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Public Attitudes and Private
Prejudices: Assessing Voters’
Willingness to Vote for Out Lesbian
and Gay Candidates
Joanna Everitt 1*† and Laszlo Horvath2†

1Department of History & Politics, University of New Brunswick, Saint John, NB, Canada, 2Q-Step Centre, Department of Politics,
University of Exeter, Exeter, United Kingdom

Our study concerns the factors leading to the electoral success and failure of LGBTQ
candidates in the context of the changing nature of prejudices. We hypothesize that more
positive views toward “respectability candidates,” as captured by familial status, has
replaced explicit prejudice toward out LGBTQ candidates in societies where acceptance of
sexual minorities in general has grown. In a survey experiment conducted with a sample of
Canadian voters, one of the first countries to legalize marriage equality, we find suggestions that
voters are more likely to reward lesbian and gay candidates who adopt heteronormative
relationships (married with children vs. single) than those who do not. These patterns
become more evident when we explore causal heterogeneity with controls for individual-level
characteristics and attitudes that typically predict support toward lesbian and gay candidates.
Here we find these predictors rewarded single lesbian and gay candidates, whereas lesbian and
gay candidates with families were simply more supported across the board.
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INTRODUCTION

Recent elections around the world have seen a growing number of openly LGBTQ people elected to
political office. Attempts to record this increase suggest that between 1976 and the end of 2020 there
have been 78 LGBTQ individuals elected to national upper houses and 359 elected to lower houses.1

This is up from 18 upper house members and 95 lower house members identified as of November
2013 (Reynolds, 2013). These numbers are noteworthy given the fact that it has only been in the past
few decades that politicians have felt comfortable enough to run as openly out candidates.

Rates of success differ from one country to another and from one form of electoral system to
another. Countries using first past the post systems like the United Kingdom witnessed LGBTQ
Members of Parliament holding 8% (52 out of 650) of the seats in the House of Commons after the
2019 election. The 2020 United States election resulted in nine LGBTQ members of Congress, an
increase of two from 2018 (Moreau, 2020).2 In its 2019 federal election, Canada elected six out
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2This number includes seven members of the House of Representatives and two members of the Senate. At the state-level more
than 240 LGBTQ candidates were on the general election ballot with more than half of them winning their election including
Sarah McBride of Delaware who became the first transgender person to win a state Senate election (Moreau, 2020).
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Members of Parliament (1.8%). New Zealand, which uses a mixed
member proportional system had 12 LGBTQ MPs (representing
10% of the House) elected in their 2020 election (RNZ News,
2020) while in 2017, 11 gay and four lesbian politicians (2.1%)
held seats in the German Bundestag. In Finland, which employs a
proportional representation system only two gay men and no out
lesbians (1%) were elected in the 200 seat legislature in 2019
(Juvonen, 2020). The number of transgender candidates who
have been elected is even smaller (Casey and Reynolds, 2017).

While overall, these numbers remain small, and they often
reflect different cultural and institutional contexts that may make
it easier or more challenging for candidates to win elections, there
is nonetheless clear evidence that voters are increasingly willing to
vote for openly LGBTQ candidates, particularly in Western
democracies. However, this support is not universal and varies
across different segments of the population and different types of
politicians. For example, in a recent comparative study of the
United States, United Kingdom and New Zealand, Magani and
Reynolds (2020) found that lesbian and gay candidates both
receive greater support than that given to transgender
candidates. They also found that white candidates fare better
than minority candidates, and that those with past political
experience where supported to higher degrees than those who
were less experienced (see also Haider-Markel et al., 2017).

Less well understood, and what our work explores, is whether
the growing support for LGBTQ candidates reflects overall social
change and broadening acceptance of sexual minorities or
whether this support is awarded to those individuals who,
other than through their sexual orientations conform to
socially accepted lifestyles and political norms. In other words,
is this support universal, or does it obscure new forms of
prejudices that individuals have become more likely to admit.
Is it a reflection of respectability politics, which rewards members
of the LGBTQ community whose behaviors mirror heterosexual
norms and penalizes those whose behaviors are non-conforming
in terms of lifestyle and family background?

In this article, we investigate whether citizens adjust their vote
intention as a function of three experimentally manipulated
characteristics: candidate gender, candidate sexual orientation,
and candidate familial status.3. A candidate’s gender is implied by
using male or female pronouns and first names in news stories
about their candidacies. Similarly, their sexual orientation is
implied by referencing a male or female partner in these
stories while familial status is implied by referring to the
partner as either a spouse with whom they share children or
an ex-boyfriend or girlfriend.4. Using a survey experiment

conducted in September 2018 of a nationally representative
sample of Canadian respondents, we first present evidence
that implied sexual orientation alone does not correspond to
systematic changes in terms of vote intention, nor does it when
considered along with candidate gender. Differences do appear
though in combination with familial status. Lesbian or gay
candidates who are married with children received a boost in
vote intention that is comparable to straight single candidates
who are childless. Single childless lesbian and gay candidates do
not. Next, we proceed to explore causal heterogeneity by age,
gender, education, sexual orientation, and religiosity, attitudes to
sexual minorities, gender-role traditionalism and ideology. We
find greater heterogeneity when it comes to responses to single
childless lesbian or gay candidates, and less heterogeneity when it
comes to those who are married with children who were
supported more across the board. We conclude by drawing
implications to the respectability and symbolic representation
literature.

