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All households in an American context denote the transmission 
of gender roles through the physical environments in which each 
family member lives (Sutfin, E., Fulcher, M., Bowles, R., & Patterson, 
C. 2008). Historically, as the formerly feminine realm of domestic 
consumerism (i.e. homemaking) penetrated the masculine realm of 
productivity (i.e. breadwinning) in the 1930s (Osgerby 2005), the 
sphere of domesticity began to blur the rigid distinction between 
men and women. Prior to this point in American history, the role 
of women inside the context of marriage was to order, maintain, 
and beautify the home (Vallone 1995). While this applied mostly to 
middle and upper class white women, this feminine ideal reflects 
long-held Puritan beliefs about the social expectations of early 20th 
century women (Saxton 2003). 

Reified first by Esquire magazine and later by Playboy, 
depictions of masculine spaces gained popularity among American 
men. By the 1960s, the aesthetic design of a man's bachelor pad 
stood as a symbol of his "credentials to heterosexual manhood" 
(Osgerby, 2005, pp. 101). From the productiv;e potential of work­
desks to the entertaining value of dining rooms, a single man's 
home decor reflected much about himself as a man. For the 
homes of families, however, open-styled ranch houses facilitated 
the call from 1950s American policy makers to contain the threat 
of communism: "At the heart of these 'ideologies of containment' 
stood marriage and home-making ... showing how conformity to the 
domestic ideal was promoted as a bulwark to the vigor of American 
democracy" (Osgerby, 2005, pp. 104). So not only did homemaking 
and interior decor for both men and women of the mid 20th 
century bring them closer to the American ideal, the institution of 
marriage did as well. 

By the turn of the 21st century, the American home still exists 
as a site for the production, consumption, and transmission of 
gender for American families. A cornerstone of social learning 
theory dictates that parents model the ideal way for boys or 
girls to not only act but be (Bos, et al. 2012). And as all parents 
provide their children with behavioral models of how to 'do gender,' 
they also in part construct a physical environment that conveys 
similar messages. This is most apparent in the obvious gendering 
of bedrooms. College student 'gender stereotype' raters were 
able to correctly identify the gender of a child 90% of the time 
when viewing a picture of his or her bedroom for merely eight 
seconds (Sutfin, et al. 2008). Ultimately, Sutfin's (2008) study 
of gendered environments did not find significant differences 
between the ways in which lesbian and heterosexual parents 
gender their children's bedrooms. In the context of other physical 
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environments, especially while staying mindful of Biblarz and 
Savci's definition of family, family rooms in particular hold a unique 
place in the transmission of gender and sexuality. Physical symbols 
denoting these identity categories might vary across family types; 
traditional heterosexual families might not decorate or configure 
their family rooms in quite the same way as lesbian families. But 
since Averett's, Yoon's, and Jenkins' (2011) study of older lesbians 
found that 93% of respondents categorized their relationships to 
their partners as being 'lifelong,' the households (and by extension, 
the family rooms) that such lesbian partners have created, can 
be readily comparable to the households (and family rooms) of 
established, legally married heterosexual individuals. 

Furthermore, because neither the presence nor the absence 
of male role models in the lives of adolescent children of lesbians 
influenced the children's masculine or feminine traits (Bas, et al. 
2012), the sexuality of the parents does not necessarily alter the 
gendered meaning of their homes. A critical analysis of the family 
rooms of lesbian-led families compared to heterosexual families will 
help to fill the gaps in research concerning the effect of physical 
environments on gender role development that Sutfin et al. (2008) 
reported. By assessing not only the physical objects but also their 
spatial configuration in family rooms of both family types, the 
production of gender in family rooms can become more salient. And 
finally by assessing the actors who navigate that gendered space, 
both the transmission and consumption of gender roles can be 
investigated further. 

' 

Analyzing Narrative and Digital Picture Data 

As part of a senior level methods psychology course, 
thirteen family rooms were analyzed by Dr. Kathy Ritchie's P403 
Nonexperimental Methods class in the Fall of 2012. Each student 
took four digital photographs and administered structured 
interviews to one member of the family (in one instance, two sister 
were interviewed). The resulting analysis has taken the data from 
each of the families and synthesized overarching themes as they 
presented themselves in light of this researcher's topic: lesbian 
family rooms. 

