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ABSTRACT 

This thesis builds on existing literature examining how characteristics like religion, race, 

and education affect perceptions of gay people by examining the relationship between 

socioeconomic status and homophobia. I test the hypothesis that less income is associated with 

less tolerance of homosexuality due to the time constraints and geographic concentration 

associated with poverty and a lack of LGBTQIA+ and low-income representation in American 

media and culture. Using data from the General Social Survey from 1973-2018 in a multiple 

regression model, I find a small, statistically significant, negative relationship between income 

and homophobia. My results also confirm earlier findings that women tend to be more tolerant of 

homosexuality than men and Jewish people and people of no religion tend to be more tolerant 

than people of other religious groups across several subgroup analyses. Though Democrats tend 

to be more tolerant than Independents and white respondents tend to be more tolerant than Black 

respondents, this is not always the case across subgroups — especially when homosexuality is 

framed as a civil rights rather than a moral issue. By better understanding the root cause of 

homophobia in the United States, policymakers and LGBTQIA+ advocates can sharpen political 

messaging to help reduce social barriers faced by queer people.  
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I.  INTRODUCTION 

Homophobia in the United States has historically been — and continues to be — a barrier 

to lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer/questioning, intersex, and asexual (LGBTQIA+) 

people leading safe, authentic lives. According to the General Social Survey (GSS), only recently 

have more people articulated that there is nothing wrong with sexual relations between two 

adults of the same sex than believed it was always, almost always, or sometimes wrong (Figure 

1). 

 

Figure 1: Approval of Homosexuality by Year 

In the mid-2010s, more survey respondents began to believe there is nothing wrong with sexual 

relations between two adults of the same sex than believed it was always, almost always, or 

sometimes wrong. 

Source: General Social Survey 
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But what causes homophobia? And why does it persist today? Departing from these 

questions, my paper builds on past research that investigates the driving forces behind the public 

opinion of homosexuality and examines factors that may impact perceptions of gay people, such 

as religion and religiosity (Whitehead 2010), race (Perry and Irizarry 2017), social networks 

(DellaPosta 2018), and beliefs about the cause of homosexuality (Haider-Markel and Joslyn 

2005). Much of this research focuses on aspects of how a person’s identity impacts their 

perception of gay people, measured through survey data. Studies have similarly examined how 

attitudes toward gay people have improved over time (Schwartz 2010). This literature guides 

additional subgroup analysis examining the relationship between income and homophobia 

among people of different races, political affiliations, and religions.  

 This thesis aims to address these questions in part through a multiple regression model 

focusing on the relationship between socioeconomic status and tolerance of homosexuality. 

Specifically, I test the hypothesis that conditions related to having lower income are associated 

with an increase in homophobic views. This is not to suggest that conservative or less accepting 

values are inherent to people with lower income; rather, I examine how a lack of time and 

geographic concentration among low-income people as well as homophobic and non-

representative media and culture may be mediating variables associated with low income that 

contribute to more homophobic views. These relationships are explored in more detail in the next 

section. 

Using data from the GSS, this paper’s findings suggest there is a statistically significant 

negative relationship between income and homophobia, though the magnitude of the relationship 

is largely negligible. Still, the paper affirms literature that has explored the relationship between 

race, religion, and homophobia. Ultimately, increasing income is a policy goal in its own right, 
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and its relationship to homophobia should be viewed more as a positive externality of this larger 

goal than a key reason why we should increase people’s incomes. Policymakers and LGBTQIA+ 

advocates can use these results to better target messages for tolerance, all with the goal of 

reducing political and social barriers to queer people leading safer and more authentic lives. 

Because women tend to be more tolerant of homosexuality than men, cisgender women may be 

more responsive to action-oriented messaging, and men might be more in need of persuasion-

based messaging. In addition, generally less tolerant groups, such as Republicans, Independents, 

and Black and religiously affiliated Americans, tend to respond more favorably toward 

messaging about homosexuality framed as a civil rights issue rather than a strictly moral issue. 

II.  LITERATURE REVIEW 

Note on Language 

While frequently referred to more collectively as an LGBTQIA+ community — inclusive 

of many sexualities and genders — the research scope of this thesis is limited to perceptions of 

same-sex sexual relations and gay identity. This is due to the availability of data over time in the 

GSS — not because examining perceptions of the LGBTQIA+ community collectively is not a 

worthy cause. By focusing on perceptions of homosexuality, there is an added benefit of not 

conflating sexuality with gender identity, which are distinct in both lived experiences and public 

opinion. Throughout this paper, the terms “gay” and “homosexual” will be used interchangeably 

to refer to the identity measured by the GSS, and “LGBTQIA+” and “queer” will be used 

interchangeably to refer to the broader communities and civil rights movement.  

What Drives Perceptions of Homosexuality? 

This thesis builds on previous literature that has leveraged public opinion data from the 

GSS and other sources. Previous research has explored how factors like race, religion, age, 
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knowing gay people, and the perceived cause of homosexuality have affected perceptions of gay 

people. Considering a comparably small quantitative literature, this thesis attempts to apply 

quantitative methods using survey data to examine the specific effect of socioeconomic status on 

perceptions of homosexuality.  

One important factor considered in the literature is how a person’s age and generation 

might impact their acceptance of gay people. David Ekstam (2021) identifies how age, period, 

and cohort effects should be evaluated in their effects on attitudes toward homosexuality. Using 

data from the General Social Survey and fixed effects modeling, he finds those born in the cohort 

1942–1951 — who came of age during the counterculture of the 1960s and 1970s — tend to be 

more accepting of homosexuality than adjacent cohorts, and the 1957–1966 cohort  — who came 

of age during the height of the HIV/AIDS crisis and the generally conservative “zeitgeist” of the 

1980s — tend to be less accepting than adjacent cohorts. 

Another important factor that studies have considered when examining perceptions of 

gay people is knowing an actual gay person. Using OLS and logit models with longitudinal data 

from the GSS from 2006–2010 — including data from 2006 in which respondents detailed their 

acquaintances — DellaPosta (2018) found that those who had at least one gay or lesbian 

acquaintance had larger shifts in attitudes toward support for same-sex marriage and moral 

acceptance of homosexuality than those without any gay and lesbian acquaintances.  

The impact of beliefs about the cause of homosexuality (e.g., is it a choice or biologically 

determined) has also been explored in the literature on perceptions of homosexuals. Haider-

Markel and Joslyn (2005) compared beliefs about homosexual and interracial marriage based on 

respondents’ beliefs about biological ideas of gay and Black people. They used data from the 

GSS and a Gallup survey to run logistic regressions, concluding that those who think 
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homosexuality is a biological trait are more likely to support same-sex marriage than those who 

think it is a choice. 

The impact of the perceived cause of homosexuality is also likely to vary with a person’s 

religion. Andrew Whitehead (2010) uses binary logistic models with data from the Baylor 

Religion Survey, which offers a wider range of religious variables than had previously been 

used, to estimate religion’s effect on how people perceive the cause of homosexuality and, 

consequently, its association with their perceptions of gay marriage. He cites a large body of 

literature noting religion’s significant impact on views of homosexuality, and his results indicate 

different attitudes among religious traditions. He also finds religious attitudes, behaviors, and 

affiliations play a significant role in explaining attitudes toward same-sex marriage even after 

accounting for how respondents account for the cause of homosexuality. 

