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The United States Census, conducted every ten years, is the most important source of information
about the people who live in the United States—where we live, what we earn, how we vary by

race and ethnicity, and how many children we have. Since 1990 the census has allowed individuals
to describe another household member as an “unmarried partner.” By comparing the sex of the
household members who call themselves unmarried partners, the Census Bureau and other
researchers can identify unmarried couples made up of two men or of two women. The data on
same-sex unmarried partners has the potential to be a valuable source of information about gay,
lesbian, bisexual, and transgender (GLBT) people living in same-sex relationships, but we do not
know how many same-sex couples actually used the unmarried partner designation.

Following Census 2000, the Institute for Gay and Lesbian Strategic Studies conducted two
surveys to see how many same-sex couples used the “unmarried partner” option on the census form.
Several important conclusions emerge that should influence the interpretation of census counts and
the interpretation of future studies using the census data. 

• While the count of same-sex unmarried partner households increased in the U.S. from 145,130 in 1990 to
594,691 in 2000, our survey findings suggest that the 2000 figures still reflect a serious undercount. Our
analysis indicates that the undercount is likely to be at least 16%, based on a survey of a group
of politically active gay people at the Millennium March. The Harris Interactive/ Witeck-
Combs Communications survey of an online sample implies an undercount of 19%. Since the
characteristics of both surveyed groups are likely to create high rates of checking the unmarried
partner box, the total undercount is likely to be higher than either of these estimates. 

• Confidentiality remains an important reason why some couples did not use the unmarried partner option. The
confidentiality concern remains important for many same-sex couples even after the political,
legal, and cultural improvements in the status of gay, lesbian, bisexual, and transgender people
at the national level and at many state and local levels during the 1990’s. Some same-sex couples
did not use the unmarried partner option because it did not fit their household situation. 

• Many same-sex couples will remain invisible in the census data. Next to unmarried partner, the most
popular second choice for a census category was “housemate/roommate” rather than
“husband/wife.” This second choice is important, since we will not be able to tell which
housemate/roommate couples reflect committed GLBT relationships. However, the smaller
group of same-sex couples that referred to themselves as married will be recaptured by the
Census Bureau policy of recoding same-sex “husband/wife” couples to unmarried partners. 

• Both surveys provide evidence of a tilt or bias among the couples using the unmarried partner option. High-
income Millennium Marchers and highly educated online respondents (and those outside the
Midwest) were more likely to report being unmarried partners. These observed patterns create
serious concerns about the representativeness of those couples the census can identify. If these
patterns hold more generally, the incomes and education levels of those counted as unmarried
partners by the census will be higher than the incomes and education levels of all cohabiting
same-sex couples, creating an inaccurate portrait of the characteristics of people in same-sex
couples. Thus the “missing” couples in the census may be those with lower household incomes
and lower levels of education. 

This study also suggests the need for changes in future census questions and publicity efforts: 

• Future censuses should change the way the “unmarried partner” option is presented, explaining the term and
including it in the list of family members.

• Public education campaigns are effective in increasing accurate census responses: seeing a campaign increases
the probability that a couple will check the unmarried partner box.

• Email campaigns within the GLBT community are capable of reaching many gay people.

• Education campaigns, especially those using non-GLBT mainstream media, may be more effective 
for influencing the responses of couples who are not so active in the gay community.

• The Census Bureau should conduct research on how couples decide to answer relationship questions. 
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The United States Census, conducted every ten years, is the most important source of information
about the people who live in the United States—where we live, what we earn, how we vary by

race and ethnicity, and how many children we have. The census determines political representation,
shapes public opinion, affects social service provision, and influences many other laws and policies.

For just the second time in history, the Census 2000 form allowed respondents to describe
another household member as an “unmarried partner.” By comparing the sex of the household
members who call themselves unmarried partners, the Bureau of the Census and other researchers
can identify unmarried couples made up of two men or of two women. As a result, the census
has the potential to be an important source of information about who gay, lesbian, bisexual, and
transgender (GLBT) people in same-sex couples are and how they live in the United States.1 Using
new survey results, this report looks closely at how accurate this count is likely to be. 