Furthermore, in a systematic investigation into the gendering 
of spaces in lesbian versus non-lesbian family rooms, the following 
four-tiered coding scheme was developed and used to assess the 
research question, "Does a lesbian family room differ from a non-
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lesbian family room in its allocation of gendered space to particular 
actors who utilize that space?" 

1. Qualitative Open Code: Which spaces are reserved for 
whom? 

2. Qualitative Axial Code: How do images of family rooms 
relate to gendered actors? 

3. Quantitative Axial Code: Quantity of gendered spaces per 
actor 

4. Quantitative Selective Code: Differences (if any) of lesbian 
family room 

These codes were applied only to the Fall 2012 set of data in order 
to compare a smaller variation of individuals in more in-depth of a 
manner. The first code will utilize textual analysis to determine from 
collected interviews whether spaces and/or objects are reserved 
for the use of any particular actors in all 13 family rooms. Then, 
the second code confirms such gendered spaces as representative 
in the pictures taken of the family rooms. Then, the third code 
will attempt to quantify these first two codes; whether any one 
discernable gender category occupies more or less of these spaces 
will be made evident. Finally, by comparing both the interviews and 
pictures from the lesbian family room to the other married-couple­
with-children-led family rooms, my research question could be 
answered in a structured, systematic manner. This was based on 
the literature review's finding that lesbian families are much more 
similar to heterosexual families than different. 

Which Spaces are Reserved for Whom 

As the interviews most often responded to question 4 (Are 
there spaces in the family room that really 'belong' to mostly one 
family member?) with variations of "not really" or "only in isolated 
cases," this first axis of analysis required in-depth textual analysis to 
discover whether these spaces were truly gender neutral in terms 
of allocation of object/space and gender of actor. Moving on to the 
second most salient question that might provide such evidence, 
question 2 (How would you describe the power relationships in 
your family?), gender dynamics become slightly more recognizable. 
Subject #405, a 40 year old married woman with one child aged 3 
years old, responded to question 2 with the following: 

As far as decisions in general, we both make decisions 
on a lot of different things in our family. Certain things 
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I handle, certain things he handles. For example, I 
handle all of the finances; he handles all of the grocery 
shopping and meal planning. With Child, we share 
decisions, but I would say I pretty much make most of 
them. He has a lot of input, though. As far as the family 
room decoration, that was all me. He just has to like it. 

This close read represents interesting labor allocation; for subject 
#405, a wife and mother, finances are her domain of concern. A 
formerly stereotypically male sphere of influence, this complements 
her husband's domain of meal planning as going against 
mainstream gender norms that dictate men control the financial 
sphere and women the dietary sphere. However, traditional norms 
do permeate; not only does the wife handle all the decoration 
of the family room ("he just has to like it"), she also handles a 
majority of the childcare decisions. 

Compared with the other interviews, subject #405 seems to 
most readily separate household labor (i.e. power relationships) in 
a gendered manner. Next to her, #407 is the second most readily 
recognizable household where gender denotes allocations of labor. 
The 45 year old married woman with one child aged seven-and­
a-half responded to question 5 (Are there times when a single 
family member is alone in the family room?) by saying, "That's 
kind of hard too it depends ... if Husband is doing yard work and 
I'm cooking I don't think [our child] is spending much more than 
an hour by hi111self." Interestingly, with such a division of gendered 
labor (husband = yard work, wife = cooking), there is also an 
allocation of gendered space. In discussion of her husband's leather 
couch, #407 explains, "[that is] my husband's couch that he had 
to have, the leather one ... The couch is decrepit; husband only sits 
on the right side" in response to two questions, 3 (What does [your 
family room] look like?) and 4. 

This trend for traditional gender roles being reflected by 
gendered allocation of spaces continues in the interviews of subject 
#408. An 82 year old woman, she answers question 11, part e 
(How stressed do you think your family members are with each 
other?) with this: "I think the area of stress is allocation of duty ... I 
want him to take care of the garden, yard, and basement and leave 
me alone in the kitchen." Not surprisingly, then, this subject has a 
desk for her own, "very private" use (question 4). Her family room 
"has an entertainment center that belongs to [her] husband" as 
well (question 3). 
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Interestingly, however, in families whose power relations do not 
depend on the gender of the actors, spaces are still designated in 
a gendered way, however less overt in the interviews themselves. 
For subject #409, a 63 year old married woman with three children 
aged over 30, decisions in the household are made equally, or "50-
50%" as she reported (question 2). Answering "no" to question 4, 
she does report a gendered function of television show watching as 
she answers question 5, part c, subsection i (What do you watch 
typically or do with your 1V?): "Cars and house shows for husband; 
decoration and shopping shows for me." So while the physical 
spaces of the family rooms might not be separated according to 
social gender, the objects and the actors' use of those objects do 
reflect gendered spheres (i.e. car shows for men, shopping shows 
for women). 

