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« En mettant en oeuvre sans examen une pensée d’État, 
c’est-à-dire les catégories de pensée du sens commun, 
inculquée par l’action de l’État, les statisticiens d’État 
contribuent à reproduire la pensée étatisée qui fait partie 
des conditions du fonctionnement de la famille, cette réalité 
dite privée d’origine publique. » 

Pierre Bourdieu  
 
 
 
 
Population censuses are meant to give a clear representation of the population of a 
country. They are carried out on more or less regular periods to seize permanencies and 
evolutions in society on policy purposes.  
In France, for the most recent times, the census has been carried out at least once per 
decade and the last wave took place in 1999.  
The census consists on asking persons to fill different forms related to their personal 
information (Individual form) and the place they live (Dwelling form). Some other data 
collections are organised around the census but we won’t deal with them. 
The basic idea of this study is to see whether it’s possible or not to identify same-sex 
cohabitants as same-sex couples from the French census data1, and specifically from the 
dwelling form, where people declare themselves to live at the same address. 
Collecting information on sexual orientation has never been a problem when nobody ever 
noticed it was. For years, civil status has been asked for in the censuses and nobody ever 
wonder that being married for example was to reveal an heterosexual orientation. Since 
homosexuality has been decriminalised in most of the countries of modern world, sexual 
orientation is a sensible statistical data since it deals with low figures when it concerns 
homosexuality. 
Statistical institutes, as enforcers of the law, are the best warrants of the confidentiality 
of sensible data.  

                                                      
* Institut national d’études démographiques, France 
1 There has been a previous attempt to make an estimation of same-sex cohabitants and couples from 
the survey “Etude de l’Histoire Familiale” (The Study of family history) which is linked with the 
census. The survey had questions on partner that hasn’t been recoded (main questions were: do you 
live in couple? and date of birth of your partner). However, many biases (such as the sex orientation 
of the wording of questionnaire that doesn’t not open the partner to be identify as of same-sex) make 
the result very uncertain as referred to the authors of the study. (Toulemon, Laurent ; Vitrac, Julie 
and Cassan, Francine.- Tentative d’évaluation du nombre de couples homosexuels co-résidents 
d’après l’enquête EHF.- Presentation at Ined, groupe EHF, 30 avril 2002.)The Family Survey has been 
coupled with the population census since 1954, making it one of Insee's oldest sample surveys. It is 
mainly intended to track the emergence of new family forms, through a retrospective and 
biographical questionnaire that reconstructs the demographic history of generations. In the March 
1999 population census, 380,000 men and women over 18 (145 000 males and 235 000 females) living 
in private dwellings filled out an additional schedule on the subject of their "family history," including 
questions on their origins, children, partnerships, and social history, as well as the languages (both 
national and regional) customarily spoken in their families. 
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These data can be gathered through different statistical ways. In the censuses, it can 
appear in the civil status or in the cohabitation information collected at the dwelling 
level, for instance.  
The case of marriage is irrelevant here since only two countries yet have opened it to 
same-sex couples. It’s different for same-sex couples that chose to live together. This 
data should be gathered at the dwelling level.  
In Canada, partners are explicitly offers the option to identify themselves as “same-sex 
partners” or “different-sex partners”. This choice results from a detailed survey about the 
topics that prove it to be feasible and even more, needed, from a statistical point of view, 
as well as from a societal one.  
In Australia, New Zealand or in the USA,  the partner category is opened to both same-sex 
and different-sex partners, and the questions on the sex of the individuals make the 
distinction between the two. The quality of data depends thus from the quality of the sex 
variable and the will of the people to self-declare their relationship.  
In France, the situation is much more ambiguous: the people are not given predefined 
items to put their answers, but are left free to briefly describe their situation (open-
ended question). One could imagine that this intends to seize all the possible cohabiting 
configurations, leaving to the data-processing phase the need to code and to interpret 
their say. No. In the final release of the census results, there is no homosexual couples! 
Having some suspicions about this strange fact (France would have no same-sex couples?), 
especially confronted with the results of the aforementioned Family history survey  
conducted at the same time (see note 1), our study tries to track the process of this 
disappearance and to redefine a possible population from an evaluation of cohabitants. 
 
The dwelling form 
The main source of information is the A list of the dwelling form (see Annexe 1) recording 
all the persons living permanently in the dwelling. The bulletin is self-administered; the 
answers to the questions are not pre-coded, but the form gives suggestive examples to 
help the respondents.  
 
The questionnaire presents itself under the form of a table. Entries are: 
Family name (Write in capitals, example: Allard, married name Maurin) 
First name  
Family tie or relationship (with the person named on the first line. Indicate for 
example: spouse, partner in consensual union (note here that Insee English translation of 
the bulletin quote “cohabitation partner”), son, daughter, father, mother, grandson, 
granddaughter, nephew, niece, friend, subtenant, etc. 
Part reserved for students that are only living in the dwelling on study purposes and 
having another family dwelling elsewhere.  

