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Abstract Since 2001, various Western countries have
accorded legal recognition to same-sex marriages, but thus
far, we lack information on how this legislation is related to
trends in public opinion. In most of the literature, declining
levels of prejudice toward homosexuality are found to result
from structural social processes (rising education, secularization, and detraditionalization), which should occur in all
industrialized societies, with or without same-sex marriage.
In this article, we analyze data of the five waves of the
European Social Survey for the period 2002–2010. Results
show that levels of prejudice are significantly lower in countries
that recognize same-sex marriage, while levels are only slightly
lower in countries with some form of registered partnership for
gay and lesbian couples. Therefore, we can assume that samesex marriage is indeed an issue affecting public opinion and
public policy.
Keywords Same-sex marriage . Prejudice toward
homosexuality . Social change . European Social Survey .
Multilevel analysis

Introduction
The legal recognition of same-sex marriage has been hotly
debated in numerous Western societies (Pettinicchio 2012;
Sherkat, Powell-Williams, Maddox, & de Vries 2011).
While in some countries legislation was passed quite early
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and without too much political debate (Eeckhout &
Paternotte 2011), in other countries, legal and political arguments have dragged on for a longer period of time
(Gerstmann 2008; McVeigh & Diaz 2009). Since the start
of the twenty-first century, various countries in Western
Europe and countries like Canada, Argentina, and South
Africa have introduced legislation on same-sex marriage
(Chamie & Mirkin 2011). Recently, same-sex marriage legislation was also adopted by France, Uruguay, and New
Zealand. We know less, however, about what this diffusion
process implies for broader patterns of social change with
regard to homosexuality. The most straightforward assumption could be that same-sex marriage legislation is successfully implemented mostly in countries with a very liberal or
tolerant public opinion. This claim, however, is not always
supported by the available data. In the United States, it has
been shown that population attitudes toward same-sex marriage have changed in a more liberal direction during the
period 1988–2010 (Baunach 2012), but there is not yet a
clear policy solution. Other authors assign a more important
role to political veto players, like Conservative or religious
parties that are able to block any legislation in this area
(Jaspers, Lubbers, & de Graaf 2007). While we know that
religion has a strong effect on attitudes toward homosexuality
(Herek 1987), it is striking to note that the legal adoption of
same-sex marriage by parliament has occurred both in
traditionally Protestant but highly secularized countries like
Sweden (in 2009) and in traditionally Catholic countries like
Portugal (in 2010). It is clear, therefore, that this kind of
general religious divisions do not help us to explain the
occurrence of same-sex marriage legislation.
Currently, there is no systematic analysis of the relation
between public attitudes toward homosexuality and the legal
recognition of same-sex marriage and registered partnership.
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From the point of agenda-setting studies and responsive
government theory, it could be expected that liberal public
opinion and media have an agenda-setting function and that,
subsequently, the topic is placed on the political agenda
(Hester & Gibson 2007). Other authors have argued that
the causal relation might go the other way around, as it is
expected that individuals in countries where same-sex marriage or some form of registered partnership is adopted will
gradually develop a more tolerant attitude toward homosexuality (Badgett 2009).
In this article, our goal is to assess whether there is a clear
relation between public attitudes toward homosexuality and
the recognition of same-sex marriage or nonmarital forms of
legal recognition. This research question is theoretically
relevant, as it allows us to investigate whether and how
levels of prejudice can have an effect on government policy.
It is also socially relevant, as it allows us to gain a better
understanding of the forces advocating or opposing the
recognition of same-sex marriage. Preliminary research suggests that same-sex marriage legislation can have some public
health benefits (Buffie 2011; Hatzenbuehler, O’Cleirigh,
Grasso, Mayer, Safren, & Bradford 2012), but it can be
observed that this kind of considerations hardly play a role
in the public and political debate. Therefore, it is relevant to
systematically compare public opinion data with government
policy in order to understand what kind of forces do
shape the debate on the recognition of same-sex marriage in
practice.
Before we present the data and methods, we will first
briefly review the literature on the determinants of (the trend
in) prejudice toward homosexuality. We will focus on the
trends in prejudice in Europe between 2002 and 2010 not
only because most countries that have introduced same-sex
marriage in this period are European but also because highquality comparative public opinion data on European countries are available for this period. Subsequently, we construct
a multilevel pooled time series cross-section model, accounting
for both individual- and society-level determinants of trends in
prejudice toward homosexuality.

