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ABSTRACT 
The purpose of this study was to measure how opinions about same-sex marriage 
are formed and to investigate whether different sources of knowledge pertaining 
to the LGBTQ community (news, research articles, etc.) yield different 
perspectives concerning the topic. Additionally, this study aimed to discover 
whether knowing someone who identifies as part of the LGBTQ (gay, lesbian, 
transsexual, bisexual, queer, or gender variant) community leads to different 
opinions on same-sex marriage. College students completed a 40-question online 
survey about their education and development of knowledge about same-sex 
marriage. Opinions about same-sex marriage were compared based on 
participants’ education and knowledge. This study expands on past research that 
looked at the formation of opinion about same-sex marriage. The results show 
the dominant method that people use to gather information that affects their 
opinions. The research contributes to both the political science and social science 
communities a new perspective about how individuals gather information to form 
opinions about same-sex marriage. 

 
INTRODUCTION 

In an unpublished manuscript, Hodge and Newberry found that while 
religious affiliation was not a strong determinant of opinion about same-sex 
marriage, knowledge of the gay, lesbian, transsexual, bisexual, queer, or gender 
variant (LGBTQ) community or knowing someone that personally identifies as 
LGBTQ was a significant determinant of opinion. This study sought to identify 
what determines level of knowledge about the LGBTQ community, whether it was 
family values, education, research, news or social media, religion, personal 
experience, or political party affiliation. Based on the findings of the first study, 
that knowledge of the LGBTQ community influenced opinion of same-sex 
marriage, this study was needed to discover how that specific knowledge is 
developed and how those factors then influence opinion.  

 Clement (2014) observed how same-sex marriage attitudes have 
evolved, specifically in Great Britain, using 2 nationally representative surveys that 
assessed the opinion about same-sex marriage. Results showed consistent 
findings based on sex, age group, education, and religious affiliation. In addition, 
overall opinions of same-sex marriage evolved during the four-year gap. Becker 
(2012) examined transforming opinions on same-sex marriage and how those 
opinions may relate to changes in social contact and the generation gap. Becker 
looked at age differences (the generation gap), socializing with LGBTQ individuals, 
and opinions about same-sex parents in correlation with opinion about same-sex 
marriage. She found that social contact varied greatly and significantly across the 
different generation, opinion on same-sex parenting was inversely related to age, 
and finally, support of same sex marriage was significantly different across 
generations. One avenue for these changing opinions is through education. 
Education about same-sex marriage education can potentially impact children, as 
school children receive not only academic education, but also emotional, moral, 
and social education (Byrd, 2011). Byrd explained that regardless of whether 
schools directly or indirectly educate students about same-sex issues, the issues 
impact child education. Byrd asserted that if there is education about 
homosexuality, people are more likely to identify at an early age. However, in 
Byrd’s opinion, identifying as LGBTQ is not a positive identity.  

Crehan and Rickenbacker (2006) studied the overall change of public 
discourse in regard to same-sex marriage between 1996 and 2006. To do this, 
they reviewed the language of three conservative news magazines and four liberal 
news magazines. They compared the arguments against or for same-sex marriage 
across those 10 years and found that the discourse about same-sex marriage is 
changing rapidly to a more positive view of legalization of same-sex marriage. The 
authors expressed that with this continued trend, same-sex marriage may very 
well be legalized in the coming years, which is consistent with changing state and 
national laws. For example, Soubly and Walsh (2013) discussed the recent 
decisions from the United States Supreme Court regarding same-sex marriage. 
They examined how both the United States of America vs. Windsor (2013) and the 
Hollingsworth vs. Perry (2013) cases raised more questions than they did answers. 
They concluded that it is going to take further judicial decision and analysis from 
the executive branch to interpret what was exactly meant by “striking down” the 
Defense of Marriage Act (DOMA) and Proposition 8 in California. In Windsor, the 
Supreme Court found that DOMA was violating the Fifth Amendment. In Perry, 
the Supreme Court found that an appeal from individuals that wanted to restore 
opposite sex only marriage laws to California lacked standing to do so and same-
sex marriages were once again allowed in California. This research demonstrated 
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the changing political attitudes and offered answers to how different 
interpretations of the decision by the Supreme Court will be enacted. 

