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Abstract

Over the past fifteen years, the legal recognition of same-sex relationships has
emerged as one of the most controversial and oft-debated social issues. As the public
debate gained traction after the 2003 Massachusetts Supreme Court decision legalizing
same-sex marriage, researchers and polling organizations increasingly sought to measure
Americans’ attitudes on the topic. Unfortunately, these polls are beset by substantial
heterogeneity in polling frames and question context. Over the last decade, polls have
framed the issue as one of gaymarriage, Samesexmarriage and homosexualarriage,
but little research evaluates the effect of shifting frames on public attitudes in this policy
domain. In this research paper, we report the results of an Internet experiment testing for
framing and context effects in public attitudes towards the legal recognition of same-sex
relationships. We report no difference in mean support when respondents are asked
about gay, samesexor homosexualarriage and civil unions, but observe substantial
variation in the strength of opposition based on these frames. Notably, we find this effect
concentrated among middle-aged and older respondents. We also test the impact of
context on reported attitudes by randomly alternating the order of the marriage and civil
unions questions. We report an increase in support for civil unions when asked after the
question about marriage, but do not find statistically significant context effects for
marriage. We discuss the implications of our findings in the context of ongoing efforts
by advocacy organizations to reframe the debate on same-sex marriage.



Introductio n

Over the past fifteen years, the legal recognition of same-sex relationships has
become one of the most controversial and oft-debated social issues. Given the high
stakes, the battle has mobilized both opponents and supporters in efforts to frame the
debate and define the implications for the country. For opponents, the battle over the
legal recognition of same-sex relationships represents a battle to preserve the sacred
bonds of matrimony between man and woman and, with these bonds, traditional family
structures. Advocates of same-sex marriage, on the other hand, have sought to reframe
the debate by focusing on the civil rights issue at hand and dismissing civil unions as a
form of second-class citizenship. This public debate has revealed deep cleavages in
public opinion along religious, generational, and partisan lines.

The contemporary debate over the legal recognition of same-sex relationships is
rooted in a 1993 decision by the Hawaiian Supreme Court that held the state must show a
compelling reason to exclude same-sex couples from marriage. Soon after, President
Clinton reinforced the traditional definition of marriage with the 1996 Defense of
Marriage Act (DOMA). While codifying the one-man, one-woman definition of marriage
for federal purposes, DOMA also asserted the right of individual states to refuse
recognition of same-sex marriages granted in other states. In the ensuing years, the
debate over same-sex marriage was taken up state by state across the nation. A majority
of states eventually issued statutes or amended their state constitutions to prohibit same-
sex marriage, with a small minority opting to extend recognition of civil unions or
domestic partnerships to same-sex couples (Vestal 2009). In 2003, the ruling of the

Massachusetts Supreme Court to extend full marriage rights to same-sex couples in the



historic Goodridge v. Dept. of Healttase reignited the national debate over same-sex
marriage. Concurrent with the Presidential election the following year, eleven states
included same-sex marriage questions on their ballots. Presidential candidates were asked
to stake a position in the debate, leading some to speculate that the “wedge” issue of
same-sex marriage played a substantial role in shaping the election’s outcome (Masci
2007). In each ballot measure, opponents of same-sex marriage emerged victorious.

While commentators quickly read the defeat of same-sex marriage at the ballot
box as a definitive statement on public attitudes, long-term trends in public opinion
suggest that the public’s overall attitude toward same-sex relationships is not entirely
unequivocal. Over the last decade, for instance, the percentage of Americans supporting
the extension of other civil rights, like equal protection in hiring decisions and housing
discrimination, to gay and lesbian citizens has risen dramatically. At the same time, more
and more Americans support allowing gays and lesbians to openly teach in the public
school system and serve in the United States Armed Forces (Brooks 2000; Torres-Reyna
and Shapiro 2002; Schafer and Shaw 2009). The moral stigma of same-sex relationships
is also fading, with the number of Americans proclaiming that “homosexual relations”
are “always wrong” on the decline since the 1990s (Loftus 2001).

