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PROJECT DESCRIPTION 
 

The significance of marriage—socially, politically, and symbolically—in American society cannot be 

overemphasized. Marriage binds individuals to one another and other social institutions, most obviously 

families and the state. It entails not only social and emotional attachments, but also legal obligations and 

access to privileges. Historically, marriage has meant heterosexual marriage and has been 

overwhelmingly studied as such. However, in June 2015, the U.S. Supreme Court rendered its decision in 

favor of marriage equality (Obergefell v. Hodges), prompting same-sex marriage as recognized and legal. 

The push for same-sex marriage and marriage equality is quite new, with most major gains made in the 

past ten years. As such, same-sex couples have largely been left out of the literature and research on 

marriage.  

 

While there has been a clear increase in studies addressing the LGBT population (Compton, 2018), few of 

these studies address general attitudes toward same-sex marriage and even fewer address the specific 

attitudes of LGBT individuals toward same-sex marriage and marriage equality. There is an almost 

complete absence of research comparing those in same-sex relationships or marriage to unpartnered 

LGBT individuals (Umberson et al., 2015). Most of what we know about attitudes toward LGBT people 

and issues surrounds social tolerance among heterosexual individuals (e.g., Baunach, 2012; Becker, 

2012), and studies that do address marriage equality are often smaller or regionally located, particularly in 

Massachusetts (e.g., Lannutti, 2005, 2007) or California (Badgett, Gates, & Maise, 2008; Shulman, Gotta, 

& Green, 2012). This is likely due to the pace and newness of marriage equality. The proposed research 

seeks to fill these gaps with a multi-method study involving a nationally representative survey of 

heterosexual and LGBT individuals, and a follow-up interview study of LGBT adults in high equality and 

low equality locations. 

 

OBJECTIVES 

 

The overall goal of this study is to develop empirical evidence at the national level regarding both 

heterosexual and LGBT1 attitudes and sentiments toward marriage after the 2015 Marriage 

Equality decision by the Supreme Court. This goal will be met in two ways: 1) the development and 

implementation of a national survey, based on adapting previous marriage attitudes and anticipation 

scales, and creating new questions that will pay special attention to the politics of marriage and marriage 

as a social issue at the individual and community level for the American people, 2) a follow-up interview 

study in four states with different social and legal contexts that will pay special attention to the politics of 

marriage and marriage as a social issue at the individual and community level for LGBT people. 

Undergraduate students will be involved at all stages of the research project. 

 

BACKGROUND AND SIGNIFICANCE 

 

Same-sex couples have participated in marriage-like relationships throughout the ages (Boswell, 1994; 

Frank, 2017). More contemporarily, and pre-federal marriage in the U.S., couples underwent social or 

civil ceremonies that replicated marriage with regards to the social and emotional tones they bestow 

(Hull, 2003). In 2008, over 40% of same-sex couples in states with legal recognition sought this 

recognition through marriage, civil union, or registered partnerships. However, when the option was 

available, lesbian and gay couples preferred marriage to other forms of recognition such as civil unions. 

 
1 Researchers of this project recognize the complexities of identities associated with sexual minorities and non-

binary genders. This project will be queer inclusive, non-binary gender inclusive, and trans inclusive. However, in 

line with the GLAAD Media resources guide, we have opted to employ LGBT to reference this community and 

these identities in writing this proposal.  
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For example, during the first year marriage was available in Massachusetts (Goodridge decision, 2003), 

37% of same-sex couples married compared to 10-12% of same-sex couples entering civil unions or 

domestic partnerships the first year these became available in other states (Gates, Badgett, & Ho, 2008). 

The Supreme Court ruling in favor of same-sex marriage prompted an increase in marriages across the 

U.S. In the months leading up to Obergefell, between January and June 2015, same-sex couples made up 

6.4% of all new marriages. In the months following Obergefell, between July and October 2015, same-

sex couples made up 11.2% of all new marriages (Gates & Brown, 2015). Similarly, there was an increase 

from 7.9% to 10.2% in the percentage of LGBT individuals married to a same-sex partner and an increase 

from 38% to 61% in the percentage of same-sex cohabiting couples who were married before and after 

the court ruling (Masci, Brown, & Kiley, 2017).  

 

Figure 1 

 
Source: Gates & Brown, 2015 

 

I. Attitudes toward same-sex marriage 

Evidence suggests there has been a cultural shift in attitudes toward same-sex marriage in the U.S. Based 

on data from the General Social Survey (GSS), Baunach (2012) finds that 2010 is the first year when 

more people agreed than disagreed that homosexual couples should have the right to marry one another. 

However, it was not until 2014 that a majority of Americans approved of same-sex marriage. Support for 

same-sex marriage may vary based on personal views of reasons for marriage. For example, liberals and 

moderates show greater support for same-sex marriage when they think the purpose of marriage is for 

adult fulfillment and mutual happiness rather than for bearing and raising children whereas conservatives 

show low support for same-sex marriage regardless of purpose of marriage (Becker, 2012). Religion 

continues to be an important factor in shaping attitudes (Ellison, Acevedo, & Ramos-Wada, 2011; 

Harrison and Michelson, 2015). 