Unfortunately, the census data will give only a partial view of gay economic and family life.
The census does not allow us to distinguish gay men and lesbians who do not have a partner or
who do not live with their partner. This situation means that many (and probably most) gay
people are left out of a count of partners.2

Furthermore, many same-sex couples might also be left out because they did not check the
unmarried partner box. Same-sex couples might have marked some other relationship category
out of confidentiality concerns, since the census form includes the names, address, and telephone
number of the household and its members. Or couples might have been confused about what
“unmarried partner” meant since the census form did not explain the term and listed it under
categories of people “not related” to the household’s reference person.3 The Census Bureau
reports that 594,691 same-sex couples listed themselves as unmarried partners in 2000 in the 50
states and the District of Columbia. This report focuses on how many more same-sex couples
might have been missed. 

To overcome the low response problem in 1990 and the ongoing confidentiality concerns,
several organizations undertook a public education campaign in the spring of 2000 in partnership
with the U.S. Census Bureau to encourage GLBT people living with a same-sex partner to use the
“unmarried partner” option. The campaign included ads in gay and lesbian newspapers and
magazines, press releases to mainstream and gay publications, email announcements to numerous
listservs, banners on gay websites, and a dedicated website for the project. 

As a follow-up, IGLSS surveyed GLBT people to find out how they marked their relationship
on the census form and whether the public education campaign influenced their answers. IGLSS
researchers surveyed people attending the Millennium March on Washington for gay rights at the
end of April 2000 and participated with other organizations to survey an online panel of gay
and lesbian people. The results of the survey will assist researchers and the community as we
interpret the census data that will emerge over the next few years. We need to know how much
underreporting occurred as well as whether the underreporting is concentrated among certain
groups of gay couples to assess whether the information provided by unmarried partner couples
is accurate and representative of all GLBT couples. 

1 Same-sex couples could include gay, bisexual, or trangendered people who are partnering with someone
of the same-sex. 

2 Also, we cannot identify bisexual people who are legally married or whose partner is someone of a 
different sex.

3 An additional factor reducing the count of same-sex unmarried partners in 1990 was the Census Bureau’s
processing of data. Any same-sex couples who listed their partners as a “spouse” had either their sex or
their relationship changed in the Census data. Only some would have been recoded as unmarried part-
ners. In 2000, however, the Census Bureau automatically changed all same-sex “spouses” to unmarried
partners. See U.S. Census Bureau, “Technical Note on Same-Sex Unmarried Partner Data from the 1990
and 2000 Censuses,” www.census.gov/population/www/cen2000/samesex.html, accessed 10/3/01. 
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Ideally, we would want to be able to ask a random sample of same-sex couples who filled out
census forms whether they had used the unmarried partner designation and then check that

against their census form. The confidentiality requirements of the Census Bureau make that
strategy impossible. An alternative method, pursued here, is to ask people in couples to report
their census answers after the fact. We used two sources to survey people in couples: people
attending a political rally and people enrolled in a database of online survey respondents. 

The 2000 Millennium March drew an estimated 325,000 lesbian, gay, bisexual,
transgender, and heterosexual people to Washington, D.C., on April 30, 2000. After the main
part of the march had reached its destination, the research team approached individuals who
were waiting in line to enter the adjoining street festival, who were sitting on the mall, and who
were in the area designated for families. Researchers asked individuals if they had been living
with a same-sex partner on April 1, 2000, the official census day, and gave respondents who
met that criterion a two-page survey to fill out. The team collected surveys from 182 people,
174 of whom lived with a same-sex partner and filled out a census form. 

The survey asked whether respondents lived with a same-sex partner on April 1, 2000,
what relationship box they used on the census form, why they did not use unmarried partner
(if they did not), whether they had seen some aspect of the public education campaign and
where they saw it, and what influence the campaign had on their decision about checking
“unmarried partner.” The survey also included demographic questions about the respondent’s
gender, age, highest education level, residential location, race/ethnicity, sexual orientation, and
household income. 