THEORY

Sexual Minorities, Familial Status, and the
Vote Choice
As the majority of out LGBTQ candidates have only run for
elected office in recent decades, the academic literature examining
voters’ willingness to vote for them is more limited than that for
other identities such as gender or race/ethnic status (Visalvanich,
2017; Schwarz et al., 2020). What research is available suggests
that despite significant change in levels of acceptance of lesbians
and gays in North American society5 electoral support for
LGBTQ candidates is still relatively low. In the United States
for example, a 1978 Gallup survey indicated that only 26 percent
of American respondents agreed that they would vote for a well-
qualified presidential candidate who was lesbian or gay. By 2015,
this same question resulted in 74 percent of the electorate saying
they would do so (Saad, 2015). This still left 25 percent who
would not.

However, there are vestiges of opposition among segments of
the electorate in many countries. In a 2017 study, Haider-Markel
and his colleagues (2017) found that strong opposition remains
among some American voters toward lesbian or gay
congressional candidates, and that this opposition appeared
across all levels of office (Haider-Markel and Bright, 2014,
256). More recent work by Magani and Reynolds (2020) based
on a conjoint experiment demonstrates that voters in the Unites
States, United Kingdom and New Zealand continue to punish
candidates who are LGBTQ. Penalties are the highest in the
United States and lowest in New Zealand and are even more
significant for transgender candidates than they are for lesbians
and gays (p. 1). They find that the degree to which voters punish
LGBTQ candidates is affected by a candidate’s sex with voters
more likely to penalize gay men than lesbians. Intersectionality
also plays a role in that American LGBTQ candidates who are also

3We do not examine vote intentions to bisexual or transgender candidates because
the treatment makes this difficult to assess. However, we would note that resent
research suggest that in the case of trans candidates voters continue to hold strong
negative biases (Jones, Brewer, Young, Lambe, and Hoffman. 2018; Jones and
Brewer 2019).
4While creating a measure of familial status that includes both marriage and
children may raise questions about the impact of these individual factors, it creates
a strong test of “lesbian and gay respectability” by emphasizing relationship
conformity and stability as compared to candidates who are single and who
have been involved in more unstable and temporary relationships. 5https://news.gallup.com/poll/1651/gay-lesbian-rights.aspx
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black face a greater penalty when compared to whites although
other racialized and ethnic minorities faced no additional
prejudice. Finally, there was less of a bias toward candidates
who had previous elected experience; a finding that appeared at
all levels of public office. The Magani and Reynolds article is
interesting in that it adds to the lack of consensus as to whether
voters are more biased toward lesbian candidates than gay male
candidates. While some earlier work has argued that this is indeed
the fact (Golebiowska and Thomsen, 1999; Bailey and Nawara,
2017) other researchers have found the sex of a LGBTQ candidate
had little impact on voters’ willingness to support them (Haider-
Markel, 2010, p. 40–41).

One aspect of a LGBTQ candidate’s profile that past studies
have not explored is their familial status. In part, this may be
because countries such as the United States, where much of this
research has been conducted, have only recently legalized same
sex marriage and permitted LGBTQ individuals to legally adopt
children. For example, marriage equality was only legalized in the
United States in 2015 and it was in 2017 that adoption by same-
sex couples became legal across all states. While in the
United Kingdom, adoption has been possible since 2002, equal
marriage was only legislated in 2013 and came into force in 2014.
However, as more LGBTQ individuals are marrying and having
or adopting children before they run for office, this is an aspect of
their profile that deserves more attention.

The lack of attention to familial status of LGBTQ candidates is
particularly notable as recent studies have found that across
“surveys of voters and public officials, respondents consistently
prefer both male and female candidates who are married with
children compared to those who are not” (Teele et al., 2017, p.
526). Telle and her colleagues have demonstrated the impact that
familial status can have on candidates finding that married men
with children are likely to receive 6.5 percentage points more
support than single men, while married women with children are
likely to receive 3.3 percentage points more support than single
women. Similar results are found in other parts of the world
(Clayton et al., 2017; Schwindt-Bayer, 2010).

This raises the question of what impact a candidates’ familial
status has on voters’ assessments of LGBTQ politicians. As more
and more LGBTQ politicians take advantage of new
opportunities to marry and have or adopt children, this
question becomes more pressing when considering voters’
willingness to support this under-represented segment of
society. Furthermore, single LGBTQ politicians vs. those with
families may present conflicting degrees of support or opposition
among different segments of the population depending upon
voters’ feelings about sexual minorities, the question of marriage
equality or adoption and how this might disrupt or reinforce
heteronormative institutions such as marriage that underpin
western societies.