But while Americans’ attitudes toward the extension of basic civil liberties and
the morality of same-sex relationships have liberalized, trends in attitudes towards the
legal recognition of same-sex relationships appear more modest, as well as more difficult
to track. Unlike the multiple and consistent series on Americans’ attitudes toward basic
civil liberties from the General Social Survey (GSS), polling on same-sex marriage and

civil unions has been sporadic and inconsistent. Few public opinion polls recorded



attitudes towards the legal recognition of same-sex relationships before the 1996 passage
of DOMA, and then only regularly after the 2003 Massachusetts Supreme Court decision
and the contentious 2004 presidential election. These polls suggest a slight increase in
support for the legal recognition of same-sex relationships, but do notreveal a markedly
upward trend (Brewer and Wilcox 2005). The scarcity of longitudinal data is
compounded by the multiplicity of frames and contexts in which questions about the
legalization of same-sex marriage have been asked. As Lewis and Gossett (2008) report,
“Assessing national trends in support for same-sex marriage is hampered by inconsistent
question wording and by the relatively recent appearance of surveys on the subject.”
(Lewis and Gossett 2008: 7) As a result, little is known about the evolution of public
attitudes toward the legal recognition of same-sex relationships, despite the issue’s
predominance as one of the most salient social issues of our time.

In this research paper, we present evidence on the effect of variation in question
framing and context on support for the legal recognition of same-sex relationships. While
contemporary experimental research cannot assess long-term trends, it can help
understand how contemporary frames, driven largely by supporters and opponents of
same-sex marriage, are reshaping the contours of the current debate. In the first section,
we motivate the research by presenting evidence on the inconsistency of wording and
context in publicly available polls over the last decade. We then review the literature on
framing and context effects in public opinion research, outlining the case for paying
careful attention to issue framing in measuring public attitudes on contentious social
issues. We introduce our experimental data and report our results in the subsequent

section. Finally, we discuss our findings in the context of current efforts to extend



marriage rights to same-sex couples, and demonstrate ways in which framing debates

over same-sex marriage have shaped public opinion in the United States.

Opinion Polling on SameSexMarriage and Civil Unions

The recent proliferation of public opinion polls on the legal recognition of same-
sex relationships offers new, although incomplete, evidence on Americans’ attitudes
towards gay marriage and civil unions. In Figure 1, we report the distribution of over 100
public opinion polls on gay marriage between 1996, when these survey questions first

appeared, and 2009.’

<< Insert Figure 1 >>

A careful analysis of these polls shows substantial heterogeneity in question
wording and survey context. The most significant trend occurred in question wording,
with polls shifting from asking respondents about homosexualmarriage to asking
primarily about gaymarriage. Figure 2 analyzes the shift in question framing for publicly
available polls between 1996 and 2009.* In the earliest period, over two-thirds of polls
asked respondents about their support of homosexuatmarriage, while less than one-third

used the frame gay. By the end of the sequence, the question wording had flipped

3 We use publicly available polls from the website www.pollingreport.com to compile our data on opinion
polls. A complete list of polls used in this analysis is available from the authors upon request.

4 Figure 2 includes all polls between 1996 and 2009 that include questions on gay, same-sex or homosexual
marriage. Some polls use the terms gay andsame-sex in a single question (e.g., “Which comes closest to
your view: Do you believe gay couples should have marriage rights, or do you support civil unions for
same-sex couples, or no legal recognition?”) and are, therefore, included in our tallies for each wording
category. Since a single poll can fall into two categories, the reported percentages do notnecessarily total
one hundred percent.



entirely. Of the thirty-two polls from 2008-2009, more than seventy percent asked about

gaymarriage while only a single poll used the framing homosexual

<< Insert Figure 2 >>

Our analysis reveals substantial variation in question context, as well. In some
cases, a question on marriage rights was asked without any reference to civil unions (or
vice-versa); in other cases, the marriage question was preceded or followed by a separate
question on support for civil unions; and still in other cases, a single question included
the options of support for marriage, support for civil unions, and, most often, a third
option for respondents who support no legal recognition.> We provide an example of

each type of question context in Table 1.

<< Insert Table 1 >>

This research is thus motivated by the substantial heterogeneity in survey research
measuring attitudes towards gay marriage and civil unions. Despite the substantial
variation in polling frames and question context, we lack empirical evidence on whether
— and how — these inconsistencies influence public attitudes towards same-sex marriage
and civil unions. Our analysis builds on research from other policy domains that

demonstrates measureable impacts of question wording and context on reported attitudes.