The group of gay, lesbian, bisexual, and transgender people attending was not
representative of all gay people in the United States. For instance, the need to pay travel and
lodging expenses in an expensive city would suggest that attendees probably had a higher
average income than the average gay man or lesbian. It also seems reasonable to expect that the
people attending the march were more politically active or at least more politically aware than
those not attending (although a public dispute within the gay community led to the boycott of
the event by some gay political activists). This tilting of the survey respondents toward
politically active or aware people means that this group was also more likely to know the
significance of the “unmarried partner” option on the census and might have been more likely
to use that designation than the average lesbian or gay man.

In June 2000, Harris Interactive and Witeck-Combs Communications (HI-WC) included
five questions from the IGLSS survey on their online poll. Out of the 5,458 individuals
surveyed, 300 (5.6%) identified themselves as gay, lesbian, bisexual, or transgender. Of that
smaller group, 90 reported that they had been living with a same-sex partner on April 1. The
people in the online poll are probably more representative of gay people as a whole than the
Marchers, but it is also likely that gay and lesbian Internet users are quite different from those
who do not use the internet.4 Research suggests that Internet users have higher levels of income
and education,5 which is likely to be true for GLBT online respondents, as well. The online
respondents might very well be more comfortable with surveys and have fewer confidentiality
concerns about the census than would the typical gay person.

4 Harris Interactive uses data from its random digit dialing Harris Poll and from government surveys
to construct weights that adjust for the likelihood that someone in its online survey will be an inter-
net user and will answer the online survey. This procedure allows Harris Interactive to makes its
online sample comparable to a random sample of households. For this study, however, we used
unweighted data since the weights may not make the gay, lesbian, bisexual, and transgender sub-
sample comparable to the GLBT population. 

5 The Pew Internet & America Life Project, “More online, doing more,” Feb. 18, 2001, www.pewin-
ternet.org, accessed 10/17/01. 
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The surveys asked first whether people in same-sex couples listed their relationship as that of
“unmarried partners.”6 Table 1 shows that in the Millennium March sample, 83% of couples used

the unmarried partner designation, while only 67% of the Harris Interactive sample did. Turning
the question to ask how many couples did not use the option shows that 13% of Millennium
Marchers and 19% of those surveyed online did not use the unmarried partner category. 

The difference between the two groups probably reflects two factors. First, the people at the
march were probably more politically aware and therefore more likely to use the designation. The
Millennium Marchers may well represent the upper bound or highest level of reporting among gay
people. Second, the HI-WC survey was conducted several months after people filled out their census
forms, which could be reflected in the 10% of people who were not sure what they marked. 

Using the results of the two studies means that anywhere from 67% to 83% of couples
accurately reported their relationship on the census form. Another way of looking at this is to note
that reported census numbers of same-sex couples will probably undercount same-sex couples by at
least 16% and as much as 28% according to these studies.7 If the respondents to the online poll are
more representative of same-sex couples than the marchers, as seems likely, then the actual
undercount for the census data as a whole will tend toward the higher end of that range. (Adjusting
the HI-WC undercount estimate for the Census Bureau policy of changing some responses results
in a lower undercount, as noted below.)

Table 1: Percentage of respondents who used “unmarried partner” designation

Millennium March Harris Interactive/ Witeck-Combs
Yes 83% 67%
No 13% 19%
Did not fill out census form 4% 4%
Not sure — 10%
Sample size 182 90
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6 The census form asks each household to start with the name of the person who owns or rents the house
or apartment. All other people in the household are listed in relation to that person. This means that one
member of the couple would have to be “Person 1” and the other member of the couple would list
himself or herself as the unmarried partner of that person. 

7 If the number reported by the census reflects 83% of the actual number of unmarried partner households,
then that number would have to increase by 16% (13/83) to reflect the 13% of same-sex couples who used
a different category or by 20% (17/83) to reflect those who used a different category and those who did not
fill out a census form. If, using numbers from the Harris respondents, the census reports cover 67% of the
actual number, then that report is 28% (19/67) too low. If we assume that the “not sure” and “didn’t fill out”
responses from Harris were actually correctly listed on census forms as unmarried partners, then the resulting
undercount is 23%. 