For example, because of the vociferous debates around same
sex marriage or the rights of LGBTQ individuals to adopt
children in many countries, particularly among more
conservative religious groups, the fact that a gay individual is
married with childrenmight signal that they are challenging social
norms. The support for lesbians and gays has increased
dramatically over recent decades, however, there are still large

portions of the population who are uncomfortable with public
displays of affection between LGBTQ people which are
legitimized by the institution of marriage. Thus, LGBTQ
candidates who are openly gay and married may draw public
reprobation for creating a situation of discomfort among those
segments of the public who are less supportive of lesbians and
gays in the first place. In particular, religious and social
conservatives may worry that lesbians and gays who are
married with children will undermine the role that marriage
plays in reinforcing patriarchal and heteronormative relations
reflected in the idea of a “nuclear family” based on an enduring,
monogamous relationship designed to support the raising of
children.

Alternatively, the literature on respectability politics suggests
that by participating in the heteronormative institution of
marriage a lesbian or gay candidate may send the message to
the public that they are no different from heterosexual couples
(Valverde, 2006) and are therefore not as disruptive for social
norms. Candidates who are married with children conform to
a form of “respectability politics” that require LGBTQ
individuals to fit into existing dominant frameworks, while
those who are not, or whose lifestyles run counter to dominant
social norms can be viewed as “unrespectable.” Those who are
single may evoke stereotypes of the promiscuous and sexually
available homosexual who may challenge moral standings and
politicize gay culture (Duggan, 2003). In doing so they may
threaten dominant heteronormative assumptions and
institutions and evoke sentiments of fear, disgust or threat.
On the other hand, lesbians and gay men who marry and enter
into long-term monogamous relationships established around
nuclear families that included children present less of a threat.
They are “good gay citizens” whose lives could mirror those of
their heterosexual colleagues in all ways except for the fact that
their spouses share the same genitalia. As Bernstein and Taylor
(2013) have argued same-sex marriage distinguishes between
“good gays,” (i.e., those who fit within traditional
heteronormative frameworks) and “bad gays” (i.e., those
who prefer alternative systems) (13). This might be
reinforced by media representations that continue to
position LGBTQ candidates along a “good, respectable
lesbian/gay” vs. “bad, not–respectable lesbian/gay”
continuum (Lalancette and Tremblay, 2019).

It should be noted however, that there have long been tensions
within the LGBTQ community about the focus on marriage
rights and other rights and equality based issues. Many have
felt that by emphasizing lifestyles that mirror patriarchal
heterosexual norms, rights campaign for equal marriage or
adoption continues to problematize LGBTQ individuals
whose lives do not conform. Rather than broadening
acceptance of LGBTQ individuals in all their diversity,
many view same-sex marriage as “an institution of
normalization in which the married are rendered
“normal,” healthy and moral, and the unmarried
“abnormal, unhealthy and deviant” (Green, 2013, 379).
Such a focus may lead to increased support for only those
meet certain standards of respectability, leaving those who do
not, facing suspicion and disapproval.
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These considerations lead us to formulate our central
hypothesis linking responses to sexual minority candidates
with their familial status:

H1: Citizens’ support for lesbian and gay candidates is
conditional on “respectability politics” as captured by familial
status, with greater support being awarded to candidates with
nuclear families who may be seen to conform more to
heteronormative ideals of appropriate lifestyle.

Heterogeneous Responses to LGBTQ
Candidates
Much of the work on voter bias toward LGBTQ politicians finds
that voters’ responses are conditioned by their own social
demographic and belief structures (Haider-Markel and Bright,
2014, 257; Bailey and Nawara, 2017; Magni and Reynolds
forthcoming). Those segments of the electorate who are least
likely to support LGBTQ candidates tend to be older, straight,
male and those with lower levels of education. Several studies
have shown that age is highly correlated with attitudes toward
sexual minorities; support for them is consistently higher among
younger individuals than it is among older generations and levels
of support appear to increase with each generation (Herek, 2002;
Brewer, 2003a, Brewer, 2003b; Egan and Sherrill, 2005; Haider-
Markel and Joslyn, 2008). Women are generally more accepting
of sexual minorities than men (Herek, 2002; Hinrichs and
Rosenberg, 2002; Hicks and Lee, 2006; Smith, 2011), more
likely than men to support LGBTQ politicians (Golebiowska,
2001; Haider-Markel and Joslyn, 2008; Doan and Haider-Markel,
2010; Heider-Markel et al., 2017; Everitt and Raney, 2019), and to
stereotype them positively. Explanations for these findings rely on
studies which show that straight men are more likely to embrace
negative stereotypical beliefs about gays (Herek, 2002) and feel
threatened by other men who violate heterosexual norms (Kite
and Whitley, 1996). Lesbians pose less of a threat.

