except 

1990; for 1990, p = 0.009 (Table 2). Thus, there are significant differences in mean percentage of 

same-sex households among regions. Moreover, a crosstabulation analysis shows that region and 

categorization of change is also correlated in the population, and significantly, with p = 0.000 

(Table 2). 
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Table 3: Categorization of Change and Region Crosstabulation 

Categorization of Change and Region Crosstabulation 
 

Region Total 
South West Midwest Northeast 

 

Categorization  
of  

Change 
High 

Count 1 8 0 7 16 
% Within Region 6.70% 61.50% 0.00% 70.00% 32.00% 

Low 
Count 6 4 7 0 17 

% Within Region 40.00% 30.80% 58.30% 0.00% 34.00% 

Moderate 
Count 8 1 5 3 17 

% Within Region 53.30% 7.70% 41.70% 30.00% 34.00% 
 Count 15 13 12 10 50 
 

 

Table 3 shows a crosstabulation of the categorization of change in a state (as high, low, or 

medium) with region as the explanatory variable, to determine if there is a statistically significant 

relationship between the two. Change is a state was classified as high if it was .0691% or above; 

moderate if it was 0.522% to 0.660%; and low if it was 0.510% or less. These determinations 

were made by splitting the data into three equal groups, with 17 “low” states, 17 “moderate” 

states, and 16 “high” states. 

The results displayed in Table 3 illustrate that a state’s region and change in the 

percentage of same-sex households are meaningfully related (with p=0.000 from the chi-square 

analysis). This result was anticipated by Florida (2000, 2003) and Spring (2013). Also, one can 

see that there is an unevenness in the change in the percentage of same-sex households in regions 

over time. Only 1 state in the south had a high rate of change over time (the state of Florida, see 

Table 1), while no states in the Northeast had a low rate of change. These patterns in rate of 

change shown in the crosstabulation reflect the overall patterns seen in Figure 1 and Table I 

about the distribution of same-sex households. Overall, Tables I, II, and III tell us that not every 
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state had the same number of same-sex households (a finding that expected as geographers but 

do need data to demonstrate).   

Do knowledge workers correlate with the uneven distribution of same-sex households? 

What is driving these differences is the distribution of same-sex households by state? 

While no one variable is ever going to completely explain the distribution of an entire 

population, given the focus on knowledge workers in previous research, it makes sense to test 

ideas about correlations between knowledge workers and same-sex households and consider 

whether the presence of knowledge workers seems to correlate with the distribution of same-sex 

households. However, previous research (Anacker & Murrow-Jones, 2005; Hayslett & Kane, 

2011; Spring 2013; Poston et al., 2017) employed livability factors as a proxy for knowledge 

workers.  What happens the percentage of knowledge workers in an area is explored directly, 

rather than livability factors? Thus, this paper attempts to quantify knowledge workers and test 

the knowledge workers theory. To do so, the researchers first constructed a measurement of 

knowledge workers in each state. The percentage of knowledge workers in an area was 

computed from 2010 Census data and the 2019 ACS data, due to data availability. Census data 

was not available for download by detailed occupation for 1990 and 2000. Table 4 shows the 

detailed occupations included in the index of knowledge workers for the 2010 data, based on the 

description of knowledge workers by Drucker (1959) and Florida (2005).  Table 5 shows the 

categories included for the 2019 data. 
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Table 4: Categorization of knowledge workers, 2010 Census 

• Management, business, science, and arts occupations: Management, business, and 
financial occupations: Management occupations 

• Management, business, science, and arts occupations: Computer, engineering, and 
science occupations: Computer and mathematical occupations 

• Management, business, science, and arts occupations: Computer, engineering, and 
science occupations: Architecture and engineering occupations 

• Management, business, science, and arts occupations: Computer, engineering, and 
science occupations: Life, physical, and social science occupations 

• Management, business, science, and arts occupations: Education, legal, community 
service, arts, and media occupations: Legal occupations 

• Management, business, science, and arts occupations: Education, legal, community 
service, arts, and media occupations: Educational instruction, and library occupations 

• Management, business, science, and arts occupations: Education, legal, community 
service, arts, and media occupations: Arts, design, entertainment, sports, and media 
occupations 

• Management, business, science, and arts occupations: Healthcare practitioners and 
technical occupations: Health diagnosing and treating practitioners and other technical 
occupations 

 
 
Table 5: Categorization of knowledge workers, 2019 ACS 

• Management, business, science, and arts occupations: Management, business, and 
financial occupations: Management occupations 

• Management, business, science, and arts occupations: Computer, engineering, and 
science occupations: Computer and mathematical occupations 

• Management, business, science, and arts occupations: Computer, engineering, and 
science occupations: Architecture and engineering occupations 

• Management, business, science, and arts occupations: Computer, engineering, and 
science occupations: Life, physical, and social science occupations 

• Management, business, science, and arts occupations: Education, legal, community 
service, arts, and media occupations: Legal occupations 

• Management, business, science, and arts occupations: Education, legal, community 
service, arts, and media occupations: Educational instruction, and library occupations 

• Management, business, science, and arts occupations: Education, legal, community 
service, arts, and media occupations: Arts, design, entertainment, sports, and media 
occupations 

• Management, business, science, and arts occupations: Healthcare practitioners and 
technical occupations: Health diagnosing and treating practitioners and other technical 
occupations 
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Due to the organization of the ACS data, for 2019 counting knowledge workers included 

all “management, business, science, and arts occupations” and excluded service occupations; 

sales and office occupations (as while these jobs often include manipulating knowledge, they do 

not necessarily include creating it); all education categories except for post-secondary instructors 

(considering that college and university instructors are expected to produce research), and except 

librarians, curators, and archivists; all production and transportation occupations; all sales and 

office occupations; every natural resource occupation, construction, and maintenance 

occupations; and production, transportation, and material moving occupations. To the 

researchers’ knowledge, this is one of the first attempts to quantify and codify what a 

‘knowledge worker’ is in the literature for U.S. data and to compute the quantity of knowledge 

workers in a geographic area. While this concept is discussed at length in the academic literature, 

it is not often a concept that is actually calculated and quantified, with a methodology that is 

explained clearly. Knowledge workers as a percentage of all workers ages 16 and older in each 

state were thus calculated. 

Table 6: Knowledge workers by state, 2010; 2015-2019 

State Knowledge workers as a percentage of all workers, 
2010 

Knowledge workers as a percentage of all workers, 2015-
2019 

Region 

Mississippi 16.29 24.83 South 

West Virginia 16.30 25.44 South 

Arkansas 16.97 25.94 South 

South Dakota 18.21 28.64 Midwest 

Kentucky 18.30 26.35 South 

Louisiana 18.44 26.39 South 

North Dakota 18.75 29.24 Midwest 

Iowa 18.90 28.13 Midwest 

Wyoming 19.11 28.30 West 
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Nevada 19.12 23.34 West 

Alabama 19.20 26.87 South 

Oklahoma 19.36 26.44 South 

Indiana 19.50 26.29 Midwest 

South Carolina 19.59 26.88 South 

Tennessee 19.93 27.11 South 

Nebraska 20.03 29.42 Midwest 

Hawaii 20.36 27.39 West 

Wisconsin 20.70 28.13 Midwest 

Montana 20.79 29.40 West 

Idaho 20.99 27.65 West 

Missouri 21.00 28.08 Midwest 

Kansas 21.07 30.22 Midwest 

Ohio 21.18 28.24 Midwest 

Maine 21.19 29.72 Northeast 

Alaska 21.42 29.66 West 

North Carolina 21.58 29.27 South 

Michigan 21.78 28.44 Midwest 

Florida 21.83 27.51 South 

New Mexico 22.12 29.16 West 

Texas 22.17 28.67 South 

Pennsylvania 22.25 29.45 Northeast 

Vermont 22.60 32.85 Northeast 

Georgia 23.05 29.13 South 

Arizona 23.52 28.13 West 

Rhode Island 23.63 30.95 Northeast 

Oregon 23.84 30.90 West 

Utah 23.95 31.04 West 

Illinois 24.02 29.72 Midwest 

New York 24.60 32.34 Northeast 
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Delaware 24.66 31.07 Northeast 

Minnesota 24.76 31.36 Midwest 

New 
Hampshire 

24.94 
32.62 

Northeast 

California 25.24 31.03 West 

Connecticut 26.57 33.76 Northeast 

Washington 26.73 33.07 West 

New Jersey 27.32 33.43 Northeast 

Colorado 27.92 33.63 West 

Massachusetts 29.29 36.67 Northeast 

Virginia 29.73 34.30 South 

Maryland 31.25 36.01 South 

 

Table 6 shows that the state with the highest percentage of knowledge workers in 2010 

was Maryland, and the state with the lowest was Mississippi. For 2010, the national average 

percentage of knowledge workers was 22.12%; for 2019, the national average was 29.45%. 

However, again, these exploratory tools do not show significance. There was an increase in the 

percentage of knowledge workers in all states from 2010 to 2019. To test for a significant 

relationship between the percentage of same-sex households and knowledge workers in a state, a 

regression test was conducted. This paper utilizes a simple least squares regression instead of a 

geographically weighted regression due to the small size of the data set (Devkota et al., 2014) 

and conducts a least squares regression with just these two variables (percentage of knowledge 

workers per state and percentage of same-sex households per state), rather than running a 

multivariate analysis with other factors, due to the weight given knowledge workers in previous 

research (Florida 2000, 2003; Anacker and Morrow-Jones 2005; Spring 2013).  In addition, the 

change in percentage of same-sex households from 1990 to 2010 was regressed with the 

percentage of knowledge worker, under the theory that if, as Anacker and Murrow-Jones (2005) 
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speculate, same-sex households are attracted to areas with knowledge workers, then that might 

be driving migration. 

Table 7: Regression with the percentage of knowledge workers per state 

Linear regression results 
 

r2 Significance 

2010 knowledge workers (independent) vs 2010 percentage of same-sex 
households (dependent) 

0.249 0.000 

2015-2019 knowledge workers (independent) vs 2015-2019 percentage of 
same-sex households (dependent) 

0.416 0.003 

2015-2019 knowledge workers (independent) vs Change in percentage of 
same-sex households, 1990 to 2015/2019 

0.325 0.021 

 
The percentage of knowledge workers in a state significantly correlated with the 

percentage of same-sex households in an area for 2010 (r2 = 0.249, p<0.000). r2 is a correlation 

coefficient that explains the amount of variation in one variable that might be explained by 

another; here, the percentage of knowledge workers in a state is accounting for 24.9% of the 

variation in the percentage of same-sex households. Knowledge workers also significantly 

correlated with the percentage of same-sex households for the 2019 data (r2 = 0.416, p<0.003) 

and change in the percentage of same-sex households in a state from 1990 to 2019 (r2 = 0.325, 

p<0.021). This finding aligns with the assertions of Florida (2000, 2003) and the analysis of 

Anacker and Morrow-Jones (2005) and Spring (2013), who anticipated that same-sex households 

might be attracted to areas with higher quantities of knowledge workers. However, with 
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moderate r2 values, there is also much room for other variables to be factors influencing the 

percentage of same-sex households in an area as well. 