When couples did not use the “unmarried partner” option, the survey asked for a reason. Only
19 of the 23 non-users reported a reason in the Millennium March sample, and all 17 non-

users in the online survey responded to this question (see Table 2). Slightly more than half (53%)
of non-users from the Millennium March and 12% from the online survey reported that they had
some concern about the confidentiality of the data. The difference between groups perhaps reflected
the online survey participants’ comfort with disclosing personal information on surveys. These
respondents reported either fear that the information would leak, concern about the government
knowing that they are GLBT, or a belief that the question was an invasion of privacy. 

The remaining 47% of Marchers and 71% of online respondents reported some kind of lack
of fit with the question. Either they thought of their relationship in some other way (including as
marriage) or they could not make their household fit into the census categories. An additional 18%
of people surveyed online listed “other” as a reason.

Table 2: Why respondents did not use “unmarried partner”

Millennium March Harris Interactive/Witeck-Combs 
Confidentiality concerns 53% 12%
Lack of fit 47% 71%
Other —- 18% 
Sample size 19 17

Note: Percentages may not add up to 100% because of rounding. 
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The vast majority of same-sex couples who did not use “unmarried partner” marked
“housemate/roommate” on the census form, as Table 3 shows—88% of Millennium March

respondents and 65% of the HI-WC respondents. In the HI-WC survey 29% marked husband/wife.
The Census Bureau announced that in 2000 it would change the answers for same-sex couples who
marked “husband/wife” on the census forms to “unmarried partner.” Therefore, some of the same-
sex couples will be recovered as unmarried partners, reducing the estimate of the undercount from
the online respondents to 19%.

While there will be no way to know how many “housemate/roommate” households actually
include same-sex partnered couples, researchers should be able to estimate how many gay couples
marked “husband/wife” on their census forms. When the Census Bureau eventually releases a sam-
ple of the individual-level census data for public use, the dataset will note when answers to ques-
tions have been changed by the Bureau. Therefore researchers will be able to tell if unmarried part-
ners in the eventual dataset were once designated as something else, giving us a high-end estimate
of how many same-sex couples might have called themselves spouses.8

Table 3: What couples not using “unmarried partner” called themselves

Millennium March Harris Interactive/Witeck-Combs 
Housemates/Roommates 88% 65%
Husband/Wife 0 29%
Other 6% 0%
Not sure 6% 6%

Note: Percentages may not add up to 100% because of rounding. 
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8 An analysis of Census “dress rehearsal” data by Census Bureau researchers found that large numbers of
same-sex couples in some cities used husband/wife to designate their relationship. Jason M. Fields and
Charles L. Clark, “Unbinding the Ties: Edit Effects of Marital Status on Same Gender Couples,” Fertility
and Family Statistics Branch Population Division, U. S. Census Bureau, Washington, DC; April 1999
Population Division Working Paper No. 34 



We currently know little about how gay, lesbian, and bisexual people decide to answer
questions related to their sexual orientation. Most researchers assume that the social stigma

associated with being gay will mean that some GLBT people will not accurately reveal their sexual
orientation on a survey. But the “misresponse” of some individuals could influence the findings of
a survey. For instance, if highly educated GLBT people or people with high incomes are more likely
to reveal their sexual orientation on a survey, then the people measured as being gay will be missing
some people with lower incomes and levels of education. As a result, the observed gay group will
have a higher average income and education level than the true average for the whole group of
GLBT people, distorting the snapshot of gay people provided by the numbers. This effect is
considered a “bias” in the data. 