Similarly, greater support for LGBTQ politicians is found
among individuals with higher levels of education as education
is often correlated with more open-minded views about sexuality
and social norms (Smith, 2011). Candidate—voter affinity may
also result in greater support for lesbian or gay candidate by
respondents who are themselves sexual minorities. There is
significant evidence that affinity voting occurs among women
(Goodyear-Grant, 2010; Goodyear-Grant and Crosskil, 2011;
Goodyear-Grant and Tolley, 2017), ethno-cultural groups
(Bird, 2009; Bird, 2011; Bird et al., 2011; Besco, 2015; Bird
et al., 2016; Besco, 2019), and Indigenous populations (Dabin
et al., 2019) and it makes sense that it occurs among the LGBTQ
population.

Among the attitudinal factors that tend to condition support
for LGBTQ politicians are religious beliefs, attitudes toward
traditional gender roles and social norms, ideological
positioning and general sympathy toward sexual minorities.
Those who hold strong religious beliefs typically show the
lowest levels of support for lesbians and gays and sexual
minority candidates (Haider-Markel and Joslyn, 2008). In a
similar vein, individuals who hold more traditional views of
women’s roles in society are also less likely to support the

candidates when informed that they are lesbian or gay (Hicks
and Lee, 2006). Those who believe that women are better suited to
the home than to the public sphere are also likely to be accepting
of social changes that have accompanied the expansion of the
rights of social minorities including the right to bemarried, or run
for political office. Likewise, ideological positioning helps to
predict voter opinion on social and political issues and has
been found to be correlated with willingness to vote for
politicians who are sexual minorities. American research
indicates that those who are more conservative, falling on the
right of the political spectrum are more likely than those who
identify as liberals or position themselves on the left to be
prejudiced toward lesbian or gay candidates (Bailey and
Nawara, 2017; Haider-Markel and Bright date, 257; Haider-
Markel and Joslyn, 2008; Herek, 2002; Magni and Reynolds
forthcoming).

In addition, liking or disliking a particular group is also likely
to affect willingness to support members of that group who are
seeking elected office. Those voters who feel more positive toward
LGBTQ individuals are more likely to support them as political
candidates while those who hold more negative views are less
likely to do so.

Partisanship can also play an important role in structuring
support for LGBTQ politicians particularly in the United States,
partisanship. However, the impact of these variables differs from
one electoral context to another. For example, Magni and
Reynolds (forthcoming) found that partisanship played far less
of a role in the United Kingdom and in New Zealand than it did in
the United States.

Based on the extant literature on heterogeneity and support for
LGBTQ politicians overall, we expect that a range of demographic
and attitudinal characteristics will condition the joint effect of
sexual orientation and familial status as well.

H2: We expect that even when interacted with familial status
there will be lower levels of support for sexual minority
candidates among men, rather than women; older, rather
than younger voters; as well as voters who are less religious
or hold less traditional attitudes to gender roles, and finally,
those on the right on the political ideology spectrum.
H2a: We expect that although individuals who are strongly
religious or hold socially conservative views may be less
support of lesbians and gay politicians, because of
respectability politics they will be most critical of those who
are single and less critical of those who are in established
nuclear families.
H3: We also expect affinity voting based on sexual orientation
thus sexual minority respondents would support sexual
minority candidates more than straight candidates.
H3a: However, due to divisions within the LGBTQ community
we do not expect this relationship to be conditional on
candidate familial status.

The Canadian Context
Given recent contentious and partisan debates surrounding same
sex marriage and adoption by LGBTQ individuals in a country
such as the United States, we would argue that it is not a good case
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for examining the relationship between lesbian and gay candidate
support and familial status. The impact of a candidate being part
of a traditional family structure is likely to get lost in calcified
partisan or religious positions around the legitimacy of policies
such as equal marriage or adoption, rather than present
information that might inform voters about their life styles
and choices. Instead, it would be better to examine mediating
effect of this demographic variable in a country such as Canada
which legalized same sex union, first in the province of Ontario in
2003 and then in the rest of the country in 2005. Recent public
opinion polls show that while there were divided responses to this
legislation at the time it was enacted, there is now high levels of
support and acceptance. In 2017 a CROP poll found 74% of
Canadians agreed with the statement that it was “great that in
Canada, two people of the same sex can get married” while only
26% disagreed. Thus, prejudice toward lesbian or gay politicians
is less likely to be tied to voter opposition toward same sex
marriage and more to assessments of candidates’ appropriateness
as politicians.