Discussion and Conclusions 

This research project presents analysis of the historical distribution of same-sex 

households throughout the United States over forty years of data (1990, 2000, and 2010 

decennial years and 2019 American Community Survey data). This project addressed two 

research questions: “How does the distribution of same-sex households look historically in the 

United States at the state level? How has that distribution changed from 1990 to 2019?” and 

“How does the presence of knowledge workers in a state correlate with the distribution of same-

sex households?” These results may be unique in the field in part because of simple data 

availability, but also because of efforts to quantify the idea of knowledge workers. A summary 

“big picture” of what was discovered in this analysis is that the percentage of same-sex 

households in all states is small but increased over time; that same-sex households are present in 

all 50 states over time; and that the presence of knowledge workers does seem to have 

explanatory power for the percentage of same-sex households in a state. This later is important as 

consideration of a possible correlation between knowledge workers, livability, and same-sex 

households has been a driver for much of the quantitative work in the field of queer geography 

(Florida, 2000, 2003; Anacker & Morrow-Jones, 2005; Hayslett & Kane 2011; Spring 2013; 

Poston et al., 2017). 

The percentage of same-sex households reported by state grew from a minimum in 1990 

of 0.018% to a maximum for the 2019 data of 2.002%. Western and Northeastern states and 

Florida consistently saw the highest percentages, but no state was without any same-sex 

households. The Midwest as a region had the lowest mean percentage of same-sex households 
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over time, and the Northeast the highest. An ANOVA analysis of means difference found these 

differences to be significant, as did a crosstabulation analysis correlating region and 

categorization of change, suggesting the region matters to this discussion (Florida, 2000, 2003; 

Spring, 2013).  

Finally, the findings of this study are consistent with previous literature (Florida 2000, 

2003; Anacker and Murrow-Jones 2005; Spring 2013) suggesting that same-sex households and 

the presence of knowledge workers in an area might be correlated, though those previous studies 

used proxy variables for the presence of knowledge workers, such as the crime rate in a city or 

the art culture in an area. The present study categorized and quantified knowledge workers, 

building an index to measure percentage of knowledge workers in a state for each year. The 

percentage of same-sex households and knowledge workers significantly and positively 

correlated: where there were more knowledge workers, there were more same-sex households.  

The value of the correlation coefficient, r2 was 0.249 for 2010 and 0.416 for 2019, meaning that 

24.9% of the variation in percentage of same-sex households was explained by the percentage of 

knowledge workers in 2010 and 41.6% of the variation in 2019. Also, the percentage of 

knowledge workers and the change in same-sex households were positively and significant 

correlated over time, with r2 = 0.325. This suggests that Florida’s notions about what might bring 

some knowledge workers and some same-sex households to an area might still have merit in 

2022. 

However, these results bring more questions than answers. Previous research, especially 

Florida, asserts that knowledge workers are harbingers of same-sex households because of the 

diversity and openness that each community has (2000, 2003). Is this really the case, or simply a 

simplified stereotype of knowledge workers and queer folks? Are the livability factors that 
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Anacker and Murrow-Jones (2005) explored really what explains the distribution of both 

knowledge workers and same-sex households, and if so, what might explain the distribution of 

people who aren’t interested in factors such as education, recreation, and the arts (Anacker & 

Murrow-Jones, 2005) or who are not geographically mobile? While the percentage of knowledge 

workers in an area has a fair amount of explanatory power for the percentage of same-sex 

households in an area (as shown by the r2 results from the geographically weighted regression 

and the local r2 analysis), what other variables might be part of the explanation? Moreover, can 

scientists find out more about the lives of working-class queer folks from the quantitative data 

that is available if we are not solely concerned with urban areas and knowledge workers, who by 

definition have white-collar jobs? Overall, the “big picture” from the results of this study is that 

while theorizing a knowledge worker connection to queer households is likely accurate, that 

there is much more in the picture to explore and discover. Queer theory is a reminder that queer 

persons are not a monolith, and while research must be targeted to be practical, that a laundry list 

of “livability” factors does not encompass the motivations behind the residential decisions (as 

much as housing is a constrained choice) of every queer person (Jagose, 1996; Creswell, 2012; 

Heynen, 2018; Harvey et al., 2019). Transgressing expectations is as queer as not being straight 

(Jagose, 1996; Creswell, 2012). Also, what is there still to learn about knowledge workers and 

the creative class that isn’t based in assumptions and stereotypes: Florida (2003) literally 

discusses a “Bohemian index” re: creative workers, saying quite a lot about how creative 

workers are regarded. Bringing forward and critically examining Florida’s ideas mean critically 

assessing notions of what is assumed to be important to groups such as knowledge workers, 

creative workers, and same-sex households. 
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Finally, examining the distribution of same-sex households has important implications 

for issues of equity and social justice. Housing protections are not guaranteed at the federal level 

by the Fair Housing Act (Hillier & Bunten 2020). Knowing that same-sex households are 

distributed throughout the United States indicates that federal protections for queer people are 

important; while same-sex marriage is now recognized in all U.S. states and territories (Ogolsky 

2019), employment law is still set by the state – leaving states where one can be fired for being 

legally married to someone of the same sex (NCSL, 2021). Queer households (and queer 

individuals) are distributed throughout the United States, and so should be legal protections, 

culturally competent health care, queer friendly eldercare, and other facets of our lives 

(Fredriksen-Goldsen, 2014; Marsack & Stephenson, 2017). Eldercare is going to be especially 

important in the future; while we’re only a couple of generations away from assuming that gay 

men are going to die young (Black et al., 2002), queer households can now live together long 

enough to need eldercare – which means that future work should consider whether the age of the 

household influences residential location. 

In addition, the data presented here also shows us that there are stories missing from the 

data. What else may attract a same-sex household to an area (or keep them where they’re at, 

because again, one cannot assume migration in this model?) What stories can be discovered 

about the people who in areas that are stereotypically assumed to not have same-sex households 

(but are seen as present in this analysis)? This paper points at a rich line of future exploration 

concerning the spatial distribution of people. 
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Endnotes 

1.  Being left to future projects is the question of marriage law, though marriage laws 

were a driver in selecting the state as the areal unit for this project. While marriage laws were 

certainly a factor in the visibility and mobility of same-sex couples, the process was start-and-

stop and not as neat as academics sometimes represent; just as one example, in California, same-

sex marriage was recognized in some cities. Those marriages were then annulled by the 

California Supreme Court. Then an attempt by the legislature of California to legalize same-sex 

marriage was vetoed by the governor of California, a veto which was then overturned by the 

state Supreme Court. Marriage licenses were issued, people were married, and then Proposition 8 

passed, outlawing same-sex marriage in California. The state Supreme Court upheld Prop 8, as it 

had been legally voted on by the voters, but refused to annul existing marriages (Yoshino, 2012). 

In other words, the recognition of same-sex marriage was a messy, incremental process, and 

while it assuredly affected the distribution of same-sex couples, this issue warrants its own paper. 

 

2.  The question of counts versus percentages is another constant vexation for social 

scientists; while using a percentage instead of a count allows us to compare populations that are 

different sizes, at the same time, doing so does hide differences in social experiences. Being 1 

out of 100 is a very different social experience than 100 out of 10,000, though both equate to 1%. 

While the researchers used percentages in this paper to control for changes in the overall 

population size over time, considering counts versus percentages through the lens of queer 

demography is a promising line of research in the future. 
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CHAPTER III: FILLING IN THE MAP: THE PRESENT-DAY DISTRIBUTION OF SAME-

SEX HOUSEHOLDS IN THE UNITED STATES 

Introduction 

Understanding the spatial distribution of demographic groups has been the subject of 

much past research (Parks et al., 1925; Shibutani & Kwan, 1965; Rich, 2011; Frey, 2018; Altaher 

et al., 2019), yet geographic research on the distribution of-same sex households has been 

limited, especially for the entire United States. Much queer geography to date has focused on 

issues such as queer culture (Bell & Valentine, 1995) and the cultural meaning of gay enclaves 

(Smart & Klein, 2013). Research investigating the residential patterns of same-sex household 

often focused on possible segregation of same-sex households from other households (Spring, 

2013; Poston, 2017) and within certain localized spatial contexts such as Dallas (Smart & 

Whittemore, 2017) and San Francisco (Black et al., 2002). A handful of research that expanded 

research beyond one geographic location, are based on metropolitan areas (Nusser & Anacker, 

2013) and selected counties (Lee et al., 2016), which leave room for understanding this topic on 

a national scale. Moreover, an important theoretical concern for research such as this – though 

perhaps out of the scope of the present paper – may be questions of assimilation theory (Spring, 

2013; Ghaziani, 2015) - asking whether the present-day distribution of same-sex households in 

the United States is related to the greater assimilation of queer folks into everyday culture in the 

United States and spreading into residential spaces that may have formerly been unavailable to 

them. 

The present study is built on previous work related to the residential distribution 

literature, much of which has focused on race and social class (Rich, 2011; Havekes et al., 2015) 
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and immigration (Frey, 2018; Altaher et al., 2019). This study also argues against the persistent 

stereotype in popular discourse that queer folks only reside in urban areas (Black et al., 2002; 

Hayslett & Kane, 2011; Nusser & Anacker, 2013) and a focus in previous research on queer 

folks in urban areas (Hayslett & Kane, 2011) and areas most populated by same-sex households 

by showing that same-sex households are distributed through the United States, though unevenly. 

This work is important: where people live influences life chances for everything ranging from 

mental and physical health access to health care to education access to economic success 

(Williams & Collins, 2001; Sultana, 2005; Weber & Sultana, 2008; Deluca et al., 2019). 

Therefore, further research is needed at a national scale as more recent and exact data concerning 

same-sex households becomes available to gain a most up-to-date and clearer understanding of 

residential patterns. 

This study addresses the following research questions: 

• How does the spatial distribution of same-sex households vary at the 

county level for the contiguous United States?  

• Does this distribution change when only considering the South as a 

region?  

• What sociodemographic variables correlate with this distribution at the 

national and regional level? 

This study utilizes 2015-2019 rolling American Community Survey (ACS) data to 

quantify the spatial distribution of same-sex households in the contiguous United States at the 

county level highlighting the American South as a region; previous research hints that the 

American South may be unique vis-à-vis the distribution of same-sex households (Anacker & 

Murrow, 2005; Spring, 2013). This study avoids relying on a traditional ordinary least squares 
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(OLS) analysis, which doesn’t account for geography and spatial autocorrelation (Brunsdon et 

al., 1998). Geographically weighted regression (GWR) is highly effective in capturing 

geographic dimensions and illustrating what variables matter in specific places (Bereitschaft & 

Cammack, 2015; Dziauddin et al., 2015; Sultana et al., 2018). The researchers conducted an 

optimized hotspot analysis to show clustering of same-sex households and a GWR model and 

local r2 analysis to model the effects of socio-demographic variables on the unevenness 

distribution of same-sex households in the United States. The present study broadens the 

residential distribution literature by including sexuality and refutes persistent stereotypes in both 

academic literature and popular discourse that queer folks generally reside in urban areas (Black 

et al., 2002; Hayslett & Kane, 2011; Nusser & Anacker, 2013) to show that same-sex households 

are distributed through the United States, and to demonstrate more about the historic shape of 

that distribution. 