 

While general attitudes toward same-sex marriage have been tracked using the GSS since 1988, less is 

known about attitudes within the LGBT community. A 2003 Harris Interactive Poll of 748 LGBT adults, 

conducted one month after the Goodridge decision that legalized same-sex marriage in Massachusetts, 

showed that half of people agreed that civil unions are the same as marriage and 22% said they would not 

want to get legally married to someone in a committed relationship (Egan & Sherrill, 2005). Among gay 

voters in a 2004 national election exit poll, only half said that gay and lesbian couples should be allowed 

to legally marry (31% preferred civil unions and 17% preferred no legal recognition of gay and lesbian 

relationships). While married or cohabiting LGBT individuals supported legalizing same-sex marriage, 

older and more educated LGBT individuals were less likely to support legalization. Rather, across all age 

groups, LGBT individuals ranked workplace discrimination as their number one priority with hate crimes 
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coming in second for those under 65 and third for the 65 and over group. Civil marriage ranked third for 

the youngest group (18-25) and fourth for the 26-44 age group but did not rank in the top five for the 45-

64 or 65 and over groups (Egan & Sherrill, 2005). A more recent survey of LGBT adults in a mid-size 

southern city finds that 89% of respondents strongly agree that same-sex marriage should be legal. While 

63% of their sample also say marriage equality is personally very important to them, others show a lower 

level of importance with 13% saying it is very unimportant to them (Maccio et al., 2014).  

 

II. Potential impact of same-sex marriage 

Early evidence from Massachusetts and California show the importance of marriage for gay and lesbian 

couples (Richman, 2015). Lannutti (2005, 2007) conducted a survey of LGBT community members in the 

time period between the Goodridge ruling in favor of same-sex marriage and the availability of marriage 

licenses for same-sex couples in Massachusetts. In her focus on how same-sex marriage would affect the 

LGBT community, Lannutti (2005) found four themes. The first was legal equality, both in its larger 

significance for the general treatment of the LGBT population and its more specific financial and legal 

benefits. The other three themes were more dialectical. In terms of relationships, participants saw 

marriage as potentially creating more serious relationships, ones that would be more stable, and less 

serious relationships, as couples could get married as part of a fad for the “wrong” reasons. In terms of the 

LGBT community, participants talked about the possibility that marriage would make the community 

stronger by offering validation and unification while also potentially weakening the community through 

assimilation or by creating divisions (between those who marry and those who do not, between gay men 

and lesbians and bisexual and transgender members). Regarding LGBT community relations with 

mainstream culture, participants thought the legalization of marriage could improve relations as 

stereotypes of the community erode at the same time as increasing visibility and scrutiny.  

 

Likewise, Whitlow and Ould (2015) found that married lesbians in Massachusetts struggled with whether 

to use the term “wife” as a signal of their status at the same time as fearing its heteronormative 

implications. Duggan (2003) defines the “new homonormativity” as “a politics that does not contest 

dominant heteronormative assumptions and institutions, but upholds and sustains them, while promising 

the possibility of a demobilized gay constituency and a privatized, depoliticized gay culture anchored in 

domesticity and consumption” (50). This is the idea that homosexuals could engage in behaviors, 

including marriage, similar to heterosexuals. For example, a gay married couple might buy a house in the 

suburbs, have children, coach their child’s soccer team, etc. In this sense, marriage may mute LGBT 

identity, encourage assimilation to straight culture, and weaken LGBT community goals. Indeed, attaining 

the right to marry may reduce resources and motivation for other important LGBT issues, and this is 

particularly the case for transgender individuals (Daum, 2018). Lannutti (2007) also found that the 

possibility for legal marriage affected individuals’ views of their relationships and potential relationships. 

For example, in considering future partners, many participants noted that they might consider different 

characteristics desirable since there was now the possibility of marrying that person.  

 

In an analysis of how individuals in same-sex domestic partnerships in California think marriage would 

affect their lives, Shulman, Gotta, and Green (2012) came up with five classes. The first class includes 

those who think they would be happier and healthier, which was expressed in expectations for 

improvements in their relationships, family lives, and overall psychological well-being. The second class 

includes those who think their daily lives would be easier and more secure because they would gain 

benefits that marriage bestows on heterosexuals. The third class consists of those who talked about 

respect, recognition, and legitimation of their relationships, creating a perception of them as a “real” 

couple and a “real” relationship. The fourth class, smallest in number, is those who focused on achieving 

justice and letting go of anger. The fifth class includes those who think legal marriage would not change 

their lives. While 20% of their sample initially said they expected no changes, most of these in fact went 
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on to talk about potential changes in their lives. We expect to draw from these classes in developing our 

national survey. 

 

III. Significance of this study  

While there has been little work post-marriage equality and specifically regarding same-sex marriage, 

there is developing research on same-sex families that is inextricably tied to same-sex marriage and 

employed in the push for marriage equality. We know that families play an important role in our lives and 

in society as a whole. It is in the family where we are socialized and typically spend the most time. It is 

culturally expected that we have our strongest social and emotional attachments to our families and 

without those ties we are considered lesser and perhaps abnormal. Families are often entangled with other 

social structures, including but not limited to the church, the state, and economy. As such, families 

operate symbolically and as an institution (Biblarz & Savci, 2010; Powell et al., 2010).  

 

Understanding attitudes toward marriage and marriage equality is important for a host of reasons, but 

most essential is the fact that marriage binds individuals together and to the state. Biblarz and Savci 

(2010, 491) note that the family is situated “as partly a state institution through which the boundaries and 

meanings of citizenship and belonging are defined and as an arena that is simultaneously constituted by, 

and constitutive of, symbols and meanings that circulate around gender, culture, sexuality, socialization, 

and the self.” Because the family has been seen as a heterosexual institution, LGBT individuals are often 

excluded from theorizing about marriage and family (Butler, 2004). Indeed, the normative sequence of 

life events that include marriage and reproduction have excluded LGBT individuals or marked them as 

developmentally stunted (Halberstam, 2005). Nevertheless, understanding same-sex marriage may 

contribute to broader knowledge about gender and family (Moore, 2008). 