Trends in Attitudes Toward Homosexuality
Prejudice toward homosexuality is clearly one of the most
persistent and tenacious forms of prejudice in attitudinal
research. It has been linked to an authoritarian personality,
other forms of prejudice, a social dominance orientation,
conservative gender roles, a closed personality, and conservative
religious beliefs (Hooghe 2012; Weinberg 1972). Nevertheless, it
is striking to observe that most public opinion research has
documented a consistent decline in levels of prejudice toward
homosexuality, a trend that is not present for other forms of
prejudice (Gibson 2007; Scott 1998; van den Akker, van der
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Ploeg, & Scheepers 2013). In the literature, however, opinions
differ on how to explain this downward trend. Authors have
invoked the role of rising education levels, secularization, general
social change, and the role of lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender (LGBT) movements.
Research has consistently shown a strong negative
relation between education and various forms of prejudice, including prejudice toward homosexuality (Hello,
Scheepers & Gijsberts 2002; Wagner & Zick 1995). As
a consequence, the general rise in education levels of
the Western population is assumed to contribute to the
decline of homophobia (Loftus 2001). In this regard, it
is important to note that even among the lowly educated
groups in society, a clear trend toward lower levels of
prejudice has been documented (Treas 2002), and as a
result, the tolerance gap between lower and higher educated
individuals is declining (Jaspers et al. 2007).
Religion has traditionally served as a major source of
prejudice toward homosexuality, and in opinion research, a
negative association is routinely found between religiosity and
tolerance of homosexuality (Scheepers, Te Grotenhuis & Van
der Slik 2002). Differences have been observed between
various religious denominations (Hooghe, Claes, Harell,
Quintelier, & Dejaeghere 2010) and also with regard to the
degree of religious involvement. Those who attend religious
services regularly and who state that religion is important in
their life are usually much more prone to express prejudice
toward homosexuality (Treas 2002). In his cross-national
study on changing attitudes toward sexual morality, Scott
(1998, p. 839) concluded that “[R]eligiosity is a powerful
counterbalance to the permissive trends regarding tolerance
of homosexual relations.” Given the fact that religious identification is sharply and quickly declining in most Western
European societies, it can be expected that this process of
secularization contributes to a decline in the level of prejudice
toward homosexuality (Jaspers et al. 2007). While this
mechanism holds for prejudice toward homosexuality, in
general, it has to be noted that given the fact that marriage is an
important and even sacred ritual in most religious traditions,
we can expect the effect of religion to be even more pervasive
with regard to the attitude toward same-sex marriage (Olson,
Cadge & Harrison 2006). Accepting homosexuality may be
one thing, but approving gays and lesbians to get legally
married might for some religiously inspired people may be a
bridge too far. Despite the fact that Boswell (1994) has argued
that the ancient Christian traditions might lend some support
for the recognition of same-sex unions, in practice, Western
churches do not seem to be eager to adopt this point of view.
At the country level, too, religion is reported to be an
important covariate of gay rights. Kollman (2007), e.g.,
investigated the influence of national religious practice on
policies toward same-sex unions in Western Europe. Religious practice was operationalized in two ways: as a cultural
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indicator (religiosity and confessional heritage) and as an
institutional indicator (church–state relationship). Kollman
concluded that “religion does have a noticeable impact on
policy outcomes and that the two cultural aspects of religion
[…] appear to have greater policy effects than how church–
state relations are institutionalized” (Kollman 2007, p. 347).
Pettinicchio (2012), too, found religion to be a cultural
indicator rather than an institutional indicator for policymaking in this regard.
The rising acceptance of equal rights for LGBT persons has
also been linked to a general process of value change due to
the increase in economic security of the last decades (Andersen
& Fetner 2008; Inglehart 2008). Traditional and authoritarian
value patterns have declined in favor of postmodern value
patterns, emphasizing self-expression, equal opportunities,
and respect for different cultural traditions (Inglehart 2008;
Van de Meerendonk & Scheepers 2004). A general process
of detraditionalization has resulted in a broader recognition of
sexual rights not only with regard to LGBT persons but also
extending toward society, in general (Gerhards 2010; Stevens
& Hooghe 2003).
Finally, the activity of transnational LGBT movements
itself has been cited as having an impact on public opinion
(Adam, Duyvendak & Krouwel 1998; Kollman 2007). One of
the explicit goals of these associations is to influence public
opinion in the direction of more tolerance toward homosexuality and the adoption of same-sex partnership legislation. As a
consequence, it can be expected that they contribute to
changing attitudes among the general population. LGBT
movements can also influence public opinion indirectly by
being active in the legal and political struggle for the recognition of same-sex marriage. In line with the argument that the
legal recognition of same-sex union might have an independent
effect on levels of tolerance, this is also a mechanism that could
help us to explain the potential impact of LGBT movements
and social activism, in general (Takács & Szalma 2011).
While attitudes toward homosexuality, in general, and the
attitude toward same-sex marriage are closely related, it is important that they should not be equated, as specific considerations
on marriage and the role of politics in interpersonal relations
might also have an impact in this regard. Different authors have
indeed found that the attitude on same-sex marriage is much
more polarized than the general attitude toward homosexuality
(Herek 2006; Sherkat et al. 2011). Specific Protestant denominations and supporters of the Republican party are vehemently
opposed to the recognition of same-sex unions. Most likely, this
is a result of the fact that they do take and interiorize the
ideological cues provided by their religious and political leaders.
This body of research makes clear that various elements
have been invoked to explain the observed decline of prejudice
in Western societies. It is quite telling, however, that in most of
this literature, the topic of same-sex marriage or nonmarital
partnership is not even mentioned, as the focus is purely on
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broader social changes within public opinion. The question
does remain if any relation between public opinion attitudes
and legal same-sex marriage or legal nonmarital partnership
recognition is present. If we do not find any relation, this would
suggest that the introduction of same-sex marriage or registered partnership is mainly an elite process, involving political
decision makers and political activists, but without any obvious relation to public opinion.