Religion, race, and class are not just likely to affect a person’s attitude toward 

homosexuals, but they are likely to interact with how those attitudes manifest. Ravi K. Perry and 

Yasmiyn A. Irizarry (2017) use the GSS from 2004–2012 and multivariate analyses to identify 

class variation in how race affects negative attitudes toward homosexuals, namely that the Black 

middle class tends to have much more conservative attitudes compared to their white 

counterparts than Black people at the top and bottom of the income distribution compared to 

their white counterparts. While they acknowledge that Black people’s approval of homosexuals 

tends to be lower than their white or Latinx counterparts, they find that religiosity and morality 

only explain some of the gaps between middle-class Black and white people — meaning there is 

still some unexplained phenomenon that might explain how class affects perceptions of gay 

people. 



 

 6 

How Might Low Income Reduce Approval of Homosexuality? 

Having noted some of the many factors that drive perceptions of homosexuality — such 

as race, social networks, religiosity, and political orientation — I turn my attention to the 

relationship between socioeconomic status and acceptance of gay people. The remainder of this 

paper examines the hypothesis that lower income leads to less favorable attitudes toward 

homosexuality, while continuing to contend with racial, religious, and political factors informing 

public opinion of homosexuality. This is not to suggest that conservative or unaccepting attitudes 

are inherent to people with low incomes; rather, the conditions that result from lower incomes 

may also lead to lower approval rates of homosexuality.  

For example, seemingly political social conversations may be of less interest to lower-

income people who simply have other, more important things to worry about, such as food or 

housing security. Working multiple jobs or the stress of searching for additional work and 

income may exacerbate this disinterest in engaging with the debate on gay rights. Oren M. 

Levin-Waldman (2013) examined the 2008 Current Population Survey — specifically variables 

related to how much individuals discussed politics, read the newspaper, supported candidates or 

causes, or participated in civic organizations. Running a logit regression, his results support other 

findings in the literature that higher income is correlated with more civic participation compared 

to lower-income households — even though educational attainment has the most profound 

effect. Indeed, more education attainment tends to be associated with more tolerance of 

homosexuality in part due to education’s association with the support of civil liberties and 

correlation to cognitive sophistication (Ohlandera, Batalovab, and Treas 2005). This association 

between lower income and less engagement with politics might mean separation from the larger 
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cultural conversation and default to the broadly heteronormative history and media that 

dominates American culture, leading to less favorable attitudes toward gay people. 

People with low incomes may also be limited in their ability to travel or be exposed to 

ideas outside of their immediate communities and social networks. Research from the United 

Kingdom finds that low-income people have less access to transport and are more likely to 

experience social exclusion (Lucas 2012). In-person and phone surveys in two Canadian cities — 

Toronto and Alberta — found that lower-income people are more likely than higher-income 

people to experience social isolation, noting poverty as a structural barrier to participating in and 

feeling a part of community activities (Stewart 2009). And a large body of literature finds that 

poverty in the United States tends to be concentrated, especially in urban neighborhoods (Wilson 

1987, Massey et al. 1993). Without the means to be exposed to other places and people — 

compounded by distrust of systems that lead to poverty in the first place — lower-income people 

may be less likely to accept homosexuality. 

Finally, I posit that attitudes toward homosexuals may be impacted by a culture and 

media landscape that decenters their experience and frames homosexuals as especially affluent. 

In movies and television, LGBTQIA+ characters are still often tokenized, and queer people 

broadly are portrayed as elite or well-off despite the disproportionate trends of poverty among 

queer people — especially transgender people and queer people of color (Williams Institute). 

McLaughlin and Rodriguez (2017) conducted a nationally representative survey of responses to 

gay male characters on prime-time television and found that exposure to gay characters on 

television was positively associated with increased opposition to legal rights for gay people — 

especially among men who watch conservative news and have high religiosity — in large part 

because of the stereotypes in the portrayal of gay characters. The authors also find that emotional 

https://williamsinstitute.law.ucla.edu/publications/lgbt-poverty-us/
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identification with the gay characters is associated with less prejudice toward gay people — but 

may also reinforce stereotypes depending on how the gay characters are portrayed. Likewise, 

Hamilton et al. (2015) apply social representation theory to transformative consumer research 

about representations of poverty, finding poor people in media tend to be portrayed as “others” 

who are denied agency and pleasure while also being individually blamed for their economic 

conditions and socially excluded due to their inability to participate in consumer culture. The 

combination of this unrepresentative media means that positive messages about queer people 

may not be reaching low-income people, which may make them less inclined to support 

homosexuality more broadly. 

Again, none of this is to suggest that having a low income inherently means a person is 

naturally homophobic or less accepting. Rather, the structures that lead to and result from 

poverty — namely the stress of survival, limited mobility, and a dominant anti-gay and anti-poor 

media and culture — are mediating factors that may cause lower income to reduce approvals of 

homosexuality.  

III.  CONCEPTUAL MODEL AND ANALYSIS PLAN 

The goal of this thesis is to examine the hypothesis that lower income is associated with 

higher rates of homophobia and test trends in the literature related to racial, religious, and 

political demographic factors. As such, I also look at the income/homophobia relationship among 

people of different races, religions, political orientations, and self-identified class labels through 

subgroup analysis. The model predicts the relationship between a respondent’s income and their 

predicted probability of not approving of homosexuality, controlling for age, education, sex, 

race, political party, religion, region, and year. It also explores the relationship between income 
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and predicted probability of not approving of homosexuality among respondents of different 

races, political parties, religions, and self-identified class label. 

The key dependent variable is a recoded dummy variable of responses to the question: 

Q1: “What about sexual relations between two adults of the same sex — do you 

think it is always wrong, almost always wrong, wrong only sometimes, or not 

wrong at all?”  

It takes the value of 0 if the respondent replied, “Not wrong at all” and 1 if they replied, 

“Always Wrong,” “Almost Always Wrong,” “Sometimes Wrong,” or “Other.” The key 

independent variable is a continuous variable measuring the respondent’s total family before-tax 

income from all sources in the past year. To account for individuals in the dataset who have 

disproportionately high family incomes, I take the log of result in each regression.1  

I control for demographic variables such as sex, age, race, religion, and education. A 

person’s gender may be related to both a person’s tolerance of gay people and their income 

(Schwartz 2010). Similarly, the literature indicates that a person’s age, race, and religion are 

related to their perceptions of gay people, and all three are also likely to be related to a person’s 

income — especially their age and race. A person’s education is very likely to be associated with 

their income and is likely to play a role in their tolerance of gay people as well. Because these 

variables are related to both the dependent and independent variables (i.e., homophobia and 

income) their omission from the model might bias the results. 

 

1 To mitigate concerns that observations with zero income are not accounted for because of the 

logarithmic transformation of the variable, I add one to each income before taking the log of the 

income variable. 
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I also control for region-fixed effects based on where the interview with the respondent 

was conducted since income and attitudes toward homosexuals may vary in different parts of the 

United States. I also control for the year the survey was conducted since both income and 

attitudes tend to change over time.  

A summary of variables is available in Table 1. Because the key dependent variable is 

binary, I use a linear probability model (LPM). When checking the model’s robustness, I verify 

my results when using probit model specifications. 