> Of the publicly available polls, slightly more than half of polls on marriage asked only about gay marriage
without reference to civil unions, while about one-third offered respondents the opportunity to choose
marriage Or civil unions in the same question. Ten percent of polls on gay marriage offered a subsequent
or preceding — but, notably, separate — question inquiring about the respondent’s opinion on civil unions.



Framing Effects

The inconsistent question wording presented above in Figure 2 raises the
possibility of framing effects. According to Chong and Druckman (2007), “(f)raming
refers to the process by which people develop a particular conceptualization of an issue or
reorient their thinking about an issue” (Chong and Druckman 2007: 104). When
developing an opinion on a public issue, like the extension of legal recognition for same-
sex couples, Chong and Druckman (2007) argue that individuals weigh the relative
values of competing beliefs and positions. Framing works by shifting this underlying
calculus to impact individuals’ conceptualization and evaluation of public issues. Frames
can shift this calculus “by making new beliefs available about an issue, making certain
available beliefs accessible, or making beliefs applicable or ‘strong’ in people’s
evaluations.” (Chong and Druckman 2007: 111)

Although contemporary research uncovers various types of framing effects,
Druckman (2001) categorizes them broadly into two ideal typical categories — emphasis
framing effects and equivalencyraming effects. In the former, frames are crafted to
draw particular values to the forefront. Emphasis framing increases the accessibility of
particular stores of information, oftentimes with the intention of mediating support for
particular positions. In the realm of gay rights, emphasis framing has revolved largely
around two competing frames in the public domain — traditional morality and
egalitarianism (Brewer 2003). In the first, the extension of rights to same-sex couples is

presented as an affront to traditional notions of morality and the family; in the second,



gay rights are consistent with normative ideals of equal treatment for citizens.’ Both are
meant to bring particular values to the forefront when individuals evaluate their position.

Equivalency framing effects, on the other hand, occur when logically equivalent
frames are offered on a single public issue. This type of framing typically shifts the
underlying tone of a question without altering the substantive meaning (e.g., see
Schuman and Presser 1996: Chapter 11). In a well-known set of framing experiments
from the General Social Survey (GSS), changing the terminology of the national
spending items yielded substantial shifts in reported attitudes. For example, Rasinski
(1989) reports an increase in support when questions shift from asking about a simple
spending item (e.g., the environment) to asking about an improvement in conditions on
that item (e.g., improving and protecting the environment). Smith (1987) shows that
individuals respond more favorably to national spending on ‘assistance to the poor’ than
spending on ‘welfare,” despite consistency in the underlying concept. Despite their
logical equivalence, these alternative frames reveal substantial variation in expressed
support.’

One of the most widely fought framing contests in contemporary political
discourse is over the framing of same-sex marriage and civil unions. On both sides of the
debate, advocacy organizations have struggled to define the terminology, implicitly
recognizing that particular frames are emotionally laden, morally suggestive or politically

charged. The framing contest has largely revolved around the terms “gay”, “same-sex”’

and “homosexual” — the competing frames tested in the current project. The Gay and

% Brewer (2003) also notes that the egalitarian frame is occasionally used in opposition to the extension of
gay rights under the argument that doing so bestows special protection to a particular group of citizens.

For further examples of equivalency framing effects, see Tversky and Kahneman (1981), Quattrone and
Tversky (1988), Schuman and Presser (1996) and Sniderman and Theriault (2004).



Lesbian Alliance Against Defamation (GLAAD), one of the foremost gay rights
advocacy groups, explicitly discourages the terminology “homosexual”, noting that the
clinical history of the term implicitly characterizes gay men and lesbians as
psychologically disttbed or diseased, despite the discrediting of these ideas nearly four
decades agb.On the other side of the debate, organizations opposed to the extension of
legal recognition for samsex couples commonly employ the terminology OhomosexualO
in their pullic campaigns and announcements. For instance, a recent ad by Stand for
Marriage Maine, a group supporting Question 1 in Maifeatured the phrase
OhomosexualO four times in a 30 secondEspote spoken and twice printed on
screen?