Canada also has a strong level of public support for LGBTQ
politicians. This can be seen in a 2012 Environics Americas
Barometer survey where they were asked to use a scale of
1–10 (where one is strong disapproval and 10 is strong
approval) to rate their approval or disapproval for the idea
that homosexuals should be “permitted to run for public
office.” In this study 67% of Canadian respondents indicated
strong approval (scores of 8–10), 27% demonstrated neutral
opinions (scores of 4–7) and only 6% showed strong
disapproval with scores of 1–3 (Environics, 2012). A similar
study among Americans revealed disapproval rates of 32%
(Everitt and Tremblay, 2020).

The actual number of LGBTQ politicians sitting in the
Canadian House of Commons is not large (as of February
2021 there are six representing 2% of the MPs and an
additional 26 individuals holding office at the provincial level).
However, the country has experience with high profile lesbian
and gay politicians sitting in federal and provincial cabinets since
the early 2000 s and holding the position of provincial premier
since 2013 (Everitt and Lewis, 2020). Furthermore, a recent study
has found that more than two thirds of the Canadian LGBTQ
politicians holding federal or provincial office between 2017 and
2020 were either married or in a long-term common-law
relationship (Tremblay, 2019).

This makes the idea of a married LGBTQ politician less
shocking in Canada than elsewhere. Furthermore, lesbian
and gay candidates have run for all parties in recent
elections and national parties, including the Conservative
Party of Canada have queer caucuses (Everitt, 2015). This
means that the situation as presented in the experimental study
is actually very realistic and unlikely to raise questions in
respondents’ minds.

Finally, the fact that partisanship plays a weaker role in
structuring attitudes toward lesbian and gay candidate choices
in Canada than it does elsewhere provides some assurance that
the impact off familial status is not being driven by party positions
on lesbians and gays, but rather on underlying voter
predispositions.

METHODOLOGY

Data
We recruited participants for an online survey studying “the
impact of news coverage on voters’ assessments of politicians” via
a QuestMindshare panel of Canadians.6We introduced quotas so
that the final sample is representative of the Canadian
population’s on age (over 18 years old), gender, and location.
All surveys were completed between 25 September and
September 27, 2018. Of the 1,014 surveys submitted, we have
missing data on the dependent variable in this study, vote
intention, thus we are only able to analyze 888 complete
responses. We show the distribution of respondent
demographics in the full as well as subsamples in
Supplementary Materials Introduction Sample characteristics.
Responses were missing at random across treatment groups, a
distribution we show in Supplementary Materials Theory
Treatment details.

Treatments
We designed this as a repeated measures within-subject study,
taking a first or baseline measure of vote intention following
limited information—a preliminary news story—, and then a
second measure following additional information in a second
news story treatment manipulating our key variables of interest.7

As we were specifically interested in how a candidate’s identity
(sex, sexual orientation or familial status) affected voters’
assessments of them, we deliberately limited information such
as partisanship or policy positions that might confound these
evaluations. While this may limit the external validity of our
study, by emphasizing these social demographic identities it does
allow us to isolate their impact in a way that non-experimental
studies do not.

We show an overview of our process in Figure 1. First,
participants were given a 350 word article announcing the
intentions of a local individual to run for the nomination of a
political party (not specified). In this stimulus, we manipulated
candidate gender: half of the respondents received an article about
a male candidate named David Kenney, while the second half
about a female candidate named Donna Kenney. Other than the
first name of the candidate and the pronouns of “he” and “she”,
respectively, the two articles were identical. The chosen names are
not notably racialized and the candidates were running in a city
that has relatively low levels of immigrants or racialized
minorities thereby reducing the chance that responses might
be affected by racial biases.

With this procedure, we followed the standard practice of
setting up factorial experiments and keeping the number of

6Quest Mindshare is a Canadian research company specializing in providing online
panels and web based survey support. The survey and all data was hosted on a
server at the University of New Brunswick and Quest Mindshare shared a link to it
to their pool of panelists.
7To ensure that the textual stimuli were realistic we wrote them with the assistance
of a colleague who teaches university-level journalism. They were then reviewed by
another colleague who worked for several years as a newspaper reporter covering
local politics.
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manipulated characteristics to the minimum. We chose to imply
gender with first names, which also means that we do not
investigate responses to explicitly transgender or nonbinary
candidates. While we are concerned about the electoral
performance of LGBTQ candidates broadly, we chose to focus
on cisgender male and female candidates so that we could obtain
a factorial design cross-tabulated with implied sexual orientation,
as described below, with partners’ first names. The advantage of
our approach is that we did not need to label candidates’ sexual
orientation but left it to the survey respondents to infer sexual
orientation, which would have been more difficult with
transgender or nonbinary candidates without giving additional
information. A more inclusive range of options on gender should
be presented in future work, for example in a conjoint
experimental design rather than vignettes.