Previous Literature 

Residential selection, distribution, and segregation continually interest geographers and 

other scientists who study spatial unevenness. This work often examines/considers immigration 

patterns/relocation (Parks et al., 1925; Shibutani & Kwan, 1965; Frey, 2018) or racial and ethnic 

segregation (Lichter et al., 2007). Previous quantitative research on the distribution of same-sex 

households has focused often on limited geographic areas or specific social issues. Florida (2000, 

2003) connects the location of same-sex households with creative class and knowledge workers. 

Lee et al. (2016) looks at same-sex couples and tobacco retailer density. Goldie (2018) discussed 

the spatial segregation of male/male and female/female couples in Melbourne and Sydney, 

Australia. Smart and Whittemore (2017) present research relation to the dispersion and clustering 

of same-sex households in real estate markets in Dallas, Texas. Much of the previous research 
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relies on case studies of specific areas, not large-scale quantitative analysis, due to a lack of data 

(Anacker & Murrow-Jones, 2005). 

However, some research considers wider geographic areas. Anacker and Morrow-Jones 

(2005) asked what factors correlate with the presence of same-sex households in an area, 

examining the 50 counties in the United States with the greatest same-sex households. Utilizing 

2000 Census data, Anacker and Morrow-Jones (2005) considered the proportion of residents 

under the age of 18 and aged 65 and higher; homeownership rate; proportion of non-Hispanic 

whites; median household income; proportion of residents with a graduate degree or higher; 

median age of housing unit; median value for owned housing units; crime rates; and health care, 

climate, and recreation indexes created by the authors. The researchers found that most variables 

included in their model had a significant correlation with same-sex households in a Census tract, 

but this is perhaps not surprising as they considered only counties most populated by same-sex 

households.  In other words, when picking areas highly populated with same-sex households, it 

may not be surprising that there was a high correlation with some livability factors; however, it 

would be interesting to shed light on what might influence distribution in less well populated 

areas. 

Research on the residential segregation of same-sex households is more common than 

distribution literature, due to interest in gay enclave neighborhoods (Baumle et al., 2009; Spring, 

2013; Morales, 2018). Baumle et al (2009) analyzed data for the entire country and found that 

although sex households are present across the entire country, male couples were concentrated 

where one might expect in cities like San Francisco, Atlanta, Los Angeles, and New York (p. 

45), while female couples were grouped in metropolitan areas, but not just these select few. 

Baumle et al. considered unemployment rate, poverty rate, and infant mortality rate as likely 
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correlates with the presence of same-sex households, but also included several other factors from 

temperature to religious and political views. They found that “more agreeable” physical 

temperature correlated with a “higher concentration of gay male partners” (p. 51), that higher 

poverty rates and a higher rate of Republican voters correlated with lower concentrations of male 

couples, and that higher total population correlated with higher concentrations of male couples. 

Spring (2013) also analyzed residential segregation for same-sex households, but only in 

the 100 most populated areas in the United States (p. 1), thus, focusing on well populated urban 

areas. Spring was concerned with the segregation of same-sex households from different sex 

households (2013). Spring weighed the role of education, ‘family life cycle’ and ‘violence and 

social hostility’, and place characteristics including median home value and population. Spring 

found a decrease in segregation from Census 2000 to 2010 for both male and female households. 

Higher levels of education were linked to lower levels of segregation. ‘Frequency of hate crimes’ 

did not increase segregation. Spring also points to the possibility of increased assimilation of 

queer couples into “normative” residential spaces as an explanation for the changes they find and 

the reduction in segregation. 

Like Spring (2013), Poston et al. (2017) examined residential segregation for the 100 

metropolitan statistical areas with the highest populations of same-sex couples, though with 2010 

Census data. They considered the size of the local queer population; poverty; climate; Black-

white segregation in the same area; population; local religious and political climate; and sodomy 

and discrimination laws. Male same-sex households were more segregated than female 

households and religious and political climate affected male segregation. Morales (2018) also 

examined the segregation of same-sex households in the United States with 2010 Census data, 

but at the state level (instead of selecting for high residency counties or MSAs). Morales found 
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that the states of Minnesota, Georgia, Illinois, New York, Colorado, Oregon and Utah had the 

highest levels of segregation for male-male households; Minnesota did for female-female 

households. Morales focused on testing different approaches for measuring segregation, not 

sociodemographic correlates, but also noted that male households were more segregated than 

female households. In other words, unlike much of the previous research, Morales did not test to 

see what variables might be causing or correlating with the distribution of same-sex households, 

but used queer populations to test theories about how to measure segregation. 

In sum, past quantitative research often focuses on segregation, areas with high 

populations of same-sex households, and socio-demographic factors centered around economics, 

politics, and religion. This focus on segregation versus distribution continues to posit same-sex 

households as “other” instead of integral parts of their communities and despite conclusions that 

segregation is decreasing (Spring, 2013; Poston et al., 2017). 

Previous research also intriguingly suggests that region influences the distribution of 

same-sex households. (Florida, 2000; 2003) Anacker & Murrow-Jones (2005) found location in 

the South affected concentration of same-sex households in specific neighborhoods. Spring 

(2013) also noted population size (the size of a population in a specific geographic area) and a 

history of racial segregation in the South influenced concentration of same-sex households, and 

that the South was different than the West vis a vis the distribution of same-sex households (p. 

704). Previous research suggests exploring the role of region in the distribution of same-sex 

households. Bodies that are closer together are more similar than not, and regions are one 

“bucket” to capture those similarities (Woodard, 2012).  
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Study Area, Data, and Methodology 

Study Area 

The current study examines the distribution of same-sex households in the United States 

for all counties in the contiguous United States and in the South as a region, differing from 

previous studies emphasizing areas with the highest concentration of same-sex households 

(Black et al., 2002; Anacker & Morrow-Jones, 2005; Spring, 2013; Poston, 2017) or focusing on 

segregation (Black et al., 2002; Baumle et al., 2009; Spring, 2013; Poston, 2017). Here, 

segregation refers to segregation from different-sex couples or straight single personas, thus 

examining whether same-sex households are more likely to live in enclaves with other queer 

households or individuals (Spring, 2013). The South was analyzed as a region as Anacker & 

Murrow-Jones (2005) and Spring (2013) indicated that location in the South affected distribution 

and segregation.  

As this study conducts a hotspot analysis, Alaska, Hawaii, and U.S. territories were 

omitted due to their geographic separation from the rest of the country. A hotspot analysis 

analyzes geographic units in relation to their neighbors, relying on adjacency. The District of 

Columbia was omitted due to its unique cultural and political life as a district, not a county nor a 

state. The present study analyzed counties and county-like units, which are subunits of states; if 

DC had subdivisions, they would have been included in this analysis. 

Data and Limitations 

Data for this study was assembled from a variety of sources. This study analyzed 

estimated ACS data for 2015-2019 that was downloaded from the National Historical 

Geographic Information System (NHGIS) in December 2021. Southern states were identified by 
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Census regions, and urban and suburban areas were also identified from Census data; ArcGIS 

shapefiles were obtained from the Census Bureau. Religion data was obtained from the 

Association of Religion Data Archives, while voting data was obtained from the MIT Election 

Data and Science Lab. Information on how variables were selected and identified is provided in 

the Methodology section. 

Those answering the ACS were asked to identify how others in the household were 

related to them. Both married and unmarried same-sex relationships were identified as same-sex 

unmarried partners until 2019, the first time that married couples were counted.  For this paper, 

the married and unmarried counts were added and divided by total number of households to get 

the percentage of same-sex households in a county.  Couples self-identified as being married or 

partnered. 

This study has data limitations. ACS data provides estimates based on survey data, not 

counts; for small populations, estimates can magnify sampling error. However, the ACS data is 

the most up to date data enumerating counts and locations of same-sex households (Kreider & 

Lofquist, 2015). The present study enumerates households, not individuals (as does the other 

work in the field), as a large-scale data source providing information on the quantity and location 

of queer individuals does not exist (Black et al., 2000; Brown & Knopp, 2006; Baumle et al, 

2009).  

Methodology 

Counties were the geographic unit of analysis throughout this project. The researchers 

composed distribution maps in ArcGIS for the United States as a whole and the South as a 

region. Next, the researchers conducted an optimized hotspot analysis to illustrate clustering of 

same-sex households. A “hotspot” or clustering analysis is a geographic analysis technique 
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asking if neighboring geographic areas are similar regarding a variable of interest (here, 

percentage of same-sex households in a county) and if that clustering is statistically significant. 

Hotspots are geographic areas that have high values of the variable of interest near other areas 

with high values of that variable. Coldspots are areas with low values of the variable of interest 

near each other. The present study employed ArcMap’s optimized hotspot analysis tool to 

discern clustering of high and low percentages of same-sex households. 

Next, the researchers conducted a geographically weighted regression (GWR) and local r2 

analysis with several sociodemographic variables as possible explanatory variables; selection 

was based on previous research (see Table 8 below).  GWR accounts for spatial variation in data 

(instead of assuming that all places are the same) as opposed to OLS or other regression 

techniques (Bereitschaft & Cammack, 2015; Sultana et al., 2018). Local r2 shows the predictive 

power of a GWR model in a specific place (here, for each county) to model how much predictive 

power the model has in that place (O'sullivan & Unwin, 2003). For the GWR and local r2 

analysis, the following variables were initially considered, though not all variables were included 

in the final models due to multicollinearity errors when processing the models in ArcGIS. 

Further discussion of this issue is contained in the results section.  

Table 8: Variables and literature references 

Variable (all measured per county) Authors 
Total population Baumle et al. 2009; Anacker & Murrow-Jones 

2005; Poston et al. 2017) 
Median household income Black et al. 2000; Anacker & Murrow-Jones 

2005 
Median resident age Anacker & Murrow-Jones 2005 
Percentage of county population aged 65 and 
older 

Anacker & Murrow-Jones 2005 

Percentage of county population under the 
age of 18 

Black et al. 2000; Anacker & Murrow-Jones 
2005; Spring 2013 

Percent of white, non-LatinX residents Poston et al. 2017 
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Percentage of residents living below the 
poverty line  
 

Poston et al. 2017 

Percentage of residents with bachelors or 
higher degrees 

Black et al 2000; Spring 2013 

Percentage of county residents who voted for 
President Romney in 2012 (out of all votes, 
not out of all residents) 

Poston et al. 2017; Clapp 2022 

Percentage of county residents who voted for 
President Trump in 2016 (out of all votes); 
Voting record was used versus party 
affiliation as research suggests that who 
people vote for (or perceptions of voting 
record) may be more important than party 
affiliation (Clapp 2022) 

Poston et al. 2017; Clapp 2022 

Median rent Black et al 2000; Anacker & Murrow-Jones 
2005; Black et al. 2002 

Median housing costs, owner occupied units Black et al. 2000; Anacker & Murrow-Jones 
2005; Black et al. 2002 

Percentage of foreign-born residents Florida 2003 
Rate of religious adherence per 1000 residents Poston et al. 2017 

 

R2 was employed as the test statistic for correlation throughout the project so the GWR 

and local r2 results would be consistent and comparable. 
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Results 

Distribution of same-sex households 

Figure 5: Percentage of Same-Sex Households, County Level, Contiguous States 
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Figure 6: Percentage of Same-Sex Households, County Level, Southern States 

 

Figures 1 and 2 display the distribution of same-sex households as a percentage of all 

households in a county for the contiguous United States (Figure 1) and the South (Figure 2). 

