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ABSTRACT: Children who experience parental divorce are less likely to marry heterosexually than those growing up in intact families; however, little is known about other childhood factors affecting marital choices. We studied childhood correlates of first marriages (heterosexual since 1970, homosexual since 1989) in a national cohort of 2 million 18-49 year-old Danes. In multivariate analyses, persons born in the capital area were significantly less likely to marry heterosexually, but more likely to marry homosexually, than their rural-born peers. Heterosexual marriage was significantly linked to having young parents, small age differences between parents, stable parental relationships, large sibships, and late birth order. For men, homosexual marriage was associated with having older mothers, divorced parents, absent fathers, and being the youngest child. For women, maternal death during adolescence and being the only or youngest child or the only girl in the family increased the likelihood of homosexual marriage. Our study provides population-based, prospective evidence that childhood family experiences are important determinants of heterosexual and homosexual marriage decisions in adulthood.
Review:

This study is noteworthy due to the large sample, the focus on childhood variables and the focus on decisions to marry. Those interested in causation of same-sex attraction will find some interesting material here but of course there are limitations. One, the study does not compare the childhoods of married and unmarried homosexuals or heterosexuals. There might be different weightings of these correlates for those gays and straights who marry versus those who do not. Two, the study does not assess the largest known correlate of same-sex attraction, namely childhood gender nonconformity. Third, although strongly related to sexual preference, marriage is not a perfect measure of sexual attractions. 
However, for homosexually and heterosexually married Danes, some interesting findings are reported:

· Birth location relates to sexual orientation of marriage. The relationship is linear; the more urban one’s birth place, the more likely one is to marry homosexually and, conversely, the more rural one’s birth place, the more likely one is to marry heterosexually. Frisch and Hviid noted, “…our study may be the first to show that birth place or some correlate thereof influences marital choices in adulthood.” 

· The study implicates the marital stability of parents as related to homosexual vs. heterosexual marriage. Heterosexual marriage rates were reduced with unstable parental relationships. In contrast, the more unstable the parents’ relationship, the more likely one is to marry homosexually.
· The researchers found for each additional year one’s parents stay married, the probability of heterosexual marriage in the children increased by 1.6% among sons and 1.0% among daughters. In contrast, the rate of homosexual unions decreased by 1.8% among sons and 1.4% among daughters for every year of intact parental marriage. Summing these effects over years of childhood and adolescence contributes to a noteworthy impact. 
· Comparing heterosexually and homosexually married men, 3.8% of straight men had unknown fathers vs. 6.3% of homosexually married men. For women, 3.5% of straight women had unknown fathers versus 5.5% of married lesbians.
  
· Although only formally statistically significant in relation to heterosexual marriage, men who did not know their fathers were 21% less likely to marry heterosexually but 18% more likely to marry homosexually.

· The study questions the fraternal birth order hypothesis for male homosexuality. 

While we cannot generalize to unmarried people, these data give support to the role of environmental factors in the formation of marriage relationships. The authors of the study say this about their work and causation of sexual orientation:

Because we do not know how representative men and women in same-sex marriages are of homosexuals in general, our findings should not be used incautiously to define childhood determinants of sexual orientation. 

This is a wise caution. While the relationship between type of marriage and birth place is linear and intriguing, the effect sizes for the father absence and marital instability dimensions are not large. This work, however, does lend support to the importance of socialization on the expression of sexual attractions, whatever their cause. For instance, it is hard to see how birth place could impact sexual orientation if environmental factors are not important. Taken together, it appears that intact parents bearing multiple children, living in rural areas increase the probability of heterosexual parings in their children.
One of the most controversial aspects of this study is the lack of support for the fraternal birth order effect in male homosexuality. About this line of research, the authors write:
Nevertheless, our findings regarding the impact of siblings of homosexual marriages in men raise questions as to the universality of the fraternal birth order hypothesis for male homosexuality… we found no indication that older brothers were particularly common in these homosexual men. Rather, older siblings, whether brothers or sisters, were positively and linearly linked to higher rates of heterosexual marriage in our study.

Summary

This study was not designed to examine all possible contributions to sexual orientation nor does it account for individual situations. We know, for instance, that gays and straights come from all kinds of families and locations. What the Danish study does, however, is raise the possibility that family and social factors can operate to help shape adult sexual orientation, in combination with whatever biological factors may also operate. By finding no association between older brothers and likelihood of homosexual marriage in men the study questions the universality of the fraternal birth order effect in male homosexuality and calls for reassessment of the theory based on high-quality data from other settings and by independent research teams. The study adds support to the theory that views both environmental and biological factors as working together to influence sexual attractions and behaviors.
Author’s note: This review was reviewed and approved by Dr. Frisch prior to publication.  
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