One way to assess whether the survey disclosure process is related to personal characteristics is
to compare the characteristics of those who did designate an unmarried partner with those who did
not. Table 4 makes that comparison of Millennium March and online respondents by sex, age,
education, race/ethnicity, income, and region. Although some differences emerge between the two
groups, the differences are generally not large. The sex, age, education, race, and regional
comparisons suggest that the two groups are generally similar.9

Only one factor emerges as differentiating the two groups in the Millennium March data–
household income levels. The couples that did not designate “unmarried partner” are clustered in the
$40,001 to $80,000 income groups (64%), while those using the unmarried partner option are
spread out across the higher income groups ($80,000 and up). While only 28% of the non-
designators have household incomes above $80,000, 57% of designators fall into those higher
income categories. While the sample size of non-designators is small (22 people), the difference is
statistically significant at the 5% level.10

The income differences are not statistically significant in the HI-WC data, although a similar
effect is present in differences by education. People with graduate school experience are significantly
more likely to use the unmarried partner category than those with a college or high school degree.
Also, as Table 4 suggests, regional differences in reporting were also statistically significant for this
group, with couples in the South much more likely to use unmarried partner and couples in the
Midwest much less likely to do so.

A statistical procedure to predict whether a respondent uses the unmarried partner option allows
us take into account differences in income, education, age, race, and sex at the same time. Using that
procedure on the Millennium March data shows that people whose household income was over
$125,000 were more likely to check the unmarried partner box, an impact that was statistically
significant.11 The same procedure on the HI-WC data reveals that people in the Midwest were less
likely to call themselves unmarried partners, and people in the 31–40 year old age range were more
likely to check the partner box. 

Overall the group of marchers has a relatively high income level, so we know that the group
is not representative of GLBT people as a whole. But the additional income difference between
those using and not using the unmarried partner option suggests the possibility that the same-sex
couples identifiable in the census may also have higher-than-average incomes than the actual
complete group of same-sex couples. The HI-WC results showed a different pattern, raising the
concern that the group of unmarried partners is biased toward people with very high education
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9 None of the differences by sex, race, age, education, or region is statistically significant in chi-squared
tests. Small sample sizes for some cells might be responsible for the finding of no significance in some
cases (for example, region). 

10 Both the Pearson chi-squared statistic and the Fisher’s exact test statistics show significance at the 5% level. 
11 Logistic regression was used for this model. The coefficient on the highest income category was statisti-

cally significant at the 5% level. No other variables were statistically significant. 
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levels and those outside the Midwest. Even though the two datasets do not provide a consistent
pattern, at the very least the results here suggest caution in interpreting patterns that will emerge as
the Census Bureau and other researchers work with the unmarried partner data: we cannot assume
that the couples captured in the census are representative of same-sex couples overall. 

Table 4: Comparison of people who did and did not use the “unmarried partner” (UP) designation

Millennium March Harris Interactive/Witeck Combs
Characteristic Used UP Not UP Used UP Not UP 
Sex

Women 57% 52% 28% 35%
Men 43% 48% 72% 65%

Age
18-30 20% 18% 7% 12%
31-40 41% 41% 40% 12%
41-50 31% 41% 28% 29%
50 and up 8% 0% 25% 47%

Education (highest level)
High school grad or with some college 20% 27% 38% 53%
College graduate 30% 36% 27% 35%
Graduate school (with or without degree) 50% 36% 35% 12%

Race/Ethnicity
White 88% 83% 90% 82%
Person of color 12% 17% 10% 18%

Household Income
Under 40,000 9% 9%
40,001 – 80,000 34% 64%
80,001 – 125,000 31% 23%
Over 125,000 26% 5%

Under $34,999 16% 20%
35,000-74,999 39% 47%
75,000-124,999 28% 27%
Over 125,000 18% 7%

Region
West 8% 0% 20% 29%
South 47% 46% 43% 6%
Northeast 31% 22% 27% 18%
Midwest 15% 13% 10% 47%

Note: Percentages may not add up to 100% because of rounding. 
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In the month before the census was taken in 2000, IGLSS collaborated with the Policy Institute
of the National Gay and Lesbian Task Force, Prime Access, Inc., and the U.S. Census Bureau

to conduct a public education campaign about the unmarried partner option. The Census 2000
Visibility Project involved placing ads in gay and lesbian newspapers and magazines (ad space was
donated), circulating email announcements, putting banners on gay websites, and creating a
dedicated website for the project. In addition, the groups issued a press release on the census,
which generated press coverage in both the mainstream and gay press across the country. The ad,
press release, and website instructed couples on how to use the unmarried partner option. The
educational materials also emphasized the importance of accurate responses and assured same-sex
couples of confidentiality. 

