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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
What proportion of gay and lesbian
people choose to marry, when the option is
legally available?
This research report offers estimates of
gay and lesbian marriage rates based on the
best available data. The highest estimate to
date of the proportion of gays and lesbians
who have married in any jurisdiction where
it is available is 16.7% (Massachusetts).
More typically, our survey of marriage
statistics from various countries that legally
recognize same-sex unions suggests that
today between 1% and 5% of gays and
lesbians have entered into a same-sex
marriage. In the Netherlands, which has had
same-sex marriage as a legal option for the
longest period, between 2% and 6% of gays
and lesbians have entered marriages in the
first five years.

normative in the gay community.1 Others
have expressed doubts.2 Recent news reports
have suggested that even where the law
permits same-sex marriage, as in Canada,
many gays and lesbians are choosing not to
marry.3 Michael Bronski, visiting professor
of Women’s and Gender Studies at
Dartmouth College, notes,
When I talk to my gay and lesbian
students and other young queer people,
there is no doubt that they are in favor of
marriage equality. It’s a no-brainer: why
shouldn’t there be equality under the
law? But very few of them actually
seem interested in getting married, now
or later. That’s true of both gay men and
lesbians, although the women are more
inclined to consider marriage in the
future. Such ambivalence stands in
sharp contrast to my heterosexual
students, many of whom expect to get
hitched sometime in the near future and
some of whom have even made plans to
do so after graduation.4

Trend data is extremely limited, but the
available data suggest that the number of
gay marriages tends to decrease after an
initial burst (reflecting pent up demand).
Whether same-sex marriage will emerge as
common or normative among gays and
lesbians, or fade as time and novelty passes,
cannot yet be determined.

What proportion of gay and lesbian
individuals have chosen to enter marriages
where they are permitted to do so? This
policy brief offers estimates based on the
latest available data.

INTRODUCTION

Limitations

What is the demand for legal marriage
among gays and lesbians when that option is
available?

These are, however, only estimates. The
emergence of same-sex marriage has
produced precise data on the actual number
of people who have chosen to enter samesex marriages. However the nation, or (in
the U.S. and Canada) the province or state

Some have argued that with the passage
of time marriage will become common or
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and lesbian culture in the future is, of
course, yet to be determined.

from which one or both spouses come is not
always ascertainable with certainty. In some
jurisdictions like British Columbia, which
were early adopters of same-sex marriage, it
is likely that gay people from other
provinces celebrated marriages there, which
would result in overestimates in British
Columbia and underestimates in other
provinces.

THE DEMAND
MARRIAGE

FOR

SAME-SEX

The Netherlands
In April 2001, the Netherlands became
the first country to legally recognize
marriages between two people of the same
sex. Thus, Dutch same-sex couples have had
the longest window of opportunity to seek
legal recognition of their relationships as
marriages.

There is also no hard data on the number
of people who are gay and lesbian, which
may vary according to the definition used.5
We use the best available country-specific
estimates of the proportion of the population
that are gay and lesbian to generate
estimates (typically around 2% of the
population). Because of the widespread view
among scholars and activists that official
statistics undercount the gay and lesbian
population, we also estimate the proportion
of homosexual people who have entered
same-sex marriages using a more generous
5% estimate of the proportion of the
population who are gays and lesbians.6

From April 1, 2001 to December 31,
2005, 8,127 same-sex couples married in the
Netherlands.8 Dutch survey data suggest that
2.8% of Dutch men and 1.4% of Dutch
women are gay or lesbian.9
Using this estimate (and assuming all
homosexuals who marry in the Netherlands
are residents), roughly 6.3% of gays and
lesbians in the Netherlands had married
through the end of 2005.

Because state-level (or province-level)
estimates of the gay population are not
available,7 we use national survey data to
estimate the gay and lesbian population in
Canadian provinces and in Massachusetts.

Assuming a more generous 5% of Dutch
people are gay or lesbian, then 2.6% of gays
and lesbians had entered a same-sex
marriage between April 1, 2001 and
December 31, 2005.

It is important also to note that this
report provides estimates of the number of
gays and lesbians who have ever married (a
same-sex partner), rather than the number
who are currently married to a same-gender
partner.