Finally, the topic of cleanliness seems to garner the most 
information about a gendered allocation of both labor and space. 
For all subjects except #401, #404, #405, #410, and #414 the 
answer to question 8, part b (Who typically is in charge of cleaning 
the family room?) is either the woman interviewed herself or 
the interviewee's wife. Unsurprisingly, then, these family rooms 
designate spaces more readily by the gender of the actors who 
utilize those spaces. However, when the person who primarily 
cleans the family room is a collective (i.e. entire family versus 
one actor), the allocation of spaces seems to be more dependent 
on practical use and/or function of the object rather than gender 
itself. For example, subjects #401, two sisters answer question 8, 
part b by stating, "I do (sister #1). I do, too! (sister #2)." Then, in 
response to question 4, part a (Tell me about those spaces. Which 
spaces 'belong' to whom?) they state: (bold indicates speaker) 

Sister #2: Sister #1 sits on the smaller couch because it's fluffier. 

Sister #1: Child #1 usually sits with me because he can plug his DS in 
and play his game. Child #2 usually sits with Sister #2 on the couch and 
they snuggle while they watch television in the evening. 

For sister #1, the fluffiness of the couch seems to drive her use 
of the smaller couch. Her son also uses that couch because it is 
closest to a power outlet. Sister #2 and her sister's daughter utilize 
the larger couch for 'snuggling' purposes. Despite there being a 
difference in action according to gender (i.e. boy playing video 
game whole girl snuggles aunt), the actors themselves usually 
choose the most convenient location to perform their chosen tasks. 
The subjects #401 reinforce this notion by answering the final two 
parts of question 4. "We generally sit in the same spot, but we 
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don't argue if someone else is where we usually sit. We just sit in 
another space" (question 4, part b: Do other family members ever 
use this space?). "They don't. we just sit there because it's habit. I 
don't think anyone really thinks about it before they sit, so I don't 
think it really affects anyone" (question 4, part c: How do those 
spaces affect your family?). 

Similarly, subject #410, a 31 year old woman who is married 
and has three children aged five and older, reported that her 
"children's stuff is everywhere unless I make them clean up, which 
is usually nightly" (question 3, part a). Then, when answering 
question 4, she reports that the recliner in their family room is 
reserved for either herself or her wife; the kids know to move if 
either parent "wants to sit." This theme repeats itself when she 
answers question 5 part v (Do you ever fight over the game 
systems?) by stating, "We don't generally fight over them, because 
again the parents rule the house, so if I want the TV, I pay the bills 
so I get the TV." This designation between children and adults then 
seems to fuel the allocation of actors and spaces for subject #410, 
not gender. 

How do images of family rooms relate to gendered 

actors? 

After coding the subjects' responses analyzed in the last 
section, three of those six family rooms will be viewed in an 
attempt to relegate gendered actors and the spaces and/or 
objects they use (Subjects #401, #405, and #410). From the 
responses to question 8, these three rooms can be thought of as 
the 'collective upkeep' group denoting collectively shared cleaning 
responsibilities versus singular (i.e. traditionally gendered) cleaning 
responsibilities. The images will then be assessed as to whether the 
allocated spaces themselves 'give away' the gendering of actors in 
those rooms. Both the interviews and pictures themselves will be 
utilized in this section to delineate any overt gendering of actors to 
particular spaces I objects. 