 

In the mid-2000s, Egan and Sherrill (2005) noted that marriage was a recent focus for LGBT groups, 

something that had rarely been a priority in the 20th century. Seidman (2002, 6) stated: “Gay life is 

defined by a contradiction: many individuals can choose to live beyond the closet but they must still live 

and participate in a world where most institutions maintain heterosexual domination.” (cited in Ghaziani, 

2011, 103). Cherlin (2004) discusses same-sex marriage as a development in the “deinstitutionalization of 

marriage.” If marriage equality is beyond the closet, how does this change the way LGBT individuals 

think about marriage? Baumle and Compton (2017, 31) argue for the greater significance of legal 

marriage: “On a broader scale, the Court’s decision has ripple effects that legitimate LGBT families and 

their legal rights, meaning that favorable outcomes are more likely even when family issues arise outside 

of legal marriage.” 

 

Marriage also often contributes to what makes a family and how privileges and resources are bestowed at 

every level between the family and other institutions, such as employers and the state. Understanding how 

individuals perceive and use marriage, and specifically same-sex marriage, is important because of the 

potential consequences for areas of inequality and discrimination, including topics related to healthcare 

and healthcare access, discrimination in education, employment, and housing, and the overall broader 

social acceptance of the LGBT community.  

 

There are many potential benefits of marriage equality. While LGBT individuals have less access to 

health care and experience greater health problems due to “minority stress,” there is evidence that 

legalization of same-sex marriage improves health outcomes in the LGBT community (Buffie, 2011). 

Before Obergefell legalized marriage in all 50 states, LGB individuals living in states where same-sex 

marriage was illegal were more likely to experience internalized homonegativity than those living in 

states with marriage equality (Tatum, 2017). Legal recognition may be particularly important for mental 

health outcomes (Wight, LeBlanc, & Badgett, 2013). In a survey of lesbian, gay, and bisexual individuals, 

Riggle, Rostosky, and Horne (2010) find that LGB individuals in legally recognized relationships report 
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less stress, depressive symptoms, and internalized homophobia than those in other committed 

relationships, suggesting similar benefits to legal recognition as for heterosexual couples. In one of the 

few studies focused on marriage among transgender individuals, Liu and Wilkinson (2017) find that 

married transgender individuals perceive less discrimination than cohabiting and divorced transgender 

individuals do. In a cross-national study of 29 European countries, Hooghe and Meeusen (2013) find that 

individuals in countries with same-sex marriage legislation are significantly less likely to disapprove of 

homosexuality than those in countries without legislation (registered partnership legislation has a weaker 

effect). This would suggest a legitimation aspect to federal marriage that would further benefit couples 

and impact social tolerance rates. However, the achievement of marriage equality does not necessarily 

mean all problems are solved. While marriage has the potential to legitimate same-sex relationships, there 

may be limits to family and community acceptance (Ocobock, 2013).In a post-marriage equality society, 

LGBT people have been marginalized both as enemies that motivate conservative voters and as part of 

general diversity that ignores LGBT-specific issues (Samek, 2016). Nevertheless, achieving marriage 

equality may open up new possibilities for LGBT rights (Bernstein, 2015).  

 

To date research on LGBT families has largely concentrated on individuals within same-sex parent 

families—their attributes, feelings, and behaviors—arguably areas that have also been the center of the 

“family values” debate in mainstream America (Biblarz & Savci, 2010; Stacey & Biblarz, 2001). The few 

large-scale family studies, as well as numerous other small-scale studies, have all relied on convenience 

samples consisting of respondents who were overwhelmingly white, middle-class, young adults with 

above-average levels of education (e.g., Blumstein & Schwartz, 1983; Compton, 2013; Kurdek 1993, 

2004). Indeed, evidence from individuals married to same-sex partners in Massachusetts suggests that 

white, high-income males feel a greater sense of inclusion following marriage equality than other groups 

(Badgett, 2011). However, these studies indicate that gay men and lesbians, like most heterosexual 

individuals, seek and desire secure, intimate relationships. Some also seek marriage and, prior to marriage 

equality, many opted to live in marriage-like relationships.  

 

In this vein, research has indicated that there is little difference between same-sex partners and 

heterosexual couples when it comes to issues of stability, conflict, problem-solving, decision-making, 

interpersonal violence, and the division of household labor (Allen et al., 1999; Carrington, 1999; Herek, 

2006; Kurdek, 1993, 2004; Sarantakos, 1996). In fact, same-sex partners and their families may be more 

stable than has been suggested in the family literature (Biblarz & Savci, 2010; Gottman et al., 2002). 

Many of the differences that have been attributed to sexual orientation across couple types may in fact be 

more about differences in external stresses stemming from heterosexist norms, lower levels of social 

support, and lack of access to resources via marriage and legal rights (Baumle & Compton, 2011, 2015; 

Baumle, Compton, & Poston, 2009; Waite & Gallagher, 1999). It is also important to note differences in 

perceptions of community climate. A recent study of LGB parents shows that those who perceive their 

communities as tolerant feel more social barriers than those who perceive their communities as supportive 

(Oswald et al., 2018). 

 

While there has been some theorizing regarding what marriage means to LGBT individuals and families 

and how lives could be potentially affected (Bernstein, Harvey, & Naples, 2018; Cherlin, 2004; Egan and 

Sherrill, 2005), relatively little is known about attitudes in the LGBT community and particularly post 

marriage-equality. There is also a need for comparisons between heterosexual and LGBT individuals. 

Another gap in research on LGBT marriage and relationships is the lack of comparison between those in 

relationships and those not in relationships (Umberson et al. 2015). These comparisons are important as 

we ultimately seek to understand similarities and differences in how people view marriage and 

expectations for marriage as well as experiences within and outside marital and other romantic 

relationships.  
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Research on transgender people’s attitudes and experiences with marriage is almost absent (Biblarz and 

Savci 2010; Pfeffer 2014). Pfeffer’s (2014, 2016) research on cisgender women in relationships with 

transgender men shows the importance of going beyond sex/gender binaries. While the women in her 

study were often seen as straight women in relationships with straight men, more often than not they 

identified themselves and their relationships as queer. 