Second, following a set of questions (see Measures),
participants received a second news story, which included
further information about the candidates in the form of a
biography. In this stimulus, we manipulated two
characteristics: candidate sexual orientation, and candidate
familial status. These texts contained a reference to a partner
named either “Denis” or “Denise,” which implies candidate
sexual orientation, depending on candidate gender revealed
earlier. These partners were also referred to either as a “wife/
husband and partner of 18 years” or “a former boyfriend/
girlfriend,” to reinforce the candidate sexual orientation and to
further imply marital status with references to their own children
or the children of their former partner to reinforce their role as a
parent. While it is difficult to introduce the distinction between a
candidate involved in a current traditional stable relationship
with children and one who has been in and out of relationships
without having some differences in the text, we endeavored to use
a similar storyline for both treatments with only slight variations
(three sentences comprised of about 40 words) distinguishing
them. We show complete stimulus wording and randomization
checks in Supplementary Materials Theory Treatment details.

Measures
In this study, our dependent variable is the change in vote
intention, with vote intention taken as repeated measures: The
first vote intention measure is taken immediately after the
delivery of the first experimental stimulus, in which the
running candidate’s gender was implied. The second vote
intention measure is taken after the delivery of the second
experimental stimulus, in which we further implied sexual
orientation and familial status. Both measured willingness to

vote for the candidate on a ten-point ordinal scale. We expect
some participants may be inclined to adjust their responses
toward consistency with their first expression of vote
intention. We will draw the implications of this in Discussion.

Prior to treatment delivery, we asked a standard battery of
demographic questions, as detailed in Appendix A. In this
analysis, we focus on those demographics that are typically
correlated with support for LGBTQ candidates including:
respondent age, gender, education, and sexual orientation. As
regularly acknowledged in the literature, younger respondents
who have grown up in a world that is more accepting of sexual
diversity are more likely to support LGBTQ candidates than their
elders. Women are less than men to be prejudiced toward lesbian
and gays, and those with higher levels of education are often more
liberal and accepting in their views. Sexual minority voters are
more likely than straight voters to identify with and support
sexual minority candidates. In addition, we asked attitudinal
questions pertaining to respondent’s religiosity on a four-point
ordinal scale ranging from “religion not important at all” to “very
important,” respondent’s agreement with the statement “Society
would be better off if more women stayed home with their
children” measured on a five-point ordinal scale ranging from
“strongly disagree” to “strongly agree,” respondent’s attitude to
lesbians and gays on a ten-point scale with higher values
indicating more favorable opinions, and respondent’s political
ideology either “left,” “center,” or “right.” 8 These questions all
serve to test relationships found in the literature between
religiousity, traditional social norms, attitudes toward lesbian
and gays and left right placement and willingness to support
lesbian and gay candidates. The premise is that those who are
more religious, more conservative, more traditional in their views
and less favorable to sexual minorities are less likely to be willing
to support them. We use these variables to explore causal
heterogeneity.

It should be noted that we have chosen to not include
measures for partisanship since, as stated above, partisanship
does not play the same role in Canadian politics with regard to
support or opposition to lesbians and gays as it does elsewhere.
Partisanship is important to vote choice, but as we did not

FIGURE 1 | Overview of research design.

8While there is debate about the usefulness of the left-right spectrum due to
concerns about whether people really understand these concepts (Converse, 1964;
Conover and Feldman, 1984), this measure is commonly used in Canadian Election
Surveys and has been demonstrated to be correlated with Conservative Party
support in Canada (Belanger and Stephenson 2017).
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identify the party that the candidates were running for in our
stimuli, it is not likely to have an effect in our results. Instead, we
measure voters’ ideological positioning on a left-right scale.While
there is evidence that social conservatives are more likely to align
with the Conservative Party of Canada than other parties, they
only make up a small portion of the party’s supporters (Gidengil
et al., 2012). As recent work demonstrates, fiscal conservatives are
not necessarily social conservatives and levels of what might
typically be referred to as moral traditionalism are low even
among conservatives and Conservative party supporters who
would usually identify as being right wing (Belanger and
Stephenson, 2017).

Analysis and Causal Heterogeneity
For simplicity, we first report ANOVA models using the change
between the two vote intention measures as dependent variable,
to understand the effect of the three randomized candidate
characteristics: candidate gender, candidate sexual orientation,
and candidate familial status (“main effects”). Higher order
interactions will imply a joint effect across these three. We
note that candidate gender can only be interpreted as a
moderator of sexual orientation or familial status effects on
the second vote intention measure but not as a main effect as
candidate gender was held constant across the two stimuli.

We then expand on this by investigating response
heterogeneity to understand whether our treatments of sexual
orientation and familial status elicit different responses from
electors from different social demographic backgrounds and
holding different attitudinal positions. Our approach to
treatment effect heterogeneity follows that described in Imai
and Ratkovic (2013) imposing LASSO constraints to shrink
some coefficients to zero thus better separating systematic
effects from random variation.9 We are thus reporting more
conservative estimates than simpler linear models would give us.
In addition, the method is optimized to explore a large number of
pre-treatment variables, particularly relevant in our case. In line
with the recommended practice, we standardized all variables so
that they are rescaled and expressed in standard deviation units,
with 0 as their mean (p. 449).

