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Sexual minorities (e.g., people who identify as gay, lesbian, bisexual, or queer) 
are in worse health, on average, compared to heterosexuals. The prominent 
explanation for this health disparity is that sexual minorities, like other 
stigmatized and disadvantaged populations, are exposed to unique “minority” 
stressors, including discrimination. For example, sexual minority persons 
often feel that they are not welcome to bring their same-sex partners to family 
gatherings. Such stressors accumulate to create deleterious consequences 
contributing to population-based health disparities. This policy brief focuses 
on how couple-level anticipatory minority stressors (i.e., stressors expected in 
the future which emanate from the stigmatization of their intimate 
relationships by the larger society) create challenges for same-sex couples that 
can diminish their health and well-being.  

Most discourse around stress implies that minority stressors emerge from 
experiences rooted only in the past or present. For example, studies may ask 
respondents whether “in the past month” they have experienced poor 
treatment from others because of their sexual orientation. However, we argue 
that we need to also consider anticipatory stress, which is experienced in the 
present, but rooted in the future. Despite the popular mantra that “it gets 
better,” many sexual minority adults experience serious fears and concerns 
about the potential hardships they might encounter in the future, or “stress 
that awaits.” By identifying anticipatory stressors, we expand our knowledge 
of people’s stress universes and better account for the cumulative stress 
burden on well-being. Our focus on people in same-sex relationships draws 
attention to how anticipatory stressors are experienced in the context of 
socially stigmatized relationships. Much of the stress that people experience is 
relational, not contained to the domain of the individual, but shared and 
created within the dynamics of the relationship. Such stress processes have 
implications for the well-being of the relationship itself and of each partner.  

As part of a large-scale, multi-method study of minority stress among same-
sex couples, 120 same-sex couples in two cities (Atlanta and San Francisco) 
were interviewed using a novel “relationship timeline” method. In this 
method, each couple worked together as a couple to create their own unique 
relationship timeline (a simple visual using a line that begins with “the day we 
met” and end with the anticipated future). Couples jointly identified key 
events and periods within their relationship, both as they happened in the 
past and were anticipated for the future. They rated how stressful these events 
were or would likely be. Respondents also designated which stressors they 
viewed to be minority stressors (i.e., ‘‘involved or will involve challenges or 
difficulties related to being a same-sex couple”). Same-sex couples identified a 
wide-range of anticipatory stressors, including planning a wedding, retiring, 
and having children. Having children was rated as the most stressful future 
event, followed closely by stressors related to their family of origin (e.g., 
providing care for aging parents, attending a sibling’s wedding). The third 
most highly rated categories in terms of stress related to future moves (e.g., 
deciding what city to live in, buying a house). Respondents identified that 
having children and future relationship plans (e.g., planning a wedding) were 
uniquely stressful due to stigma associated with being in a same-sex couple. 

 

Summary 

Fears about the future, like other types 
of stress, can diminish well-being and 
increase anxiety. Minority populations 
uniquely anticipate challenges and 
hardships based on the stigmatization 
of themselves or of their relationships. 
Policymakers should not simply react 
to what is known to be stressful in the 
moment; they should also seek deeper 
understandings of stress experience 
within life course contexts, including 
the stress that people anticipate. 
Indeed, existing data suggest there 
may be public health benefits 
associated with policy changes that 
reduce the impact of “stress that 
awaits.” For example, the legal 
recognition of same-sex relationships 
is associated with better mental health 
among sexual minority persons—even 
if they did not get married. Still, some 
anticipate that the legal recognition of 
same-sex marriage will be reversed in 
the future, and this possibility can be a 
source of stress as well. By identifying 
anticipatory stressors, we expand our 
knowledge of people’s stress universes 
and better account for the cumulative 
stress burden that can lead to greater 
health disparities. 
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Policy Implications and Recommendations 

The primary takeaway from this research is that policymakers should not 
simply react to what is known to be stressful at present, but that progressive 
changes designed to promote the civil rights of sexual minority populations 
must be understood in life course contexts, including how historical changes 
over time experienced differently across age cohorts. For example, if a sexual 
minority adolescent is able to see legal marriage as a possibility, they may 
carry less minority stress as they age. But they would carry more minority 
stress if they grow up, as previous generations did, with the sense that their 
relationships would never be legally recognized, or, as some currently do, that 
recent legal protections might not be maintained. By asking respondents 
within affected communities how future plans, specifically the hopes and fears 
they may have about them, would shift based on specific policies, we can gain 
early insight into the potential effects of “stress that awaits.” 

Beyond sexual minority populations, many disadvantaged groups in the U.S. 
face public policies that increase their distress about the future, harming their 
health now and increasing health disparities. For example, immigrant 
communities anticipate policies that would increase deportation, continuing 
family separations and limiting employment opportunities. 

1. Future policy making should identify anticipatory stressors 
that would result from the creation of new public policies. 

Anticipatory stressors provide important insight into current inequalities 
within society, and, to the extent that anticipatory stressors are 
representations of what is to come, examining anticipatory minority stressors 
can provide deeper insight into future inequalities especially when discussing 
same-sex couples, sexual minority families, and other marginalized 
populations. Many of the key anticipatory stressors identified by same-sex 
couples in our study would be impacted by public policies. For example, many 
in our study mentioned wanting to adopt children. Several states have passed 
“religious freedom” laws which allow religious-based adoption agencies to 
deny services to same-sex couples. In many regions, these religious-based 
agencies are the only available source of these services, preventing same-sex 
couples from adopting or fostering children. Many also mentioned 
anticipatory stress around accessing marriage, given that our study was 
conducted prior to the federal recognition of same-sex marriage. A recent 
study found that since 2015, having legal relationship recognition is 
associated with less mental health problems, but same-sex married couples 
still perceive that their relationships are not viewed “equally” when compared 
with different-sex marriages. The policies affecting the rights of same-sex 
couples should be evaluated for their potential future impact on the well-being 
of sexual minority populations. 

2. Future policy should be designed to address the anticipated 
concerns of sexual minorities, in addition to present stressors. 

In our analysis, we found that people in same-sex relationships often 
anticipate facing discrimination and unique hardships in the future. For 
example, same-sex couples were concerned about discrimination they might 
face during the home-buying process. Respondents also expressed concerns 
related to future job loss because of their sexuality. There is no federal statute 
forbidding employment discrimination based on sexual identity. Policies 
specifically designed to reduce discrimination by sexual minority status would 
benefit the health and well-being of sexual minorities, partly by reducing 
anticipatory stress. These can be enacted at federal, state, and local levels. Key 
areas of future discrimination concern for respondents in our study included 
housing, parenthood, aging, and marriage, and lacking protections often 
translates into desires to move to a new city, state, or even country (e.g., 
“moving to safety”)—although only respondents with high levels of financial 
resources and fewer family obligations are able to do this. 
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