Based on conclusions from previous literature about how race and religion impact 

perceptions of gay people, I perform a subgroup analysis on the homophobia/income relationship 

among people of different races (Black, white, other) and different religions (Catholic, 

Protestant, Jewish, none, other). I also perform subgroup analysis among people with different 

political affiliations (Democrat, Independent, Republican) and people with different self-

identified class (lower, working, middle, and upper). Understanding how income might change 

perceptions of gay people among different kinds of people across the political spectrum will help 

advocates and policymakers better target their messaging and better understand their 

constituents’ preferences.  

I then rerun the regressions on a different measurement of homophobia from the GSS. In 

addition to asking about homosexual relations, the survey also asks respondents: 

Q2: “Suppose this admitted homosexual wanted to make a speech in your 

community. Should he be allowed to speak, or not?” 

Q3: “Should such a person [a homosexual] be allowed to teach in a college or 

university, or not?”  



 

 11 

Q4: “If some people in your community suggested that a book he [a homosexual] 

wrote in favor of homosexuality should be taken out of your public library, would 

you favor removing this book, or not?”  

Using a different measure of homophobia allows for a comparison between framing 

homosexuality in terms of morality versus civil rights. Likewise, I run regressions with a 

different measure of income, which measures a respondent’s individual income rather than their 

family’s income. 

Possible Mediating Variables (Geographic Mobility and Internet Access) 

The theoretical core of my thesis’ primary hypothesis suggests that lower income is 

associated with mediating variables that cause increases in homophobia. I suggest some of these 

mediating variables may be limited time/interest to engage in social debates; limited mobility 

and social connectedness beyond a person’s immediate network; and a media culture that is not 

made for low-income people and that negatively portrays gay people. While characteristics like 

interest and culture are difficult to measure, the GSS includes data on mobility and internet use, 

which I use as proxies for social connectedness. I run the regression with and without these 

possibly mediating variables to determine the significance of their relationship with homophobia, 

since I do not want to control for mediating variables that may explain part of the relationship 

between homophobia and income.  

IV.  DATA DESCRIPTION 

The GSS is coordinated by NORC at the University of Chicago and has tracked U.S. 

national public opinion since 1972. The methodology has changed over the years, with targeted 

samples of 1,500 from 1972-93, two targeted samples of 1,500 respondents from 1994-2004, and 

three targeted samples of 1,500 in 2006. There were no GSSs in 1979, 1981, or 1992, and the 
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survey has been run every two years since 1994. The key dependent variable measuring 

homophobia is summarized in Figure 1 above, denoting that only recently have more favorable 

attitudes toward homosexuals become more prominent than less favorable attitudes.  

 

Table 1: Summary of Key Variables 

Variable Description 

Age Discrete variable measuring age of respondent 

Class (Lower) Binary variable 1=respondent self-identifies as lower class 

Class (Working) Binary variable 1=respondent self-identifies as working class 

Class (Middle) Binary variable 1=respondent self-identifies as middle class 

Class (Upper) Binary variable 1=respondent self-identifies as upper class 

Education Discrete variable measuring years of respondent’s education 

Gender Binary variable 1=respondent identifies as female 

Income (Family) 
Continuous variable measuring family income in constant 1986 

dollars 

Income (Respondent) 
Continuous variable measuring respondent income in constant 

1986 dollars 

Internet Hours 
Not counting e-mail how many hours per week a respondent is on 

the internet 

Mobility (Same City) 
Binary variable measuring if a person moved since where they 

lived at age 16, 0= moved states or cities, 1=lives in the same city 

Mobility (Same State, Different 

City) 

Binary variable measuring if a person moved since where they 

lived at age 16, 0= moved states or stayed in the same city, 

1=moved cities within the same state 

Mobility (Different State) 

Binary variable measuring if a person moved since where they 

lived at age 16, 0= moved within state or stayed in the same city, 

1=lives in a different state 

Perception of Homosexuality 

Binary variable measuring if a person thinks “sexual relations 

between two adults of the same sex is 0=Not wrong at all or 

1=Always, almost always, or sometimes wrong 

Perception of Homosexuality 

(College) 

Binary variable measuring if a person answers, “Should such a 

person [a homosexual] be allowed to teach in a college or 

university, or not?” 0=Yes or 1=No 

Perception of Homosexuality 

(Library) 

Binary variable measuring if a person answers, “If some people 

in your community suggested that a book he [a homosexual] 

wrote in favor of homosexuality should be taken out of your 

public library, would you favor removing this book, or not?” 

0=Keep 1=Remove 

Perception of Homosexuality 

(Speech) 

Binary variable measuring if a person answers, “Suppose this 

admitted homosexual wanted to make a speech in your 

community. Should he be allowed to speak, or not?” 0=Yes or 

1=No 

Political Affiliation (Democrat) 
Binary variable 1=respondent identifies as a “strong” or “not 

strong” Democrat 
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Variable Description 

Political Affiliation 

(Independent) 

Binary variable 1=respondent identifies as “Independent, near 

Dem.,” “Independent,” “Independent, near Rep.” or “Other 

Party” 

Political Affiliation (Republican) 
Binary variable 1=respondent identifies as a “strong” or “not 

strong” Republican 

Race 
Categorical variable, respondent identifies as “Black,” “white,” 

or “other” 

Region 

Categorical variable, region of interview “New England,” 

“Middle Atlantic,” “East North Central,” “West North Central,” 

“South Atlantic,” “East South Central,” West South Central,” 

“Mountain,” or “Pacific” 

Religion (Protestant) Binary variable 1=respondent identifies as Protestant 

Religion (Catholic) Binary variable 1=respondent identifies as Catholic 

Religion (Jewish) Binary variable 1=respondent identifies as Jewish 

Religion (No Religion) Binary variable 1=respondent identifies as not having a religion 

Religion (Other Religion) Binary variable 1=respondent identifies as another religion 

Year GSS year for this respondent  

 

V.  RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

The first four models presented in Table 2 demonstrate the development of the best 

multiple regression model to assess the relationship between income and homophobia. Looking 

at both the unweighted and weighted bivariate regressions, an increase in income is associated 

with a very small decrease in homophobia on average. The weighted model, however, accounts 

for the number of adults living in each household (particularly useful for analyzing family 

income) and accounts for a 2004 change in non-responsive sub-sampling.  

However, this estimate is likely downward biased. With the addition of control variables, 

an increase in income is associated with a slightly larger, though still very small decrease in 

homophobia. The initial omission of a variable like education, which is likely to be positively 

associated with income but negatively associated with homophobia, would have been driving 

down the estimated relationship between income and tolerance of gay people. Adding region 

fixed effects further reduced the predicted relationship between income and homophobia by 
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controlling for the factors that are fixed to a region and account for things like the sociopolitical 

differences between the Northeast and the South.  