In addition to framing effects that result from subtle changes in question wording,
researchers often observe variation in respondents’ attitudes that result from changes in
question context. The question context refers to the orderin which a series of related
questions are viewed and answered by research subjects. Through experimental changes
in question ordering, researchers have identified two direction effects — consistency and
contrast effects (Schuman and Presser 1996; Schuman, Presser and Ludwig 1981;
Schwarz, Strack and Mai 1991; Mason, Carlson and Tourangeau 1994; Tourangeau, Rips
and Rasinski 2000; Moore 2002). Consistency effects occur when responses to the

second question in a sequence are pushed closer to responses to the first question as a

¥ For additional information on GLAAD’s position on the term “homosexual,” see page 10 of the GLAAD
Media Reference Guide available at http://www.glaad.org/Document.Doc?id=25 (Last accessed December
30, 2009). The Media Reference Guide also asks media outlets to use the terminology “marriage for gay
and lesbian couples,” rather than “gay marriage,” believing that the latter evokes the idea that gay couples
are seeking a separate institution.

? Question 1 in Maine was a ballot initiative to reject a new law allowing same-sex couples to marry
legally. The referendum passed on November 10, 2009 with nearly 53% of the vote.

' The ad, entitled Consequences, is available at http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1U7bs5yHJv4 (Last
accessed December 30, 2009)
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result of the context. Contrast effects, on the other hand, occur when responses to the
latter question are pushed in the opposite direction as a result of being viewed in context.

Moore (2002) illustrates consistency effects in his analysis of a 1997 Gallup poll
asking about evaluations of honesty and trustworthiness for then-President Clinton and
Vice President Gore. When each figure is evaluated first — the non-comparative context—
the gap in trustworthiness stands at 18 percent (68% for Gore vs. 50% for Clinton).
When each man is evaluated in context(i.e., Gore after Clinton, or Clinton after Gore),
the gap shrinks to 3 percent (60% for Gore vs. 57% for Clinton) and is not statistically
significant. In the comparative context, the observed gap in trustworthiness between the
public figures shrinks, generating a consistency effect.

Limited polling on gay rights shows sensitivity to question context in support for
same-sex civil unions, but mixed results on the sensitivity of marriage support (Brewer
and Wilcox 2005). The results of a 2003 Pew Research Center survey that randomized
the order of questions on same-sex marriage and civil unions found that the percent
favoring civil unions increased from thirty-seven percent to forty-five percent when a
question about civil unions was asked in contextDin other words, after the marriage
question (Pew Research Center 2003). This finding on order effects was replicated the
following year by a Gallup poll, suggesting that support for civil unions rises when
respondents are first allowed to express their disapproval of the legal extension of
marriage rights. The Pew and Gallup polls diverge, however, in their findings on the
order effects for gay marriage. The Pew study reported no difference in attitudes towards
gay marriage based on context, while the Gallup poll reported a decline in support for

same-sex marriage when the question was asked in context, thereby suggesting a classic
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contrast effect (Newport 2004). These contrary results present an opportunity for further

empirical work on context effects in support for gay marriage.

Data and Methods

Our data come from the Time Sharing Experiments for the Social Sciences
(TESS), an NSF-funded initiative that allows social science researchers to conduct large-
scale Internet-based experiments on a representative sample of the American population.
TESS experiments are fielded directly through Knowledge Networks, which uses a
combination of random digit dial and address-based sampling techniques to recruit a
representative panel of survey respondents. Persons selected for inclusion in the panel
are provided with Internet service and hardware if they do not already have it. Each
experiment conducted by Knowledge Networks is given to a random sample of its active
panel members. The present experiment was conducted between July 15™ and July 21%,
2009 on a sample of 3,338 panelists."’

In Table 2, we provide descriptive statistics for our sample. The sample is evenly
divided between male and female respondents. Approximately ten percent report less
than a high school education, while the remainder is divided nearly evenly between the
other three education categories — high school, some college, or college or more. Nearly
three-quarters of our respondents are white, while about ten percent are black. The

sample includes substantial variation in the age and political ideology of respondents.

<< Insert Table 2 >>

" The survey completion rate for this experiment was 66.8 percent.

12



Each of our respondents was randomly assigned to one of three wording
conditions.'? In the first condition, respondents were asked two separate questions:
whether they strongly favor, favor, oppose, or strongly oppose allowing samesex couples
to marry legally and whether they strongly favor, favor, oppose or strongly oppose
allowing samesex coupleso enter into civil unions. In the second wording condition,
respondents were again asked about both marriage and civil unions, but this time using
the terms gay and lesbian coupled.astly, respondents in the third condition were asked
about marriage and civil unions for homosexual coupledn each condition, the order of
the marriage and civil unions questions was randomized such that approximately half of
respondents within each condition received the marriage question first, while the other
half received the civil unions question first. The precise question wording is presented in

Table 3.