Data and Methods
Data
To analyze the relation between same-sex marriage recognition
and the level of prejudice toward homosexuality, we use data
from the European Social Survey (ESS 2002–2010). The ESS
is a high-quality cross-sectional repeated survey conducted
five times between 2002 and 2010. Individuals in more than
30 countries geographically located in Europe and Israel were
questioned about their opinions, attitudes, and demographics.
At every wave, new individuals aged 15 and over were
contacted for participation in a 1-h-long face-to-face interview.
The ESS is especially designed to capture attitudinal change in
Europe over time. In each participating country, samples were
drawn using a multistage sampling design: administrative units
were selected proportional to size, and within these units,
households were randomly selected, and subsequently, individuals within households.
In this article, we only included respondents from countries
that participated in at least two of the five waves (as a result
Romania, Iceland, and Latvia were excluded). Because of the
significant cultural differences, respondents from Turkey and
Israel, too, were left out of the pooled data file (Takács &
Szalma, 2011).1 Finally, we split the German sample into
“East-Germany” and “West-Germany” because we included
a country-level control variable measuring the number of
stable democracy years since 1919 (infra), and this variable
obviously takes a different value in both parts of that country.
Eventually, 224,241 respondents nested in 29 countries were
included in the analyses.2 Several sample designs used by the
participating countries were not able to give all individuals in
1
The results of the multilevel model are similar if we included Israel
and Turkey in the sample.
2
Number of participating countries in ESS for each round: 2002: 22
countries, 2004: 25 countries, 2006: 23 countries, 2008: 27 countries,
and 2010: 26 countries. Italy, Luxemburg, and Croatia only participated
in two rounds of the ESS. Austria, Bulgaria, Cyprus, and the Russian
Federation participated in three rounds of the ESS. Czech Republic,
Greece, Ukraine, Estonia, and Slovakia participated in four rounds of
the ESS. Finally, Belgium, Switzerland, Germany, Denmark, Spain,
Finland, UK, Hungary, Ireland, the Netherlands, Norway, Poland,
Portugal, Sweden, Slovenia, and France participated in five rounds of
the ESS.
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the population exactly the same probability of selection.
Therefore, a design weight was applied for all analyses in line
with the recommendations of the ESS data team (Ganninger
2007).
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Measurement
The dependent variable in this article, disapproval of homosexuality, is measured by asking respondents to evaluate the
following statement: “gay men and lesbians should be free to
live their own life as they wish” (1=strongly agree; 5=strongly
disagree). These items are part of the core module of the ESS
and asked in every wave in all participating countries. It has to
be acknowledged that measuring disapproval of homosexuality
with only one item is not an optimal solution from a
methodological point of view. However, the item is comparable over time in five subsequent waves of this survey, and from
previous research, we know that prejudice toward homosexuality is predominantly one-dimensional (Hooghe & Meeusen
2012). As such, we can assume that this single item at least
provides a valid indication about the level of disapproval of
homosexuality.
Figure 1 illustrates the average trend in disapproval of
homosexuality within the countries that participated in all
five waves of the ESS. We limit the figure to countries with
five measurement points because fluctuations might occur
otherwise, as countries step in and out of the ESS sample.
Disapproval rates are stable between 2002 and 2006 and
significantly decrease in 2008 and 2010. Taking into account
the different selection probabilities (design weight) and the
different population sizes (population size weight), the mean
score on disapproval of homosexuality for the whole sample
between 2002 and 2010 is estimated as 1.90, which indicates
that the attitude toward homosexuality it relatively positive.
For the countries that participated in all five waves of the
ESS, the correlation between survey wave and average score
on disapproval is −.07 (p<.001), which implies that there is a
general and significant decrease in prejudice toward homosexuality in those countries.3
Individual-level demographic variables were included to
control for the possibility that a changing composition of the
European society might influence the trend in disapproval of
homosexuality (Hooghe 2012; Jaspers et al. 2007). We
controlled for gender (0=male, 1=female), marital status
(1=married/cohabiting; 2=previously married, now divorced/
widowed; 3=never married), education, age, religious
denomination, religiousness, and religious practice. Education
3
It has to be noted that in our final multilevel model, this level of
significance is not reached. This is due to the fact that in this figure, we
limit ourselves to the countries with five ESS observation points
(mostly countries in North-West Europe), while for the multilevel
analysis, we used all countries with at least two ESS observations
(including more Central and Eastern European countries).