Table 2: Linear Probability Model Regression Results 

Variable 
Unweighted, 

No Controls 

Weighted, 

No 

Controls 

Weighted 

With 

Controls 

Weighted 

With Controls 

and Region 

Fixed Effects 

Weighted 

With 

Controls, 

Region Fixed 

Effects, and 

Mobility and 

Internet 

Income 

-0.041321 

(0.0023296) 

*** 

-0.0411309 

(0.0029829) 

*** 

-0.0177384 

(0.0027016)

*** 

-0.0145078 

(0.0026988)

*** 

-0.0299832 

(0.0079772) 

*** 

Age   

0.0026404 

(0.0001389)

*** 

0.0027526 

(0.0001384)

*** 

0.003633 

(0.0004403) 

*** 

Education   

-0.0193971 

(0.0008259*

** 

-.0181204 

(0.000832)*

** 

-0.0169116 

(0.0027247) 

*** 

Female   

-0.0685452 

(0.0046325)

*** 

-0.066173 

(0.0045933)

*** 

-0.1007474 

(0.0130285) 

*** 

Black   

0.0886814 

(0.0069492)

*** 

0.0807756 

(0.0069805)

*** 

0.1899445 

(0.0210857) 

*** 

Other Race   

0.0863044 

(0.0119869)

*** 

0.0965041 

(0.0120327)

*** 

0.1518713 

(0.0252173) 

*** 

Democrat   

-0.0206672 

(0.005422)*

** 

-0.022819 

(0.0053669)

*** 

-0.0509161 

(0.0163278) 

** 

Republican   

0.0960218 

(0.0060281)

*** 

0.094018 

(0.0059813)

*** 

0.1686419 

(0.0180096) 

*** 

Protestant   

0.2909615 

(0.0089427)

*** 

0.268065 

(0.0089326)

*** 

0.2981434 

(0.0186867) 

*** 

Catholic   

0.2129129 

(0.009809)*

** 

.2139748 

(0.0097833)

*** 

0.1586893 

(0.021978) 

*** 

Jewish   
-0.0412348 

(0.021709) 

-.0368612 

(0.021648) 

0.01517 

(0.0542086) 

Other 

Religion 
  

0.1680558 

(0.0163006)

*** 

.1659794 

(0.0160912)

*** 

0.1680932 

(0.0286356) 

*** 
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Variable 
Unweighted, 

No Controls 

Weighted, 

No 

Controls 

Weighted 

With 

Controls 

Weighted 

With Controls 

and Region 

Fixed Effects 

Weighted 

With 

Controls, 

Region Fixed 

Effects, and 

Mobility and 

Internet 

Same City, 

Different 

State 

    
-0.025353 

(0.0165897) 

Different 

State 
    

-0.0264381 

(0.0168479) 

Internet 

Access 
    

-0.0015262 

(0.0005447) 

** 

_cons 1.142571 1.150802 17.31787 17.69897 27.18844 

Observatio

ns 
34,189 34,189 33,898 33,898 5,235 

Prob > F 0.0000 0.0000 0.0000 0.0000 0.0000 

R2 0.0091 0.0087 0.2198 0.2305 0.2201 

*p<0.05, **p<0.01, ***p<0.001 

 

The last model in Table 4 includes the mobility and internet use variables that serve as 

proxies for social connectedness — a mediating variable that may help explain the connection 

between income and homophobia. However, the mobility variables measuring if a person moved 

cities or states from where they lived at 16 are not statistically significant. The variable 

measuring time spent outside of work on the internet is significant but would require dropping 

most observations if it remained in the model (the question was added in 2000). For these 

reasons, and to control for the most sources of bias, I use the model with weighted control 

variables and region-fixed effects to analyze the relationship between homophobia and income 

and each control variable in the rest of this analysis.  

On average, an increase in income is associated with a very small decrease in 

homophobia. Though the relationship is small in magnitude, it is statistically significant 
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(p<0.001), and the direction of the relationship is as predicted — as income increases, so does 

tolerance for queer people. 

An increase in age is associated with a small increase in the likelihood of being 

homophobic. This concurs with the literature to an extent. Ekstam (2021) contends that the trend 

is not as simple as the relationship here might imply (i.e., a person becomes more homophobic as 

they age). Rather, generational cohort effects also play a role, and Baby Boomers tend to be 

more conservative than the Silent Generation or Gen Xers. Because the survey started in the mid-

1970s, Baby Boomers are likely to be the most represented generation surveyed across the past 

50 years, holding their collectively more conservative values as they continue to age. On 

average, an increase in education is associated with a small decrease in the likelihood of being 

homophobic, which makes intuitive sense in terms of the direction of the relationship and is 

consistent with the literature (Ohlander, Batalova, Treas 2005). 

 Women tend to be less homophobic than men, and the relationship between sex and 

homophobia is statistically significant (p<0.001). Black people and people of other races appear 

to be more homophobic, on average, than their white peers. This is consistent with the literature. 

(Schwartz 2010, Glick and Golden 2010). 

 Democrats are less homophobic than Independents on average, and Republicans are more 

homophobic than Independents. The relationship between religion and tolerance for gay people 

is statistically significant among Protestants, Catholics, and people of other religions (e.g., Islam, 

Hinduism, Buddhism, etc.), although it is not statistically significant among Jewish people.  

Sub-Group Results 

By splitting the models into subsamples in Tables 3 and 4, I aim to more directly 

compare the relationship between income and tolerance of gay people across distinct groups. 
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Though the magnitude of the relationship remains small across political parties, it is perhaps not 

a surprise to see income is associated with the smallest change in homophobia among 

Republicans, followed by Independents, then Democrats. Across parties, women more likely 

than men to be tolerant of gay people, and Protestants and Catholics are more likely to be 

homophobic than people with no religion.  

As age increases, homophobia is more likely to increase among Independents than both 

Democrats and Republicans. Black Democrats are more likely than Black Independents to be 

homophobic (p<0.001). Black Independents — though still about five percentage points more 

homophobic than white Independents — have a smaller variation in the income/homophobia 

relationship than Black and white Democrats (i.e., Black Democrats are associated with a 10-

percentage point higher likelihood of homophobia than white Democrats). But in the opposite 

direction, as education increases, Independents are the most likely to see a reduction in 

homophobia compared to Democrats and Republicans. This is evidence that Independents are 

more than just the middle ground of Democrats and Republicans when it comes to tolerance of 

homosexuality, and different parts of their identity may be associated with homophobia. 
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Table 3: Sub-Group Regression Results by Political Party and Race 

 Democrats 
Indepen-

dents 

Repub-

licans 
Black White Other Race 

Income 

-0.0190503 

(0.0043331)

*** 

-0.0164126 

(0.0046214) 

*** 

-0.0133474 

(0.0050246) 

** 

-0.0079467 

(0.0056536) 

-0.0162518 

(0.0030823)

*** 

-0.0169217 

(0.0119731) 

Age 

0.0027544 

(0.0002246)

*** 

0.0034266 

(0.0002526) 

*** 

0.0019589 

(0.0002441) 

*** 

0.0018512 

(0.0003727)

*** 

.0028326 

(0.0001495)

*** 

0.0052062 

(0.0007625)

*** 

Edu-

cation 

-0.0187154 

(0.0013088)

*** 

-0.0212166 

(0.0015113) 

*** 

-.0107234 

(0.0015047) 

*** 

-0.0066604 

(0.002105)*

* 

-0.0201589 

(0.0009477)

*** 

-0.0202541 

(0.0031831)

*** 

Female 

-0.0755098 

(0.0071808)

*** 

-0.0703363 

(0.0082168) 

*** 

-.0453744 

(0.0083241) 

*** 

-0.0433034 

(0.0111272)

*** 

-0.069432 

(0.0051444)

*** 

-0.0958903 

(0.0219401)

*** 

Demo-

crat 
   

0.0483435 

(0.0140778)

** 

-0.0327333 

(0.0059695)

*** 

-0.0660025 

(0.0245341)

** 

Repub-

lican 
   

0.0584462 

(0.0245413)

** 

0.0945162 

(0.0063943)

*** 

0.0726389 

(0.0328692)

** 

Black 

0.1084631 

(0.0087179)

*** 

0.0545206 

(0.0142023) 