<< Insert Table 3 >>

Our first analysis posits that question framingaffects the mean level of support
for both marriage and civil unions. As such, we expect levels of support to differ
significantly across the gay, same-sex, and homosexual wording conditions. To test this
hypothesis, we code responses into a dichotomous indicator (one for supporters and zero

otherwise) and perform a one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) to compare the mean

12 To ensure the validity of our randomization process, we conducted chi-square tests for statistical
independence by a number of important covariates including educational category (chi-square=2.611,
p=0.856), income category (chi-square=7.3676, p=0.498), gender (chi-square=0.5223, p=0.770), religiosity
(chi-square=5.1721, p=0.522), race (chi-square=2.1346, p=0.711), political ideology (chi-square=1.7782,
p=0.776), and the four-category age group (chi-square=3.9018, p=0.690).
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level of support for marriage and civil unions across the three wording conditions. Then,
using the original four-category responses, we test the impact of wording condition on the
intensityof support (or opposition) for marriage and civil unions. We also analyze these
results by age category.

Next, we exploit variation in question ordering to test the hypotheses that
answering the marriage question first may affect support for civil unions and vice versa.
To do so, we compare the mean level of support for marriage when the marriage question
is asked first — the non-comparative context — to the mean level of support for marriage
when the marriage question is asked after the civil union question — the comparative
context. We test this hypothesis using a two-tailed t-test for the difference in means. We
then test whether the mean level of support for civil unions differs when asked in the
comparative and non-comparative contexts. As with the framing experiment, we conduct

these analyses independently by age category.

Results

In Table 4, we present mean support for marriage and civil unions for each
framing condition, as well as for the total sample. Across each wording condition,
support for civil unions is higher than support for marriage. In total, approximately fifty-
four percent of respondents support allowing same-sex couples to legally enter into civil
unions compared to forty-one percent who favor the extension of marriage rights to

1
same-sex couples.'

1 Our results from a panel of Internet respondents are nearly identical to those using other polling
methodologies conducted by a variety of organizations. For a more rigorous comparison with other polls
conducted during the summer of 2009, visit http://www.pollingreport.com/civil.htm
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<< Insert Table 4 >>

The results of our ANOVA analysis testing for the difference in mean level of
support across the three experimental conditions suggest no significant differences
between the wording conditions. We report these results in Table 5. Our findings
suggest that neither support for marriage nor support for civil unions changes across
wording conditions. In other words, the frames gay, same-sex, and homosexual elicit
similar levels of support and opposition — an unexpected finding given the investment
both gay rights advocacy groups and their adversaries in controlling the terms of the

marriage debate.

<< Insert Table 5 >>

While mean support appears immune to question wording, we evaluate the
possibility that question frames affect the degreeor intensityof that support or
opposition. While the results presented in the previous tables suggest that a shift in
question wording (e.g., from gay to homosexual) is unlikely to convert a marriage
supporter into a marriage opponent, it may increase the strength of respondent’s support
(or opposition) for legal recognition. To investigate the effect of question wording on the
intensity of response, we disaggregate our framing analysis into the original response
categories — strongly favor, favor, oppose, or strongly oppose. Presented in Table 6, the
results of this analysis are revealing. We find that framing has no discernible effect on

the strength of support for questions about marriage, but substantially impacts the

15



strength of an opponent’s resolve. Opposition to marriage intensifies when respondents
are asked about homosexual or same-sex marriage, relative to gay marriage. Looking
only at respondents who oppose marriage, 62.5 percent of marriage opponents report
strong opposition (as opposed to just opposition) when asked about homosexual marriage
compared to just 51.5 percent of marriage opponents who report strong opposition when
asked about gay marriage. The finding suggests that, while the frames homosexual and
same-sex may not change the percent supporting marriage, they do elicit stronger

negative responses than the frame gay.

<< Insert Table 6 >>

A slightly different pattern emerges in Table 6 when we look at the intensity of
responses for civil unions. We find a moderate, but significant, decrease in strong
support — corresponding to a moderate increase in support — when the terminology gay is
used, relative to the other conditions. As with marriage, strong opposition is significantly
lower for respondents in the gay wording condition than for respondents in the other two
conditions. Reinforcing the pattern found for marriage, the pattern for civil unions
implies that differing frames elicit differing intensities of opposition. The framing gay
seems to have a moderating effect, with respondents given this condition less likely to
strongly oppose civil unions, but more likely to simply support or oppose them.