-If you lodge a student during school year, indicate (on the line referring to 
her/him) her/his family dwelling address 

-If you are yourself a student living here for your studies, indicate below (on 
the line referring to you) the address of your family dwelling 
Eleven lines are offered to fill in. Persons above should only be numbered in a special 
space. Some other details are mentioned to help the person to fill it. 
 
The filling of the form is left to the person who will take the time to do it.  
It is specified under this entry line: “Write on the first line one of the partner of a couple 
(and on the second line, the other) or, by default, one of the adults living in the place”. 
Thus every person in the dwelling will be related in the form to that first person, that has 
if possible to be a member of a couple. So, the couple will be at the heart of the coding. 
 
The Individual form 
The individual form contains regular information of the respondent. Variables sex, marital 
status, place, year, month, day of birth, nationality, address, level of education, last 
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graduation, situation towards labour, profession, detail information on activities, etc. will 
be used in this analysis. 
 
 
I. How Insee deals with sex in census data 
We have used the “exploitation au 20e” which corresponds to 5% of the census forms and 
consists of all the questions (“heavy version”).  
The sampled data are added to those already captured in the “light version” on a 
selection of questions and pass through different steps of data capture, coding and 
rectifications. Different programs are used on all the data to eliminate as much as 
possible the complex cases at each step. The classification and selection are progressively 
less and less restrictive so that from a basic file centred exclusively on the married couple 
and family, one can add more and more individuals to the final base.  
 
Sex variable 
Few words on the files already captured in the “light” version are needed to understand 
the different aspects of the process. 
The variable sex is a problem in itself in the census which is very important to be aware of 
as a lot of corrections made by Insee on other variables are based on the sex variable.  
The first data capture from the forms is optically done. When the sex doesn’t show on the 
file, Insee is coding the opposite sex of the previous form. Then it is “redressed” when 
possible (when married partner is of same sex by example). It is however acknowledged 
that a percentage of errors remains even after all “rectifications”. 
 
 
From the dwelling form to LPRM (link to the reference person) 
From the dwelling form as such that lists all the persons living at the same address to the 
variables that will identify the links between these persons or more exactly to a person of 
reference, Insee intervenes few times.  
Indications given to the household to rank the persons in the A list do not fulfil all the 
conditions Insee will put later on the designation of the reference person (PRM) that will 
be used in the census procedures. Moreover all persons do not actually do what they are 
prescribed. Thus, Insee will have to modify and interpret list A to define households such 
as they want to.  
What does Insee want? To elaborate a variable that corresponds to the traditional vision of 
the household such as analysed in the past versions of the census, for the sake of 
“statistical continuity”. It must meet clear and well-known criteria.  
Traditionally, the self-declared “head of the household” was the man of the couple but it 
changed with woman emancipation, participation in labour force, etc. and in 1982, Insee 
chose to replace the self-declared “head” by “the reference person”, chosen by Insee 
itself out of all the persons in the form, mainly on “comparison purposes”2. The so called 
necessity of change was that characteristics of the reference person are thereafter used 
to qualify the socio-economics levels of the household, and that it was too important for 
further analyses to let it choose by the persons themselves. 
 
The composition of the Household: In what case Insee interpret what is written? 
The reference person of the dwelling (PRM) 
Our analysis will be performed from the relationship in between the dwelling. As 
previously mentioned, Insee is relating all the persons in the dwelling to a reference 
person which is not necessarily? the first person self-declared in the list A of the dwelling 
form. To identify this person is one of the first selection phases of the codification.  

                                                      
2 Courson, Jean-Pierre.- “Les ménages n’auront plus de chef”.- Economie et statistiques, n°149, 
novembre 1982, p.47-55. 
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The household is the whole of individual forms of the same dwelling. The reference person 
is the oldest active man in a couple (The couple is deducted if the two partners are of 
different sex and their age gap under 15 years), or in lack of, the oldest active man, the 
oldest man, and so on. 
The first codification from optic capture leads to some Insee interpretations of the 
dwelling form filled by the respondent, directly from the first treatment. This first step of 
the dwelling treatment is called the household-family analysis. 
In the righting that is performed thereafter, the definitive profile of the reference person 
is defined as such: “The reference person is chosen among the whole of men in couples in 
the household; if there is none, among the adults of single parent family, if there is 
none, among the persons who are not sub-tenant or accommodated employee. The 
criteria is to choose the oldest active or, if no active in the dwelling, the oldest.” 3  
This choice is made out of a codification called L1 and L2. 
 
Household-Family analysis 
To chose the reference person, one needs to already know the links between the persons 
in the dwelling.  
The household is the whole of the people who share the same dwelling. They are not 
necessarily family related.  
Three codes (ICM, L1 and L2) are necessary to do the Household-Family analysis which will 
transform information from the optic data capture (IMAGE) to a data file which will meet 
the criteria defined by Insee to become a household from the rough self definition from 
the person in the List A.  
To find out where to intervene, Insee has created an ICM code (Indicator of household 
complexity) similar to the ICME coded in the whole of the census4.  
 