*** 

-0.0076725 

(.0221992) 
   

Other 

Race 

0.0978123 

(0.0193331)

*** 

0.1156002  

(0.0179996) 

*** 

0.0809662 

(0.0269009) 

** 

   

Protes-

tant 

0.2668119 

(0.0150206)

*** 

0.251524 

(0.0127063) 

*** 

0.232313 

(0.0231187) 

*** 

0.1758608 

(0.0273456)

*** 

0.2798816 

(0.0097061)

*** 

0.2025056 

(0.0374881)

*** 

Catholic 

0.2460087 

(0.0160482)

*** 

0.1854793 

(0.0145204) 

*** 

0.1449588 

(0.0252379) 

*** 

0.0961756 

(0.0348022)

** 

0.2270801 

(0.0105746)

*** 

0.1780946 

(0.0359028)

*** 

Jewish 
-0.037725 

(0.0280848) 

-0.0096679 

(0.0397335) 

-0.1310447 

(0.0666456)

* 

0.025464 

(0.135254) 

-.0206081 

(0.0223507) 

0.0624409 

(0.1762418) 

Other 

Religion 

0.1370448 

(0.0281211)

*** 

0.1764686 

(0.0243796) 

*** 

0.1590256 

(0.0386272) 

*** 

0.1459733 

(0.0420192)

** 

0.1632949 

(0.0193838)

*** 

0.1393606 

(0.0464196)

** 

_cons 19.41276 19.45989 12.96633 11.42616 18.58133 23.74216 

Obser-

vations 
48,765 47,889 48,749 37,472 38,634 28,794 

Prob > F 0.0000 0.0000 0.0000 0.0000 0.0000 0.0000 

R2 0.2888 0.2118 0.1275 0.1194 0.2475 0.2205 

*p<0.05, **p<0.01, ***p<0.001 
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Examining the subgroup analysis by race, the negative relationship between income and 

homophobia is only statistically significant for white respondents, which has a roughly similar 

magnitude to the original weighted model with region-fixed effects and controls. Age, education, 

and gender are statistically significant across races, though the magnitude of their relationship to 

homophobia is smallest among Black respondents compared to white respondents and 

respondents of other races — meaning that income is a less influential factor in whether Black 

respondents will become more or less homophobic as they age or attain more education. The 

direction of each relationship is the same as the original model (i.e., homophobia increases with 

age and decreases with education across races, and women are likely to be more tolerant than 

men across races). Black Democrats are about five percentage points more likely than Black 

Independents to be homophobic, whereas white Democrats and Democrats of other races are less 

likely to be homophobic than white Independents and Independents of other races. This disrupts 

the idea that Democrats are always more likely than Independents to be accepting of gay people.  

According to Table 4, which presents the results of subgroup analyses across religions, 

the relationship between income and homophobia is statistically significant (p<0.001) among 

Protestants and people of no religion, statistically significant (p<0.05) among Catholics, and not 

statistically significant among Jewish people and people of other religions. The direction of the 

relationship remains consistent with the analysis above (i.e., an increase in income is associated 

with a decrease in homophobia), and the magnitude of relationship between homophobia and 

income among people of no religion is about 2.5 times that of Protestants and Catholics.  
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Table 4: Subpopulation Regression Results by Religion  

 Protestant Catholic Jewish No Religion 
Other 

Religion 

Income 

-0.0112361 

(0.0031883)

*** 

-0.0124832 

(0.0056298

)* 

-0.0351972 

(0.0208855) 

-0.0290744 

(0.0081239)

*** 

-0.0101389 

(0.0131969) 

Age 

0.0021649 

(0.0001627)

*** 

0.0042249 

(0.000297)

*** 

0.0031097 

(0.0011161)

** 

0.0034739 

(0.0005023)

*** 

0.0048739 

(0.0009764)

*** 

Education 

-0.0138916 

(0.0010057)

*** 

-0.0182303 

(0.0017427

)*** 

-0.0244778 

(0.0073164)

** 

-0.0387186 

(0.0027025)

*** 

-0.0206707 

(0.0043867)

*** 

Female 

-0.0483567 

(0.0053288)

*** 

-0.0881262 

(0.0098429

)*** 

-0.1810422 

(0.0365524)

*** 

-0.0876734 

(0.0154956)

*** 

-0.0558089 

(0.0283757) 

Democrat 

-0.0153748 

(0.0067548)

* 

-0.0053821 

(0.0112376

) 

-0.044527 

(0.0402075) 

-0.0294781 

(0.0160183) 

-0.0999335 

(0.0320689)

** 

Republican 

0.0872151 

(0.0069386)

*** 

0.0809052 

(0.0138601

)*** 

0.062158 

(0.0667778) 

0.159891 

(0.0239003)

*** 

0.1412531 

(0.0360389)

*** 

Black 

0.0603746 

(0.0075869)

*** 

0.0487898 

(0.0243348

)* 

0.1683232 

(0.125721) 

0.1743808 

(0.0280289)

*** 

0.1979294 

(0.0403698)

*** 

Other Race 

0.0539963 

(0.0195693)

*** 

0.132011 

(0.0193387

)*** 

0.2591882 

(0.1343457) 

0.1557373 

(0.0315099)

*** 

0.1486883 

(0.0366348)

*** 

_cons 13.43513 24.4622 24.81097 23.43915 23.03474 

Observations 43,878 48,129 14,083 44,339 30,017 

Prob > F 0.0000 0.0000 0.0000 0.0000 0.0000 

R2 0.1165 0.1838 0.2406 0.2331 0.1731 

*p<0.05, **p<0.01, ***p<0.001 

 

The relationships between homophobia and age and education maintain the same 

direction and statistical significance of the models presented above (i.e., an increase in age is 

associated with an increase in homophobia and an increase in education is associated with a 

decrease in homophobia). Likewise, women are more likely than men to be tolerant of 

homosexuality across religions. Though only a few relationships to homophobia are statistically 

significant among Jewish people, one pronounced statistically significant relationship indicates 

that Jewish women are 18 percentage points more likely to be tolerant of gay people compared to 
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Jewish men. This is especially remarkable because, across the board, Jewish people are reflected 

in this thesis to be especially supportive of homosexuality compared to even people with no 

religion. 

The relationship between being a Democrat and homophobia is statistically significant 

(p<0.01) for people of other religions and for Protestants (p<0.05). In both scenarios, Democrats 

are more likely than Independents to be tolerant of homosexuality. The relationship between 

income and homophobia among Republicans is statistically significant (p<0.001) for all religions 

except Judaism. Across religions, Democrats appear to be the most tolerant of gay people, 

followed by Independents, then Republicans. However, the variation of the income/homophobia 

relationship is larger among Republicans with no or other religions compared to Republican 

Protestants and Catholics — meaning more income may have less influence on Republican 

Protestants and Catholics than Republicans with no or other religions.  

A similar pattern is seen across races. Black people with no religion or of other religions 

have more variation in their predicted income/homophobia relationship than Black Protestants 

and Catholics — meaning more income may have less influence on Black Protestants and 

Catholics than Black people with no religion or of other religions.  

 This analysis affirms similar findings in the literature on the relationship between religion 

and tolerance of homosexuality in that it finds unique differences across religion — particularly 

among Black people of different religions — and identifies nuances at the intersection of religion 

and political affiliation, too.  