(City locations are included as geographic reference points but were not analyzed). Figure 2 

contains the same data as Figure 1 but is “zoomed in” with just a snapshot of the South for ready 

reference. The highest percentage of same-sex households in a county is 4.36% in Lake County, 

Colorado (near Denver). Some counties display no same-sex households; however, this result is 

very unlikely: the zero count most likely results from same-sex households that do reside in a 

county but did not report a relationship to the ACS. Also, estimation error in the ACS data may 

have resulted in counties with no reported queer households (Kreider & Lofquist, 2015). Visual 
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examination of Figure 6 shows that the highest concentrations of same-sex households to be in 

southern Florida, the northeast states from Maine south to New York, and California. Same-sex 

households are present throughout the entire contiguous United States; counties with low and 

high percentages are found throughout the country.  

Table 8: 10 Lowest and 10 Highest Counties re: Percentages of Same-sex Households, 

Continuous United States 

Lowest Counties Percentage of Same-
Sex Households 

Census Region Percent Urban 
Dwellers, 2010 
Census 

Stutsman County, 
ND 

0.011% Midwest 72.4% 

Henry County, IA 0.013% Midwest 42.9% 
Logan County, WV 0.014% South 0.0% 
Bath County, KY 0.021% South 0.0% 
Meigs County, OH 0.022% Midwest 18.7% 
Jackson County, OH 0.023% Midwest 35.4% 
Union County, FL 0.025% South 32.6% 
Madison County, ID 0.027% West 8.1% 
Caldwell County, 
MO 

0.027% Midwest 45.4% 

Tazewell County, VA 0.030% South 48.1% 
Highest Counties    
Trimble County, KY 2.030% South 5.3% 
Nantucket County, 
MA 

2.048% Northeast 81.1% 

Windham County, 
VT 

2.085% Northeast 31.8% 

Lafayette County, FL 2.161% South 0.0% 
Dallas County, MO 2.190% South 18.1% 
Dimmit County, TX 2.318% South 60.5% 
McCulloch County, 
TX 

2.482% South 64.7% 

Chase County, KS 2.854% 
 

Midwest 0.0% 

San Francisco 
County, CA 

2.960% West 100.0% 

Lake County, CO 4.363% West 68.9% 
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Table 1 shows the ten counties with the lowest percentage of same-sex households 

(excluding those with a percentage of 0%) and counties with the ten highest percentage of same-

sex households. These locations further emphasize that minimum and maximum percentages of 

same-sex households in a county are spread throughout the country. There are lowest counties in 

every region but the Northeast and highest counties in every region; interestingly, 5 out of the 10 

counties with the highest percentages and 4 out of the 10 counties with lowest percentages of 

same-sex households are in the South (Anacker & Murrow, 2005; Spring, 2013). The percentage 

of urban dwellers in the lowest county ranges from 0 to 72.4% for the lowest counties and 0 to 

100% for the highest counties. A hotspot analysis provides necessary context these tables and the 

distribution maps. 
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Hotspot Analysis 

Figure 7: Hotspot Analysis, County Level, Contiguous United States 

 

 

Figure 3 displays the results of a hotspot analysis for the distribution of same-sex 

households at the county level for the contiguous United States. A hotspot analysis shows 

clustering of high values (hotspots) or low values (coldspots) for a variable of interest (in this 

case, the percentage of same-sex households in a county). Nationally, the Northeast United 

States (encompassing Boston and New York and expanding south to Baltimore), most of Florida, 

most of the Pacific Northwest (including Portland and Seattle), an area from the Bay area to the 

northeast corner of California, and much of the state of Colorado conjoined with northern New 

Mexico are “hotspots” for same-sex households.  
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Figure 3 also displays clustering of low values, or coldspots. Coldspots occur in a portion 

of North Dakota and Montana, through South Dakota and southern Minnesota; a narrow swatch 

of Nebraska, Kansas, Oklahoma, and western Texas; Arkansas, Mississippi, and Tennessee 

(including Memphis, Tennessee); and a small area in western Virginia and West Virginia. Hot 

and coldspots are statistically significant at confidence levels of 90, 95, and 99%.  In other 

words, the confidence levels provide a level of literal confidence that the results are significant in 

the population; the higher the confidence level, the more surety that the results are meaningful in 

the population and not a statistical accident.  

Initially, this map may suggest more clustering of hotspots in urban areas and more 

coldspots in rural areas, but that is an incomplete conclusion. For example, the California hotspot 

stretches from the Bay Area (including San Francisco County, with 100.0% urban dwellers) to 

Modoc County, CA (with only 30% of its population living in urban areas). There is a large 

coldspot that includes Memphis in Shelby County, TN, with 97.2% of its residents living urban 

areas. Turning this into an urban/rural divide story would simplify a complicated social picture. 
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Figure 8: Hotspot Analysis, County Level, Southern States 

 

Figure 8 displays a hotspot analysis for just the Southern states. This map may seem to be 

identical to Figure 7, but that a close examination shows important differences. Hot and 

coldspots appear in approximately the same geographic locations in Figure 4 as in Figure 3, but 

they are smaller with decreased statistical significance. Notably, Monroe County in Florida (just 

south of Miami) is no longer part of the Florida hotspot. The coldspot around Memphis is 

smaller, as is the coldspot between San Antonio and El Paso. Confidence levels for all hot and 

coldspots has decreased, with the only 99% certain hotspot remaining being Clearwater County, 

near Tampa on the west coast of Florida. This may seem to be a statistical accident, but as the 

variable (percentages of same-sex households per county) did not change, this result seems to 
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point to a social difference in what variables may affect residential location when people view a 

region, not the United States on a national scale. 

Geographically Weighted Regression and Local r2 

This project also considers the explanatory power of demographic variables to explain the 

distribution of same-sex households throughout the United States and the South (with counties as 

the unit of analysis), with both a GWR and a local r2 analysis. GWR allows for geographic 

variation to be considered as part of the analysis (Sultana, 2018) and local r2 pinpoints the effects 

of a model in a specific place, such as a county (O'sullivan & Unwin, 2003). 

Initially, the explanatory variables listed in the Methodology section were included in the 

GWR; however, many planned variables created multicollinearity in the national modelling. 

Multicollinearity occurs when two explanatory variables are so related or correlated with each 

other that a statistical model cannot accommodate both (O'sullivan & Unwin, 2003). 

Multicollinearity is a common problem in geographic modelling, as geographically close units 

are often very much like each other (Woodard, 2012). An OLS model was used to check 

Variance Inflation Factor (VIF) values, which indicate possible multicollinearity; in addition, the 

researchers conducted manual checking of the models. 

Nationally, the percentage of Trump voters in 2016 in a county in combination with any 

of several variables (the percentage of those who are white in a county; median income; 

percentage of residents living in poverty; percentage of foreign-born residents; and the 

percentage of those with a bachelor’s degree or more education) failed during manual model 

checking, with ArcMap providing an error indicating too much multicollinearity had resulted in a 

model that would not run, which again, means that there variables were too related to allow for 

the model to run (O'sullivan & Unwin, 2003). This especially makes sense given the 
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demographics of those who voted for President Trump (Goetz et al., 2019; Boling, 2020). Any 

model that included two or more of median income, bachelor’s degrees, or poverty rate failed. 

Any model that included two or more of median age, percent children, and percent of those over 

the age of 65 failed. Income in combination with homeowning costs or rental costs or the 

percentage of those who were white in a county failed. Median income and rate of religious 

attendees failed. In short, variables with possible subject matter overlap failed in the national 

level modelling. 

After extensive model testing, this study conducted GWR for three different sets of 

variables. Variable combinations were chosen based multicollinearity concerns and on how 

variables were combined in previous studies. Poston et al. (2017) suggested that religion and 

politics might be considered with each other. Anacker & Murrow-Jones (2005) also suggested 

that education, homeownership, and the presence of children in a household might be important 

together. They also suggested that age, income, and population size might be valuable together. 

The present study does suggest that these are not the only possible variable combinations that 

could be considered, but that these are socially meaningful combinations.  

Table 9: Geographically Weighted Regression, various explanatory models versus 

percentage of same-sex households at the county level 

Explanatory variables included 
in model 

Scale r2 

Percentage of Trump voters per 
county, religious adherence (rate 
per 1000 residents) 

Contiguous states 0.263 
Southern states 0.144 

Total county population, median 
age, and median income 

Contiguous states 0.154 
Southern states 0.113 

Percent of county residents with 
bachelor’s degrees, average 
homeownership costs per county, 
and percentage of households 
with children under the age of 18 

Contiguous states 0.182 
Southern states  0.121 
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Table 1 displays the results of the GWR analysis. The percentage of Trump voters in 

combination with religious adherence had the greatest predictive power for both the contiguous 

states (r2 = 0.263) and for Southern states (r2 = 0.144). Each individual model had more 

predictive power for the national scale than the South as a region. Thus, other factors may 

influence the distribution of same-sex households in the South. 

Figure 9: Local r-square, percentage of Trump voters and religious adherence, all states  
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Figure 10: Local r-square: Trump voters and religious adherence, Southern states 

 

Predictive power for these models was not uniformly distributed. Local r2 analysis shows 

the predictive power of a model in specific geographic areas. Figures 9 and 10 show the results 

of a local r2 analysis for the model which included the percentage of Trump voters and religious 

adherence as the explanatory variables for the national scale (Figure 9) and for the Southern 

states as a region (Figure 10). Figure 10 may seem to simply be a larger version of Figure 9, but 

that is not the case. At the national level, this model has much predictive power in some areas – 

up to r2 = 0.580, or over 50% of the variation in the percentage of same-sex households is 

explained by the variables included in the model. However, when considering the South as a 

region, these effects diminish. Maximum local r2 when considering just southern states ranges 

from 0.201 to 0.336 in Southern Florida. The “warm” spot in Figure 5 over the Dallas-Fort 
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Worth area (r2 = 0.139 to 0.200) disappears in Figure 6 (r2 = 0.098 to 0.138). For the southwest 

coast of Texas, the predictive power of the percentage of Trump voters and religiosity is less 

than at the national level. Figure 6 demonstrates that the explanatory power of this model is 

greatly diminished when considering the South as a region. At a regional level, different factors 

influence the distribution of same-sex households versus at a national level. 

Figure 11: Local r-square, population, age, and income, all states  
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Figure 12: Local r-square, population, age, and income, Southern states 

 

Figures 11 and 12 show the local r2 analysis for the model including total county 

population, median age, and median income as explanatory variables. At the national level, this 

model does not have as much explanatory power (in other words, it has a lower r2 value) as the 

model illustrated in Figures 5 and 6. The maximum r2 range of 0.150 to 0.216 appears in a solid 

geographic unit on the west coast, and the minimum of 0.032 to 0.045 appears in the Midwest 

and West. This model has less explanatory power when considering the South as a region than at 

the national level, and with clear clustering in r2 values not seen in the national model. 