Thus, in the first five years that samesex couples could legally marry in the
Netherlands, between 2% and 6% of Dutch
gays and lesbians did so.
Belgium

Current data on the proportion of gays
and lesbians choosing to marry must be
viewed as preliminary. In most jurisdictions
where same-sex unions are recognized, such
recognition has been available only for a
relatively short period of time. In most
cases, the number of new same-sex
marriages appears to be still declining and
has not yet leveled out, making it difficult to
project the ultimate proportion of gays and
lesbians who will choose to enter same-sex
marriages. And how the availability of
marriage as a legal option may affect gay

In June 2003, Belgium became the
second nation in the world to recognize
marriages between persons of the same sex.
During the final seven months of 2003,
1,708 same-sex couples married in Belgium,
with an additional 2,204 couples marrying in
2004.10
We were unable to find estimates of the
proportion of gay and lesbian adults in
Belgium. Using Dutch survey estimates of
2.8% of men and 1.4% of women (and
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are not, we assume that 100% of samegender marriages are Canadians (and thus in
these provinces we may overestimate the
proportion of Canadian gays and lesbians
who have married same-gender partners). It
is also likely that some of the marriages,
especially in the early provinces to
recognize same-sex marriages (such as
British Columbia and Ontario), represent
gays and lesbians traveling from other
Canadian provinces to marry.

assuming all Belgian unisex marriages were
between Belgian residents), roughly 4.7% of
gays and lesbians had married in Belgium
through the end of 2004.11
Assuming 5% of the Belgian population
is homosexual, 1.9% of gay and lesbian
people entered marriages in 2003 or 2004.
Thus in Belgium though 2004, between
2% and 5% of gay and lesbian people have
chosen to marry a same-sex partner.

Estimates of the Gay and Lesbian
Population in Canada. The Canadian
Community Health Survey conducted by
Statistics Canada first asked about sexual
orientation in 2003. In that year, 1.3% of
Canadian men and 0.7% of Canadian
women aged 18 to 59 self-identified as gay
or lesbian.14 We also calculated the
proportion of gays and lesbians who have
married using a more generous 5% estimate.

Canada
The Ontario Court of Appeals opened
the way for same-sex marriages in June
2003. Since then, various court rulings have
made marriage available to same-sex
couples in other provinces at differing times,
culminating in national legislation creating
same-sex marriage, passed in the summer of
2005.
To date, Canada is the only nation in the
world in which same-sex couples may marry
without either spouse being a resident. The
New York Times reported in February 2005
that, in the 18 months following the Ontario
court’s ruling, only an estimated 4,500
same-sex couples had married in Canada, up
to one fourth of whom were from the United
States or other countries.12

Same-Sex Marriages in Canada. The
period in which same-sex marriage has been
available in Canada varies from province to
province, with national legislation having
taken effect in July 2005. Each of the
provinces maintains its own statistics on
same-sex marriages.
We were able to obtain same-sex
marriage statistics for 9 of 13 provinces (and
territories), including Alberta, British
Columbia, Manitoba, Newfoundland &
Labrador, the Northwest Territories, Nova
Scotia, Quebec, Saskatchewan, and the
Yukon. We were unable to obtain data from
four provinces (New Brunswick, Nunavut,
Ontario, and Prince Edward Island). There
appears to be significant regional variation
in the demand for same-sex marriage in
Canada. Data from each province (with
estimates of the proportion of the gay and
lesbian population who have ever married a
same-gender partner) are provided below.

We contacted the vital statistics office of
each of the Canadian provinces to obtain
official statistics of the number of same-sex
marriages to date. Where residence statistics
are kept, our results seem to confirm that,
especially in the border provinces, many of
the same-sex marriages are being contracted
by Americans. For example, in British
Columbia, where 5,454 same-sex marriages
were entered into between July 2003 and the
end of November 2005, less than half
(2,531) were Canadian marriages.13
The data do not always permit us to
distinguish between marriages by Canadians
citizens and marriages by foreigners. Where
we are able to distinguish between Canadian
same-gender marriages and foreigners
marrying in Canada, we do so. Where we

Alberta (population 2,633,00015). In
Alberta, 143 same-sex marriages were
recorded between July 20, 2005 and January
18, 2006.16 Albertan data does not
distinguish between Canadian and foreign
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same-sex marriages. Using national survey
data on the prevalence of homosexuality,
1.1% of Albertans entered same-sex
marriages in the first six months the law was
in effect.17 Assuming 5% of Canadians are
gay or lesbians, only 0.22% of Albertan
gays and lesbians had chosen to marry.