There are numerous factors that potentially influence opinion about 
same sex marriage (Webb & Chonody, 2012). Some factors Webb and Chonody 
identified were religiosity, opinions in contemporary American literature, having 
contact with the GLB community, social norms, and cultural discourse. Gaines and 
Garand (2010) explored the many facets that shape perceptions of same-sex 
marriage. Variables they explored included moral and religious attitudes, feelings 
toward gays and lesbians, women’s rights and gender roles, concern for minority 
and civil rights, demographic attributes, and local context. The findings indicated 
that opinions about same-sex marriage are founded in morality and religion, and 
that opinion of women’s and civil rights does not significantly affect opinion on 
same-sex marriage. 

There continues to be a stigma associated with same-sex marriage and 
that stigma influences heterosexual thoughts on the topic (Herek, 2011). Herek 
shared three instances in which same sex-marriage is stigmatized and how that 
interacts with politics. The first is that denying LGBT individuals the right to marry 
is a stigma. Second, because LGBT individuals are stigmatized, they are put under 
stress and when political campaigns target these individuals their sexuality tends 
to be emphasized. Finally, the current social structure implies that homosexuality 
is stigmatized, therefore, leaving it up to the general voting public to reverse this 
stigma by striking down laws in states.  

Goldberg et al. (2012) delved into how young adults with LGBTQ parents 
think about the LGBTQ community. They examined whether these young adults 
identify with the community, whether they choose to seek more information 
regarding the LGBTQ community, and how connected, or disconnected, they are 
to the community. The authors found that many children of LGBTQ parents, 
whether identifying as LGBTQ themselves or heterosexual, felt comfortable 
seeking information about the community. Heterosexual children of LGBTQ 
individuals, however, did experience some opposition from the community when 
they wanted to become involved. This is consistent with Horne et al. (2010) who 
found that people connected to the GLB (gay, lesbian, bisexual) community 
because of a family member that identified as GLB were more likely to affirm their 
support of same-sex marriage and/or become more active in their support. 
According to Horne et al., people who are more comfortable with their identity 
engage in more positive activism. 

There appears to be a continuous battle between conservatives and the 
LGBTQ community (Marin, 2011). First, before the Stonewall Riots of 1969, gay 
rights were not even an issue which indicates that the United States has quickly 

changed its views and opinions. Second, Marin argued that there is a political and 
religious disconnect on support of same-sex marriage. In the end, Marin explained 
that this battle extends from different moral argument foundations, and, in his 
opinion neither side is willing to compromise. Johnston and Noakes (2005) 
critically analyzed ways in which the gay liberation movement evolved throughout 
time and how different frames allowed the movement to progress further. The 
frames they discussed are the “gay-is-good frame,” the “sexual liberation frame,” 
the “oppression is everywhere frame,” and the “heterosexism frame.” Each frame 
supports how homosexuals are viewed by society and how society can change to 
understand that homosexuals are oppressed within the current social structure of 
society.  
 This study sought to discover ways in which people gain knowledge 
about the LGBTQ community and how that knowledge influences their opinions 
about same-sex marriage. Therefore, the research question for this particular 
study was: From what sources do people gain information on the LGBTQ 
community and how do the different knowledge sources and level of knowledge 
influence personal opinion on same-sex marriage?  
This study examined what influences level of knowledge that in turn influences 
opinion on same-sex marriage. We hypothesized that level of knowledge and 
knowledge sources do influence opinion on same-sex marriage and political 
polarization influences how level of knowledge develops. 
 This study expanded the research about how opinions are formed based 
on the sources used to form these opinions about same-sex marriage in the social 
sciences and political science. Another goal of this study was to influence future 
research on the topic and aid others in identifying variables they may use when 
conducting their own research.   

 
METHOD 

Participants 
 There were 87 participants in the study from five different schools at a 
mid-sized private university in Ohio. The average age of the participants was 20.67 
years. The class year for participants was 23.8% first year, 19% sophomore, 29.8% 
junior, 19% senior, and 8.3% nontraditional undergraduate. Consistent with the 
university’s student population, 41.7% of survey respondents were male and 
58.3% were female.  Tables 1 and 2 provide the political and religious breakdown 
of the sample. 
 

  



Epistimi 2014 
 

 
Capital University’s Undergraduate Research Journal 

 

Table 1. 
What is your political party affiliation? 

Answer Options Response Percent Response Count 

Democratic Party 44.8% 30 
Republican Party 44.8% 30 
Green Party 0.0% 0 
Libertarian Party 9.0% 6 
Socialist Party 1.5% 1 
Constitution Party 0.0% 0 
Anarchist 0.0% 0 
TEA Party 0.0% 0 
No Party 13.4% 9 

 
Table 2. 
What is your religious affiliation? 