Particularly, the area south of Memphis in Figure 11 varies considerably for r2 values, while in 

Figure 12, that area has consistent values from the top of the map to the bottom and from east of 
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Nashville to the western part of Texas. Total population, median age, and median income have 

less explanatory power in the South as a region than the United States as a whole. 

Figure 13: Local r-square, bachelor’s degrees, home costs, and children, all states 
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Figure 14: Local r-square, bachelor’s degrees, home costs, and children, Southern states 

 

Figures 13 and 14 show the results of a local r2 analysis for the model including the 

percentage of county residents with bachelor’s degrees, average homeownership costs per 

county, and percentage of households with children under the age of 18 as explanatory variables 

for the nation (Figure) and South (Figure). Nationally, this model also does not have nearly as 

much explanatory power as the first model (with the percentage of Trump voters and religious 

adherence) but does account for more variation in the percentage of same-sex households than 

the model with total population, age, and income; the maximum r2 range of 0.258 to 0.319 is 

again seen in a solid geographic unit on the west coast but also in the Northeast. The minimum r2 

of 0.029 to 0.055 is seen in the Midwest, centered around Kansas City. The explanatory effects 

of the model increase in some parts of the map, unlike the other two models, especially in 



 72 

southern Texas and southern Florida; these areas show increased local r2 values versus the 

national model. Counties display a higher local r2 in southern Texas and southern Florida for 

education, homeownership costs, and children under the age of 18 for the Southern states as a 

region versus the national map. 

Discussion 

As seen in other studies (Baumle et al., 2009; Morales, 2018) same-sex households were 

unevenly distributed throughout the United States, agreeing with Baumle et al (2009) and 

Morales (2018). Statistically significant hotspots (clustering of high values of same-sex 

households) appeared in the Pacific Northwest, California, Colorado, Florida, and the Northeast. 

Statistically significant coldspots (clustering of low values of same-sex households) were seen in 

the Midwest; Arkansas, Mississippi, and Tennessee; and western Virginia and West Virginia. 

Both hot and coldspots were smaller – in other words, encompassing fewer counties - in the 

South as a region that in the national maps and had decreased statistical significance. 

Three different GWR models explored correlations with the distribution of same-sex 

household. The percentage of Trump voters in 2016 and the rate of religious adherence per 1000 

residents in a county had the greatest explanatory power for number of same-sex households at 

the county level (national r2=0.263, Southern r2=0.144). The percentage of Trump voters and 

religious adherence had very high explanatory power in the Northeast, Pacific Northwest, 

California, Colorado, and Florida – the same places that had hotspots of same-sex households. 

This is an interesting correlation, and suggests that for same-sex households in those areas, these 

were important concerns – which then begs the question of, what is important in areas where 

these variables did not have high explanatory power? 
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When considering the South as a region, the “Trump and religion” model had the most 

explanatory power in southern Texas and southern Florida. This finding corresponds with 

previous research suggesting that queer folks often see “Trump voters” specifically as a 

demographic to be avoided (Boling, 2020; Clapp, 2022), despite some queer folks voting for 

Trump. Some may also see being religious at odds with being queer, despite many queer people 

also being people of faith (Clapp, 2022). “Trump voter” has become a shorthand for a very 

specific person – white, straight, and working class with lower education and income – even 

though the “Trump phenomenon” is considerably more complicated than that (Boling, 2020); 

this shorthand seems to show in the data. This shorthand is also exhibited in result that variables 

such as the percentage of those who are white in a county and median income; overlapped to 

much with the percentage of voters for President Trump to run in the same model. 

Moreover, all three models had less explanatory power for the south as a region than the 

nation (though local r2 values only consistently dampened for the first two models, increasing in 

some places in the South versus the nation for education, homeownership costs, and children), 

concurring with Anacker and Murrow-Jones (2005) and Spring (2013). The explanatory 

variables chosen based on previous research mattered less when considering the South as a 

region, leaving the question of what does drive the distribution of same-sex households in the 

South.  

Conclusions 

This study examined the distribution of same-sex households at the county level for the 

contiguous United States and the South as a region for 2015-2019 ACS data. This study 

conducted a hotspot analysis to illustrate where same-sex households might be clustered, 

showing where values with high z-scores are located near each other, and where values with low 
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z-scores are located near each other. Finally, this study asked what socioeconomic variables 

might correlate with that distribution. Clustering among households was found at both the 

national level and for the South (Florida, 2000, 2003; Anacker & Murrow-Jones, 2005; Spring, 

2013; Poston, 2017), though households were distributed across the entire country and the entire 

South (Baumle et al., 2009; Morales, 2018). Hotspots and coldspots presented in the distribution 

of same-sex households; clustering remained when considering the South as a region, but 

statistical significance and size of the clustering decreased (Spring, 2013). Socio-demographic 

variables appeared to explain some of the variance in the distribution of same-sex households, 

but much of this variation is still to be explained. These results provide an exhaustive analysis of 

current data using several geographic techniques that may be unique in the field. 

Next steps in this sort of research include conducting this kind of analysis over time, in 

hopes of answering the assimilation question: are same-sex households spreading out into non-

enclave areas over time? (Spring, 2013; Ghaziani, 2015). There is also the possibility of 

differential assimilation (Lewis & Ford-Robertson, 2010): that different groups of queer 

households spread out differently over time, based on gender, income, and so on. For example, 

Baumle et al (2009) found differential settlement patterns for male-male households than female-

female households. This sort of analysis was out of the scope the present paper but is definitely a 

fruitful possibility for the future. 

These results are relevant because while civil rights based on sexuality are a topic of 

much conversation in our society (including everything from bathroom bills to employment law), 

Morales (2018) reminds us that “unfortunately, most high-profile political debates about same-

sex couples are characterized by an astonishing lack of data” (p. 978). In an arena where 

discourse has often been more driven by emotions than data, issues ranging from the provision of 
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(or importance of) eldercare to queer friendly healthcare are affected by knowledge of where 

same sex households are clustered. More specifically, knowing where the largest populations of 

same-sex households are clustered – and then examining whether appropriate services are 

available in those areas – is important. However, queer friendly services are important 

everywhere; simply demonstrating the existence of same-sex households everywhere illustrates 

the importance of these policy debates. These results leave for future research this question: what 

else is affecting the distribution of same-sex households, especially in the South where the 

effects of common sociodemographic variables were diminished? What is missing from this 

analysis? Future work will extend the present study and fill in these blanks. 
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CHAPTER IV: “WHO IS YOUR NEIGHBOR… LIKE, WHAT FLAG IS HANGING OFF 

THEIR PORCH”? INTERSECTIONAL QUEER HOMEMAKING IN NORTH CAROLINA  

Introduction 

Where people live is a social and geographic matter. Some factors, including housing 

cost and neighborhood amenities, are generally part of every residential selection process 

(Harvey et al. 2019). Thus, much of the residential selection literature focuses on the social class 

and economics of both neighborhoods and potential residents (Rich, 2011; Havekes et al., 2015, 

Harvey et al., 2019). Absent from this literature on housing selection are considerations about 

sexuality and gender, important factors for those of minoritized status. This project evaluates 

how the intersection of social factors such as sexuality with race and gender affects residential 

selection for same-sex and same-gender couples located in North Carolina, USA.  

Residential selection is not just a social matter, but a geographic one. Much previous 

queer academic research and queer geography focused on urban areas, the “central city,” and 

coastal areas (Nusser & Anacker, 2013, Podmore & Bain, 2020), despite extensive efforts of 

individual researchers to shift to other geographic areas of analysis (Eaves, 2014; Podmore & 

Bain, 2020; McMenamin, 2021). This narrative neglects queer folks and same-gender 

households living in moderately sized cities, cities without queer enclaves, and/or much of the 

South (including suburban, rural, and “rural-ish” areas). Research that asks vital, personal 

questions about where same-sex and same-gender couples consider home must “fill in the 

blanks” in the academic literature by examining places that have been “off the map” previously, 

providing valuable information that can guide public policy regarding employment, healthcare, 
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eldercare, and other livability factors and parts of our lives (Fredriksen-Goldsen, 2014, Marsack 

& Stephenson, 2017, Nelson et al., 2018; Pijpers, 2020).  

Social constructionism and geography 

Social constructionism is a concept born from sociology (Mead, 1934; Mills, 1959). 

Mead (1934) notes that humans attach symbolic meaning to stimuli, including our physical 

environments. Tuan (1977) moved on to conceptualize social constructionism as a geographical 

concept: physical places are socially defined, as are our reactions to physical places. One may 

look at neighborhood yard signs, for example, and decide if that neighborhood is safe (Tuan, 

1977; Stedman, 2003). Physical spaces are defined through our interactions with them and our 

interactions with each other, and human beings are governed by the physical spaces they exist in 

(Sauer, 1969; Tuan, 1977; Brandenburg & Carroll, 1995; Stedman, 2003).  

Considering the social construction of space did not end with Tuan and persisted 

throughout the critical turn in geography to become a key, if overlooked, concept in human 

geography. Recent research states that social concepts “and space alike are a provisional result of 

an — invariably temporal — process of attribution and arrangement that both forms and 

reproduces structures” with a “reciprocal constitution of body and space” (Löw, 2006, pp. 119- 

121). Social structures and concepts and people’s very bodies interact to form where people are 

located and give these places meaning and vice versa (Stedman, 2003; Sjöberg & Nygren, 2021). 

Sexuality, gender, race, and intersectionality 

Not everyone has identical symbolic reactions to the same symbolic stimuli. Our social 

categories (including race, gender, and sexuality) intersect at a micro level to create and 

influence inequality on a macro level, as well as the meaning given to social worlds (Crenshaw, 

1989). The social experience of two people who share one category such as sexuality is not 
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going to be the same but contingent on their other categories including race and ethnicity. Thus, 

an intersectional approach is key to understanding how the social and the spatial come together, 

in any arena from housing segregation to climate change, though intersectional approaches are 

often neglected in geography (Nightingale, 2011; Osborne, 2015; Hopkins, 2017). As people 

engage in their daily lives, all these categories and issues converge as part of everyday lived 

experiences and identities to form individuals and how people interact with the world and are 

interacted with (Valentine, 2007; Bowleg, 2013). Acknowledging the complex, intersectional 

nature of people’s lived experiences is essential to doing queer geography (Bell & Valentine, 

1995; Ruez 2016).  

An intersectional approach to research allows for a holistic postmodern decentering of 

dominant groups, demonstrating that the experiences of those who are not part of dominant 

social groups are key to understanding everyone’s everyday lives and spatial circumstances 

(Valentine, 2007). Queerness is often associated with whiteness, an assumption that must be 

undone in the literature, academy, and queer communities (Ruez 2016; Rosenberg, 2017, Ruez, 

2017) by taking an approach that intersects race beyond whiteness and sexuality (and other 

factors) while incorporating place as essential to queer research (Eaves, 2017; Hopkins, 2017; 

Eaves, 2020). In short, taking an intersectional approach that does not assume white male 

gayness as a default is important to avoid “homonormativity” and avoiding telling the same 

stories that have been told previously, instead more fully examining queer lives (Cofield, 2021, 

p. 29). 