We next disaggregate respondents by age category in Tables 7. We report no
effect of question wording on the intensity of support or opposition for respondents under

the age of forty-five. These results hold for both marriage and civil unions. Instead, we
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show that the framing effects reported earlier are driven by older Americans — namely,
middle-aged respondents between the ages of forty-five to fifty-nine years and older
respondents over the age of sixty. For these age categories, we report a large and
statistically significant effect of question wording on the intensity of support.

While middle-aged and older respondents given the gay wording condition are
equally likely to oppose or strongly oppose marriage, respondents in the same-sex and
homosexual conditions more often strongly opposenarriage. Likewise, the intensity of
respondents’ opinion varies across wording conditions for civil unions. When asked
about gay marriage, rather than homosexual or same-sex marriage, middle-aged
Americans are more likely to simply support, rather than strongly support. Most
interestingly, the pattern of intensity of opposition to civil unions for older Americans
mirrors the patterns for marriage. Among opponents of civil unions, the same-sex and
homosexual wordings elicit stronger opposition than the gay wording. Slightly less than
twenty-three percent of older respondents stronglyoppose civil unions when asked about
civil unions for gay couples, whereas nearly one-third of older respondents strongly

oppose civil unions in the homosexual condition.

<< Insert Table 7 >>

We turn next to the effect of context on support for marriage and civil unions,

asking whether question order affects mean levels of support. Given our previous finding

that question framing yielded no discernible effect on meansupport for marriage or civil

unions, we present the results for our question context experiments on the overall sample
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without regard to framing condition. For marriage, we report that in the non-comparative
context (i.e., when the marriage question is asked first), approximately forty-two percent
of respondents support marriage rights for same-sex couples. When the marriage
question is asked in context, or after the question about civil unions, we report that
support for marriage is approximately forty percent. As reported in Table 8, this
difference of just over two-and-a-half percentage points is nOt statistically significant.

The story is substantially different, however, for attitudes toward civil unions. In
the non-comparative context when the civil union question is asked first, forty-nine
percent of respondents support civil unions. Support jumps to nearly sixty percent when
the civil unions question is asked after the question about marriage rights, suggesting a
substantial context effect for civil unions. In other words, support for civil unions rises
substantially when respondents are asked first for their opinion on same-sex marriage.
The difference, reported in Table 8, of nearly eleven percentage points is highly

significant.

<< Insert Table 8 >>

Finally, we test for context effects by age category. Although we find no
statistically significant context effects on attitudes toward marriage, a clear pattern
emerges. Table 9 shows a decline in support for same-sex marriage when respondents
are asked about support for marriage after they have seen the civil unions question — the
comparative context. When we examine mean support for civil unions, we find both

large and significant effects in the opposite direction. With the exception of respondents
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ages thirty to forty-four, Table 9 shows a significant rise in support for civil unions when
the civil unions question is asked after marriage — again, the comparative context.
Notably, the effect is largest for older Americans who, it seems, are more likely to affirm
support for civil unions after they have been offered the opportunity to express their
opinion on same-sex marriage. Although support for civil unions is highest amongst
respondents between the ages of 18 and 29, both in the comparative and non-comparative

context, we report a sizeable context effect for this age demographic.

<< Insert Table 9 >>

Discussionand Conclusion

Given the responsiveness of the political process to shifts in public attitudes,
advocacy organizations work to reframe public issues in an effort to generate higher (or
lower) levels of support (Jacoby 2000). In no contemporary public debate has this process
of reframing emerged more visibly than in discussions around the legal recognition of
same-sex relationships. Opponents of same-sex marriage have invariably sought to
reframe the debate around the extension of homosexual marriage rights, carefully framing
their ads to use terminology suspected to depress support for the legalization of same-sex
marriage. Proponents have resisted this framing, preferring the framing of gay marriage —
or marriage for gay and lesbian couples — to homosexual marriage. These efforts to shift
polling frames reflect organizational beliefs that different frames elicit varying levels of