Indicator of complexity of the households ICM 
Six categories are used. The first five are out of problems. Insee evaluates the dwelling 
left for coding at this step to 30 %. At the end of the codification, only 5% will remain 
complex household (code 5). This 5 % should be coded 5 and the links L1 and L2 must be 
coded. 
 
ICM Codification 
0  Empty dwelling 
1  Single person 
2 Couple without children 
3  Couple with children 
4  Single parent family 
5  Other (more complex dwelling) 
 
A single individual form present in the dwelling is coded 1 
The family has three item possibilities 

• A couple without children 
• A couple with one or more children 
• An adult without partner with one or more children (single parent family) 

                                                      
3 Institut national de la statistique et des études économiques (France).- Guide d'utilisation du 
recensement de la population de 1999. Tome 6, Description des traitements de l'exploitation 
lourde / Insee Description des traitements de l'exploitation lourde.- Paris : Insee, p.137, our 
translation. 
4 From the light version of the census, it already exists an index of complexity code (ICME) that only 
left complex cases to the new codification process, i.e. non-married families or families different 
than parent-child families “Family for ICME is restricted to: A couple is 2 persons with married as 
marital status, man 18 or more than 18 and woman 15 or over, with a age gap strictly below 14 years 
The adult of a single-parent family should be 18 or over. A child has strictly less than 18, should be 
single or undeclared…”. 

Same-sex couples, same-sex partnerships, and homosexual marriages 
A Focus on cross-national differentials 

196



What if same-sex couples exist in France after all? 

 
“Here, the couples are de facto couples: the partners can be married or live in consensual 
union. The family tie indicated in the list can be husband, wife, partner but also friend. In 
this last case, if the context suggests a consensual union, one will retain the existence of a 
couple (and the L1 link, if must be coded, will be "partner" and not friend). The child of the 
family core should not have in the household of spouse or a child (it is with him then that it 
would form another family, of which he would be one of the adult or the adult). The child of 
a couple can be either the child of one or the other of the two partners.  
The household can have 0, 1 or more families. Members of the household that are not part of 
a family are the isolated of the household. When there are several families or at least one 
isolated in the household, it is necessary to code ICM=5 (complex household) and in this only 
case, it is also necessary to code L1 and L2 for each Individual form5”. 

 
The use of ICM is dealing only with complex households. Simple household is from now on 
composed of either single, either couple with or without child/children and are not 
concerned by this codification. 
 
The complex household 
L1 and L2 are used to identify the links between persons in the complex household 
(several non related persons, several families or a family and non related persons. Since 
cohabiting same-sex partners were not classified as a couple, they are rejected in the 
complex household category). 
 
L1 Link to the first person of A list 

 
“The first person to be coded is the first person in list A. If no Individual form 
corresponds to this person, another person is chosen, a person more than 15 years 
old and one should reinterpret the ties of list A and B at the best, following this 
choice. If A list is not filled, one must chose an adult”. 
The partner of the first person must be unique and of opposite sex. One should use 
this item also for obvious consensual union that haven’t been declared, the second 
person on the bulletin having for example quoted “concubine”, “marital life”, 
“friend”.  
For the child (code 3) and grand child (code 4), take only into account the filiation 
tie with no care for the age, matrimonial status or family situation. The spouse, 
legal or not, of the child will also be coded child (son in law, daughter in law, 
stepdaughter, stepson of the first person or of her/his partner, concubine of the 
child). The partner of the grand child will be coded just the same. 
Ascendant (code 5) can be father, mother, stepfather, stepmother, grandfather, 
grandmother, etc. 
Other relative (code 6) can be brother and sister, nephew, niece, brother in law, 
sister in law, cousin, uncle, aunt, etc. 
The child (3), the grand child (4), the ascendant (5) and the other relative (6) can 
have this tie with the first person or only with his partner.  
The friend has no family tie with the first person. One must code 2 (partner). If the 
context suggests consensual union with the first person and take into account this 
couple in the ICM. 
The lodger or subtenant (code 8) has no family tie with the first person. If it is the 
case, this tie is prevalent. For example, the nephew paying to live with his uncle will 
be coded 6.6 

Here (as in the ICM), the coder must reinterpret “at best”. It means that disconnected 
from the persons, the coder will have to look into the individual forms to establish 

                                                      
5 Institut national de la statistique et des études économiques (France).- Guide d'utilisation du 
recensement de la population de 1999. Tome 6, Description des traitements de l'exploitation 
lourde / Insee Description des traitements de l'exploitation lourde.- Paris : Insee, p.33, our 
translation. 
6 Institut national de la statistique et des études économiques (France).- Guide d'utilisation du 
recensement de la population de 1999. Tome 6…, p 34-35, our translation.  
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family/relationship ties that are not anymore clearly referring to the person chosen to be 
the person who filled the original form.  
Thus one should note that a couple is only heterosexual, same-sex couples are suppressed 
but different sex couples that are not declaring themselves as couple are automatically, if 
identified, coded as a couple. There is no mention of people declaring themselves as 
partners when of same-sex. If one would in a certainly perverse way point out that some 
partners, not aware that they couldn’t exist as a couple, had filled the form according to 
their real situation of same-sex couples, what Insee has done? No instruction is given at 
this stage. We’re currently in search of this information7. One will however see after, that 
at the last control before the final product, the remaining couples with the reference 
person still in this case are coded, “reference person” and “other relative”. Nothing can 
be done at that point to identify the real same sex couples that disappeared in this first 
codification  
 