Answer Options Response Percent Response Count 
Christian 51.8% 43 
Catholic 14.5% 12 
Jewish 1.2% 1 
Muslim 1.2% 1 
Agnostic 9.6% 8 
Buddhist 1.2% 1 
Atheist 7.2% 6 
No affiliation 18.0% 15 

 
The majority of respondents (82.4%) had a close friend or family member 

that identified as LGBTQ. Only 17.6% of the sample answered that they did not 
have a close friend or family member that identifies as LGBTQ. Twelve 
participants personally identified as LGBTQ in the study. Twenty-nine participants 
in the study listed personal experience as the factor that most influences their 
opinion on same-sex marriage. 
 
Materials and Procedure 
 The survey was distributed to participants via SurveyMonkey. A random 
sample of 500 undergraduate students was selected via randomization using 
Microsoft Excel. The consent form and link to the survey were sent out through 
the university’s email system. The survey had 40 questions, including 
demographic questions. Participants could decline to answer questions. Questions 
asked about participants’ religious affiliations, political party affiliation, personal 
knowledge of the LGBTQ community, and how that knowledge is gained through 
news media (television, online, newspapers), social media, family values, 
education, and personal experiences. The survey asked about legalization of 
same-sex marriage and the strength of that opinion and an open-ended question 
about how participants formed their opinions on same-sex marriage.  

RESULTS 
Political party affiliation and opinion on legalization of same-sex marriage 

were moderately related, Cramer’s V = .356, p < .05. It does seem, however, that 
people agreed with legalization of same-sex marriage across the political 
spectrum (Figure 1).  Overall agreement for legalization of same-sex marriage is in 
Table 3.  
 
Figure 1. Degree to which participants across the political parties agreed with legalizing same-sex 
marriage. 

 
 
Table 3. 
What is your opinion on the legalization of same-sex marriage? 

Answer Options Response Percent Response Count 

Strongly agree 59.5% 50 
Agree 13.1% 11 
Neutral 11.9% 10 
Disagree 4.8% 4 
Strongly Disagree 10.7% 9 

 
Opinion about legalization of same-sex marriage and having a close 

friend or family member that identifies as LGBTQ were significantly related, 
Cramer’s V = .647, p < .05. There was a relationship between family values and 
opinion about legalization of same-sex marriage, Cramer’s V = .285, p < .05. There 
was a relationship between opinion about legalization of same-sex marriage and 
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the students’ most watched television news station, Cramer’s V = .445, p < .05, as 
well as most viewed online news outlets, Cramer’s V = .489, p < .05. Fox News, 
both online and on television, yielded the highest number of negative opinions 
towards same-sex marriage (Figure 2 and 3).   
 
Figure 2. Opinion about same-sex marriage as related to most watched television news station. 

 
Figure 3. Opinion about same-sex marriage as related to most watched online news station. 

 

Opinion about legalization of same-sex marriage was not related to 
religious affiliation, personally identifying as LGBTQ, most often read newspaper, 
and most used social media outlets, how students learn most (i.e., the educational 
categories of in class lecture, out of class lecture, hands on activities, reading, 
homework assignments, papers/research projects, and student presentations), 
and knowledge of the LGBTQ community.  
 Students who reported having a close friend who identifies as LGBTQ had 
more knowledge about the LGBTQ community Cramer’s V = .393, p < .005. 
Knowledge about the LGBTQ community and personally identifying as LGBTQ 
were not significantly related and this might be due to the small number of 
participants (N = 12) identifying as LGBTQ. Family values, most watched television 
news stations, most viewed online news outlets, most often read newspapers, 
and most used social media outlets were not related to knowledge about the 
LGBTQ community.  

 
DISCUSSION 

For this study, the null hypothesis was rejected. It was found that 
knowing somebody who identifies with the LGBTQ community has the strongest 
relationship with forming opinions about legalization of same-sex marriage. 
Furthermore, the opinion that was formed from knowing somebody who 
identifies was one in favor of same-sex marriage, so it seems that personal 
experience with a member of the LGBTQ community provides a positive influence 
on a person’s opinion about same-sex marriage.  