 

METHODOLOGY 

 

Overview 

 

We will develop a two-part mixed methods project, which includes a national survey of American 

attitudes and sentiments toward marriage and marriage equality, and more in-depth qualitative interviews 

of LGBT individuals on the subject. At present, there is little known about attitudes toward marriage 

equality (particularly within the LGBT community) in the current post-marriage equality context. 

Although we plan to draw on previous survey research, most of these surveys have focused on 

heterosexual attitudes (e.g., Lannutti and Lachlan, 2007; Pearl and Galupo, 2007) or have been 

geographically limited samples (Shulman et al., 2012) and, most importantly, were conducted before 

Obergefell. We will thus conduct our own national survey through AmeriSpeak. Following the survey, we 

will conduct interviews with LGBT individuals about marriage. Interview questions will be based on 

survey findings but seek to address motivations for marriage or opting out of marriage. A key component 

to this part of the research will be comparing LGBT individuals in low and high equality municipalities 

and states. Since a primary aim of this project is to train undergraduate students in quantitative and 

qualitative methods, each step in the research process will involve students and is subject to change based 

on discussions regarding theory, previous research, and methodological issues. 

 

Survey 

 

The quantitative portion of the project will address current attitudes toward marriage (generally) and 

same-sex marriage specifically as well as expectations regarding marriage and reasons for marrying or not 

marrying. We build on previously tested survey questions and add questions related to the transgender 

experience of marriage as well as divorce in the context of same-sex marriage. This will allow us to 

compare heterosexual to LGBT individuals as well as draw comparisons within the LGBT group. We will 

also be able to compare across regional contexts, comparing those in states with earlier legalization of 

same-sex marriage to those in states that have lagged in marriage equality.  

 

Sampling 

The survey will be administered to a nationally representative sample of American adults aged 18 and 

over. The final sample will include 2,700 adults with a 15% oversample of LGBT adults (estimated at 405 

individuals) in order to have suitable numbers for analysis and comparison among groups. In order to 

ensure a probability-based sample, we will work with a team at AmeriSpeak, which is a research 

organization developed and funded by the National Opinion Research Center (NORC) at the University of 

Chicago. AmeriSpeak uses the same sampling source as the GSS based on a national frame of addresses 

from the U.S. postal service. While AmeriSpeak is still in the process of developing its panel, it has 

already amassed over 30,000 nationally representative households. AmeriSpeak will allow us to access a 

representative, probability-based sample of pre-recruited participants. It has been confirmed that there are 

enough LGBT panelists to meet the 15% oversample (see appendix for more details about AmeriSpeak’s 

methodology). 

 

The Survey 

Regarding the survey component, our specific aims and hypotheses are: 
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• To examine attitudes toward marriage (generally) as a social and political issue. We 

hypothesize that heterosexual individuals will place greater importance on marriage than LGBT 

individuals. 

• To examine attitudes toward same-sex marriage as a social and political issue. We 

hypothesize that LGBT individuals will support same-sex marriage more than heterosexual 

individuals. 

• To understand why individuals opt to get married or opt out of marriage. We hypothesize 

that LGBT individuals will be less likely to expect to marry than heterosexual individuals. 

• To examine attitudes toward practical, ideological, and symbolic reasons for getting 

married. We hypothesize that LGBT individuals will expect marriage to have a greater impact 

on their lives than heterosexual individuals. 

• To compare attitudes by gender and sexual orientation. We hypothesize that heterosexual 

men will have more positive attitudes toward marriage than heterosexual women, but lesbians 

will have more positive attitudes toward marriage than gay men. 

• To compare LGBT marriage expectations across regions. We hypothesize that LGBT 

individuals in high equality municipalities and/or states will have greater expectations for 

marriage than LGBT individuals in low equality municipalities and/or states. 

 

Based on previous studies, the researchers will draw from various scales measuring attitudes toward 

marriage (generally) and attitudes toward same-sex marriage. These scales have been tested in previous 

studies to ensure validity and reliability. We include here potential attitudinal statements adapted from 

various scales including but not limited to: 

 

• Intent to Marry Scale (IMS) – Based on exploratory and confirmatory factor analysis, Park and 

Rosén (2013) developed this scale of three items: I want to marry, I do not hope to marry, and I 

intend to get married someday. 

• General Attitudes Toward Marriage Scale (GAMS) – This scale includes ten items: Marriages 

make people happy, Marriage is beneficial, Marriage is a “good idea,” Marriage is important, 

Most marriages are unhappy situations, People should not marry, Marriage makes people 

unhappy, I do not have fears of marriage, I have doubts about marriage and, I am fearful of 

marriage. This scale includes factors that refer to the importance of marriage for people more 

generally (items 1-7) and factors that measure personal feelings about marriage (items 8-10) 

(Park & Rosén, 2013).  

• The Attitude Toward Same-Sex Marriage Scale (ASSMS) – Potential questions address how 

same-sex marriage has improved society, how it is connected to religion and the state, and 

satisfaction with its availability. These questions were previously stated as hypotheticals 

(Lannutti and Lachlan, 2007). This scale includes 22 items on civil equality, cultural 

endorsement, and personal exposure: 1) Same-sex couples should be allowed the same rights as 

heterosexual couples, 2) It is wrong for the government to treat same-sex couples differently than 

heterosexual couples, 3) Same-sex couples should be allowed to name each other as insurance 

beneficiaries, 4) Same-sex couples should be allowed to adopt children, 5) Same-sex couples 

should be allowed to share property ownership, 6) Businesses should include employees’ same-

sex partners in health benefits, 7) If someone cannot make a health decision for themselves, their 

same-sex partner should be allowed to make those decisions on their behalf, 8) Same-sex couples 

deserve the same protections as heterosexual couples, 9) Same-sex couples should be allowed to 

form legal unions giving them some legal rights, but not to marry, 10) Same-sex couples should 

be allowed to marry, 11) I am against same-sex marriage, 12) I oppose any law that would make 

it impossible for same-sex couples to marry, 13) It is morally wrong for same-sex couples to 

marry, 14) Allowing same-sex couples to marry would improve society, 15) Allowing same-sex 

couples to marry will have little or no effect on society, 16) Allowing same-sex couples to marry 
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will change society for the worse, 17) I am disgusted by the idea of same-sex couples marrying, 

18) I believe that religious institutions should perform same-sex marriages, 19) I would be happy 

if same-sex couples were allowed to marry, 20) I know a same-sex couple personally, 21) I have 

a personal relationship with someone who is gay, lesbian, bisexual, or transgendered, and 22) If 

invited, I would attend a same-sex marriage ceremony. 