All four interviewees are women, and all but sister #2 are 
mothers. A look at the two digital photos representing subjects 
#401's family room illustrates two sections of the room: a dining 
section and an entertainment section. The dining section sports a 
long, rectangular dark-wood table with four high-backed similarly 
colored chairs. Atop the table rest a vase of long stemmed 
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flowers. The kitchen opens behind the table. Before this section 
lie two overstuffed, brown suede couches with four geometrically 
decorative pillows on them. A sturdy wooden coffee table lies in 
between the couches; they face a flat screen television on top of 
a solid-looking wooden display center. In fact, this dual-sectional 
setup is purposefully constructed to suit one of the agents of #401, 
child #1: 

The family room is set up so that the television does not face the dinner 
table, where we do homework. It's as quiet as possible, with as little 
distraction as possible, because that's the kind of learner Child #1 is. He 
has Attention Deficit Disorder. If he has any type of distraction, he loses 
concentration. (Question 1: Tell me a little about your current family 
values) 

Interestingly, there seems not to be any overt gendering of the 
spaces in #401's family room. The only two spaces indicated in the 
interview that "belonged" to separate members of the family are 
the couches. Sister #1 and child #1 utilize the short couch due to 
its 'fluffiness' and 'proximity to outlets' respectively. Sister #2 and 
child #2 use the longer couch for 'snuggling' and 'TV watching' 
purposes. Neither couch appears overtly feminine in terms of color; 
they are the same neutral shade of brown suede. There are slightly 
feminine touches to the decor of their family room; more vases of 
flowers than either of the other 'collective upkeep' rooms. Overall, 
the function of the spaces rather than the gender of whoever 
utilizes those spaces appear to affect the allocation of actors to the 
spaces they use. 

Moving onto subject #405, the family room in this instance is 
a larger, more open space. Couches, a computer table, a fireplace, 
television, and children's toys line the perimeter of the room while 
two decorative rugs occupy the family room's center. The room and 
furniture itself are all neutral to darker shades; the toys are instead 
quite colorful. Similar to #401, the interview for #405 outlines 
two sections of the family room that 'belong' to particular actors: 
"The couches and the chair and me and my husband's. We don't 
have a specific spot that we sit in, we sit anywhere. Child has the 
whole room. He has an art table in here that is in one little area" 
(question 4, part b) This reverence for #405's three year old child 
permeates the rest of the interview as his mother reports, "Me and 
Child share the computer, and we fight over it. He's three-and-a­
half, and we still fight over it. He's probably on it more than me" 
(question 4, part b) Like #401, family room #405 seems primarily 
designed for use by the child, though not due to any attention 
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issues. Rather, it is so the child has the freedom to interact with as 
many educational toys as he can during the day. 

And finally, a look at the four images depicting subject #410's 
family room confirms the tendency of 'collective upkeep' family 
rooms to designate spaces based not on gender but function. 
Like #401, this family room appears to have two sections, one for 
dining and one for entertainment. This is the most decorated of 
the three family rooms with the most pictures hung on the walls as 
well as other art hangings. Two decorative walls face each other, 
one depicting wedding pictures and one decorated with Australia 
memorabilia. Between those walls sit a long couch and recliner 
chair, both covered by sheet-like draperies. The room itself is lined 
by several shelving units, a television, lamp, and space heater. As 
described by subject #410: 

I want to raise children that are productive members of society. Um, my 
children are adopted so I need them to adapt values that they weren't 
given at birth or taught by their biological parents. In order to do that, 
our living room is common ground; you've got a little bit of everyone 
everywhere. (Question 1) 

Because there is 'a little bit of everyone everywhere,' there does not 
appear to be any spaces allocated to any one person; that is except 
for the recliner. That belongs to subject #410 herself. As she states, 
"I really don't like people on top of me, so the chair's kind of my 
domain so I have space" (question 4, part d: Why does this person 
have the personal space?). The chair's function of 'giving space' to 
subject #410 drives her claiming it as her own. And as her earlier 
interview responses dictate, the parents make all final decisions. 
As she reports, if someone is in her spot they are "extracted from 
the chair (laughs). Sometimes nicely sometimes not so much. You 
push on the back of the chair and they flop to the floor and you 
say 'should've moved"' (question 4, part b). This stern claiming of 
space is unique to subject #410 when compared to the other two 
'collective upkeep' family rooms. 