Newfoundland
&
Labrador
(population 435,200). In Newfoundland &
Labrador, where same-sex marriages have
been available since December 21, 2004, 16
same-sex marriages were contracted by
Canadians in the first year such marriages
were legal (through Dec. 31, 2005).22 Using
national survey estimates, approximately
0.7% of the province’s gays and lesbians
had married through the end of December
2005.23 Assuming a more generous 5% of
Canadians are gay or lesbian, approximately
0.15% of gays and lesbians in
Newfoundland and Labrador had married.

Thus, in the first six months of
availability, between 0.2% and 1.1% of
Albertan gays and lesbians entered
marriages.
British
Columbia
(population
3,559,000). In British Columbia, where
same-sex marriages have been available
since July 2003, 2,531 same-sex marriages
were contracted by Canadians through the
end of 2005.18 Using national survey
estimates, approximately 14.3% of the
province’s gays and lesbians had married
through the end of 2005.19 Assuming a more
generous 5% of Canadians are gay or
lesbian, about 2.8% of British Columbian
gays and lesbians had entered same-sex
marriages.

Thus, in the first year, between about
0.2%
to
0.7%
of
homosexual
Newfoundlanders (and Labradorians) had
married.
Northwest Territories (population
32,400). In the Northwest Territories, samesex marriages were legalized on July 20,
2005, when Parliament passed national
same-sex marriage legislation. Between July
2005 and February 2, 2006, there were two
same-sex marriages in the Northwest
Territories.24 Based on official 2003
government survey data, this represents
approximately 1.2% of region’s gay and
lesbian population.25 Assuming that 5% of
residents are gay or lesbian, then just one in
400 gays and lesbians (0.25%) in the
Northwest Territories married.

Thus, in the first two and a half years,
between 3% and 14% of British Columbian
gays and lesbians married.
Manitoba (population 945,900). In
Manitoba same-sex marriages have been
available since September 2004. In the 15
months between September 2004 and
December 31, 2005, 104 same-sex couples
married in Manitoba.20 Manitoba has not
compiled data on the residence of marriage
partners. Assuming all were Canadian
residents, and using national survey
estimates, approximately 2% of the
province’s gays and lesbians had married
through the end of November 2005.21
Assuming a more generous 5% of Canadians
are gay or lesbian, then just 0.4% of
Manitoba’s gays and lesbians had married.

Thus, in the first six months of same-sex
marriage, between 0.3% and 1.2% of gays
and lesbians in the Northwest Territories
married.
Nova Scotia (population 785,700). In
Nova Scotia, where same-sex marriages
have been available since September 2004,
175 same-sex marriages were contracted
through February 20, 2006.26 Assuming
these were all residents of Nova Scotia,
approximately 4.5% of the province’s gays
and lesbians married (using Canadian
Census 2003 estimates) in the first 18
months same-sex marriages were recognized
in the province.27 Assuming a more
generous 5% figure for the proportion of

Thus, in the first year (and three
months) marriage has been available,
between 0.4% and 2% of gays and lesbians
married in Manitoba.
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lesbians in the Yukon.33 Assuming a more
generous 5% of Canadians are gay or
lesbian, approximately 1.26% of Yukon
gays and lesbians had married through
December 31, 2005.

Canadians who are gay or lesbian, then
0.89% of Nova Scotia’s gays and lesbians
had married through February 20, 2006.
Thus, in the first year and a half of legal
availability, between 1% and 5% of gay or
lesbian Nova Scotians married.

Thus, in the first year and a half of legal
availability, between 1% and 6% of gays
and lesbians in the Yukon have married.