L1 codification 

1 Reference person of the household; 
2 Partner of the reference person; 
3 Son, daughter, son-in-law, daughter-in-law, stepdaughter, 

stepson of the reference person or his partner; 
4 Grandson, grand-daughter of the reference person or his 

partner; 
5 Ascendant of reference person or his partner; 
6 Other relative of reference person or of his partner; 
7 Friend; 
8 Lodger or subtenant; 
9 Accommodated employee 

 
L2 Family tie 
 
“Blank for isolated individuals in the household 
First core family 

1- father 
2- mother 
3- child 

Second core family 
4- father 
5- mother 
6- child 

Persons coded L2=1 or 4 are not women 
Persons coded L2=2 or 5 are not men 
Family is couple, couple with child or single parent family 
Only two families are coded, the others are blank”8. 
 
The codification of family ties is trivial for our purpose as a family is strictly defined by 
Insee as heterosexual. However, one can observe the same homophobic spirit in the 
treatment of this variable.  
Reference to the sex is strangely evoked when it’s mentioned in the instructions for 
coding that the persons coded fathers should not be women, and that the persons coded 
mothers should not be men! One wonders exactly what it means? A way of control or just 

                                                      
7 It appeared that the only possibility to identify clearly the manipulations done should direct us 
towards the examination of the Image file in order to access to the non-coded files. This is highly 
difficult and probability that the authorization will be given very low. 
8 Institut national de la statistique et des études économiques (France).- Guide d'utilisation du 
recensement de la population de 1999. Tome 6…, p .35. 
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precautions? Probably a precaution because the couple without children is transformed 
into a mother and a father! There anyway, same-sex partners who already couldn’t be a 
couple, have no access to filiation!  
In the explanation books produced by Insee, a table designed to help the coding by models 
is describing the different situation and the codes to impute, among the 10 examples, the 
one of same-sex partners is not present9.  
 
The righting and final control of LPRM (link to the reference person of the household) 
A final control is done on variables L1 and L2 before issuing the final variable although 
already reinterpreted by Insee while coding for the first time. 
Though it is particularly difficult to imagine who could have remained classified as same-
sex partner of the reference after L1 codification, instructions lead to recode if the 
partner of reference  person is of the same-sex, then the partner is coded “blank”. The 
blank code previously “partner of the reference person” is coded 6, “other relative”10. 
Thus, partners of same-sex are merged to relatives with no possibility to distinguish them. 
Strangely enough, same-sex partner is not indicated in the codification of L1 as a possible 
“other relative”.  
Thus everything is done to control the persons in the couple and makes disappear the self-
declared couples of same-sex. Though it was easy to do as such, we assumed that is was 
not common and that people of the same-sex living as a couple in the same dwelling may 
have preferred not declaring their relationship. In the second part, we assume that they 
have declared themselves as friends and we check whether same-sex “friends” look like 
same-sex partners. 

Table 1. Composition of the dwellings in our study 

Type  Number of dwellings Number of persons 
1/20e Census 1468748 3179274 
People living in « ordinary household »  1445494 3105816 

 
Different sex couple type  
(lprm=1,2 and 1,2,3+) 

  

Without students and up to 8 children 668886 1714368 
Adults (lprm=1+ lprm=2)  1337772 
Children (lprm=3)  376596 

 
Same-sex cohabitation type (sase)   
Friend with or without children 
(lprm=1,7 and 1,7,3+) 

3788  

Sase=Males 2190 4380 (1,7) + 22(3) 
Sase=Females 1598 3196 (1,7)+ 150(3) 

 
Friends (lprm=1,7) 3667 7334 (1,7) 
Sase=Males 2172 4344 (1,7) 
Sase=Females 1495 2990 (1,7) 
   
Friends and children (lprm=1,7,3+) 121 242 (1,7)+ 172(3) 
Sase=Males 18 36 (1,7)+ 22(3) 
Sase=Females 103 206 (1,7) +150(3) 
 

                                                      
9 Institut national de la statistique et des études économiques (France).- Guide d'utilisation du 
recensement de la population de 1999. Tome 6…, p .36. 
10 Institut national de la statistique et des études économiques (France).- Guide d'utilisation du 
recensement de la population de 1999. Tome 6…, p .135. 
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Treatments 
We are only dealing with the “ordinary” dwellings (persons living in collective households 
have been withdrawn). The variable used is LPRM.  
From both forms, we are working on households composed of the reference person of the 
household (coded 1) and friend (coded 7). Accessorily, we use child (coded 3) of the 
reference person.  
7 can be either “friend” or “child’s friend” if “friend” is present in the dwelling.  
By comparison, we use households composed of a couple, “reference person” and 
“different-sex partner” of the reference person (coded 2), accessorily child(ren) of the 
couple (coded 3)  
We eliminated: Households composed of 2 students, household of more than 10 persons. 
The relationship links such as written by the person who filled the form are recoded to 
correspond to the reference person which becomes the main person of the dwelling for 
Insee. Everything is by then coded in function of this person. The reference person is the 
oldest man, active in the dwelling, etc. 
 