2.15

2.05

1.95

1.85

1.75
2002

2004

2006

2008

2010

Fig. 1 Trend in disapproval of homosexuality of countries included in
all five waves of the ESS. Note: to calculate the mean, both the design
weight and the population weight were applied. Confidence intervals
(95 %) are added to the weighted means. T tests indicate significant
differences in disapproval of homosexuality between 2004 and 2006,
2006 and 2008, and 2008 and 2010. Countries included in all five
waves: Belgium, Switzerland, Germany, Denmark, Spain, Finland,
UK, Hungary, Ireland, the Netherlands, Norway, Poland, Sweden,
Slovenia, and France. N=151,244. Source: ESS 2002–2010

was measured by asking respondents about their highest educational achievement. We distinguished five different education levels: primary education, lower secondary education,
upper secondary education, postsecondary nontertiary education, and tertiary education. Age was measured in years
starting from 15 to 100. Respondents aged below 15 or above
101 were judged to be outliers and excluded from the dataset.
With regard to religious denomination, respondents were categorized into the following groups: Roman Catholic, Protestant, Eastern Orthodox, Muslim, other (Jewish, other Christian
denominations, Eastern religions, and other non-Christian denominations), and nonreligious. To measure religious practice, respondents were asked how frequently they attend religious services (1=never; 7=every day). Religiousness, finally, was operationalized with the question “how religious are
you,” which respondents had to evaluate on a 10-point scale
(0=not at all religious; 10=very religious). “Appendix 1”
provides descriptive statistics for all individual-level data.
We expect all these individual-level variables to have a
significant impact on the level of tolerance toward homosexuality. More precisely, we expect female, younger, and higher
educated respondents to be more tolerant than male, older, and
lower educated respondents (Treas 2002). Also, people (more
frequently) exposed to traditional socializing agents, as religion, are expected to be more disapproving of homosexuality
(Gerhards 2010; Van de Meerendonk & Scheepers 2004). With
regard to marital status, unmarried persons tend to be more
homophobic than married people (Hooghe & Meeusen 2012;
Kunkel & Temple 1992).
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Table 1 Disapproval of homosexuality in 29 European
countries
Fixed part
Survey year
Gender (ref. male)
Age
Education
Marital status (ref. never married)
Married/cohabiting
Divorced/widowed
Religion (ref. not religious)
Roman Catholic

Base
model

Individual
predictors

Country-level
predictors

Cross-level
interaction term

B (SE)
−.02 (.01)*

B (SE)
−.02 (.01)*
−.23 (.02)***
.01 (.00)***
−.09 (.01)***

B (SE)
−.02 (.01)*
−.23 (.02)***
.01 (.00)***
−.09 (.01)***

B (SE)
.00 (.03)
−.23 (.02)***
.01 (.00)***
−.09 (.01)***

−.00 (.01)
−.03 (.01)*

−.00 (.01)
−.03 (.01)*

−.00 (.01)
−.03 (.01)*

.01 (.02)

.01 (.02)

.01 (.02)