support amongst the public.
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Despite these efforts to shift the terms of the debate, our study is the first to
systematically examine the effect of wording on attitudes towards same-sex marriage and
civil unions. The results, in a sense, are surprising. Our results reveal no variation in
mean support across wording frames. The shift from the gay marriage frame to the
homosexual frame does notsignificantly impact respondents’ mean level of support.
However, we find that shifts in question wording do generate substantial shifts in the
intensity of opposition to the extension of marriage rights, especially amongst middle-
aged and older Americans. By intensifying opposition to the legal recognition of same-
sex relationships, the public reframing could motivate Americans — and especially older
Americans — to participate in political processes (e.g., by writing letters, participating in
ballot initiatives, attending public rallies) likely to impact public policy. This finding
suggests that the targeted usage of the term homosexual in ads opposing the legalization
of same-sex marriage is unlikely to alter the percentage of Americans that oppose the
legal recognition of these relationships, but appears quite effective in shifting the
intensity of that opposition.

The second part of our experimental findings illustrates a clear-cut context effect
in measured support for civil unions. We report that support for civil unions increases by
over ten percentage points when asked in context, although we find no statistically
significant change in support for marriage as a result of survey context. With the gap in
support between marriage and civil unions growing when asked in context, the
experiment produces a contrast effect. This finding suggests that, when ‘primed’ by a
more pointed question on support for same-sex marriage, respondents are more likely to

offer support for civil unions. Especially for opponents of same-sex marriage, we suspect
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that the opportunity to register their disagreement with marriage rights may, in turn,
render them more willing to offer support for civil unions.

Although we find no significant effect of question order on support for same-sex
marriage, the results are suggestive. We suspect that the null findings are driven, in part,
by the subset of respondents opposed to civil unions who, by extension, oppose same-sex
marriage. A useful follow-up of our analysis would examine context effects in support
for marriage justamongst supporters of civil unions. Unfortunately, given the order
effects in our analysis of civil unions, it is nearly impossible to determine comparable
control groups of civil union supporters (i.e., those who would support civil unions
regardlessof the context) to further test our hypothesis about marriage support.'*

Still, the research offers important new evidence to evaluate public opinion polls
on the legal recognition of same-sex relationships. As we note at the onset, inconsistency
in question framing and context potentially hamper efforts to evaluate long-term trends in
attitudes towards same-sex marriage and civil unions. The findings offer reassurance that
opinion polls adequately estimate support for marriage and civil unions, regardless of
framing. However, the results simultaneously illustrate how the reframing of the
marriage debate increases the intensity of opposition, if not the percentage of opponents.
This finding could lend renewed vigor to advocacy organizations on both sides of the
discussion to shift the public framing of the debate. In an era when the extension of legal
recognition for same-sex relationships has taken center-stage in public discourse, our
evidence deepens existing understandings of the impact of survey design measuring

public attitudes towards the legal recognition of same-sex relationships.

' We have begun to explore the possibility of broaching this approach by examining just sub-populations
in our data where support for Civil Unions is extremely high.
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Figure 1:
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Table 2: Descriptive Statistics

Variable Frequency  Percent

Gender  Female 1,666 4991
Male 1,672 50.09

Education  Less than High School 339 10.16
High School 1,037 31.07
Some College 996 29.84
College or more 966 28.94

Race  White 2,450 73.4
Black 334 10.01

Other 554 16.6

Income <$50K 1,599 47.9
>$50K 1,739 52.1

Political  Liberal 864 25.88

ldeology

Moderate 1,273 38.14
Conservative 1,201 35.98
Age  18-29 580 17.38
30-44 829 24.84

45-59 985 29.51
60+ 944 28.28

Table 3: Question Framing Conditions

Condition 1 (N=1, 109) Condition 2 (N=1,110) Condition 3 (N=1,119)
...allowing gay and lesbian ... allowing same-sex ... allowing homosexual
couples to marry legally? couples to marry legally? couples to marry legally?
(n=544) (n=564) (n=556)

... allowing gay and lesbian ...allowing same-sex ... allowing homosexual
couples to enter into civil couples to enter into civil couples to enter into civil
unions that would give them unions that would give them unions that would give them
many of the same rights as many of the same rights as many of the same rights as
married couples? (n=565) married couples? (n=546) married couples? (n=563)

Note: Each question begins “Do you strongly favor, favor, oppose, or strongly oppose...”
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Table 4: Mean Support for Marriage and Civil Unions, by Framing Condition

Total Gay Same-Sex Homosexual
Marriage 40.59% 39.85% 41.67% 40.24%
Civil Unions 54.38% 55.64% 53.63% 53.89%