• The Attitudes Toward Same-Sex Marriage Scale (ATSM) – Potential questions address benefits 

of marriage, how the family is strengthened by marriage equality, and how moral and legal 

aspects are related to greater society. Pearl and Galupo (2007) used versions of these questions on 

a heterosexual sample before marriage equality had been achieved across the country. This scale 

includes 17 items: 1) Same-sex marriage undermines the meaning of the traditional family, 2) 

Two loving same-sex parents can provide the same quality of parenting and guidance as a man 

and a woman, 3) A primary purpose of marriage is to provide stability in a loving relationship. 

Same-sex partners should have this legal right available to them, 4) The recognition of same-sex 

marriage poses a threat to society because public schools will be forced to teach that 

homosexuality is normal, 5) Marital protections, such as social security and health care benefits, 

should be available to same-sex partners, 6) Same-sex marriage will strengthen the morals of 

society by supporting equality, 7) I support individuals who are not heterosexual seeking 

marriage rights, 8) Because more people will have the benefits of marriage, family will be 

strengthened by the recognition of same-sex marriages, 9) Men and women naturally complement 

one another, therefore a union between two men or two women should not be recognized in 

marriage, 10) The legalization of same-sex marriage is an important step toward the acceptance 

of individuals who are not heterosexual, 11) A primary purpose of marriage is to raise children, 

therefore only a man and a woman should be married, 12) Same-sex marriage ensures equal 

rights for all relationships regardless of sexual orientation, 13) The legalization of same-sex 

marriage will lead to unnecessary financial burdens, such as social security and health care 

benefits, 14) The legalization of same-sex marriage will jeopardize religious freedom, 15) 

Individuals should be free to enter into marriage with another same-sex consenting adult because 

God created all people and does not make mistakes, 16) Same-sex marriage will lead to the moral 

decay of society, and 17) I oppose the legalization of same-sex marriage. 

• Anticipated Impact of Marriage Scale (AIMS) – Potential questions will focus on the effects of 

marriage on relationships with specific people, including partner, parents, friends, coworkers, and 

neighbors. Shulman et al. (2012) developed these questions to examine the attitudes of 

Californians in domestic partnerships between the California court ruling and the availability of 

marriage licenses. Respondents were asked: “If you were to get legally married to your current 

partner, indicate how you think it might affect your relationship with your: partner, mother, 

father, siblings, children, employer/boss, coworkers, heterosexual friends, LGBT friends, 

neighbors, leaders of one’s religious communities, members of one’s religious communities, 

health care providers” (from 1 = it will get worse to 7 = it will improve). The final scale excluded 

children and religious communities (the latter were included in a separate measure). 

 

Large-scale surveys have asked about same-sex marriage in a more limited fashion. The GSS first asked 

about same-sex marriage (“Homosexual couples should have the right to marry one another”) in 1988 

though it did not consistently include the question until 2004-2016. The GSS included a question about 

sex between two adults of the same sex in 1991, 1994, 1998, and 2008 but only collected data on sexual 

orientation in 1988-1991 and 1993-1994. The Pew Research Center has regularly asked whether 

individuals favor/oppose “allowing gays and lesbians to marry legally.” In 2013, Pew conducted a survey 

of 1,197 LGBT adults in which they asked about reasons for getting married (love, companionship, 

making a lifelong commitment, for legal rights and benefits, financial stability, having children, and 

having a relationship recognized in a religious ceremony). In 2015, the Public Religion Research Institute 

(PRRI) conducted the American Values Survey in which they asked three questions about LGBT rights. 
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Interviewers asked whether respondents strongly favor, favor, oppose, or strongly oppose the following: 

“allowing gay and lesbian couples to marry legally,” “laws that would protect gay, lesbian, bisexual, and 

transgender people against discrimination in jobs, public accommodations, and housing,” and “allowing a 

small business owner in your state to refuse to provide products or services to gay or lesbian people, if 

doing so violates their religious beliefs.”  

 

The survey portion of the proposed study will adapt and develop new questions to measure attitudes 

toward marriage generally and same-sex marriage in this particular period, four years post-marriage 

equality. Some new questions will focus on attitudes toward transgender individuals marrying and 

attitudes toward divorce in the context of same-sex marriage. As is best practice, we will start with 

general attitudes toward marriage followed by attitudes more specific to same-sex marriage. We will also 

be working in consultation with at least two experts on research design. Both experts have specific 

expertise in survey research, marriage and family studies, population studies, and the LGBT population 

(please see attached Letters of Commitment). With their added feedback, we are confident we can create a 

well-designed survey questionnaire. 

 

A first step and primary concern for us is to identify LGBT people. Some studies rely on other strategies, 

such as proxy reports, in order to determine whether someone is in a same-sex relationship, and this often 

yields biased results (Perrin, Cohen, & Caren, 2013; Umberson et al. 2015). To avoid this, we plan on 

using best practices for identifying LGBT individuals and relationship status, including marriage, legal 

unions or partnerships, and cohabitation (Bates and DeMaio 2013). To assess gender identity we will 

draw on The Williams Institute (2014) suggestion of using a two-step approach to ask about transgender 

identity in which the first question asks about assigned sex at birth and the second question asks about 

current gender identity. Further, we will include multiple measures of gender identity, gender 

presentation, and sexuality—including measures of behavior, desire, and identity, as advised by 

Umberson et al. (2015). Without the appropriate questions, researchers risk classifying individuals and 

relationships inaccurately, which could ultimately mask similarities and differences between LGBT and 

non-LGBT individuals (Moore and Stambolis-Ruhstorfer 2013).  