.05 (.03)*
.12 (.06)*
.64 (.07)***
.26 (.04)***
.03 (.00)***
.10 (.01)***

.05 (.03)*
.13 (.06)*
.64 (.07)***
.26 (.04)***
.03 (.00)***
.10 (.01)***

.05 (.03)*
.13 (.06)*
.64 (.07)***
.26 (.04)***
.03 (.00)***
.10 (.01)***

−.14 (.07)*
−.41 (.09)***
−.01 (.00)***

−.16 (.07)*
−.44 (.09)***
−.01 (.00)***

−.25 (.13)*
−.26 (.14)*
.04 (.15)

−.26 (.13)*
−.26 (.14)*
.03 (.15)
−.03 (.03)
−.04 (.04)

Protestant
Eastern Orthodox
Muslim
Other
Religiousness
Religious practice
Legislation (ref. no legislation)
Registered partnership
Same-sex marriage
Years of stable democracy since 1919
Dominant religious tradition (ref. Eastern Orthodox)
Roman Catholic
Mixed Christian
Protestant
Survey year * registered partnership
Survey year*same-sex marriage
Random part
Intercept
2.35 (.09)***

Entries are unstandardized robust
maximum-likelihood estimates
corrected for selection bias (design weight). N=194,710.
Source: ESS 2002–2010
*

p<.1; ** p<.01; *** p<.001

Survey year slope
Within-level variance
Between-level variance
Fit
AIC
BIC

The main independent variable of interest is the level of
same-sex partnership recognition. We divided the countries
in three categories depending on the partnership rights
offered to the LGBT community: (1) countries without
same-sex marriage legislation, (2) countries with some form
of registered partnership but not a formal recognition of
marriage, and (3) countries where same-sex marriage is
legally possible and has exactly the same rights as all forms
of marriage. The difference between the final two categories
is that, in registered partnership, some rights are assigned to
partners in that relation, while the introduction of same-sex
marriage automatically implies that all married couples

*

2.66 (.08)***

2.93 (.12)***
*

2.95 (.12)***

.004 (.002)
1.20 (.06)***
.22 (.04)***

.004 (.003)
1.06 (.06)***
.20 (.05)***

.004 (.002)
1.06 (.06)***
.02 (.00)***

.004 (.002)
1.06 (.06)***
.02 (.00)***

644451
644513

563997
564181

563944
564188

563946
564211

receive exactly the same set of rights and obligations, no
matter what their gender composition might be. Only with
regard to parenthood and children and adoption procedures
do legal differences between different-sex and same-sex
couples still exist. The classification of the countries was
based on the information provided by Takács and
Szalma (2011) and on documentation reports of the
International LGBT and intersex association (ILGA
2012). Previous studies by Takács and Szalma (2011)
and van den Akker et al. (2013) have indicated that the
adoption of same-sex marriage legislation is indeed positively related to tolerance.
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Country-level controls included in the model were gross
domestic product (GDP) per capita, democratic stability,
and traditionally dominant religion in a country. GDP per
capita was calculated as the average GDP between 2000
and 2010 based on data from the United Nations Economic
Commission for Europe (UNECE, 2012). GDP per capita is
measured in international comparable prices by expenditure at US$1,000 of 2005. The democratic stability of a
country was operationalized by counting the number of
years that a country has had a stable democracy since
1919 until 2011 (Polity IV, 2011). Countries as Switzerland, UK, and Sweden have a stable democracy since 1919,
while countries as Russia, Slovenia, and Ukraine only
know a stable democracy for 20 years. To define the dominant
religious tradition of the participating countries, we used the
classification of Andersen and Fetner (2008): Roman
Catholic, Mixed Christian, Protestant, and Eastern Orthodox.
In “Appendix 1”, more details about the distribution of the
variables are provided.
With regard to the country-level control variables we
expect countries with greater economic security (higher
GDP per capita) and a longer democratic tradition to be
more tolerant toward homosexuality (Andersen & Fetner
2008; Gerhards 2010). It has to be noted that there is no
information available on the strenght or the strategy of
LGBT movements themselves in all these countries. A
direct test of the thesis that a strong, active, and highly
visible LGBT movement has a direct impact on public
opinion, therefore, cannot be conducted.
To answer the research questions, we make use of a pooled
cross-section time series multilevel model with robust maximum–likelihood estimates. Metric variables were centered
around their grand mean.