Table 5: Summary of ANOVA for Question Framing (Support Only)

SS df MS F
Marriage Between group 0.2 2 0.1 0.42
Within group 796.52 3301 0.24
Total 796.73 3303 0.24
Civil Unions Between group 0.26 2 0.13 0.53
Within group 818.16 3296 0.25
Total 818.42 3298 0.25
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Table 6: Question Framing Effects for Marriage and Civil Union, by Intensity of Response

Total Gay Same-Sex Homosexual F
1.87
Strongly Support 14.32% 12.65% 15.10% 15.19% 015
0.70
Support 26.27% 27.21% 26.57% 25.05% 0.50
Marriage
7.73
Oppose 24.97% 29.12% 23.38% 22.42% 0.00
4.97
Strongly Oppose 34.44% 31.03% 34.94% 37.34% 0.01
1.48
Strongly Support 18.46% 16.87% 18.87% 19.62% 023
291
Support 35.92% 38.77% 34.75% 34.27% 0.05
Civil Unions
1.48
Oppose 20.73% 22.46% 19.96% 19.80% 023
3.88
Strongly Oppose 24.89% 21.91% 26.41% 26.31% 0.02
Note: P-values are displayed below F-statistics.
Table 7: Marriage and Civil Union Framing Effects, by Age Group
18-29 30-44 45-59 60+
Gay Same Homo F Gay Same Homo F Gay Same Homo F Gay Same Homo F
g:s;f;y 20.62%  19.35%  19.27% 825 15.89% 22.88% 20.07% é?g’ 10.22% 15.52% 15.46% 3'3: 172%  521%  7.59% 8'22
Support 35.54%  33.33%  28.65% g'ii 24.81% 25.83% 24.49% g'g; 26.93% 27.46% 24.29% g'zz 25.00% 22.15% 24.09% g'zg
arriage , . ., 047 : . ., 039 . , ., 5.00 . . ., 873
Oppose 22.68%  1998%  2396% 25.19% 22.88% 22.11% " 31.89% 21.19% 2524% o 3333% 2834% 1881% "
(S;;;I;iy 22.16%  2742%  28.12% égg 34.11% 28.41% 33.33% é;i‘ 30.96% 35.82% 35.02% 82: 33.95% 44.30% 49.50% g'éé
Gay Same Homo F Gay Same Homo F Gay Same Homo F Gay Same Homo F
:K;;frlty 21.35%  22.04%  26.32% gz; 19.53% 21.48% 22.11% ggz 14.24% 18.45% 21.14% (2)2‘7‘ 14.69% 15.16% 11.48% (1)'(3)2
Support 4479%  38.17%  33.68% f)f)i 3438% 37.04% 34.01% ggz 40.25% 33.63% 31.23% (3)'82 37.19% 31.94% 38.03% :)';Z
Civil Unions . : : .
Oppose 1823%  17.20%  18.42% 8'22 23.83% 18.15% 19.39% (1)"2‘3 21.05% 20.83% 23.34% g'zg 2531% 22.26% 17.38% (2)'345‘
Strongly ) ) ., 1.69 . . ., 0.19 . . ,, 043 . . o, 447
Opposc 15.62%  22.58% 21.58% o 2227% 2333% 2449% "o 24.46% 27.08% 2429% -~ 2281% 30.65% 33.11% "

Note: P-values are displayed below F-statistics.
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Table 8: Context Effects in Support for Marriage and Civil Unions

Context Marriage Civil Unions
Mentioned first (non-comparative) 41.89% 49.03%
Mentioned second (comparative) 39.29% 59.76%
Difference (Non-Comparative - Comparative) -2.60% 10.73%*
*p<0.001

Table 9: Question Context Effects for Marriage and Civil Unions by Age Group

Marriage Civil Unions

Non-Comparative Comparative Difference Non-Comparative Comparative
Overall 41.89% 39.29% -2.6 49.03% 59.76%
Age 18-29 55.71% 48.29% -7.42 55.52% 69.06%
30-44 44.09% 45.32% 1.23 53.48% 59.06%
45-59 41.32% 38.70% -2.62 47.77% 58.30%
60+ 32.57% 28.54% -4.03 42.16% 56.43%

#p<0.001
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Difference
10.73*
13.54%

5.58
10.53*
14.27*