To further disentangle these results, I examine the relationship between income and 

homophobia across respondents’ self-identified class. The results are reported in Table 5. The 

relationship is only significant among respondents who identify as middle and upper-class. The 
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relationship between income and the likelihood of being homophobic is also negative and about 

twice as large as the full model, though still small in magnitude.  

Table 5: Subpopulation Regression Results by Self-Identified Class  

 Lower Class Working Class Middle Class Upper Class 

Income 
0.0003401 

(0.0104468) 

-0.003078 

(0.0042557) 

-0.0178099 

(0.0041192)*** 

-0.0521601 

(0.0129693)*** 

Age 
0.0040909 

(0.0006637)*** 

0.0031977 

(0.0002171)*** 

0.0027492 

(0.0002057)*** 

0.0021194 

(0.0008669)* 

Education 
-0.0127633 

(0.0037119)** 

-0.0119533 

(0.0013909)*** 

-0.0210689 

(0.0013045)*** 

-0.013364 

(0.0051458)* 

Female 
-0.0771215 

(0.0199234)*** 

-0.0721506 

(0.0070315)*** 

-0.0653425 

(0.0069524)*** 

-0.0261371 

(0.0295018) 

Democrat 
0.0627952 

(0.0243241)* 

0.0699001 

(0.0093635)*** 

0.0870945 

(0.0133273)*** 

-0.0214066 

(0.0363955) 

Republican 
0.0290078 

(0.0435217) 

0.0960699 

(0.0165658)*** 

0.1131462 

(0.0196246)*** 

0.126795 

(0.0371424)** 

Black 
-0.0617052 

(0.0235505)** 

-0.0022279 

(0.0080895) 

-0.042383 

(0.0087622)*** 

0.1143868 

(0.0453796)* 

Other Race 
0.0284802 

(0.0286131) 

0.0875942 

(0.0091941)*** 

0.1087989 

(0.0089185)*** 

0.1313821 

(0.0843477) 

Protestant 
0.2159655 

(0.0355018)*** 

0.2495882 

(0.0132271)*** 

0.292506 

(0.0136902)*** 

0.2289033 

(0.046192)*** 

Catholic 
0.1657669 

(0.0403641)*** 

0.1826153 

(0.0144467)*** 

0.2474682 

(0.014455)*** 

0.1851732 

(0.0518716)*** 

Jewish 
-0.3300042 

(0.0935195)*** 

-0.0336043 

(0.0465212) 

-0.0148993 

(.0291526) 

0.0793973 

(0.069823) 

Other Religion 
0.0135425 

(0.0591052) 

0.154694 

(0.0244013)*** 

0.202978 

(0.0247573)*** 

0.0655501 

(0.0776501) 

_cons 15.34245 18.03074 18.13818 18.0756 

Observations 33,853 45,041 45,021 24,110 

Prob > F 0.0000 0.0000 0.0000 0.0000 

R2 0.2237 0.2127 0.2516 0.2574 

*p<0.05, **p<0.01, ***p<0.001 

 

The relationships between homophobia and age and education are the same direction and 

statistically significant at varying levels like the models presented above (i.e., an increase in age 

is associated with an increase in homophobia and an increase in education is associated with a 

decrease in homophobia). Women are more likely than men to be tolerant of homosexuality 
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across class, but the relationship between sex and homophobia is not statistically significant 

among the self-identified upper class. 

Among lower, working, and middle class-identified respondents, Democrats were more 

likely than Independents to be homophobic. Similarly, lower- and middle-class white 

respondents were more likely to be homophobic than Black lower- and middle-class-identified 

respondents. These trends are further evidence that there is more nuance to the notion that 

Democrats are more tolerant of gay people than Independents or that Black people are more 

homophobic than white people.  

Robustness Checks 

Table 6 displays a series of robustness checks to confirm the validity of the weighted 

model with controls and region fixed effects (the results of which are also included in Table 6 for 

easy comparison). The first three columns include different measures of homophobia but retain 

the same approach toward weighting and control variables. The first column uses a question 

from the GSS survey that asks, “If some people in your community suggested that a book he [a 

homosexual] wrote in favor of homosexuality should be taken out of your public library, would 

you favor removing this book, or not?” The second asks, “Suppose this admitted homosexual 

wanted to make a speech in your community. Should he be allowed to speak, or not?” and the 

third asks, “Should such a person [a homosexual] be allowed to teach in a college or university, 

or not?”  
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Table 6: Robustness Regression Results — Different Measure of Homophobia 

 Different Measure of Homophobia Original Model 

 

Remove Book 

Written by 

Homosexual 

from Library 

Don’t Allow a 

Homosexual to 

Speak in Your 

Community 

Don’t Allow a 

Homosexual to 

Teach in 

College 

Weighted With 

Controls and 

Region Fixed 

Effects 

Income 
-0.0304141 

(0.0027352)*** 

-0.0305752 

(0.002503)*** 

-0.0293051 

(0.002695)*** 

-0.0145078 

(0.0026988)*** 

Age 
0.0036477 

(0.0001543)*** 

0.0027312 

(0.0001436)*** 

0.0041067 

(0.0001509)*** 

0.0027526 

(0.0001384)*** 

Education 
-0.032938 

(0.0008943)*** 

-0.0294793 

(0.0007946)*** 

-0.0318737 

(0.0008364)*** 

-.0181204 

(0.000832)*** 

Female 
-0.0255231 

(0.0048037)*** 

-0.0286406 

(0.0044462)*** 

-0.0464516 

(0.0045503)*** 

-0.066173 

(0.0045933)*** 

Democrat 
0.0239019 

(0.0057228)*** 

0.0192024 

(0.0050458)*** 

0.010619 

(0.0052329)* 

-0.022819 

(0.0053669)*** 

Republican 
0.041718 

(0.0064579)*** 

0.0384683 

(0.0056652)*** 

0.0538147 

(0.0062619)*** 

0.094018 

(0.0059813)*** 

Black 
-0.0255231 

(0.0048037)* 

-0.0053405 

(0.007929) 

-0.0191136 

(0.0084486)* 

0.0807756 

(0.0069805)*** 

Other Race 
0.0762577 

(0.0121274)*** 

0.0838377 

(0.011173)*** 

0.0794032 

(0.0123143)*** 

0.0965041 

(0.0120327)*** 

Protestant 
0.1181307 

(0.007078)*** 

0.0731266 

(0.0061148)*** 

0.0975342 

(0.0066847)*** 

0.268065 

(0.0089326)*** 

Catholic 
0.0485945 

(0.0072781)*** 

0.0149748 

(0.0064677)* 

0.0262421 

(0.0071767)*** 

.2139748 

(0.0097833)*** 

Jewish 
-0.0230353 

(0.0130568) 

-0.0189991 

(0.0107658) 

-0.0463147 

(0.0145636)** 

-.0368612 

(0.021648) 

Other 

Religion 

0.0831266 

(0.0132254)*** 

0.0808962 

(0.0127065)*** 

0.0850013 

(0.0132218)*** 

.1659794 

(0.0160912)*** 

_cons 11.40576 10.71313 16.41522 17.69897 

Observations 34,690 34,713 34,483 33,898 

Prob > F 0.0000 0.0000 0.0000 0.0000 

R2 0.1716 0.1619 0.2074 0.2305 

*p<0.05, **p<0.01, ***p<0.001 

 

Notably, these questions relate more broadly to civil rights compared to a moral judgment 

of homosexuality (i.e., sex between two adults of the same sex is wrong/not wrong — the 

primary dependent variable in this thesis). As such, we see a slightly stronger relationship 

between income and homophobia, still in the direction of the model with the original measure of 

homophobia — an increase in income is associated with about twice as large a decrease in 
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homophobia compared to measuring the morality of homosexuality alone, though still very small 

in magnitude. This stronger relationship is also seen in the relationships between homophobia 

and age and education — again, both in the same direction as the original model (i.e., as age and 

education increase, homophobia increases and decreases, respectively). In these civil rights 

measures of homophobia, women are still more tolerant than men. There is a smaller variation in 

the income/homophobia relationship between tolerance of men and women compared to the 

moral judgment of homosexuality — meaning income is less influential when considering civil 

rights judgments. The relationship of homophobia to these key variables is also statistically 

significant (p<0.001) using the civil rights measures. 