Results
Relation Between Same-Sex Marriage Legislation
and Tolerance of Homosexuality
The relationship between same-sex marriage legislation,
registered partnership, and tolerance of homosexuality is
analyzed with a sequence of multilevel models (Table 1).
The base model includes both a fixed and random effect
of survey year. Including these effects gives an indication of the overall trend in disapproval of homosexuality
in Europe and whether this effect differs between countries. The fixed effect of survey year is −.02 (p<.1):
overall, disapproval of homosexuality decreases between
2002 and 2010 in Europe, including various countries in
Central and Eastern Europe. However, the significant,
but small, random, slopes effect of survey year reveals
that not all participating countries have the same
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trajectory with regard to disapproval of homosexuality.
In a final model, we will test whether this variation in
trajectories can be explained with country characteristics.
The covariance between the slope and the intercepts is .009
(p<.01), meaning that countries with initially high levels of
tolerance decrease at a faster rate during the observed period
than countries with lower levels of tolerance. The base model
also indicates that 15.5 % of the variance in disapproval of
homosexuality can be attributed to differences between countries and 84.5 % of the variance to differences between
individuals.
In the second model, we included some individual-level
predictors. The predictors have effects in the expected
direction: male, older, and lower educated respondents
disapprove homosexuality more than female, younger,
and higher educated respondents. The effect of marital
status is only marginal: divorced or widowed respondents
are slightly more tolerant than respondents that were never
married before. As expected, religion has a strong effect
on disapproval of homosexuality. Except for Roman Catholics,
respondents belonging to any religious denomination have
higher levels of disapproval compared to nonreligious
respondents. Especially, the strong effect of being Muslim is
remarkable. Furthermore, religiousness and religious practice
both have a strong positive relation with disapproval of
homosexuality. Almost 13 % of the individual residual variance
can be explained with these predictors.
In a subsequent model, country-level predictors were
added. Because the correlation between “years of stable
democracy since 1919” and “GDP per capita” was very high
(r=.81), it was impossible to include both controls into the
same model. Therefore, we constructed two different models
(model with GDP per capita in “Appendix 2”). Controlling
for democratic stability and religious tradition, the level of
same-sex marriage recognition has a strong effect on disapproval of homosexuality. Respondents in countries with
registered partnership or same-sex marriage legislation
tolerate homosexuality more than respondents in countries
without legislation. Also, respondents in countries with samesex marriage are more tolerant than respondents in countries
with only a registered partnership procedure (this specific
significance test is not shown in Table 1). Further, the higher
the number of years with stable democracy and the higher the
GDP per capita, the less disapproving of homosexuality a
population is. The effect of the dominant religious tradition
of a country is limited if we control for other country characteristics.4 If we control for democratic stability, we can observe
that Roman Catholic and Mixed Christian countries are only
slightly less disapproving than Eastern Orthodox countries (see

4
We also controlled for the importance of religion at the aggregate
country-level, but the effect was not significant.
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same-sex marriage legislation, registered partnership, or
countries without any legal form of recognition. As the
nonsignificant coefficients and the fit indices show, the
differences in trajectories cannot be explained by the level of
legislation. The cross-level interaction between number of
years of stable democracy and survey year was negative and
small, but significant (p<.1; not shown in table), indicating
that countries with a long democratic tradition have a steeper
decline in levels of disapproval than countries with a shorter