RESULTS

Descriptive Results
In the first baseline treatment, the only difference between
candidates was that one was identified as a man and the other
as a woman. Participant responses based on the short text
stimulus appear insensitive to candidate gender as both groups
produced an average likelihood to support of 5.95, t (911.75) �
0.06, p � 0.95. As our real interest is what happens to a candidate’s
support once voters are cued to their sexual orientation and
familial status, our dependent variable is the difference between
vote intentions across the repeated measures.

Across the first and second measures of vote intention,
respondents tended adjust their vote intention very minimally.
On average their support declined byM � 0.29 point, which is less
than an eighth of a standard deviation, SD � 2.39. In the sections
below, we investigate effects on the within-subject change across
the two dependent measures by sexual orientation and familial
status, and benchmark both Average Treatment Effects and
Conditional Average Treatment Effects to the reference group
of straight single candidates. We provide further descriptive
statistics in the Appendices A and B.

Main Effects
A two-way ANOVA by candidate sexual orientation and
candidate relationship status suggests that citizens’ response to
sexual minority candidates is linked to perceptions about
respectability and norm conforming behavior, with a few
caveats as we explain below. We do not find evidence of an
effect associated with sexual orientation on its own, F (1,884) �
0.01, p � 0.91, meaning that respondents did not tend to change
their vote intention once they learned that the candidate was
lesbian or gay. There is also no effect associated with familial
status on its own, F (1, 884) � 0.01, p � 0.92. There is, however, a
significant interaction between sexual orientation and
relationship status, F (1, 884) � 4.86, p � 0.02.

We investigated these relationship further in a linear
regression framework–first for straight candidates and then for
lesbian and gay candidates. We find that the marginal effect of
familial status when candidate sexual orientation is held at
baseline (i.e., straight candidates) is not significant, β � −0.15,
p � 0.11 whereas the interaction effect of familial status with
sexual orientation (i.e., lesbian and gay candidates who are
married with children) is β � 0.29, p � 0.03. We thus cannot
rule out null effects on straight candidates. When we rerun the
analysis with the single lesbian or gay candidates as a baseline we
find the same structure with the identical (this time negative)
interaction effect and a similar (positive) main effect of familial
status on lesbian and gay candidates, β � 0.14, p � 0.13. Thus,
while in the case of lesbian and gay candidates the estimated

FIGURE 2 | Average Treatment Effects and 95% CI per group on the
change in vote intention after revealing candidates’ sexual orientation
(Straight, Gay or Lesbian) and familial status (single or married with children),
expressed in standard deviation units (reported in Descriptive results),
benchmarked to support for straight single candidates. N � 888.

9Implemented in Egami, Ratkovic and Imai (2012) in R.
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differences were in the predicted directions, we do not have
enough evidence to support our overall H1 expectations that
candidates with nuclear families would be supported. This
suggests that there is clearly the need for a more detailed
examination of the interaction between sexual orientation and
familial status. These patterns become clear in Figure 2 below
where we show the Average Treatment Effects benchmarked to
straight and single candidates in Figure 2 below.

While we note that the effect on straight candidates is in
contrast to previous findings that suggest that voters tend to
prefer candidates who are married over those who are single
(Teele et al., 2017) it may be that in Canada marriage plays less of
a role in evaluations of candidates than elsewhere. This is not
something that has been academically tested to date and should
perhaps be explored more carefully. We would also note that in
this study, marital status is presented as an element of
respectability politics,—although there is little reason to
anticipate that straight candidates with families would be
affected by this framing as they do not need to conform to the

same norms of respectability that lesbian or gay candidates may
need to meet. In addition, we speculate that a study that is
powered to explore this particular treatment by presenting the
full sample information about straight candidates only, would
detect response heterogeneity depending on candidate gender
and respondent characteristics.

Candidate gender was known to respondents before candidate
sexual orientation and relationship status were revealed and, as
noted above, had no demonstrable impact on respondents’
willingness to support a candidate. We thus investigated the
moderating impact of candidate gender on the change in vote
intention. Once again, in these ANOVA models, we failed to
detect a significant interaction between candidate gender and
candidate relationship status, F (1, 884) � 0.17, p � 0.68, between
candidate gender and candidate sexual orientation, F (1, 884) �
0.02, p � 0.89, or a higher-order interaction across candidate
gender, candidate sexual orientation, and candidate relationship
status, F (1, 884) � 0.01, p � 0.94. In other words, the variations
that we find in respondents’ levels of support for the married with

FIGURE 3 | Conditional Average Treatment Effects (medians, IQR, and outliers) by candidate relationship status (rows) and pre-treatment covariates (columns)
following Imai and Ratkovic (2013) as described in Analysis and causal heterogeneity. Dependent variable is post-treatment change in vote intention; treatment is
exposure to gay or lesbian candidate. Continuous predictors standardized (scaled and centered, see Analysis and causal heterogeneity).
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children or single lesbian and gay candidates are not the result of
the candidates’ gender. Instead, they are the result of the familial
status itself.