 

Once we have developed our survey questionnaire, we will use an AmeriSpeak panel to administer it to a 

nationally representative sample of 2,700 American adults, with a 15% (about 405) oversample of self-

identifying LGBT individuals. The questionnaire will be administered online with approximately 15-20% 

of questionnaires completed via telephone.  

 

Data Analysis Plan 

Our survey will be downloaded into an appropriate statistical package (SPSS, STATA) for analysis. Our 

dependent variables will include attitudes toward marriage for the whole sample, marriage desires for 

unmarried individuals, and marriage characteristics for married individuals. Our independent variables 

will include identification as heterosexual, lesbian, gay, bisexual, or transgender, gender identification, 

race, age, education, marital status, and community-level equality. Weights will be applied. We will 

create various marriage attitude scales and test hypotheses related to LGBT status, gender, and 

community-level equality in regression models. 

 

Interviews 

 

The qualitative portion of the project will focus on the LGBT community and LGBT individuals. We 

want to distinguish how the LGBT community feels about marriage for themselves personally versus how 

they feel about marriage as a social and political issue for their community qualitatively. Further, we will 

illuminate how marriage is, or is expected to be, utilized practically and symbolically by individuals. This 

will involve interviewing those who are not married about their desires for marriage and expectations of 
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marriage and those who are married about their marital relationships. It will also involve broader 

questions about marriage within the LGBT community and how it has potentially changed over the last 

few years. Interview questions will be largely derived from recent theoretical work and studies that have 

sought to understand the social and political impact of marriage equality as well as our survey findings.  

 

Sampling Plan 

We plan to conduct 120 semi-structured interviews with LGBT individuals in four states, representing 

high and low support for LGBT equality. We will use the Human Rights Campaign (HRC) 2016 State 

Equality Index to select two states that are rated with the lowest score (high priority to achieve basic 

equality) and two states that are rated with the highest score (working toward innovative equality). 

According to this index, 28 states received the lowest rating and 9 states received the highest rating. All of 

the states in the South except Delaware and Maryland and two-thirds of states in the Midwest (Indiana, 

Kansas, Michigan, Missouri, Nebraska, North Dakota, Ohio, South Dakota) are in the low equality 

category. On the other hand, the nine high-equality states are located almost exclusively in the Northeast 

and West. Within each state, we will use the Municipal Equality Index (MEI) to choose a low-ranking 

city and a high-ranking city. The MEI provides a score from 0 to 100 based on non-discrimination laws in 

employment, housing, and public accommodations; benefits and protections for municipality employees; 

municipal services (e.g., LGBT liaison); law enforcement (e.g., responsible reporting of hate crimes); and 

relationship with the LGBT community (e.g., pro-equality policy efforts). For example, in Louisiana, 

New Orleans is the only high-ranking city, with a score of 89, while low-ranking cities include Monroe 

(0), Lake Charles (6), and Lafayette (12). Therefore, we will have eight research sites across locales with 

varying equality scores and geographic representation. We expect approximately 15 interviews at each 

research site. 

 

Figure 2: Map of state equality 

 

 
Key: purple = working toward innovative equality (high equality), blue = solidifying equality, green = 

building equality, red = high priority to achieve basic equality (low equality). Based on HRC 2016 State 

Equality Index 

 

Since we are dealing with a “hidden” or “invisible” population, it is important for us to gather a diverse 

set of respondents across varied contexts to address our questions. Mirroring the process employed by 
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Baumle and Compton’s (2015) Legalizing the Family project, we will recruit multiple referral chains in 

each location with starting points stemming from affinity or social groups, formal organization leaders 

and newsmakers, and advertise calls across social media platforms, not limited to Facebook and Twitter, 

tagging appropriate organizations and gatekeepers to share broadly. With at least three starting points in 

each locale, we will snowball out from the starting point until we have met saturation. Additionally, we 

will give preference to under-represented groups and voices.  

 

Because LGBT individuals are a part of a stigmatized class they are often subjected to scrutiny from 

researchers and the public. In this context, referrals are an important mechanism for acquiring research 

participants and gaining trust and rapport with interviewees. We will reach out specifically to local 

organizations and across community forums on social media (including local HRC and Equality chapters, 

locale-specific LGBT Facebook groups, and researchers at nearby universities that study LGBT issues). 

Our goal will be to generate a sample that is varied and able to represent a variety of LGBT voices. 

Throughout the sampling process, we will remain highly cognizant of the academic criticisms of studying 

LGBT populations and hidden populations as a whole, particularly the concern regarding homogeneity of 

participants drawn from convenience samples and the lack of racial and socio-economic diversity. As 

such, we will draw on data from nationally representative surveys, such as the American Community 

Survey (ACS), to guide our recruitment of participants to ideally create the greatest applicability of our 

work.   

 

Table 1: Potential research sites 

 

 State level 

Municipality level High equality Low equality 

High equality Boston, Chicago, New York, San 

Francisco, Seattle 

Charlotte, Cincinnati, Detroit, New 

Orleans 

Low equality Lowell, MA, Naperville, IL, 

Oxnard, CA, Gresham, OR 

Baton Rouge, LA, Dublin, OH, 

Warren, MI, Wilmington, NC 

 

We will utilize the grounded theory approach and employ a constant comparative method for our data 

collection and analysis (Corbin & Strauss, 1990; Glaser & Strauss, 1967). We will also draw on the most 

recent American Community Survey at the time of the study’s start date to consider overall demographic 

representation of gender, race, and class across our respondents. An iterative sampling procedure will be 

used to continually reevaluate our sample characteristics in order to bring our final sample in line with 

theoretically-relevant characteristics (see e.g. Glaser & Strauss, 1967). Data collection may be expanded 

depending on when saturation has been met (Corbin & Strauss, 1990; Glaser & Strauss, 1967), when no 

new themes are emerging.  