Quebec (population 6,340,000). In
Quebec, same-sex marriages have been
available since March 2004. In the 18
months between March 2004 and September
2005, 574 same-sex couples married in
Quebec.28 Assuming these were all Quebec
residents, and using national survey data to
estimate the gay and lesbian population,
approximately 1.8% of the province’s gays
and lesbians had married through the end of
2005.29 Assuming a more generous 5% of
Canadians are gay or lesbian, 0.36% of
Quebec’s gays and lesbians had married
through September 2005.

Other Provinces. To date, we have
been unable to obtain statistics from the
provinces of Ontario, New Brunswick,
Prince Edward Island, and Nunavut. Samesex marriage became legal in New
Brunswick (population 630,600) in July
2005, with 2005 marriage statistics expected
to be published in the fall of 2006. Prince
Edward Island (population 113,600) does
not
currently
maintain
statistics
differentiating between same-sex and
opposite-sex marriages, but is working to
develop this database capacity in response to
the new law. Ontario (population
10,265,000) similarly does not keep
statistics differentiating between same-sex
and opposite-sex marriages.34 We have been
unable to obtain a response from Nunavut
(population 19,600). National data will
gradually become available as Statistics
Canada publishes annual vital statistics
reports for the years since 2003.

Thus in the first year and a half of legal
availability, between 0.4% and 1.8% of gay
or lesbian Quebecois had married.
Saskatchewan (population 799,400).
In Saskatchewan, where same-sex marriages
have been available since November 2004,
50 same-sex couples had married as of midJanuary 2006.30 Using national survey
estimates, and assuming that all were
Saskatchewan residents, approximately
1.3% of Saskatchewan’s gays and lesbians
had married in the first year such marriages
were legal.31 Assuming a more generous 5%
of Canadians are gay or lesbian, then 0.25%
of Saskatchewan’s gays and lesbians had
married through January 19, 2006.

Overall, 7 of the 9 provinces from which
we were able to obtain data have had samesex marriage for at least one year.35 In these
7 provinces, between 0.15% and 14% of
Canadian gays and lesbians have entered
such marriages.

Thus in the first two years of legal
availability, between 0.3% and 1.3% of
homosexual people in Saskatchewan had
married.

The United States (Massachusetts)
National survey data suggest that
between 2% and 2.5% of U.S. men and 1%
to 1.4% of U.S. women are gay or lesbian.36

Yukon (population 25,300). In the
Yukon, same-sex marriages have been
available since July 2004. Between July
2004 and December 31, 2005, 8 Canadian
couples had married in the Yukon,32
representing an estimated (using 2003
national survey data) 6.3% of gays and

Many advocates believe these surveys
are undercounts, with some scholars
suggesting that 5% of the population may be
a more reasonable estimate.37
Massachusetts. Same-sex couples have
been able to marry in Massachusetts (the
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Our data too suggest a similar trend,
over the limited time same-sex marriages
have been available. In Canada, Belgium,
and the Netherlands, the number of samesex marriages, after an initial burst, appears
to be decreasing with each year the legal
option is available.

only U.S. jurisdiction that recognizes gay
marriage) since May 17, 2004. State law
specifies that only Massachusetts residents
may enter into same-sex marriages, although
press reports did note that some nonMassachusetts residents married during this
period.38 In 2004, in the first 7½ months of
legal gay marriage, 5,994 same-sex couples
married in Massachusetts.39

Netherlands.
In
2001
(April–
December), 2,414 couples entered into
same-sex marriages; in 2002, the number of
new same-sex marriages dropped to 1,838;
in 2003, 1,499 same-sex couples married;
and by 2004, the number of new same-sex
marriages fell to 1,210. Recently released
statistics for 2005 suggest that the annual
number of same-sex marriages may be
beginning to level out, however, with 1,166
same-sex couples marrying in the
Netherlands last year.

Recent data from the Massachusetts
Registry of Vital Records and Statistics
indicates that an additional 1,347 same-sex
couples married in Massachusetts in 2005,
brining the total to 7,341 same-sex couples
marrying in Massachusetts between May
2004 and December 2005.40
We have been unable to locate good
state-level estimates of gay and lesbian
populations. Therefore, assuming the
proportion of gay and lesbian people in
Massachusetts is the same as the national
average (2.3% of men and 1.3% of women),
and assuming all the marriages recorded in
Massachusetts are Massachusetts citizens,
16.7% of gay and lesbian individuals had
entered into same-sex marriages.41 Using the
more generous 5% estimate of the
proportion of the adult population who are
gay or lesbian, 5.9% had married through
the end of 2005.