The most compelling difference between the civil rights measures and the moral measure 

of homophobia is in the differences among political, racial, and religious lines. In the civil rights 

measures of homophobia, Democrats are less likely than Independents to be supportive of 

homosexuals including books in libraries, speaking in their communities, and teaching in 

colleges and universities. In addition, though Republicans are still more likely to be homophobic 

than Independents, the difference in homophobia between the two groups is smaller on these 

civil rights measures compared to the morality measure.  

A similar change is seen among Black and white respondents. While white people were 

more tolerant of homosexuality in the abstract compared to Black people, Black respondents are 

associated with more tolerance than white respondents when it comes to the civil rights of gay 

people. And while Protestants, Catholics, and people of other religions are still more likely to be 

homophobic than people with no religion, they are likely to be less homophobic when measuring 

the civil rights of gay people compared to moral judgments of homosexuality. 
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These differences do not invalidate the results of the original model because they are 

likely attributed to the different contexts of the measure of homophobia. It’s one thing to 

comment on homosexuality in the abstract and another to disapprove in specific scenarios — 

especially ones tied to broader rights and ideals. While the results are perhaps not the most 

encouraging step toward tolerance, it is useful to know that many political, religious, and racial 

groups are more sympathetic to the rights and livelihoods of queer people even if they 

disapprove of homosexuality more generally.  

The next robustness check in Table 7 uses a different measure of income — respondent 

income in constant 1986 dollars as opposed to constant family income used in the original 

model. In this model there are largely similar results to the original in terms of direction, 

magnitude, and statistical significance, bolstering the validity of the original model. The final 

robustness check in Table 7, which uses marginal effects of a probit regression as opposed to an 

LPM, also produces similar results to the original model in terms of the direction, magnitude, 

and statistical significance of the relationships.   
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Table 7: Robustness Regression Results — Different Income Measure and Regression 

Method 

 Different Measure 

of Income 

Different 

Regression Method 
Original Model 

 

Respondent 

Income (Constant 

1986 Dollars)  

Probit Results 

(Marginal Effects) 

Weighted With 

Controls and Region 

Fixed Effects 

Income 
-0.016148 

(0.0030186)*** 

-0.0142518 

(0.0025516)*** 

-0.0145078 

(0.0026988)*** 

Age 
0.0031546 

(0.0002172)*** 

0.0032679 

(0.0001439)*** 

0.0027526 

(0.0001384)*** 

Education 
-0.0200987 

(0.0010678)*** 

-0.0206345 

(0.0008429)*** 

-.0181204 

(0.000832)*** 

Female 
-0.0843963 

(0.0062336)*** 

-0.0630884 

(0.0045112)*** 

-0.066173 

(0.0045933)*** 

Democrat 
-0.0291915 

(0.0070037)*** 

-0.0160186 

(0.0053158)** 

-0.022819 

(0.0053669)*** 

Republican 
0.102714 

(0.0074458)*** 

0.0897052 

(0.0055954)*** 

0.094018 

(0.0059813)*** 

Black 
0.1009519 

(0.008875)*** 

0.0752094 

(0.0066841)*** 

0.0807756 

(0.0069805)*** 

Other Race 
0.1000588 

(0.0143367)*** 

0.0861712 

(0.008558)*** 

0.0965041 

(0.0120327)*** 

Protestant 
0.2678378 

(0.0103654)*** 

0.2300257 

(0.0087312)*** 

0.268065 

(0.0089326)*** 

Catholic 
0.2109535 

(0.0114552)*** 

0.1750906 

(0.0094339)*** 

.2139748 

(0.0097833)*** 

Jewish 
-0.0207612 

(0.0276068) 

-0.0434438 

(0.0216827)* 

-.0368612 

(0.021648) 

Other 

Religion 

0.1711796 

(0.0189199)*** 

0.1504865 

(0.0140356)*** 

.1659794 

(0.0160912)*** 

_cons 19.10609 N/A 17.69897 

Observations 21,519 33,898 33,898 

Prob > F 0.0000 N/A 0.0000 

R2 0.2277 N/A 0.2305 

*p<0.05, **p<0.01, ***p<0.001 

VI.  CONCLUSION 

This thesis builds on existing literature of quantitative studies measuring the source of 

homophobia. This paper specifically examines the relationship between income and tolerance, 

which results indicate is generally negative, statistically significant, and small in magnitude. The 

analysis also affirms a positive relationship between age and homophobia and a negative 
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relationship between education and homophobia across subgroups. In general, women tend to be 

more tolerant of gay people than men across subgroups, and Jewish respondents and respondents 

of no religion tend to be the most tolerant of homosexuality compared to other religions. While 

Black respondents tend to be less tolerant of homosexuals compared to white respondents, the 

relationship varies by political affiliation, religion, and subjective class identification. Similarly, 

depending on the combination of race, religion, or class, Independents are occasionally more 

tolerant of gay people than Democrats, though Republicans tend to be the least tolerant political 

party. Framing homosexuality as a civil right rather than a moral matter also tends to reduce 

homophobia across groups, especially among Black respondents, Republicans, Protestants, and 

Catholics.   

Because this thesis relies on multivariate regression, it is necessarily limited in its ability 

to draw causal conclusions. While a strong effort has been made to control for variables with 

available data that are discussed in the literature on public opinion on homosexuality, the model 

is almost certainly suffering from omitted variable bias, which impacts the estimated relationship 

between income and homophobia. The region-fixed effects included in this analysis help account 

for some of the unobserved variables that are fixed to regions but vary over time — one of the 

most useful being the abstract social and political climate of different regions. However, there 

are countless unobservable individual factors that may affect each respondent’s income and 

tolerance of homosexuality — such as family attitudes and traditions or their emotional 

intelligence — and their omission from the model may bias the results. But their difficulty to 

measure precisely should not preclude these areas from further exploration. In fact, ignoring 

questions like these that would benefit from social scientific or “softer” methodological 

approaches results in a bias of the economics field itself, which risks missing important insights 
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into economic problems like these by not addressing them at all (Akerlof 2020). When different 

methodological approaches are combined — such as Robert Akerlof and Luis Rayo’s recent 

work modeling narrative stories of family types and gender norms — the resulting tools can 

more effectively explore the relationship between identity and income (Akerlof and Rayo 2020). 

In addition, surveys such as GSS might want to consider including additional variables 

capturing societal attitudes towards the LGBTQ+ community. One such variable discussed in the 

literature not represented here is whether someone personally knows a member of the 

LBGTQIA+ community (or for that matter, if the respondent themself is a member of the queer 

community). This, too, may affect both income and homophobia, and its omission may bias the 

estimated relationship between the two.  