 

Interviews 

Our qualitative interviews seek to address the following questions: 

• What drives LGBT individuals to marry post-marriage equality? 

• What reasons do individuals cite as important for and against getting married?  

• Is there an assimilation to heteronormative family values or are LGBT individuals creating 

different meanings of marriage and family? 

It is important to note that there are multiple reasons individuals get married. At the same time, there may 

be tension between individual desires and broader views toward marriage equality.  

 

The specific aims for the interview component are: 

• To examine how LGBT individuals view same-sex marriage as a social and political issue for the 

LGBT community 
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• To examine how LGBT individuals view same-sex marriage for their own personal relationships 

• To understand LGBT individuals’ practical and symbolic reasons for wanting marriage or opting 

out 

• To observe differences in marriage views and reasons for marrying or opting out between LGBT 

individuals living in high equality places compared to low equality places 

 

The interviews will be conducted mostly in person and occasionally by phone; in-person interviews will 

be conducted at a location chosen by the subject. We expect both authors to be present for a vast majority 

of the interviews. We are both Caucasian females, with one of us identifying as heterosexual and one 

identifying as non-heterosexual, and one of us being married and the other as never married and opting 

out of marriage at the time of the interviews. Our insider status in each of these areas will garner trust 

with participants and will lead to a reflexive dialogue (Denzin, 2001). Further, our differing standpoints 

will lead to probing questions, which might not have been addressed by a single researcher. We believe 

this to be a notable strength to our data collection process and study.  

 

On average, we expect interviews to last between 1.5-2 hours in length. All participants will go through 

the informed consent process. Further, participants will be provided the opportunity to review any quotes 

used within the final manuscript. The semi-structured questionnaire will include questions addressing 

demographics, individuals’ experience with marital and legal landscapes during their life course, and 

lastly personal, social, and political attitudes toward marriage, family, and the state. We will develop 

attitudinal questions from our proposed survey in addition to prior studies.  

 

Interview questions will focus on attitudes toward marriage in general, same-sex marriage, and potential 

impact of marriage on individuals and communities. For example, we will draw on themes uncovered by 

Shulman et al. (2012). Based on interviews with Californians in domestic partnerships conducted between 

the California court ruling and the availability of marriage licenses, they developed five classes about how 

marriage would affect participants’ lives.  

1. We would be happier and healthier (overall well-being, commitment for life, comfort to children, 

support of family and friends) 

2. We would have more ease and security in our daily life, knowing we have the full rights of any 

married couple (benefits, financial, legal, medical, security) 

3. We would be viewed as a “real” couple (respect, recognition, value) 

4. We could let go of that anger at not having equal rights 

5. Life wouldn’t change 

 

Therefore, questions might address expected changes if married for those who are not married and 

changes since marriage for those who are married. Probing questions might ask about changes in 

happiness, well-being, security, and recognition. Further questions might delve into comparisons between 

heterosexual marriage and same-sex marriage as well as potential sources of support and resistance from 

family, friends, and community. Finally, questions may relate to personal views of divorce as well as 

potential consequences of same-sex divorce for the LGBT community. 

 

Data Analysis Plan 

We will use Atlas.ti to analyze the interview data. While the greater focus will be on speaking to themes 

regarding attitudes toward marriage equality—including personal, practical, and socio-political themes—

we will also speak across issues of gender, race, age, family structure, and geography. Further, we will 

consider decision-making factors related to whether LGBT individuals seek to marry or opt out, along 

with mediating factors such as their social networks, media, prior interactions with marriage or the law, 

and individual factors related to familial desires and demographic and socio-economic characteristics.  
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Most particularly we plan to delineate between geographic contexts, groups, and demographic 

characteristics to more directly demonstrate the interactions and motivations that comprise the 

construction of views toward marriage by LGBT individuals. These data will allow comparisons within 

the LGBT population, with attention to the underrepresented views of transgender individuals. Further, 

we will directly compare LGBT individuals living in the four types of communities: high equality 

municipality/high equality state, high equality municipality/low equality state, low equality 

municipality/high equality state, low equality municipality/low equality state. We believe this approach 

will allow us to identify patterns that will lead to a greater understanding of why and how LGBT 

individuals value marriage equality. 

 

Project Potential and Assessment 

 

We expect this project to yield a great deal of useful data and research on attitudes toward the LGBT 

community and from voices within the community. We expect this project to produce multiple peer-

reviewed articles with open access in top tier sociology or specialty journals and at least 4-6 conference 

presentations, several of which will be co-authored with undergraduates. We will develop the qualitative 

portion of the study into a book manuscript (currently we have seen interest from NYU Press and will 

likely give them first right to refusal).  

 

This project will also contribute to the education and research training of undergraduate students at both 

Davidson and UNO. Most intensively, we expect four students to go on to graduate programs and further 

training in Sociology.   

 

Lastly, due to the richness and value of this data we will work to make the survey data open and sharable 

with other researchers after we have published our first major overview of the work. 

 

Timeline and Plan for Student Involvement 

 

Undergraduate students will be involved throughout the research process and will gain experience with 

both qualitative and quantitative sociology methods. Undergraduate students will work on the following 

research tasks: 

• Searching library databases for relevant journal articles, books, research reports, etc. 