 

II. Numbering and characterising same-sex cohabitants 
In the previously cited Family History Survey (FHS) attached to the French 1999 population 
census, Francine Cassan, Laurent Toulemon and Julie Vitrac, have concluded after various 
strict controls that 62 respondents have declared they resided with a person of the same 
sex in a couple relationship. Given the sampling procedure, it is estimated that the 
number of same-sex co-resident couples in the total population is about 3000 for men and 
2000 for women11. 
Such results are small compared to the best source directly dedicated to the topic, the 
1992 survey on sexual behaviours in the French population (ACSF)12. With large margins of 
uncertainty due to the small size of the sample, it was estimated that the number of co-
resident male couples was probably included in the 20000-45000 bracket and that the 
number of co-resident female couples was between 0 and 9000. It was considered by the 
persons in charge of the survey that these were minimal estimates, especially for women, 
due to a likely under-declaration of this type of situation, whatever the precautions taken 
during fieldwork. Nevertheless, the FHS-based statistics are far below and same-sex 
couples need to be identified by other procedures. 
In the census itself, a number of same-sex couples probably declared themselves as such 
but they were not retained by Insee. From the previous developments it seems that they 
were reclassified as duets associating a “reference person” and an “other relative” of the 
same sex. We are unable to trace them. We can only make an assumption: for instance, 
that their number and characteristics are close to those of couples who declared 
themselves as same-sex couples in FHS. That would mean small numbers, far below the 
ACSF estimate, at least for men. 
It also makes likely that a number of same-sex couples dared not declare themselves as 
partners and preferred to term themselves differently. In Insee categories, it could have 
been “other relatives” (just like Insee decided for those who had chosen “partners”) or 
“friends”, or “owner-subtenant” or “employer-servant”. We have various reasons to 
believe that “friends” was the most frequent choice: 

• The last two categories are numerically very small and leave almost no room for 
hidden partners (there are only some 10,000 same-sex pairs of owners-subtenants 
in the total population and 2,000 same-sex pairs of employers-servants). 

                                                      
11 Vitrac, Julie.- Evaluation du nombre de couples homosexuels co-résidants dans EHF [: rapport de 
vacations].- Paris : Ined, janvier 2001, mimeo. p.1.  
12 see: Bajos, Nathalie ; Bozon, Michel ; Ferrand, Alexis ; Giami, Alain & Spira, Alfred (eds).- La 
sexualité au temps du SIDA.- Paris : Presses Universitaires de France (Sociologie d'aujourd'hui), 1998.- 
494 p. 
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• In two-“other relatives” households the proportion of different-sex (36%) is much 
higher than among two-“friends” households (13%), which looks reasonable if 
different-sex “other relatives” actually are for instance sister-brother while 
same-sex are sister-sister or brother-brother, i.e. equally acceptable types of 
cohabitation for the French society. The hidden same-sex partners should be 
searched in the excess of same-sex over different-sex households, besides those 
already reclassified there by Insee. Again, that would leave little room for them. 

• By anticipation on the following paragraphs, same-sex “other relatives” are much 
less in line than same-sex “friends” with what we know on homosexual couples 
from other sources. That is the case for their over representation in Paris region 
or at University level of education, clearly evidenced for same-sex “friends” but 
totally absent for “other relatives”. 

Identification of same-sex households 
For the rest, we wonder whether adult co-residents of the same sex linked by “friendship” 
according to census terminology could be the undeclared same-sex couples. To avoid 
complex cases difficult to understand, we have concentrated on simple households, where 
two adults lived together, without any extra person other than their children, if any. We 
also have excluded from the group households where both members were students, as 
cases of unlikely same-sex couples. 
In a first stage, we have identified two-person households including a reference person 
and a friend of the same sex. We have denominated them same-sex cohabitants without 
children. In a second stage, we have extended our numbering to adult same-sex 
cohabitants with children. It was easy to identify such households when the children were 
those of the reference person; we have numbered them. It was much more difficult to 
identify households where the children were those of the “friend”, because they were 
themselves denominated as friends of the reference person, with the same code as their 
postulated father or mother; we have preferred not to number them. Our guess is that the 
two types of households with children are approximately in equal numbers and that we 
have missed half of them. 
Since we are not fully convinced that these adults are “couples”, we avoid the word and 
call them same-sex “cohabitants” (or “co-residents”) and their situation same-sex “co-
residence” (or “cohabitation” or even “household”). 