This study looked at the different knowledge sources that lead to 
different opinions on same-sex marriage while Becker (2012) examined the 
change opinion on same-sex marriage seen in the United States. As seen from the 
results of this paper, social contact (i.e., knowing someone that identifies as 
LGBTQ) is related to both knowledge and opinion about same-sex marriage.  
Becker discussed the generation gap in opinions about same-sex marriage and 
how older individuals tend to have more negative opinions on same-sex marriage. 
However, our data indicate that the relationship with age was less clear cut than 
Becker had found.  
 In response to Byrd’s (2011) argument that teaching about the LGBTQ 
community in school causes people to identify as LGBTQ at an early age, our 
results showed that while 65.9% of respondents at least learned something about 
the LGBTQ community while in school, only 14% of respondents identified as gay, 
thus drawing a question as to the validity of Byrd’s assertion. In fact, only one 
respondent of the 19 that answered “I learned a lot” about the LGBTQ community 
in school identified as LGBTQ. 
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 Consistent with Crehan and Rickenbacker (2006), the more conservative-
leaning news sources, as suspected, yielded more negative feelings toward 
legalization on same-sex marriage. Specifically, as seen in Figure 2 and 3, Fox 
News, a conservative news outlet, tends to yield the majority of negative feelings 
in people. On the other hand, contrary to Soubly and Walsh (2013), who discussed 
shifting political attitudes on same-sex marriage, the results from this survey 
showed that affiliation with a certain political party does not necessarily mean 
that someone supports or does not support same-sex marriage. As can be seen in 
Figure 1, it seems that participants strongly agreed with legalization with same-
sex marriage across the political spectrum.  

There are many variables that go in to someone’s opinion on same-sex 
marriage. Gaines and Garand (2010) discussed some of these variables, including 
religious attitudes, feelings towards the LGBTQ community, etc. This study, 
however, used a different approach to look at how knowledge on the LGBTQ 
community is formed and how those different forms of knowledge-acquisition 
influence positive or negative opinion. Herek (2011) discussed the stigmatization 
of the LGBTQ community and how awareness of the stigmatization leads to a 
negative opinion on same-sex marriage. However, the current results indicated 
that 72.6% of respondents agreed or strongly agreed with the legalization of 
same-sex marriage (see Table 3). 

Goldberg et al. (2012) discussed young adults with LGBTQ parents and 
how they gain knowledge about the community and how connected or 
disconnected they are to the community. As seen in the results of this study, 
knowing someone who identifies as LGBTQ was significantly related to having 
strong opinions about the rights of individuals within the LGBTQ community. The 
results found in the current study reaffirmed what Horne et al. (2010) discussed; 
that is, family members of LGBTQ individuals were some of the first to become 
active for marriage equality after numerous states passed anti-same-sex marriage 
legislation in 2006. This is consistent with Webb and Chonody (2012) who found 
that individuals who personally know someone that identifies as LGBTQ are more 
likely to have a positive opinion about legalization of same-sex marriage.  
 Clement (2014) investigated shifting opinions on same-sex marriage 
between 2008 and 2012 in Britain. Similarly to the current study, it was 
discovered that political party affiliation, along with other variables, is less and 
less indicative of opinion of same-sex marriage.  Ultimately, it seems that the 
political climate is becoming open about the idea of legalization of same-sex 
marriage. This was echoed by Johnston and Noakes (2005) who argued that 
political coverage of the LGBTQ community has changed in recent years from an 
oppressive position to one that sheds light on past oppression. Again, the issue of 

legalization of same-sex marriage is becoming bipartisan. Lastly, Marin (2011) 
discussed the divide between religious groups and political parties. He explained 
the culture war between conservatives and the LGBTQ community and that 
religious affiliation and political party affiliation on same-sex marriage are 
significant determining factors in determining one’s opinion on same-sex 
marriage. However, the outcomes from the current study show different results – 
having a conservative religious affiliation and/ or political party affiliation does not 
necessarily deem someone to be anti-legalization of same-sex marriage.  

For this study, there were three known threats to internal invalidity. The 
first threat to internal invalidity stems from current political events surrounding 
the legalization of same-sex marriage. While currently there is a significant 
amount of LGBTQ-related political issues, different media sources may give the 
issues different amounts of coverage and address the issues in various ways.  As a 
result, current media surrounding the issue could have influenced people’s level 
of knowledge about the LGBTQ community and their overall opinion on the 
legalization of same-sex marriage. Second, the student researchers were 
identified to the potential participants in the recruiting email and are known 
LGBTQ advocates on campus. Because of this, it is plausible that students could 
have decided to take the survey, or not take the survey, based on knowing the 
researchers involved. Last, answering the survey questions was voluntary. 
Ostensibly, some participants refused to answer questions, possibly because they 
were uncomfortable answering the question, they felt it did not apply to them, or 
the question seemed too long. Thus, there are missing data for some participants.  
 There were threats to external invalidity. With regard to political party 
affiliation, no person identified as a member of the Green Party, the Constitution 
Party, and the TEA party, and so the sample likely does not represent the 
population. In addition, in this study, 85, out of the 87, participants stated that 
they knew more than “nothing” about the LGBTQ community, prior to this survey. 
As a result, the sample does not represent individuals who know nothing about 
the LGBTQ community. No participant stated that news outlets were “very 
influential” on their formation of opinion. It is possible that people are unaware of 
how much influence the news media actually have on their opinions. Finally, the 
age of the sample was another limitation. Most respondents were under the age 
of 22 years. This age demographic, while typical on a college campus, does not 
represent the demographic make-up of the rest of the country. This is important 
because older generations are more likely to disagree with the legalization of 
same-sex marriage (Becker, 2012).  

