Why Gay Men Question the “Good Life” Beyond Marriage
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A loving family gathering can still leave gay men wondering whether their lives measure up, especially when the conversation keeps circling back to marriage, children and home ownership. A therapist’s reflection on being happily single points to a wider influence: heteronormative ideas about what a successful life should look like, and how curiosity can help make room for different choices.
The questions can be loving and still sting
At a family birthday party, questions about dating, weddings and new homes came easily. Less attention went to a therapist’s new book, private practice, spiritual interests or hopes of living in Mexico City. That contrast can make even a joyful visit feel oddly unsettling.
The European Institute for Gender Equality defines heteronormativity as the assumption that heterosexuality is the norm. The idea can shape what people regard as a conventional life, including expectations around relationships and family, without anyone intending to cause hurt.
A full life doesn't need a standard template
Being single, not having children or choosing not to buy a home doesn't, by itself, mean someone feels lonely or unfulfilled. The important question is whether those choices fit the person's own wishes, rather than how closely they match other people's expectations.
The University of California, Davis LGBTQIA Resource Centre includes heteronormativity in its glossary of terms about sexual orientation and gender identity. Naming the concept can help people recognise that assumptions about what is "normal" aren't neutral; they can influence what we notice and what we ask.
Why the same milestones get so much attention
Marriage, children and home ownership are familiar markers of adulthood, so conversations often return to them. But when those milestones become the main measure of success, other meaningful parts of life, such as friendships, creative work, travel or spiritual practice, can slip out of view.
Research indexed by the US National Library of Medicine has examined links between heteronormative assumptions and health, while family research has explored how social expectations affect relationships and wellbeing. That wider context helps explain why a casual question can carry more weight than the person asking it realises.
Small ways to make family conversations more open
If you're catching up with a gay friend or relative, try asking what they're enjoying, working on or looking forward to, rather than leading with relationship status. And if they mention a new project or personal interest, follow up. Curiosity is a simple way to show that their life matters beyond familiar milestones.
For anyone feeling unsettled after a family visit, it may help to separate what you genuinely want from what you feel expected to want. A useful question is: would this milestone make my life better, or does it simply sound like the approved answer? There's no single script for a good life.
Celebrate the choices people actually make
The episode "A Woman's Right to Shoes" from Sex and the City turns attention to an everyday imbalance: conventional milestones often receive public celebration, while personal choices may go unrecognised. Its question still resonates. Why should one kind of life attract gifts and congratulations while another is treated as something to explain?
A more generous approach doesn't mean avoiding questions or pretending every family member will understand every choice. It means asking with genuine interest and making space for answers that don't follow the familiar pattern. That shift can help people feel seen, rather than measured.
A good life isn't a checklist; make room for the version that feels like yours.
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