The South as a geographic and cultural context  

Approximately 35 percent of LGBT adults in the United States live in the South 

(Movement Advancement Project, 2019), but the Southern context regarding race and sexuality 
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is underexplored in the academic literature (Eaves, 2017; Cofield, 2021, McMenamin, 2021). 

The stereotype that lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and queer (LGBTQ) people live only in 

gay neighborhoods and are concentrated together in urban areas is persistent and pervasive, 

despite having been discredited (Davis, 1995; Havekes et al., 2015; Podmore & Bain 2020). 

Centering the present research in a Southern state without cities that have long traditions of 

gayborhoods contributes to the growing body of knowledge about where queer people live in the 

United States and why they make that choice to stay in places perceived as inhospitable to them 

by people who aren’t queer (Teter, 2018). For example, the entire South is often seen as queer 

unfriendly by people who are unfamiliar with the area (Teter, 2018). Focusing research only on 

geographic areas with gay neighborhoods located in urban and coastal areas neglects a rich 

narrative of queer lives in other areas, as does omitting the cultural role of regions in people’s 

lives. Avoiding discussion of a region as a cultural phenomenon is tempting given the 

problematic history of regionalism and environmental determinism in geography; however, 

geographers must acknowledge cultural and political boundaries as cultural arbiters and real 

contributors to personal identity (Spring, 2013; Creswell, 2013). Discussing queer lives in the 

South is important. 

Residential selection 

Most research (mainly from the fields of sociology and economics) on residential 

selection heavily emphasized race and social class (Rich, 2011; Havekes et al., 2015; Harvey et 

al., 2019) with less emphasis on the importance of location. Research on residential selection 

suggests that “diversity” as a general abstract concept is a concern for households (Rich, 2011), 

without wanting residential areas to be too diverse (Havekes et al, 2015). The literature has also 

“typically frame[d] the residential search as a uniform process oriented around finding residential 
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options with desired characteristics” (Harvey et al., 2019, p. 1498). However, housing is at best a 

constrained choice – no one chooses a residential location in a vacuum (and not everyone gets to 

choose) and residential location is influenced by a slew of factors that are often more reactive 

than proactive (Havekes et al., 2015, Harvey et al., 2019), including social class, family status, 

and one’s own race, in combination with characteristics of the geographic area in question, such 

as the racial composition of the area (Rich, 2011). Whether one either chooses a home or simply 

makes a home where one is at is a deeply geographic question that the residential selection 

literature often glances over (Edin et al., 2012; Rosenblatt & DeLuca, 2012) and that the 

geographic literature often reserves for the area of transportation geography (Guan et al., 2020).  

Research on residential selection has engaged in examining multiple social categories 

(such as race and social class) at one time but has neglected the role of sexuality (Rich, 2011; 

Havekes et al., 2015; Harvey et al., 2019), and studies on queer lives in the United States’ South 

are needed (Eaves, 2017; Cofield, 2021; McMenamin, 2021). Residential selection research 

focusing on the meaning that people give the social interactions they have with physical 

locations is vital (Mead, 1934; Sauer, 1969; Tuan, 1977; Löw, 2006). These past lines of inquiry 

converge in the present project. The present exploratory and qualitative study considered the 

lived experiences of same-sex/same-gender couples vis-à-vis residential selection and discussed 

how race, gender, and sexuality intersect to affect that selection, focusing on a geographic 

context (a specific Southern state) that has been neglected in the literature (McMenamin, 2021). 

For this study, I interviewed thirteen same-sex/same-gender couples living in North Carolina to 

address the following research questions: 

Objective 1: What does the residential selection process “look like” for same-sex/same-

gender couples, including evaluating the social meaning of an area? 
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Objective 2: How does sexuality interact with other social factors, such as race and 

gender, to affect residential selection? 

 

Methods  

This study analyzed data from thirteen semi-structured interviews with couples as the unit 

of analysis. Couples were recruited through snowball sampling (Geddes et al., 2018), where 

personal contacts, social media, and professional contacts were employed to distribute an IRB-

approved recruiting email. Participants who were interested in participating were invited to 

contact the researcher. Interviews were 20–45 minutes in length and were conducted between 

November 2019 and October 2020. Interviews were conducted via online video conferencing 

due to the in-person social restrictions associated with the COVID-19 pandemic.  

The only qualification for participation was being a cohabitating same-sex or same-

gender couple living in North Carolina. Due to possible mismatches between legal sex and a 

person’s gender – for example, someone who may have transitioned socially but not legally – I 

interviewed couples who self-identified as same-sex or same-gender without questioning 

identification. Couples were interviewed together for several methodological reasons, including 

that limiting this study to couples kept the dataset manageable, which is important when doing 

exploratory new work. Also, households significantly structure our social and physical places in 

the United States (Buzar et al., 2005). Interview questions asked participants to: 1) describe 

themselves, 2) discuss where they live and how they arrived at living there, 3) discuss the 

importance of living in a queer neighborhood, and 4) discuss how the intersection of race, 

gender, and sexuality affected the residential selection process. 
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Participants 

There are several study limitations. Participants were in their mid-twenties to “upper 

middle age” (some participants specified their age, while others gave a range) and all are part of 

cohabitating couples (Table 1). This positionality may have influenced what couples sought in 

housing together (as opposed to younger or single people), a contrast important to explore in 

future research. Also, couples discussed their children minimally, even though almost half of the 

couples had children and their children were important parts of the family unit.  

 

Figure 15: Participant Characteristics 
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Participants were selected through snowball sampling, a process by which people known 

to the researcher introduce the researcher to people they know who might be willing to 

participate in the project, and so on, using personal and professional contacts and networking to 

meet participants (Geddes et al., 2018). Snowball sampling is often used to recruit for qualitative 

studies in specific populations, such as same-sex partners, due to a lack of other methods of 

contacting potential participants (especially in a study including participants over a wide 

geographic area; also, recruitment difficulties were compounded with by a lack of utilization of 

physical social spaces during the global pandemic). However, due to the nature of snowball 

sampling (Geddes et al., 2018), participants had similar social qualities, including education 

levels and apparent social class. Many worked in professional settings, most appeared to be 

middle class, and they lived in a handful of places (Table 1). Efforts to recruit participants from 

more diverse geographic settings in North Carolina, especially the coast, were unsuccessful 

despite extensive personal and professional networking. (To anonymize participant identities, 

location descriptors such as [Large Piedmont City] are employed throughout the paper.) 

Participants were mostly Black or white, with two Latinx participants; a lack of Asian and 

Indigenous participants is another data limitation.  Some participants chose their own 

pseudonym, while others left choice up to the researcher. 

Results  

Objective 1: the residential selection process 

Unsurprisingly, participants considered a similar list of concerns to anyone has when 

house hunting, such as space for pets, coveted amenities including in-unit dishwashers, washers, 

and dryers, and home office space. Joe and Michael summed it up: “we had our checklists… The 

nicest quality that we could find once all those boxes were checked, the rest were flexible” and 
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that “it was cost and then quality of life in the particular apartment.” Privacy was important for 

some participants; Channing shared that he appreciated only being in sight of one neighbor. 

Erica and Leandrea appreciated that they had a large yard. Sheer comfort in their physical home 

was important.  

Area amenities were also cited: proximity to shopping, errands, and greenspace; 

commute time; and walkability. For example, Cassie appreciated being near recreational 

opportunities (once those became available after the pandemic). Every participant discussed 

amenities and features of the home and surrounding area, combined with affordability, as is 

common in the residential selection literature (Harvey et al., 2019). For participants that were 

also parents, school districts and proximity to the other parent in cases of shared custody were 

included. However, amenities were not the only driver of the residential selection process as the 

value participants gave to physical areas under consideration and attachment to place was vitally 

important. 

This study asked participants two related questions: how important residing in a gay 

neighborhood was to them and how they evaluated their current place of residence as suitable for 

them. These answers were intertwined. None of the participants lived in a gayborhood nor lived 

in a city that had a gayborhood available. Matt and Max reported online researching about their 

new location, (a large city in the Piedmont) to see if gay neighborhoods existed in their new city; 

the answer was no. Other participants from the same city acknowledged a lack of gayborhoods in 

the area. Suzy and Aymee mentioned specific neighborhoods that might be “gay-friendly” where 

they lived (a large city in the Triangle) but that were “nothing” compared to the gay 

neighborhoods one might find in Aymee’s native Miami. Participants from more rural areas 
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reported no access to gay enclaves. Proving absence is difficult, but all participants discussed a 

lack of gayborhoods in their residential area. 

Max and Matt (both of whom are white; one is male, and one is genderfluid and male; 

they are aged 25 and 33) had recently moved from a large west coast city for Matt’s job. They 

had initially wanted to live in a gayborhood: 

Prior to moving out, we did a lot of research... we're looking at like Reddit: Is 

there like a queer neighborhood? Is there a queer scene in this city? Is there some 

way that we can live in an area that seems queerer than others? We found that that 

wasn't really the case. 

James and Logan are married white men of “older middle age” who live in a small city in 

western North Carolina. James stated: 

If I could be among my people, that's part of the draw for the city to me. Because 

I could be among the people who think like I do… I don't want to be political, but 

I hate being a blue dot in the sea of red… just being, going to, living in the 

gayborhood would automatically make us the majority rather than minority, 

politically, socially, socioeconomically... it would make us be among the people 

who are like us. 

Suzy agreed with James that a gayborhood would be preferable: 

A couple months ago, I was watching Tales of the City, about San Francisco.  I 

think it gave me this heart yearning just to spend a few weeks in San Francisco 

and just kind of know what it would be like to really feel completely safe. 

Because I think I don't know that feeling, even here. I just feel like I am 

constantly coming out… I mention I’m a newlywed, and they're like, oh, Where's 
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he from? or something and it’s “she” - just constantly, I have to correct the 

assumption. To be somewhere that wasn't the assumption, and not that people 

would assume I'm gay, but that people would just know not to assume and know 

to be more gender inclusive... that would be intriguing.  

James and Suzy described gayborhoods as safe, “intimate” spaces where they could be 

more secure in their sexuality, agreeing with previous research (Löw, 2006).  

Desire to live in gayborhoods was not universal. Jackie (white, female, and 45 years old) 

lives with her wife Patricia (Black and Latinx and 58 years old) and their two children in a large 

Piedmont city. Jackie had concerns about the safety of gayborhoods: “If you have a specific 

location where you have all gay people live, wouldn't that make us more of target?” While James 

and Suzy saw gayborhoods as safer, Jackie disagreed. Jackie continued that perhaps a “gay 

friendly” or “somewhat gay” neighborhood was right for their family – not necessarily a gay 

enclave, but welcoming and safe for them and where they would not be the only queer residents 

(Gorman-Murray & Waitt, 2009). With two school-aged children, Jackie desired a neighborhood 

with “some” queer families to create familiarity and comfort for her children and validate that 

their family structure is acceptable: “I just want to blend in… I want to be like everybody else 

and raise my family.”  