• Reviewing previous research with particular attention to methodology and findings 

• Writing summaries of previous findings and organizing material for a literature review 

• Developing and refining research questions 

• Sampling and recruitment techniques 

• Creating and revising survey and interview questions 

• Preparing consent forms 

• Reviewing ethical guidelines regarding confidentiality and data storage and completing human 

subjects training using the NIH tutorial on Protecting Human Research Participants 

• Submitting a protocol to IRB 

• Preparing for data collection (students will be trained in best practices for conducting interviews 

and may be present for local interviews in Charlotte and New Orleans) 

• Transcribing interview data 

• Engaging in data analysis (statistical analysis of survey data, coding and thematic analysis of 

interview data) 

• Interpreting findings and connecting findings to previous theory and research 

• Writing various sections of research papers 

• Presenting research at professional conferences 
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• Preparing manuscripts for journal submission and going through the revision process   

 

The three-year timeline is shown in the following table: 

 Fall Spring Summer 

Year 1 – 2019/20 Survey design Survey data collection 

via AmeriSpeak panel 

Preliminary analysis of 

survey data 

 IRB approval for 

survey 

Data cleaning Visit 4 research sites to 

conduct 60 interviews 

Year 2 – 2020/21 Data transcription of 

interviews 

Analysis of survey data 

and preparation of 

conference paper  

Visit 4 research sites to 

conduct 60 interviews 

 Submit abstracts to 

conferences 

Preliminary coding of 

interview data 

Present research at 

ASA and ISA 

Year 3 – 2021/22 Data transcription of 

interviews 

Analysis of interview 

data 

Write first draft of 

book 

 More coding of 

interview data 

Present research at SSS Present research at 

ASA 

 Submit abstracts to 

conferences 

Submit book proposal  

 

BROADER IMPACTS OF THE RESEARCH 

 

The proposed research will have the following broader impacts: 

 

1. Broadens understanding of marriage and provides data of interest to a wide audience 

(informed citizens, policy makers, LGBT advocates) 

At its most basic level, the proposed study seeks to fill in gaps in our knowledge of marriage 

attitudes, particularly among LGBT adults, and in comparison across individuals’ sexual identity 

and state and municipal levels of LGBT equality. Previous research based in larger samples have 

relied mainly on single-item attitudinal questions and largely heterosexual samples. Studies that 

seek to examine different aspects of marriage attitudes often rely on small, regional samples. The 

proposed study will provide a greater understanding of how heterosexual and LGBT adults feel 

about marriage broadly, same-sex marriage in particular, and their own expectations regarding 

marriage in an era when all adults have the option to marry. 

2. Addresses an understudied topic: LGBT issues 

LGBT issues, and particularly attitudes and experiences of transgender individuals, have been 

underrepresented in previous research and this study attempts to address this gap. The LGBT 

population has achieved marriage equality yet remains unprotected in many domains. This study 

seeks to understand how LGBT individuals experience marriage equality when they have other 

basic protections and when they do not. For example, the high equality states all have laws on 

non-discrimination in employment, housing, public accommodations, and education while none 

of the low equality states have such laws.  

3. Trains undergraduate students in research methods 

The PIs will involve undergraduate students in research at all stages. Specifically, students will be 

active as research assistants and fellows during the academic year and summer. Students will 

develop the following research skills: conducting library/database searches, organizing and 

writing literature reviews, designing survey questionnaires and semi-structured interview 

questions, sampling and recruiting participants, cleaning data, statistical analysis, coding and 

thematic analysis, creating tables, writing all parts of an empirical research paper, and presenting 
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research at a conference. Both research assistants and fellows, as well as thesis students, will be 

able to work with the data and write original research papers for presentation and publication. 

4. Exposes women, students of color, and LGBT undergraduate students to a supportive 

research environment 

Sociology departments tend to be more diverse than other academic departments, and this is 

particularly true when compared to other STEM fields. At Davidson, sociology majors are 

diverse: 66% are students of color or international students – 36% are African American, 10% are 

Asian, 10% are biracial, 10% are international – and 26% are white (with 8% not reporting). 

Women represent 59% of sociology majors. In addition, and directly related to the proposed 

study, there are many LGBT students in Kaufman’s sociology and gender & sexuality studies 

classes and in the many students who seek out Compton as a mentor. Since the PIs plan to recruit 

heavily from their sociology and gender and sexuality studies courses, they expect most research 

students to follow the distribution above.  

5. Encourages undergraduate students to pursue graduate school and careers in research  

Based on their research experiences, undergraduate students will be better prepared for graduate 

school and careers in research. As noted above, all research students will have the opportunity to 

co-author papers. Summer research fellows will be required to present their research at the 

campus poster symposium, and all research fellows and assistants will be encouraged to present 

or co-present research at the American Sociological Association or Southern Sociological 

Society. As part of the Responsible Conduct of Research (RCR) training, the PIs will explain peer 

review and the publication process. Other mentoring sessions will focus more directly on 

applying to graduate school. 

 

CONCLUSION: Expected Outcomes and Impact 

 

The proposed research will fill in gaps in knowledge regarding attitudes toward marriage among 

heterosexual and LGBT adults as well as reasons for considering marriage among LGBT adults in high 

equality and low equality areas. This study offers a broader and deeper understanding of marriage in the 

post-marriage equality era. We plan to present findings at regional and national conferences, including the 

ASA and SSS, and publish in peer-reviewed journals. Undergraduate students will be included as co-

authors on presentations and journal articles. By the end of the three-year funding period, we will submit 

a book proposal and write several chapters for the book. Both Compton (Legalizing LGBT Families, 

2015) and Kaufman (Superdads, 2013; Sweden Knows Best, under contract) have had success publishing 

with NYU Press. The PIs will also set up a website with documentation – including the survey 

questionnaire, interview questions, and sampling – and working papers will be posted on the website 

when available. Data sharing will take place in consultation with the Davidson College library staff using 

the institutional repository. 