Difference (if any) of a Lesbian Family Room 

Because the 'collective upkeep' group of family rooms allocates 
space based on purposeful function, rather than gender of the 
actors, the original third code does not present itself in the current 
selection of data analyzed. There is, however, readily comparable 
quantitative data in both the standing and hanging decor of family 
rooms #401, #405, and #410. Subject #401's family room has 
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6 framed pictures, 6 artistic wall-hangings, 4 vases filled with 
flowers, and 1 potted plant. Together with the 4 pillows, this room 
has 17 discernable decorative additions. Subject #405's family 
room sports 2 artistic hangings, 2 decorative rugs, 4 hanging 
mirrors, and 1 potted plant; together the room has 9 decorative 
additions. Both of these family rooms appear free of clutter and 
appear quite ordered. In comparison, subject #410's family room 
has 40 decorative additions: 16 hanging and standing pictures, 17 
artistic wall hangings, 3 potted plants, and 4 decorative candles. 
Understandably, this family room appears quite cluttered when 
compared to the other two. On average, the 'collective upkeep' 
group has 22 decorative items per family room. 

This numerical difference in decor initially appears to be 
due to the number of actors per household. #405 has three, the 
interviewee, her husband, and their three-year-old child. #401 
represents four individuals, the two sisters and sister #1's two 
children. #410 houses five individuals: the interviewee, her wife, 
their two children, and the interviewee's mother. #410's son and 
niece also visit twice a month, increasing the traffic in the family 
room that much more. But if these decorative additions can be 
thought of as representing the family members themselves, rather 
than the number of their members, #410 and #405 can be readily 
compared as one 'lesbian' family room and the other 'non-lesbian' 
family room, respectively. 

Perhaps due to the increased salience of marriage for a lesbian 
household, a quarter of the decorations in family room #410 
pertain to their wedding. As subject #410 states, "The item that 
you were pointing at is our unity candle vase. It does have a cross 
on it and two rings and then underneath it has me and Wife's name 
and the date. We had a union that was preformed by a pastor 
of a local church that is open and affirming" (question 3, part k: 
Are there any religious items in your family room?). Because of 
the struggle same-sex couples have faced in a state that does not 
yet universally recognize their unions as 'marriage,' subject #410 
and her wife might need to impose upon their children just how 
meaningful their marriage is to them as a family. 

Concluding Discussion 

As affirmed by the initial review of literature pertaining to 
same-sex couples, lesbian families, and the homes they inhabit, 
nontraditional norms thrive in families who subvert the norm. 
As the original 13 family rooms were openly coded for power 
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relationships, allocation of space, and use of space, two types of 
rooms presented themselves: collective vs. traditional upkeep. 
When the household maintenance depends on one person, or for 
eight of these thirteen family rooms the wife and/or mother of 
decidedly heterosexual couples, the power relations between adults 
in the household reflect traditionally gendered norms. When this 
same maintenance instead relies on a collective effort, either by 
both adults in charge or the family as a whole, both traditionally 
gendered roles and overtly gendered allocation of spaces become 
far less salient; function rather than gender becomes key. 

This finding that nontraditional behavior (i.e. collective upkeep) 
underlies nontraditional allocation (i.e. function over gender) should 
not be surprising in light of the tendency for queer households 
to subvert traditionally gendered norms. In this instance, 'queer' 
represents 'nontraditional,' or more radically 'nonheterosexual.' 
Assuredly, subjects #401 both queer the concept of parenting by 
operating under near total-egalitarian standards. And while the 
power relations for #405 certainly reflect traditional norms, neither 
the allocation nor the use of space follows suit. 

And finally, to answer my research question, the lesbian-led 
household of #410 demonstrates that lesbian family rooms indeed 
differ from non-lesbian family rooms. But not necessarily because 
of being led by two women. When families divide domestic upkeep 
between more than just one primary caretaker, the purposeful 
function of certain interactions between actors and objects 
becomes the primary means of allocation- not the gender of the 
actors themselves. 

Of course the limitations of this current study are two-fold. 
One semesters' worth of data collection does not represent 
American family rooms in general. Moreover, only analyzing three 
of the five collective upkeep family rooms necessarily limits what 
generalizability my resulting analyses has even further. Further 
studies should create a dialogue between upkeep-types rather than 
reifying one type over another. But a clear success of this study 
lies in its ability to demonstrate that what makes queer families 
"different" is not that they are led by same-sexed parents; in this 
case it is the egalitarian division of labor that differentiates queer 
families from their heterosexual peers. 
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