The duality of not wanting to stand out but also not wanting to be alone (Gorman-Murray 

& Waitt, 2009) was echoed throughout the interviews. Aymee shared: “I think I knew I didn't 

want to be alone or feel like I was too far out in the country where we felt like we were maybe 

the only young gay couple… that would be a scary place for us.” Couples did not want to be the 

lone queer household in their area. However, Suzy and Aymee also agreed that they did not want 

to be surrounded by other queer households: “So I went to undergrad in [a Large Triangle City], 
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and I just really liked it… I feel like other cities in the area are super queer friendly, but they also 

intimidate me a little bit.” Aymee and Suzy feared an expectation of “performative queerness” if 

they lived in an area with more queer households. Would they be seen as “queer enough” and 

would they display the correct markers to be seen as gay, something noted as important in queer 

areas? (Taylor, 2007, 2008).  

Jacob, a white male upper middle-aged academic who is married to Ronald, an upper 

middle-aged Black man who works in shipping and transportation did not want to live in an 

enclave: “Even though we don't have the gayborhood, we have people who are either gay or 

people who are understanding and not biased and that we get along with well. We have great 

neighbors.” Pete, who is 44 and a white male (partnered with 28-year-old white male Bob) 

agreed that good neighbors were important: “I mean, a nice neighborhood or nice house… that's 

kind of more important to me than a gayborhood. Are my neighbors nice people? I like to hear 

and see different opinions. And I don't know if I would want to just be in an echo chamber.” Bob 

expressly stated “I don't think the thing at the top of my list would be finding a gayborhood … 

There's quite a few more generic white homosexuals than I'd like in Capitol Hill [a historically 

gay neighborhood in Seattle].” Pete responded: “When I was first coming out in Cincinnati, 

having visited Columbus, it is way more gay friendly… it was exciting to see that kind of 

atmosphere and want to kind of explore it more.  But we were still close enough that if I ever 

wanted to go, I could just drive and come back home.” Interest in living in a gayborhood varied 

among participants. 

Despite differing feelings concerning enclaves, the need to feel safe and comfortable was 

paramount in participant discussions. Participants had specific meaning associated with specific 

geographic places. Katie and Brandi, both white and 40ish, shared “I probably used more 
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stereotypes than maybe I should have in deciding what was safe. I mean an area that is more 

diverse all around and is closer to, you know, the city, feels a little bit more welcoming than 

worrying about being out in the country.” The couple was not interested in the rural areas close 

to their present location. Leandra (who is Black and in her upper 20s or lower 30s), echoed these 

concerns: she needed to know her neighbors were not all “Trump supporters.” Marquis and 

Samuel, both Black and in their late 20s hoped that if they moved in the future, it would be to a 

“more progressive” area, conceptualized as not the rural areas that they were from. Terry and 

Ethan were both originally from rural areas of North Carolina and indicated that they could not 

move back to those areas or the rural areas around their medium-sized city in the Piedmont, 

saying “It is a thought in the back of my mind, it's like, is this area going to be friendly to me?” 

and “I would definitely never move into an area that was Trump supporter affiliated.” They also 

reported being comfortable in their specific apartment complex because of the racial diversity of 

their neighbors. However, Channing and Liam stated that to them, rural areas meant more 

privacy and greater job opportunities. 

Context tools were important to reifying how participants felt about an area. Jacob shared 

that when he first moved to his location (the large Piedmont city), he lived in a subdivision that 

seemed friendly at first. As the election cycle at the time continued, his neighbors’ yard signs 

gave him pause. Katie asked, “Who is your neighbor… like, what flag is hanging off their 

porch?” For some participants, this process was more holistic; Marquis noted “I did tours 

everywhere and based off how we felt of like, the vibe of everything from the tour, along with 

the space and amenities and things like that. That's when we decided, we rated it like from one to 

five. Each place we toured, about the reasons why we felt like we liked this.” Participants used 

both the feelings they had about a place as a whole and specific symbols – such as yard signs and 
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porch flags – to evaluate the suitability of a residential location. 

Symbolic feeling about a residential location was not the only driver of residential 

selection in participant discussions; attachment to place was continuously discussed. Even with 

the expression of interest in living elsewhere or curiosity about big city life, most also expressed 

deep attachment to where they lived and to North Carolina as a state, regardless of whether they 

had recently moved here or whether they had been born here. People do not make housing 

decisions in a vacuum (Harvey et al., 2019) and participants all agreed that their attachment to 

place was part of their decision vis-à-vis where to live; emotional attachment to this particular 

place was important (Stedman, 2003).  

James wanted to move to a larger city as soon as possible, but “our families are here and 

so are our children.” Channing was attached to his rural area because of shared custody with his 

ex-wife and job opportunities. Aymee and Suzy simply noted that “this is home.” They also 

expressed commitment to their church community; while there are church communities 

everywhere, this church was important to them. Marquis’ brother is incarcerated, tying the 

couple to the area. Bob had been living in Ohio when he started dating Pete (living in North 

Carolina): “eventually I was like, I wonder if I can, you know, maybe put down some roots here 

and see what's going on.” His attachment to North Carolina started with his partner, Pete, but 

soon grew to a desire to “putting down roots.” Cassie grew up in and came out in Mississippi, 

expressing “I feel much safer in North Carolina than I ever did identifying as queer in 

Mississippi.” Thus, she was attached to this state because of the feeling of safety it brought to 

her. Terry and Ethan are both native to North Carolina; Ethan has shared custody of his child, 

and thus their attachment was a mixture of people and place. Katie and Brandi are tied to their 

area through shared custody of Brandi’s child. Joe and Michael both graduated from the local 
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university; they could have graduated from anywhere, but they graduated from that university, 

and still feel attached to the area. 

Participants were deeply attached to the places where they lived, whether those places 

were perfect and whether they might live somewhere else given the chance to make that housing 

decision in a vacuum. They could not separate their social connections from the place, and many 

of them did not want to. Assuming that queer people want to run for the big cities in the north or 

on the West Coast as soon as they have the opportunity denies the existence of rich queer 

narratives in Southern states and denies the intersection of Southern and queer identities (Eaves, 

2017). You cannot separate people from place, and the participants were not trying in the 

delightful mix that was their lives. For participants, the place and their social connections were 

inextricably connected. 

Objective 2: the intersection of race, gender, sexuality, and residential selection   

This project also interrogated how race, gender, sexuality, and other factors intersected to 

affect residential selection. Of the thirteen couples interviewed, seven were both white; two were 

both Black, and four were of mixed race/ethnicity. Three of the white couples (Max and Matt, 

Pete and Bob, and Katie and Brandi) expressed interest in living in areas with “diversity” without 

further elaboration. For Brandi, living in a “diverse” area meant: “We have a seven-year-old so 

really wanting him to not grow up in the middle of conservative Tennessee.” One white 

participant (Bob) commented about not wanting to live with “generic white homosexuals.” 

Otherwise, white participants did not mention race and nor did they expound on why they 

wanted “diversity” in their residential space or what they meant by that, echoing previous 

research (Rich, 2011). 

Race was discussed specifically and prominently by the mixed-race/-ethnicity and Black 
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couples. Terry indicated that their interracial family was comfortable in their apartment complex, 

because “our neighbors are all interracial” and expressed uncertainty about occupying 

specifically Black spaces. Marquis agreed:  

I didn't want to live in a predominantly Black area. I know that being gay and 

Black has its critiques when it comes to the Black community. I definitely wanted 

it to be a mixture, because I know that it would feel more comfortable to just be 

out, or just doing things or coming home with him or anything like that... And I 

knew it would be more accepting if it was a more accepted diversity, rather than if 

I lived closer to like [HBCU]… because I know that it's not really meant for me 

there because I actually lived in those areas before and I felt very uncomfortable. 

Ronald was more succinct than Marquis: “I get a double whammy being Black and gay.” 

However, Black women in the study had a different experience. Leandra and Erica were steered 

to a Black neighborhood by their realtor: 

We personally never thought about, as far as you know, moving to this side of 

town... Our realtor, I will credit her for finding a Black neighborhood… I know 

that’s one thing that at the time I didn’t think about, but I know it’s important.  

Especially being a lesbian as well, I feel like you know, I'm a part of two minority 

groups. So I'm a Black woman and then a Black lesbian woman. So, you know, I 

felt like, you know, she might not have been able to dot all the i's on that aspect. 

But at least she you know, she was able to get us you know, in a community that 

we will feel more comfortable being in and I feel like [the city] is a pretty good 

place as far as things like that, like I can pretty much live anywhere. 

Thus, Black women reported being comfortable in Black neighborhoods where Black 
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men did not. This result points to the importance of an intersectional analysis and the importance 

of considering masculinity, sexuality, and race in geographic and other social science work 

(Bowleg, 2013; Ruez, 2018). 

Aymee shared that growing up with Cuban immigrant parents in Miami and living in an 

area where everyone was Cuban, she did not “[realize] I wasn't white until I came up here.” 

Despite this, Aymee said the couple did not actively consider race when choosing where to live: 

“Like I said, I feel like there's more of where I don't want to be like, I wouldn't want to be in a 

place where I thought I wasn't safe. And in the places where I wasn't safe, I'm assuming there 

will be more, I guess awareness of me not being white.” Race mattered to white participants by 

using “diversity” as a catch-all to represent liberal attitudes and gay friendliness (Rich, 2011). 

For participants of color, the racial makeup of an area was essential to determining safety and 

desirability, but gender mattered. Intersectional approaches to geography are essential to 

understanding this distinction (Hopkins, 2017). 

Discussion 

This study addressed two objectives: the residential selection process for same-sex and 

same-gender couples and how the symbol interpretation of physical places affected that process; 

and how the intersection of race, sexuality, and gender affected the residential selection process.  

Participants reported residential selection as a constrained choice involving commute times, job 

opportunities, affordability, and family ties (Havekes et al., 2015; Harvey et al., 2019) – 

sexuality was just one constraint. Many of the ties keeping people to where they lived were 

seemingly based on people, not place (such as family and social connections). But as the 

conversation continued, geographic connections revealed themselves – an incarcerated brother 

(Marquis), a job that is not portable (Liam), or simply a love of the area that participants grew up 
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in for several participants (Teter, 2018). What emerged as participants discussed their situations 

is a story where the people and the place are intertwined and cannot be separated. Interestingly, 

participants discussed these attachments without ever referring to themselves as “Southern” or 

reflecting a particularly Southern identity. This omission deserves further attention in the future. 

The residential selection process was driven by how participants interacted with and 

defined specific geographic contexts, such as their neighborhoods and apartment complexes. 

Terry and Ethan, Jacob and Ronald, Jackie and Patricia, and Erica and Leandra, in particular, 

focused on good neighbors (as they defined “good”) and neighborhoods, though they all lived in 

different areas. Participants revealed personal safety considerations and comfort in an area tied to 

the symbolic meaning they gave an area, such as Katie’s desire to avoid rural areas, seeing them 

as “unsafe” (Manalansan et al., 2014). Participants used clues – such as neighbors’ flags and yard 

signs – to get a “feel for” the area and determine if they are going to feel safe and comfortable 

(Tuan, 1977; Stedman, 2003). As Marquis shared, the social arrangement of an area was distilled 

to a vibe, a feeling, a gut reaction – and the micro-spatial context affected that interpretation 

(Tuan, 1977).  