The NGLTF Policy Institute tracked some measures of the campaign’s reach. Eighty news
articles discussing same-sex couples and the unmarried partner option were published in
newspapers with a total circulation of over 16 million people. Twenty-four gay, lesbian, bisexual,
and transgender-oriented newspapers and five national gay magazines donated ad space. The
website counted over 6,000 visitors in the first weeks of the campaign. The Policy Institute
estimated that email messages went to 30,000 people via organizational listservs. 

We can more closely assess the impact of the campaign on the actual census count with the two
datasets. Overall, 60% of individuals surveyed at the Millennium March had seen at least one aspect
of this campaign.12 Of those surveyed online, 42% reported that they had read or heard news
articles or advertisements about the “unmarried partner” option. The difference between the two
surveys supports the claim made earlier that March participants were more politically active in the
community, since much of the campaign was targeted at gay and lesbian publications and email lists. 

Table 5 shows the percentage of those surveyed at the March who saw the different
components of the campaign. Almost one third (29%) of respondents had received an email
message, attesting to the reach of listservs and forwarding even though fewer people were
exposed to email messages than to ads. Ads and articles in gay newspapers were the next most
effective source of outreach, with newspaper ads reaching 18% of respondents and articles
noticed by 11% of respondents.

Table 5: Percentage of respondents at Millennium March who saw the public education campaign

Saw an ad in my local GLBT newspaper 18%
Saw an ad in a GLBT magazine 14%
Read an article about the unmarried partner option in a local newspaper 11%
Read an article about the unmarried partner option in a GLBT newspaper 11%
Saw or heard a radio or television news story 7%
Received an email message about the campaign 29%
Saw a banner on a gay website 8%
Went to the www.wecount.org website 2%
Other source 7%
Not sure 2%
Saw one or more of above 60%

Note: Percentages add up to more than 100% because respondents could check more than one option. 
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12 These results refer to all who filled out a census form, regardless of whether or how they had answered
the unmarried partner question. 
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One logical direct measure of the campaign’s success is whether people who would not have
used the unmarried partner option were led to change their minds. When those who saw the
campaign were asked whether it influenced their decision, 55% said yes, shown in Table 6.
(Roughly one-third reported that they had already decided to check the unmarried partner box.)
These results suggest that the count of same-sex unmarried partners in the census would have
been cut by 33% among the March respondents without the public education campaign.13 Since
the Marchers are more politically active than most gay people, they might have been more likely
to see the campaign, so the 33% estimate may be too high to apply to the whole lesbian, gay, and
bisexual population, but the campaign clearly helped to increase the accuracy of same-sex
couples’ answers. (These questions were not included on the HI-WC survey.)

Table 6: Did the campaign influence respondents’ decisions about using “unmarried partner”?

Yes 55%
No, we already planned to use that option 35%
No, didn’t influence our decision 5%
Not sure 4%

Note: Percentage of individuals surveyed at Millennium March who saw the campaign and answered this 
questions (n=105). 

Note: Percentages may not add up to 100% because of rounding. 

Another way of measuring the campaign’s influence is to compare the behavior of
respondents who saw the campaign to those who did not see the campaign. Of those who saw
some aspect of the campaign (105 people), 90% used the unmarried partner designation. Of
those who did not see the campaign (69 people), 81% called themselves unmarried partners. From
this indirect perspective, the effect of the campaign is somewhat smaller, boosting the unmarried
partner response rate among viewers by roughly 12%.14 In the Harris Interactive/Witeck-Combs
data,15 of the 35 people who saw the campaign, 85% (30 people) used the unmarried partner
designation. Among the 50 respondents who were unaware of the campaign, 58% (29 people)
checked the unmarried partner box. This means that the campaign can be credited with a 47%
boost in unmarried partner reporting by the online respondents.16

Both surveys demonstrate the success of the public education campaign, regardless of the
approach used to measure that effect. We see a clear positive effect of the campaign both in
respondents’ direct reports of the influence of the campaign and indirectly through differences
in behavior: seeing the campaign increased the likelihood that a same-sex couple would use the

11
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13 Since 60% of respondents saw the campaign, 55% of those answered differently as a result, and 151
people used the unmarried partner option, then 50 respondents (.60 * .55 * 151 = 49.8), or 33% would
have not used the unmarried partner option without the campaign. 