Enumeration of same-sex households 
Same-sex cohabitations as previously defined in a 1/20 sample extracted from the 1999 
French census are 3788. Inflated to the total population size, they would be some 76000.  
The number of households with male cohabitants is 44000; that of female cohabitants is 
32000. These numbers exclude the self-declared same-sex couples, but we have assumed, 
right or wrong, that these couples were few at the census. The number of two-male-
friends households is as high as the higher estimate of gay couples derived from ACSF; the 
number of two-female-friends households is much higher than any estimate of lesbian 
couples from the same source. In the rest of the text, we will refer to the 76000, giving 
some details on the characteristics of the household or those of the individuals. In most 
cases, we will contrast the results with those we can gain for the different-sex couples 
and their children. Basic results on the numbering of households and individuals in the 
1/20 sample of the French 1999 results are in table 1. 
The objective of the analysis is double: first, to offer a profile of the same-sex 
cohabitants and measure its specificity; second, to guess from these data whether the 
same-sex cohabitants fit the ideas or, better, the actual data we may have on same-sex 
couples, so that we can accept or reject the assumption that a majority of these 
households are same-sex couples living together in France in 1999. 

Some results in a cross-national perspective 
Dutch statisticians from Statistics Netherlands (CBS) have used the population registers to 
identify same-sex couples in the Netherlands. They have constituted a time-series of 
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estimated numbers and characteristics. We mostly refer to their 2002 results13. There are 
also results to be gained from large surveys: we rely here on the 2000 wave of the Socio-
economic Dutch panel. Other countries have also used the census as a basis for the 
evaluation of the number of same-sex couples, like Canada and the US, but they have 
relied on much more direct and explicit questions than the attempt we are making for the 
French census14. 
Compared to different-sex couples, the number of same-sex households in France is 0.6%. 
It is much higher in the Netherlands: 1.5% according to the registers and 1.2% in the panel 
survey. It is also higher in the US census (1.0%), but not in the Canadian one (0.5%), where 
the accuracy of the questionnaire used is probably the best. France is in the lower part of 
the range. 
In France, 15% of the heterosexual couples live in Paris urban unit and 37% in all urban 
units above 200,000 inhabitants (including Paris); for the same sex households, the 
proportions are much higher, respectively 30% (Paris) and 57% (>200,000 inhab.) (Table 2). 
The latter proportions are 1.5 to twice higher than the former. In the Netherlands, 10% of 
all heterosexual couples live in one of the four biggest towns (Amsterdam, Rotterdam, the 
Hague and Utrecht), as against some 25% for same-sex couples: 2.5 times as much. In 
Canada, the proportion of same-sex couples was three times higher in the Census 
Metropolitan Areas than in the rest of the country. The higher concentration of same-sex 
cohabitants in the largest towns is marked in the three countries; it is a bit less so in 
France15, although the precise comparison is difficult to make. 
 

Table 2. France 1999. Distribution of same-sex and different-sex households by size of 
urban unit 

Same sex-households 
Size of urban unit 

Total Men Women Incl 
.with 

children 

Different-
sex 

households 

Rural commune 16.4 16.0 16.9 16.5 26.8 
Urban unit <50,000 14.9 14.3 15.8 25.2 24.3 
Urban unit 
50,000<100,000 

11.5 11.5 11.4 13.6 12.3 

Urban unit 
200,000<2,000,000 

26.9 26.3 27.7 24.3 21.6 

Urban unit, Paris 30.3 31.9 28.2 20.4 15.0 
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

 
In France, a majority of same-sex cohabitants are men (58%), a minority women (42%). 
The sex-ratio is 54 versus 46% in the Netherlands, 51 versus 49% in the US and 55 versus 45 
in Canada. Men are always a majority, more clearly in France than elsewhere. 
The proportion of households with children is 6% for women and less than 1% for men. If 
we admit, as suggested above, that we have missed half of the co-residences with 

                                                      
13 The sources differ since registers are used instead of census, but the method is not radically 
different: people living in same-sex households are considered after the persons associated by blood 
have been put aside (brother-brother, sister-sister, father-son, mother daughter) 
Steenhof, Liesbeth & Harmsen, Carel .- Same-sex couples in the Netherlands?- [Paris : Ined] Paper 
presented at the workshop. ”Milestones for a cross-national survey research on population, Rome 
June 30-July 2, 2003”. 2003.- 11 p. 
14 Turcotte, Pierre; Renaud, Viviane & Cunningham, Ron.- Same-sex relationships and sexual 
orientation in Canada : Data, concepts and methodological issues- Paper presented at the 2003 PAA 
Meeting, Minneapolis, May 2003.- 32 p.  
15 Results from the very small sample of gay couples in ACSF (compared to different-sex couples) are 
in line with those of the census, though still less contrasted. 
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children, the results are to be doubled, so reaching 12% for women16. It is below, but not 
radically so, when compared to the Dutch results (18 percent for the female couples and 1 
percent for the male couples) and the Canadian ones (15% and 3%, respectively). 