Only two participants reported being strongly drawn to gayborhoods; all other 

participants were interested in living in a “gay-friendly” area that was supportive of them and 

that felt safe. This seeking of a middle ground is interesting and bears further investigation – 

most of the participants were originally from areas that did not have queer enclaves. Might they 

be more drawn to queer enclaves if they had grown up with those areas nearby? Is the social, 

political, and geographic context of North Carolina as a “purple state” at work here? This bears 

further investigation. 
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The narratives told by the participants were not monolithic, and other factors such as race 

and gender deeply intertwined with sexuality to influence how couples interacted with their 

environments. White participants reported a desire for general “diversity” but were not more 

specific than that, a finding reflecting previous research (Rich, 2011). This may point to tensions 

in queer communities where white queer persons unsuccessfully negotiate their majority racial 

status but their minority sexuality status. Black women reported feeling comfortable and 

supported in a Black neighborhood. Black men did not report the same (Bowleg, 2013). When 

the participant who was Cuban addressed feeling safe, she did not discuss her sexuality; she 

discussed realizing as she moved north from Miami that she was identified as Brown by other 

people, and how that affects how she thinks other people perceive her and how she feels in a 

space. The participants’ experiences point to the importance of intersectionality in geography 

research and address questions of how a multiplicity of identities interact with sexuality to affect 

residential selection, more than just a blanket “we’d all love to live in the gayborhood” or “we’d 

all love to leave the South as fast as possible,” agreeing with some previous work (Teter, 2018) 

but leaving much room for further examination. 

Conclusions 

This study had two objectives. I asked what the residential selection process “looks like” 

for same-sex/same-gender couples, including how the personal definition of an area affects the 

residential selection process for same-sex/same-gender couples. I also asked how sexuality 

interacts with other social factors (i.e., race and gender), to affect residential selection. Findings 

reflected on previous research and suggested new research directions. 

Practicalities, such as commute time and amenities, were an important part of the 

residential selection process (Havekes et al., 2015; Harvey et al., 2019). Being able to live in a 
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gay enclave was important to some participants, with most seeking a heterogenous living 

environment that was “gay-friendly” without being a gay enclave (Gorman-Murray & Waitt, 

2009). Participants attached symbolic meaning to specific geographic areas as safe and unsafe, 

and also to physical symbols to evaluate the safety and comfort of a particular place and their 

emotional attachment to the place (Mead, 1934; Mills, 1959; Sauer, 1969; Tuan, 1977; 

Brandenburg & Carroll, 1995; Stedman, 2003). Race, gender, and sexuality intersected to 

provide differential social experiences for participants (Crenshaw, 1989; Valentine, 2007; 

Bowleg, 2013, Ruez, 2016).  

As this study was exploratory, the findings both provide valuable information on how to 

improve methodologies and suggest future research directions. Additional participatory research 

methods, such as participatory mapping and photography should be considered (Self & Hudson, 

2015), though the methodological purpose of those additions must drive the research (instead of 

adding participatory methods just for the sake of doing so). Future iterations of this project 

should inquire about the availability of needed services – such as medical care and mental health. 

Future research will focus on the “blank parts” of the map – areas where society does not expect 

queer folks to live, let alone thrive – and discuss questions such as “why don’t you just move to a 

more hospitable area?” and “why do you live here?” These queries encapsulate a basic question 

in both sociology and geography - what makes a home feel like home? Children and how 

children affect the lives of queer households (Podmore and Bain 2020) must be included. 

Bringing children into the research on queer lives is vital; this would be best done in a future 

study with a research design and consent forms indicating a focus on family lives including 

children. Finally, it would be an opportune time to consider how eldercare (both of parents by 

queer folks and queer folks’ aging plans) and in general, life in extended family units affects the 
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residential selection process (Fabbre et al., 2019; Pijpers, 2020). Participants’ experiences 

illustrate that queer families are not monolithic; future research exploring the multiplicity of our 

stories to fully consider what being queer looks like in our daily lives will be exciting. 
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CHAPTER V: CONCLUSIONS 

 Examining data related to the spatial distribution of same-sex households in the United 

States is essential when regarding a social issue often driven more by emotion than data 

(Morales, 2018), but that touches on important life issues such as healthcare and eldercare 

(Fredriksen-Goldsen, 2014; Marsack & Stephenson, 2017). This dissertation studies the 

distribution of same-sex households in the United States over time and currently. 

Geographically, the nation as a whole and the South as a region are discussed. In addition, the 

state of North Carolina is considered as a case study. Both qualitative and quantitative methods 

are employed. Chapter 1 introduced the research objectives and relevant theory. Chapter II 

describes the distribution of same-sex households over time in the United States and discusses 

the hypothesis prominent in past literature that the percentage of knowledge workers in an area 

might be connect to the location of same-sex households in an area. Chapter III relates the 

distribution of same-sex households in the continuous United States and the South and considers 

what socio-demographic variables might correlate with this distribution, along with providing 

information about how same-sex households clusters in the United States. Chapter IV presents 

conversations with same-sex households in North Carolina about how they came to live where 

they live and the interconnected parts of their lives (including their sexuality) that drove those 

decisions. 

This dissertation contributes to the field of geography in several ways. Discussions of 

knowledge workers and the role they may play in the residential distribution of specific areas are 

common in geographic literature but quantifying who constitutes that “knowledge worker” and 

using that information for analysis is not (Florida, 2000, 2003; Anacker & Murrow-Jones, 2005; 

Hayslett & Kane, 2011; Spring, 2013; Poston et al, 2017).  Longitudinal analysis for the entire 
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country vis a vis the distribution of same-sex households is also uncommon, with most analyses 

focusing on segregation, not distribution (Spring, 2013; Poston, 2017), and with more data 

available than ever before for this sort of analysis. Also, this dissertation also emphasizes the 

utility of a local r2 analysis, which may provide to be very useful in the future for differentiating 

local areas from one another when discussing social issues. This dissertation emphasizes the 

importance of intersectional approaches, especially in qualitative work in geography 

(Nightingale, 2011; Osborne, 2015; Hopkins, 2017) and reminds us that queer folks live in all 

sorts of places – hardly a new point (Eaves, 2014; Podmore & Bain, 2020; McMenamin, 2021), 

but an important one. 

This dissertation finds that historically, the percentage of same-sex households at the 

state level has grown over time and so has the distribution (though it is impossible to determine 

in the present study whether this is due to migration, changes in comfort and safety re: being out, 

or actual changes in the numbers of queer people in the United States). Region mattered in the 

historic distribution of same-sex households in the United States agreeing with Florida (2000, 

2003) and Spring (2013). The Midwest had the lowest mean percentage of same-sex households 

over time and the Northeast the highest, and these differences were statistically significant. This 

dissertation also confirmed that the percentage of knowledge workers in a state did correlate with 

the percentage of same-sex households in an area, though with moderate r2 values, other factors 

are part of “the mix” as well. 

This dissertation finds that same-sex households are also distributed across the United 

States at the county level. From a queer theory perspective, this is unsurprising: it is perhaps a 

more queer act to live in unexpected places than enclaves (Jagose, 1996; Heynen, 2018). 

Statistically significant hotspots were found in the Northeast, Pacific Northwest, California, 
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Colorado, and Florida. Coldspots were found throughout the Midwest and interestingly, around 

Memphis, Tennessee. Three different statistical models demonstrated that factors such as voting 

patterns and education matter, but that the impact of these variables is also not distributed evenly 

across both the contiguous United States and the South as a region. This suggests that an 

intersectional approach is important, even in quantitative research; it may also be important to 

consider the qualities of households and not just the geographic region they’re located in during 

future research (Baumle et al., 2009). The local impact of variables, as measured by a local r2 

analysis, was very different depending on the where in question. Each model had less 

explanatory power when run for the South as region than the nation as a whole, which inserts the 

question of what variables do matter in the South. Spring (2013) found that population size and 

location mattered in the South, and that “variation in historical segregation patterns, variation in 

attitudes toward same-sex partners, or other unmeasured regional factors that distinguish the 

South from the West” (p. 704). This statement of “other unmeasured regional factors” is 

intriguing and agrees with the present study that something is going on in the South, as yet 

unexplored. Regions may be a topic that go in and out of fashion in geography, but are an 

important part of understanding social lives, local norms, and how people interact with landscape 

to give meaning to place (Mead, 1934; Tuan, 1977; Creswell, 2012). Participants in Chapter IV 

expressed an attachment to place from a variety of points of view – family connections, job 

connections, or simply feeling like North Carolina was home, and even participants who 

expressed a lack of satisfaction with their life in North Carolina and also expressed a desire to 

move to a bigger city expressed an attachment to North Carolina. Connections to a place because 

of family or jobs is hardly unique, and connection and meaning is part of what makes a place a 

place in geography (Tuan, 1977), but I speculate that there may be something unique about the 
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South that draws people into a region often viewed as inhospitable to queer folks and other 

minorities by outsiders (Eaves, 2017; Teter, 2018; Eaves, 2020), something that may be 

impossible to quantify but is important to qualify. 

This dissertation found that for couples in North Carolina, where to live was a 

multifaceted, constrained decision, with dimensions including sexuality, race, and gender and 

their intersections (Harvey et al., 2019). Desire to live in a gay enclave was not universal, and in 

fact, many couples sought a heterogenous residential experience (Gorman-Murray & Waitt, 

2009). 

One of the novel findings of this dissertation, because of the specific time that it was 

situated in, relates to the saying that the “personal is political and the political is personal”, and is 

reflected in both Chapter III and Chapter IV. The percentage of those who voted for President 

Trump overlapped with a variety of variables in the quantitative data analysis in Chapter III 

(such as the percentage of those who are white in a county; median income; percentage of 

residents living in poverty; percentage of foreign-born residents; and the percentage of those 

with a bachelor’s degree or more education), such that geographic models would not run with 

those variables in combination with Trump voters, reflecting something of what we know about 

the “Trump phenomenon” (Goetz et al, 2019; Boling, 2020). In Chapter IV, participants noted 

that yard signs and porch flags were important indicators of what kind of neighbors they might 

expect in an area, with several participants flatly stating that they did not want to live in an area 

with Trump supporters. I did not want this to turn into a dissertation on Donald Trump; however, 

to ignore this point in history and its implications for how we give meaning to our physical and 

social landscapes (Mead, 1934; Tuan, 1977) would be short sided as well. 
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These results are important, as where a person lives provisions almost every part of their 

life. Access to culturally competent healthcare depends on residential location (Fredriksen-

Goldsen, 2014). In just a couple of generations, society has moved from assuming that queer 

folks will not need eldercare (Black et al, 2002) to queer friendly eldercare becoming a pressing 

issue (Marsack & Stephenson, 2017). Instead of assuming that queer families don’t have children 

(Hayslett & Kane, 2011), queer families may well care about school districts as much as any 

other families. The United States is still live in a country where in many states, it’s legal to be 

fired for being legally married to your same-sex spouse (NCSL, 2021). Where one lives is vitally 

important and demonstrating that same-sex households live everywhere and that they are not 

monolithic in their housing and residential needs is vital to providing data for informed policy 

debates (Morales, 2018).
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