Table 1). When we control for GDP per capita, the effect of
religion even fully disappears (see “Appendix 2”). Almost all
country-level variance is explained with these predictors, indicating that the most relevant variables were included in the
model.
In a last model, we included the cross-level interaction
between survey year and same-sex marriage legislation. The
goal of this interaction was to test whether the trend in
tolerance of homosexuality differed between countries with
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Fig. 2 Trends in disapproval for countries with same-sex marriage legislation. Note: country (year same-sex marriage legislation passed). Source:
ESS 2002–2010
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democratic tradition. Other cross-level interactions were not
significant.
Country-Specific Processes in the Recognition of Same-Sex
Marriage Legislation
The adoption of same-sex partnership in Western Europe
is partly characterized by policy convergence influenced
by transnational LGBT networks (Kollman 2007).
Kollman argues that transnational networks of elites and
activists have influenced domestic policies in approving
some form of same-sex partnership. However, the author
also recognizes that there is still some cross-national dissimilarity in which kind of same-sex unions are approved:
some countries recognize same-sex marriage, while others
only registered partnership. According to Kollman, this
can be explained by domestic factors as national religious
practice and the perceived legitimacy of international
norms. While we might hypothesize that other European
countries will follow in recognizing same-sex marriage
and same-sex partnership because of these transnational
influences, the specific situation in each country will still
play an important role.
The Netherlands was the first country in the world to
offer marriage to same-sex couples in 2000. Opinion research shows that already from the 1960s, public opinion
in the Netherlands became much more tolerant toward
homosexuality (Jaspers et al. 2007). The ChristianDemocratic party is traditionally a major coalition partner
in the Netherlands, and this party was certainly not favorable to recognition of same-sex marriage. When in 1994,
for the very first time in decades, a coalition government
was formed without Christian-Democrats, the secular
parties took the opportunity to introduce same-sex marriages (Badgett 2004). A similar reasoning goes for neighboring Belgium, where public opinion also shifted already
quite early, but where only from 1999 onwards, governments could be formed without religious parties. Here, the
secular parties followed the example of the Netherlands,
and by 2003, the law was adopted. In Spain, too, a similar
political logic was followed: in 2004, a socialist government took office, after 8 years of conservative majorities.
Newly elected Prime Minister Zapatero saw it as an act of
modernization to legalize same-sex marriages, despite the
opposition from the still powerful Catholic Church in
Spain (Calvo 2010). Norway (2008), Sweden (2009), and
Denmark (2012) are Scandinavian countries that typically
have a very tolerant attitude toward sexual minorities, and
they have pioneered the recognition of same-sex partnership already in the 1990s. Both within the LGBT
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movement, as within the population, as a whole, this
created the impression that the problem was “solved,” so
there was no urgent need for a full recognition of same-sex
marriage. Only years after the example of the Netherlands,
therefore, the Scandinavian countries introduced similar
legislation (Andersson et al. 2006). Portugal, finally, also
adopted same-sex marriage in 2010, despite the fact that
opinion polls do not show a very favorable public opinion.
The new socialist government, however, took the opportunity to demonstrate that Portugal indeed could adopt
“modern” legislation.
Although there are only a few cases available, this short
country-by-country overview shows that we can, indeed,
witness a complicated interplay between a number of factors. In the northern countries of Europe, one can, indeed,
observe that a tolerant public opinion seems to be a factor in
adopting same-sex marriage legislation. The role of the
political system, however, cannot be neglected either.
Left-wing governments taking office show a tendency to
promote same-sex legislation, following a period of conservative governments. Finally, transnational examples also seem to play a role, most obviously in the case of
Belgium following the Netherlands and Portugal following
Spain (Fig. 2).

Discussion
In this article, we investigated the relation between the
legal recognition of same-sex marriage or registered partnership and the disapproval of homosexuality in Western
European countries. We, indeed, observed a strong negative relation between the presence of legislation and
disapproval of homosexuality. If we compare population
averages, it can be observed that countries with a liberal
public opinion are more likely to recognize same-sex
marriage or some form of nonmarital partnership than
countries with a less tolerant population, although at this
moment, in the analysis, we cannot make any causal
statements in this regard yet. We could note that this effect
is stronger in countries with a full recognition of marriage,
compared to countries that have installed some kind of
registered partnership for lesbian and gay couples. This
suggests that this form of partnership can be seen as a kind
of halfway station: in countries where the population
offers but lukewarm support for equal rights for LGBT
persons, apparently political leaders are more inclined to
embrace the notion of a registered partnership as a kind of
second-best solution, which is not associated with a
recognition of full equality between heterosexual and same-
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sex couples. Furthermore, the analysis confirmed previous
research in the sense that older, less educated and religious
respondents are less likely to disapprove homosexuality. It
can be noted, in this regard, that the effect of an Islamic
denomination was particularly strong. Given the continuing trend toward higher average education levels and continuing secularization in Western Europe, the most likely
expectation, therefore, is that disapproval of homosexuality
will continue to decline in those countries.
The strong relation between public attitudes and legislation suggests that same-sex marriage is not just an elite
phenomenon, which can be explained by processes that
occur within the political decision-making structures,
without too much involvement of public opinion. The
general line is that same-sex marriage (or registered partnership) is recognized in countries where public opinion
is, indeed, more tolerant. Nevertheless, it is clear from the
country-specific evidence that characteristics of the political
elite also play a role. In the Netherlands, Belgium, Spain, and
Portugal, one could observe the phenomenon that left-wing or
secular political parties promised to open up marriage for
same-sex couples, and subsequently, implemented this
promise once they came into office. A very preliminary
conclusion, therefore, could be that while a tolerant
population creates the opportunity to introduce same-sex
marriage, political elite actors still have to be convinced to
use this opportunity.
For the time being, the data do not allow us any statement about causality as this obviously would require more
observations and longer periods of time. It is striking to
note, however, that we do not find even the slightest indication for a backlash that could occur as a result of the legal
recognition of same-sex marriage, as some more conservative
authors have claimed (Badgett 2004; Jacobi 2006). The decline in disapproval of homosexuality seems to follow a
gradual course in Western European countries and there is
no indication for any abrupt changes, as a result of political
debates or decisions. Although the number of observations is
too limited to revive the traditional debate on the questions
whether “stateways can change folkways,” the available data
rather suggest a self-reinforcement process. Obviously, the
recognition of same-sex marriage does reflect a structural
social characteristic and it is very likely to occur in countries
with a liberal public opinion. We know that in the US in 1972,
74.3 % of the respondents condemned homosexual relations
as wrong and that this percentage decreased to 58 % in 1998
(Treas 2002). This would allow us to predict that if the US
government would adequately reflect public opinion, without
any major distortions or the presence of veto players, the US
most likely would recognize same-sex marriage. In a
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subsequent phase, however, we do observe that in countries
that have recognized same-sex marriage, the decline of disapproval simply continues. Public opinion clearly does not
oppose any legislation in this regard. During the past decades,
attitudes toward homosexuality have changed dramatically in
Western societies. Recognition of same-sex marriage is to be
understood not just as a consequence of this societal process
but also as part of it.