 All said, this thesis presents an affirmation of overall trends and nuances of the literature 

related to the relationship between homophobia and age, education, race, and religion, and 

attempts to add something new to the literature related to the relationship between income and 

tolerance of homosexuality. However, due to the limitations of the statistical approach, the 

findings should be considered the first step toward further exploration.  

Public Policy Implications 

 Amid a resurgence of anti-LGBTQIA+ legislation across the United States, it is 

important to study the drivers of intolerance. Further exploration is an important step in public 

policy. Additional research should continue to seek out the root cause of homophobia, and 

continue to affirm, challenge, and find nuance in the results of this thesis and other existing 

literature on this issue. While this paper found a statistically significant but very small 

relationship between income and homophobia, more advanced statistical methods might be able 

to better control for other variables that may be biasing the results of this analysis.  
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 Moreover, increasing tolerance is not the only reason to increase people’s incomes. Even 

if this analysis had demonstrated a very large relationship between income and homophobia, 

more favorable attitudes toward homosexuality would be just one of many positive externalities 

of how higher income can improve a person’s life and position. Likewise, this thesis and other 

literature reveal that education is positively associated with tolerance of homosexuality — and 

this is just one of the many benefits that improving education outcomes can have on a person. 

Therefore, policymakers should continue to advocate for legislation that improves people’s 

incomes and education, regardless of the positive impact both have on tolerance of gay people.  

One of the most robust findings across the various subgroup analyses is that women are 

more likely to be tolerant of gay people than men. Activists and political advocacy groups could 

capitalize on this finding by organizing explicit campaigns that encourage and empower women 

to speak to the men in their lives about issues that affect queer people. More indirectly, these 

groups can adjust the types of messages they send or target cisgender men versus women, 

continuing work on persuasion among men and perhaps more action-oriented messages for 

women.  

As affirmed in both this thesis and the wider literature, religion is an extremely important 

factor in how tolerant people are of homosexuality. As such, religious leaders are important 

partners for activists and policymakers to change public opinion of gay people. The subgroup 

analyses above revealed the complexity of how religion intersects with other identities like race 

and political identification, so it is not as easy as say, simply working harder to persuade 

Protestants than Catholics. However, much of this persuasion work must take place at the local 

level anyway, with individual faith communities that undoubtedly have power to help sway 

public opinion in their area.  
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This paper also reveals a lesson in how to frame homosexuality to different groups of 

people. Republicans, Independents, and Black and religiously affiliated Americans had more 

favorable views of homosexuality when it was presented in terms of civil rights rather than 

simple moral terms. This is a useful finding for policymakers and activists to frame the right 

messages to the right populations and maximize persuasion.  

In this legislative environment where some lawmakers are comfortably curtailing the 

rights, visibility, and safety of LGBTQIA+ people, it is the duty of other legislators to improve 

tolerance of not just their constituents, but their colleagues, too. As researchers continue to 

elucidate the drivers of tolerance toward the LGBTQIA+ community, advocates and lawmakers 

can put these findings into action. If there is greater acceptance of gay people, it will be easier to 

legislate against housing and job discrimination, prevent suicides and homicides in the 

LGBTQIA+ community, and better support and affirm queer youth. And, at a more basic level, 

greater acceptance of gay people allows them to lead more authentic lives with less fear of 

judgment, discomfort, and violence.   
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APPENDIX 

Table 8 includes a summary of binary and discrete variables. The average respondent 

over the approximately five decades the GSS has been conducted is 46 with just a little more 

than high school education. Most respondents are Democrats or Independents, followed by 

Republicans. Most respondents are Protestants, followed by Catholics and people with no 

religion, and a small percentage are Jewish or of another religion.  

Table 8: Summary of Binary and Discrete Variables 

Variable Mean 
Weighted 

Mean 

Standard 

Deviation 
Minimum Maximum 

Perception of 

Homosexuality 
.7376457 .7408683 .4399201 0 1 

Income 31742.56 34956.76 29526.07 227 162607 

Ln(income) 9.94414 10.06525 1.026408 5.429346 11.9991 

Age 46.09936 44.60234 17.5347 18 89 

Education 12.86969 12.84322 3.176316 0 20 

Female .5585213 .5378125 .4965673 0 1 

White .8028049 .8021604 .3978839 0 1 

Black .1417441 .1378533 .3487901 0 1 

Other Race .055451 .0599863 .2288602 0 1 

Democrat .3676005 .365989 .4821556 0 1 

Republican .2523604 .2570647 .4343703 0 1 

Independent .3800391 .3769463 .4853999 0 1 

Protestant .5752344 .5750454 .4943112 0 1 

Catholic .2429136 .2506663 .4288466 0 1 

Jewish .0199148 .017815 .1397085 0 1 

Other Religion .0411003 .0396969 .1985239 0 1 

No Religion .1208369 .1167764 .3259401 0 1 

Internet 

Hours 
9.615255 

9.685371 
13.57393 0 184 

Lower Class .0631339 .0556081 .2432056 0 1 

Working Class .4560248 .4601886 .4980665 0 1 

Middle Class .4487037 .4522709 .4973658 0 1 

Upper Class .0321376 .0319323 .1763669 0 1 

 

Table 9 includes a summary of race and region variables — most respondents are white, 

and they are spread out across the United States with the most concentrated in the Atlantic South 

and the East North Central states (Illinois, Indiana, Michigan, Ohio, and Wisconsin). 
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Table 9: Summary of Categorical Variables 

Race Frequency Percent Cumulative Percent 

White 52,033 80.28 80.28 

Black 9,187 14.45 94.45 

Other 3,594 5.55 100.00 

Total 64,814 100.00  
   

Region of Interview Frequency Percent Cumulative Percent 

New England 3,100 4.78 4.78 

Middle Atlantic 9,289 14.33 19.11 

East North Central 11,890 18.34 37.46 

West North Central 4,684 7.23 44.69 

South Atlantic 12,552 19.37 64.05 

East South Central 4,284 6.61 70.66 

West South Central 6,200 9.57 80.23 

Mountain 4,065 6.27 86.50 

Pacific 8,750 13.50 100.00 

Total 64,814 100.00  

 

Table 10 is a correlation matrix demonstrating a minimal correlation between variables 

and demonstrating a lack of bias in the selected control variables. 

Table 10: Correlation Plot of Variables 

 
Perception 

of Homo-

sexuality 

Log of 

Average 

Family 

Income 

Age 
Edu-

cation 
Female Race 

Political 

Party 
Religion 

Perception 

of Homo-

sexuality 

1        

Log of 

Average 

Family 

Income 

-0.0954 1       

Age 0.1349 -0.0584 1      

Education -0.2563 0.3789 -0.1763 1     

Female -0.0394 -0.1239 0.0186 -0.0316 1    

Race 0.0234 -0.1608 -0.1012 -0.0769 0.0251 1   

Political 

Party 
0.0719 0.1224 -0.0116 0.0955 -0.0591 -0.1982 1  

Religion -0.2959 0.021 -0.1509 0.1416 -0.0787 0.0531 -0.0671 1 
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Figure 2 displays the key independent variable, family income measured in 1986 dollars, 

over the years, revealing an uneven, slight trend upward over the past 50 years or so. 

 

Figure 2: Average Family Income (1986 Dollars) by Year 

Source: General Social Survey 
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