Compared to heterosexual couples, same-sex cohabitants have a higher level of 
education, which is well in line with other observations in France17. In heterosexual 
couples, men and women with university level are 21%; in same-sex households, 36 and 
38% respectively (Table 3). In Canada, 19% of men and 16% of women in heterosexual 
couples had a University degree, as against 33% of men and 35% of women in same-sex 
couples. Results in the two countries are quite similar. 

 

Table 3. France 1999. Distribution of same-sex cohabitants and different-sex couples by 
educational level 

Same sex-households Different-
sex households Educational level 

Total Men Women Incl. 
with 

children 

Men Women 

Primary school 15.6 15.7 15.4 19.4 24.2 25.4 
Secondary school 
(1st cycle) 

29.7 31.2 27.6 37.4 40.6 36.5 

Secondary school 
(2nd cycle) 

17.6 16.9 18.6 20.4 14.1 17.6 

University 37.1 36.2 38.4 22.8 21.1 20.6 
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

 

Some more results 
People in same-sex cohabitation are notably younger than men or women in heterosexual 
couples. On figure 1, the age pyramids of same-sex cohabitants and different-sex couples 
are compared. Among men in same-sex co-residence, 27% are younger than 30 years and 
43% are older than 4018; in different-sex couples, the youngest are much less (8%) and the 
oldest much more (70%). For women, 25% are below 30 years and 52% are above 40 in 
same-sex co-residence19, as against 12 and 65% in different-sex couples. Various reasons 
could be given for the difference: persons of the same sex get earlier in co-residence than 
heterosexual couples do, or they stay together for a shorter time than couples do, or they 
represent different forms of living together, which were not popular in the past among 
now older persons. None of these assumptions, specially the last two ones, sounds totally 
irrelevant.  
 

                                                      
16 Among the couples that declared themselves in the Family History Survey, 16% of the women have 
children and none of the men. 
17 From Press gay surveys, see Pollak, Michael & Schiltz, Marie-Ange.- Six années d'enquête sur les 
homo-et bisexuels masculins face au Sida 1985-1990 : livre des données.- Paris : Groupe de sociologie 
morale et politique, 1991.- 74 p. ; Schiltz, Marie-Ange.- "Young homosexual itineraries in the context 
of HIV: Establishing lifestyles".- Population: An English Selection vol.10, n°2, 1988, p. 417-446. and 
Adam, Philippe ; Hauet, Eric & Caron, Caroline.- Recrudescence des prises de risque et des MST parmi 
les gays: résultats de l'enquête Presse gay 2000.- Paris : Ministère de l'emploi et de la solidarité, 
ANRS, INVS, 2001.- 56 p. 
Results from the very small sample of gay couples in ACSF (compared to different-sex couples) are 
well in line with those of the census. 
18 In the Family History Survey, 36% of men in same-sex couples are below 30 years and 32% above 40. 
19 In the Family History Survey, 25% of women in same-sex couples are below 30 years and 32% above 
40. 
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Figure 1. Age pyramids of same-sex cohabitants and different-sex couples for a total of 1000 
persons 
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Age gap between the partners in heterosexual couples is limited. In half of the cases, it is 
not higher than three years; couples with more than eleven years of age difference 
between them are only 5%. It is quite different between same-sex cohabitants: the 
median is five years instead of three, but still more spectacular is the fact that 25% of the 
co-residents have a gap over eleven years instead of 5%. More than a difference in central 
values – here the median – there is a strong contrast in dispersion, with many more large 
gaps in same-sex cohabitations than in heterosexual couples. One may question the reality 
of these large gaps: do they point to relationships between “friends” other than 
homosexual? Among couples who have registered in Norway and Sweden, substantial age 
differences are more common in same-sex partnerships than in opposite-sex marriages; in 
particular one third of male couples have an age gap of 10 years or more, which is well in 
line with the present French data (Table 4). 
 
Table 4. France 1999. Distribution of age gaps between same-sex cohabitants and 
different-sex couples 

Same sex-households 
Quantile* 

Total Men Women Incl .with 
children 

Different-sex 
households 

95% 30 years 27 years 33 years 48 years 11 years 
75% (3rd quartile) 11 years 11 years 11 years 24 years 5 years 
50% (median) 5 years 5 years 5 years 12 years 3 years 
25% (1st quartile) 2 years 2 years 2 years 4 years 1 year 
5% same age same age same age 1 year  same age 
* Percentage of persons with an age gap below the indicated number of years 

 

Other differences between male and female same-sex cohabitants 
The heterosexual pattern, where women in couples are younger than men on average 
(here 35% of women in heterosexual couples are below 40 years, against only 30% of men) 
is so common, that we are stricken by the reversed situation among same-sex cohabitants 
(here 57% of men in same-sex co-residence are below 40, against only 48% of women). 
Questions similar to those previously raised can be put again: are women older than men 
when they enter a same-sex household, or do they stay longer in it, or have their co-
residences experienced a lower increase in popularity than men’s have? 
In contrast with differences on age, there are none on age gaps; for men as well as 
women, the median age gap is relatively high (five years) and the cases of large age gaps 
are relatively frequent (over 11 years in a quarter of same-sex co-residences). 