Appendix 1

Table 2 Descriptive statistics of analysis variables
Individual level

Range

Disapproval
homosexuality
Gender (0=male;
1=female)
Age
Education
Married/cohabiting
Divorced/widowed
Never married
Roman Catholic
Protestant
Eastern Orthodox
Muslim
Other
Religiousness
Religious practice
Country level

1–5

Mean Standard Ni
deviation
1.90 .004
213,200

0–1

.54

.50

223,956

15–100
1–5
0–1
0–1
0–1
0–1
0–1
0–1
0–1
0–1
0–10
1–7
Range

47.60
3.05
.53
.20
.30
.32
.14
.11
.02
.02
4.77
5.38
Mean

223,106
223,056
219,306
219,306
219,306
213,212
213,212
213,212
213,212
213,212
222,228
222,858
Ni
Nj

0–1

.27

18.50
1.34
.50
.40
.43
.47
.35
.32
.13
.14
2.96
1.53
Standard
deviation
.43

0–1
0–1

.44
.29

.50
.45

224,214 12
224,214 7

No same-sex marriage
legislation
Registered partnership
Same-sex marriage
legislation
Mean GDP per capita
($1000 s)
Years of democracy
Roman Catholic
Mixed Christian
Protestant
Eastern Orthodox

224,214 10

5.25–67.12 27.19 10.63

224,214 31

20–92
0–1
0–1
0–1
0–1

224,214
224,214
224,214
224,214
224,214

62.83
.42
.19
.21
.18

28.03
.49
.39
.40
.39

31
13
5
5
6

To calculate the mean of disapproval of homosexuality, both the design
weight and the population weight were applied. Other means are not
weighted. Source: ESS 2002–2010
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Appendix 2

Table 3 Final multilevel model with GDP per capita
Fixed part

B (SE)

Survey year
Gender (ref. male)
Age
Education
Marital status (ref. never married)
Married/cohabiting
Divorced/widowed
Religion (ref. not religious)
Roman Catholic
Protestant
Eastern Orthodox
Muslim

.00 (.03)
−.23 (.02)***
.01 (.00)***
−.09 (.01)***
−.00 (.01)
−.03 (.01)*
.01 (.02)
.05 (.03)*
.13 (.06)*
.64 (.07)***
.26 (.04)***
.03 (.00)***
.10 (.01)***

Other
Religiousness
Religious practice
Legislation (ref. no legislation)
Registered partnership
Same-sex marriage
GDP per capita
Dominant religious tradition (ref. Eastern Orthodox)
Roman Catholic
Mixed Christian
Protestant
Survey year * registered partnership
Survey year * same-sex marriage
Random part
Intercept
Survey year slope
Within-level variance
Between-level variance

3.02 (.17)***
.004 (.003)
1.06 (.06)***
.05 (.01)***

Fit
AIC
BIC

563971
564235

−.16 (.13)
−.47 (.09)***
−.02 (.00)***
−.25 (.18)
−.29 (.20)
−.19 (.20)
−.03 (.04)
−.04 (.04)

Entries are unstandardized robust maximum-likelihood estimates
corrected for selection bias (design weight). N=194,710. Source: ESS
2002–2010
*

p<.1; ** p<.01; *** p<.001
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