Same-sex marriages in the
Netherlands
2500
2000
1500

Male

1000

Female
Total

500
0

Spain

2001 2002 2003 2004 2005

Belgium. We have data from Belgium
for only 1 year and 7 months, making annual
comparisons impossible. In the last 7
months of 2003, 1,708 Belgian same-sex
marriages took place. In all 12 months of
2004, 2,204 marriages took place. The
number of same-gender marriages dropped
from an average of nearly 250 same-sex
marriages per month in the final 7 months of
2003, to 185 marriages per month in 2004.

Same-sex marriages became legal in
Spain in July 2005. Official marriage
statistics are not yet available from Spain,
though at least one news report suggests that
there have been approximately 1,000 samesex marriages between July 2005 and
February 2006.42

TREND DATA

Canada. We were unable to obtain
annualized data for most Canadian
provinces, as the annual vital statistics
reports are not yet available. Trend data
from British Columbia seems to confirm the
New York Times report that the number of
same-sex marriages in Canada is tailing off

The New York Times noted in February
2005: “[T]he gay and lesbian marriage rate
has been falling in Canada over the last year,
after an initial burst of weddings . . .”43
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after an initial burst of pent-up demand,
though perhaps not as sharply as suggested
in the Times article. In British Columbia,
645 Canadian same-sex couples married in
the last 6 months of 2003 as same-sex
marriages first became legal in Canada. In
2004, 1,065 Canadian same-sex couples
married in British Columbia, for a rate of 90
marriages per month, down from almost 110
per month in 2004. In 2005, the rate tailed
off further, to just under 70 marriages per
month, with a total of 821 same-sex
marriages for the year.

CONCLUSION
What proportion of gays and lesbians
choose marriage where it has been
available? The highest estimate to date of
the proportion of gays and lesbians who
have married in any jurisdiction that permits
it is 16.7% (Massachusetts). More typically,
our survey of marriage statistics from
various countries that legally recognize
same-sex unions suggests that today
between 1% and 5% of gays and lesbians
have entered into a same-sex marriage. In
the Netherlands, which has had same-sex
marriage as a legal option for the longest
period (since 2001), between 2% and 6% of
gays and lesbians have entered marriages.

In Quebec, however, the number of
marriages (while very low overall) actually
rose in 2005, as 321 same-sex couples
married between January and September (35
per month), up from 253 (25 per month)
between March and December 2004.

Of course our experience with same-sex
marriage is in its infancy. The small fraction
of gays and lesbians who have currently
married may change as cultural mores and
expectations in the gay community shift, as
some commentators have predicted. Or as
others have suggested, once the novelty
wears off, same-sex marriage may prove a
decreasingly popular personal choice in the
gay and lesbian community.

Massachusetts. Because same-sex
marriage became legal in Massachusetts
only in May 2004, annualized comparisons
are not yet available. It is clear, however,
that the rate of same-sex marriages has
dropped off after an initial rush, with 1,3 47
marriages in 2005 (110 per month), down
from 5,994 in the last eight months of 2004
(750 per month).
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Appendix A
Region

Time
Period

NETHERLANDS
National

4/01 –
12/05

BELGIUM
National

6/03 12/04

CANADA

% Married
Gays/Lesbians
1996
5%
Survey
gay
6.3%

2.6%

Dutch
survey

5%

4.7%

1.9%

StatCan
2003

5%

Alberta

7/05 12/05

1.08%

0.22%

Quebec

3/04 9/05

1.82%

0.36%

1.26%

0.25%

1.22%

0.25%

6.30%

1.26%

14.29%

2.84%

British
Columbia

11/04 12/05
7/05 12/05
7/04 12/05
7/03 12/05

Newfoundland/
Labrador

12/05 12/06

0.74%

0.15%

Manitoba

9/04 12/05

2.02%

0.40%

Nova Scotia

9/04 1/06

4.49%

0.89%

NSFG
data

5%

16.7%

5.9%

Saskatchewan
NW Territories
Yukon

UNITED STATES
Massachusetts

5/04 –
12/05
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