14 The impact was calculated as (90.5-81.1)/81.1=0.116. Using the logit model mentioned earlier that held
the other variables constant, the impact of the campaign boosted the probability of checking unmarried
partner by 5.9 percentage points, or a 6.6% increase in the probability of checking unmarried partner,
which was significant at the 5% level for a one-tailed test. 

15 The Harris Interactive survey asked only about whether a respondent read or heard any news or saw any
advertisements about the unmarried partner option. Email was not mentioned, as it was in the Millennium
March survey.

16 The impact was calculated as (85-58)/58=.466. Using a logistic regression model similar to the model
employed with the Millennium March data, those having seen the campaign had a 36.8% higher proba-
bility of using the unmarried same-sex partner designation, but this was significant only at the 15% level
for a one-tailed test. In a chi-square test, however, the Pearson chi-square statistic is significant (p=.023),
but the relationship is modest (0.25).
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unmarried partner option, thereby increasing the accuracy of the census count of same-sex
couples. Comparing the two surveys suggests that although the online respondents were less
likely to have seen the campaign, the campaign itself appeared to have had a larger influence than
on the Millennium Marchers. Perhaps the Marchers were politically active and therefore more
attuned to the use of the term “partner,” making the campaign less necessary. 

In interpreting the impact of the educational campaign on the census count, however, one
caveat is in order. It is possible that some people would have used the unmarried partner option
even if they had not seen the campaign, and perhaps those individuals were also more likely to
have seen an ad. (This would be true, for instance, if politically active people were more likely to
check unmarried partner and were more likely to read a gay magazine running a campaign ad.)
Or perhaps people who used the unmarried partner option were more likely to remember having
seen a component of the campaign. In either case, the fact that people who saw the campaign
were more likely to have checked the unmarried partner option does not imply that the campaign
caused higher reporting of unmarried partners. Depending on how common these scenarios were
in 2000, therefore, our estimates of the campaign effect on the census count may be too large. 

12

Left Out of the Count: Missing Same-sex Couples in Census 2000

C
 
 
 


17 For the 1990 figures, see Dan Black, Gary Gates, Seth Sanders, and Lowell Taylor. “Demographics of the
Gay and Lesbian Population in the United States: Evidence from Available Systematic Data Sources,”
Demography, Vol. 37, No. 2, May 2000: 139-154. For 2000, see David Smith and Gary Gates, “Gay and
Lesbian Families in the United States: Same-sex Unmarried Partner Households,” Human Rights
Campaign, August 22, 2001.

An indirect way to estimate the undercounting of same-sex couples is to use other survey data
on GLBT people to estimate the number of same-sex couples in the United States. In 1990

only 0.2% of all households indicated that they contained an unmarried same-sex couple, even
though estimates of the gay and lesbian population in the United States generally range from 2%
to 6%. One study comparing census data to other survey results suggests that the census captured
only about one third of same-sex couples in 1990. 

In 2000 the Census Bureau reports that 594,691 same-sex couples listed themselves as
unmarried partners in the 50 states and the District of Columbia, representing 0.6% of all
households. Other surveys suggest that GLBT people may constitute as much as 5% of the adult
population and that 30% are in same-sex couples. Applying those proportions to population
figures implies that the census missed 62% of same-sex couples in 2000.17 In other words, the
actual number of couples could very well be over 1.5 million. 

This estimate of the undercount is much higher than the estimate from the post-census
surveys. As noted earlier, the respondents to the two IGLSS surveys were in groups that are
probably more likely than the average GLBT person to use the unmarried partner option, so the
lower undercount rates calculated from these samples are probably best case scenarios. 