Table 5. France 1999. Distribution of same-sex cohabitants by marital status 

Same sex-households Marital status 
Men Women Incl. with 

children 
Single 81.0 74.4 51.9 
Married 10.4 5.1 14.1 
Widowed 1.3 9.6 11.7 
Divorced 7.4 10.8 22.3 
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 
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A large majority of men and women in same-sex cohabitation have never been married, 
slightly more for men (81%) than women (74%)20. Married persons are rare, though less 
among men (10%) than women (5%). When due consideration is taken of the age pyramid 
of the same-sex cohabitants (not evidenced here), a huge over-representation of the 
single (still more for women than men) and under-representation of the married (idem) is 
confirmed, by comparison with the total population. It is much less spectacular for the 
widowed and the divorced: only for the latter there is a clear over-representation (more 
for women than men), but not as important as among single. What we know of registered 
partnership in some Nordic countries confirms most of these observations, with a heavy 
weight given to single persons and, at a lesser degree, to the divorced21; in Norway and 
Sweden a fourth of registering lesbians had already been married (i.e. widowed or 
divorced) and slightly less of gays (Table 5) 
Women with children are or have been married more frequently than childless women: 
14% instead of 5% are presently married; 34% instead of 20% are widowed or divorced. 
Differences in age structure are not an explanation, since negligible. These women have 
been more tightly linked to the “heterosexual world” than women without children. 

Conclusions 
Data gathered from the census forms are considerably altered by the codification and 
righting when available to researchers. Traditional conception of the family oriented 
around the man, head of the family gives few possibility to express the reality of social 
life such as accepted and visible nowadays, 
Insee for comparison purposes with previous census changed only the wording of the 
questionnaire but not the main idea behind. A lot of codifications and so-called rightings 
are made to force people to enter in a strictly defined scheme that doesn’t include same-
sex partnership. Insee even refused to add Pacs as a new category in the next version of 
the census under the claim that it doesn’t alter the civil status that Insee records in its 
marital status category (this is not by chance it bears this name). 
We will remark with Pierre Bourdieu that the State, here represented by Insee, in creating 
categories excludes people who don’t fit to these categories. There is a strong 
contradiction between allowing same-sex partners to register their union with Pacs and 
prohibiting them to declare such relationship legally acknowledged in an administrative 
form. The State duty to at least integrate in the facts what it regulates by law isn’t 
fulfilled and discrimination remains.  
 
Households are complex units that can be described, numbered and characterised only if a 
meticulous account is taken of existing links between their members. The challenge is the 
more so difficult in censuses as forms are generally self-administered. Couple 
relationships are the most important of these links. In the last decades, efforts have been 
made in the French censuses to put on a par couple relationships whatever their legal 
status (marriage or de facto cohabitation), but restrictions have been maintained that 
limit the possibility for same-sex cohabiting couples to declare themselves or that reject 
them from the spouse status during data processing. 
The procedures are still obscured by the fact that, for the sake of continuity with past 
practices, a primacy has been maintained on men as reference persons of the household 
and has to be restored during data processing, if declarations in the field have not 
followed this undisclosed rule. 
Thus, it is very difficult to identify same-sex couples in the last French census (1999). 
Those who dared declare themselves as spouses were reclassified as “other relatives”; 
from the results of the study on French Family History survey, it seems that such couples 
were few. Others dared not and we have checked whether they could be supposed to have 
                                                      
20 Results from the very small sample of gay couples in ACSF are in line with those of the census: 7 
out of 10 are single. 
21 Noack, Turid ; Fekjær, Harald & Seierstad, Ane.- "Skilsmisser blant lesbiske og homofile partnere – 
hvem er mest stabile?".- Samfunnsspeilet, n° 3, 2002, p. 19-27. 
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declared themselves and/or have been classified as “friends”. Tests have been made on 
the composition of the group of same-sex cohabiting friends, through comparisons with 
data in other countries or with characteristics of different-sex couples and through 
internal analysis by sex and presence of children. Most of the results make sense: the 
profile of the group could well be that of same-sex couples. 
It is much more difficult to firmly conclude that we have identified all the same-sex 
couples and only them. We have seen that some have been put in the group of “other 
relatives”, while declaring themselves as couples. On the reverse, the fact that the group 
of same-sex cohabitants looks as if they were couples does not necessarily imply that all 
of them are so: a large majority is enough for their imprints to be on the group. 
Consequently, there is a major uncertainty on the true numbers. They could be a few 
thousands more or less and the hope is that, uncertainties having been guessed in both 
directions, they compensate for each other. 
Whatever the robustness of the conclusion, the best way out of these guesses is the 
introduction, in census forms and in further data processing, of questions and procedures 
that open the definition of couples to non-heterosexuals, that respect the declaration of 
the enumerated persons and that offer them enough guarantees on the confidentiality of 
their answers for these to be reliable. 
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