This study included variables that were not accounted for in past studies. 
For example, we asked whether participants identified as LGBTQ and know a close 
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friend or family member who identifies as LGBTQ. In addition, we asked about 
affiliation with more political parties and more religions than had been asked in 
previous research. These variables opened a conversation that may lead to a 
better understanding of what best predicts an individual’s opinion of same-sex 
marriage, as well as how knowledge is attained concerning the LGBTQ 
community.  
 While this study can generalize to the university’s population and 
potentially other college campuses around Ohio, this study does not represent 
Ohio, or the United States populations. If this study was replicated at other Ohio 
colleges, similar results are likely.  However, numerous states have legalized 
same-sex marriage, while Ohio has not and so it is likely that the results would not 
generalize to colleges in states that have legalized same-sex marriage. 
 In recent years, noteworthy changes to the political arena of the United 
States have occurred such as more states legalizing same-sex marriage, the 
Supreme Court of the United States repealing the Defense of Marriage Act, and 
steps have been taken to pass the Employment Nondiscrimination Act, which 
would make it illegal to not hire or to fire someone for being LGBTQ or perceived 
as LGBTQ. With all of these political changes, the United States may be becoming 
more accepting of LGBTQ individuals who are publicly open. In turn, relative to 
previous generations, people who do not personally identify as members of 
LGBTQ community may more comfortable and more knowledgeable about the 
LGBTQ community. Thus, people’s opinions about same-sex marriage could be 
evolving. Our primary finding is that personally knowing someone that identifies 
as LGBTQ influences knowledge and opinion about same-sex marriage.  While the 
demographic make-up of the sample limits generalizability, the additional 
variables we examined provided a deeper understanding of the topics.  

 
REFERENCES 

Becker, A. B. (2012). Determinants of public support for same-sex marriage: 
Generational cohorts, social contact, and shifting attitudes. International 
Journal of Public Opinion Research, 24.  

Byrd, A. D. (2011). Same-sex marriage and the schools: Potential impact on 
children via sexuality education.  Brigham Young University Education & 
Law Journal, 2.  

Crehan, M. G., & Rickenbacker, K. (2006). The changing debate on same-sex 
marriage in the United States. Michigan Feminist Studies, 20. 

Gaines, N. S., & Garand, J. C. (2010). Morality, equality, or locality: Analyzing the 
determinants of support for same-sex marriage. Political Research 
Quarterly, 3.  

Goldberg, A. E., Kinkier, L. A., Richardson, H. B., & Downing, J. B. (2012). On the 
border: Young adults with LGBQ parents navigate LGBTQ communities. 
Journal of Counseling Psychology, 59.  

Herek, G.  M. (2011). Anti-equality marriage amendments and sexual stigma. 
Journal of Social Issues, 67.  

Horne, S. G., Rostosky, S. S., Riggle, E. D. B., & Martens, M. P. (2010). What was 
Stonewall? The role of GLB knowledge in marriage amendment-related 
affect and activism among family members of GLB individuals. Journal of 
GLBT Family Studies, 6.  

Johnston, H., & Noakes, J. A. (Eds.)(2005). Frames of protest: Social movements 
and the framing perspective. Oxford, UK: Rowman & Littlefield 
Publishers, Inc. 

Marin, A. P. (2011). Winner take all? A political and religious assessment of the 
culture war between the LGBT community and conservatives. Political 
Theology, 12.  

Soubly, D. M., & Walsh, N. W. (2013). Do the Supreme Court's same-sex marriage 
decisions raise more questions than they resolve? Benefits Law Journal, 
26.  

Webb, S. N., & Chonody, J. (2012). Marriage equality in Australia: The influence of 
attitudes toward same-sex parenting. Gay & Lesbian Issues & Psychology 
Review, 8. 

 