Furthermore, the comparison of the two undercount methods provides an additional reason
to believe that the unmarried partners captured by the census may not be representative of the
larger population of same-sex couples. The undercount estimates are lower for GLBT couples
with higher incomes, higher education levels, more exposure to an educational campaign, and
greater political activity than for the average GLBT person. Thus the “missing” couples in the
census may be those with lower household incomes and lower levels of education. In other
words, the unmarried partner couples captured by the census may have higher average incomes
and education levels than same-sex couples overall. 



These two surveys of lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender people provide a unique look at
how same-sex couples responded to the census. Several important conclusions emerge that

should influence the interpretation of census results and the interpretation of eventual studies
using the census data. 

• While the count of same-sex unmarried partner households increased in the United States from 145,130
in 1990 to 594,691 in 2000, our survey findings suggest that the 2000 figures still reflect a serious
undercount. Our analysis suggests that the undercount is likely to be at least 16%, based on a
survey of a group of politically active GLBT people at the Millennium March. The Harris
Interactive/Witeck-Combs online sample (people who are, by definition, comfortable
answering personal questions on multiple surveys) implies an undercount of 19%. Since the
characteristics of both groups are likely to create high rates of checking the unmarried
partner box, the total undercount may well be higher than either of these estimates. 

• Confidentiality remains an important reason why some couples did not use the unmarried partner option.
The confidentiality concern remains for same-sex couples even after the political, legal, and
cultural improvements in the status of gay, lesbian, bisexual, and transgender people at the
national level and at many state and local levels during the 1990’s. 

• Many same-sex couples will remain invisible in the census data. The most popular second choice for
a census category was “housemate/roommate” rather than “husband/wife.” A small group of
same-sex couples that referred to themselves as married will be recaptured by the Census
Bureau policy of recoding same-sex “husband/wife” couples to unmarried partners. 

• Both surveys provide evidence of a tilt or bias among the couples using the unmarried partner option.
High-income Millennium Marchers and highly educated online respondents (and those
outside the Midwest) were more likely to report being unmarried partners. While the two
samples studied are not completely consistent, the patterns observed create serious concerns
about the representativeness of those couples the census can identify. If these patterns hold
more generally, the incomes and education levels of those counted as unmarried partners will
be higher than the incomes and education levels of all cohabiting same-sex couples, creating
an inaccurate portrait of the characteristics of people in same-sex couples. 

This study also suggests the need for changes in future census questions and publicity efforts: 

• Future censuses should change the way the “unmarried partner” option is presented, explaining the term
and including it with the family relationships. The census form lists the option “unmarried partner”
without explanation, which may be part of the undercount problem if the term is unfamiliar
to some couples. Furthermore, the option is listed as referring to people “not related to Person
1,” which may be considered insulting or inappropriate by same-sex couples. The structure
of the census does not allow all GLBT families to document their family configurations. 

• Public education campaigns are effective in increasing accurate census responses. Seeing a campaign
increases the probability that a couple will check the unmarried partner box. 

• Email campaigns within the gay community appear to be capable of reaching many gay people. The
email campaign may be particularly effective for people who may not be on organizations’
target lists, which substantially increases the reach of email as a public education tool. 

• Education campaigns, especially those using non-GLBT mainstream media, may be more effective for
influencing the responses of couples who are not so active in the gay community. This study found a
greater impact of the campaign on the behavior of the online survey respondents, who were
probably less politically aware than the Millennium Marchers. The Census Bureau’s own
marketing efforts have the potential to reach far more people than a campaign based on pro
bono advertisements in GLBT publications, and the Bureau should educate people about the
use of the “unmarried partner” term and about confidentiality of data. 
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• The Census Bureau should conduct research on how couples decide to answer relationship questions. 
For instance, what characteristics of relationships, such as longevity of relationship,
cohabitation, or age of partners, influence which couples check “unmarried partner”? Also,
the Census Bureau should investigate ways of capturing unmarried partner couples when one
member is not the household’s reference person. 

Overall, this study calls for cautious interpretations of the Census 2000 data and early
planning to improve the quality of data on unmarried partners in the 2010 census. Education and
planning for 2010 must begin now to improve the census coverage of same-sex unmarried
partners. 
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