Heterogeneity
We then turn to exploring how respondent-varying
characteristics moderate the impact of the treatment, namely
how respondents with particular demographic and attitudinal
characteristics changed their vote intention once they learned that
their candidate was lesbian or gay, broken down by candidate
relationship status. Figure 3 below shows an overview of
Conditional Average Treatment Effects (CATE) in terms of
voting for lesbian or gay candidates, conditional on the values
of seven predictors, estimated in separate models for single and
married with children candidates.

Our results, only partially supported our H2 in that familial
status would not eliminate the impact that voters’ social
demographic and attitudinal backgrounds would have on
variations in responses to lesbian and gay candidates as we did
find substantial heterogeneity in responses to lesbian or gay
candidates when they were described as single. For example, at
the higher end of the age range the conditional treatment effect
turns negative for single candidates implying older respondents
rejected them. Similar patterns appeared for the other variables
under consideration. However, it was only under this treatment
that voters respond in way that might have been predicted from
the literature on attitudes toward LGBTQ candidates, with those
who are older, male, straight, with lower levels of education,
stronger religious, traditionalist and conservative views less likely
to support these candidates than other sub groups of the
population. In other words, individual-level characteristics and
attitudes to sexual minorities moderate whether respondents
supported or rejected a lesbian or gay single candidate.

By contrast, we find little variation in respondents’ likelihood
of voting for a lesbian or gay candidate presented as married with
children. In other words, characteristics we would normally
expect to have a polarizing impact on support for lesbian and
gay candidates mattered less when the candidates were
respectably part of a nuclear family, and as a result, generally
more supported. It is only when it comes to attitudes to sexual
minorities and ideology that there is some heterogeneity in
responses for these candidates. Voters’ levels of religiousity
and their attitudes toward traditional gender roles have little
impact on support for lesbians and gays who conform to
heteronormative familial standards. Thus, our H2a is only
partly confirmed by these results.

On the other hand, expectations based on H3 and affinity
support among sexual minority respondents and lesbian and gay
candidates did prove true. We can confirm little to no difference
in support lesbian and gay identifying voters gave to either single
or married lesbian and gay candidates. Despite the debate among
the LGBTQ population about the impact that equal marriage
might have on reinforcing heteronormative standards on the
queer community, affinity support was strong for both the lesbian
and gay single and married with children candidates, supporting
H3a. We do, however note, that respondents unable to identify
with either of these sexual minority categories, gave no support to

lesbian and gay candidates. It is important to note that in terms of
gender also respondents not identifying with the binary male or
female categories were not more clearly supportive of lesbian and
gay candidates, regardless of familial status.

DISCUSSION

In the Canadian context, we find that citizens’ vote choice tends
not to be influenced by candidate sexual orientation, at least when
it comes to perceived cisgender lesbian or gay candidates. While
these findings contradict other research on electoral support
for sexual minorities it may be explained by our focus on the
Canadian case in which general attitudes toward LGBTQ
individuals tend to be higher than in countries such as the
US and where debates around issues such as same sex marriage
were addressed over a decade ago. Furthermore, lesbian and
gay candidates have been openly running for office federally
and provincially for over 3 decades and winning their seats for
over two (Everitt and Camp, 2014). This suggests that
candidate sexual orientation may not be an issue other
countries in the world as it becomes clear that society has
not been dramatically changed by their openness about their
sexuality and the public becomes more familiar with and less
threatened by them as candidates.

However, a lack of prejudice at the aggregate level may mask
important underlying biases that persist toward sexual minorities
based on other aspects of their lives that may continue to
challenge dominant heterosexual social norms. Thus, we
hypothesized, that in a country with over a decade-long
experience with equal marriage, respectability politics and
norm conforming behavior captured by familial status may
continue to be influential in how citizens respond to sexual
minority candidates. In participating in traditional
heteronormative relationships, married sexual minority
candidates with children behave like the majority of straight
candidates and may pose less of a challenge to social institutions.
This may account for why such a large number of out LGBTQ
politicians in Canada are married or are in long-term common-
law relationships (Tremblay forthcoming). On the other hand,
single minority candidates may be perceived as less respectable
and more disruptive and threatening to social norms and thus
and receive lower levels of support.

We confirm that this effect is strongly suggestive in our study
where lesbian and gay candidates who were part of a nuclear
family appeared to receive electoral support comparable to that of
straight single candidates, while single lesbian and gay candidates
were penalized. These patterns become even clearer when we
control for a range of factors typically linked to support for
LGBTQ candidates. These interaction effects are consistent with
our theoretical framework on respectability politics helping
lesbian and gay candidates to achieve more support. The fact
that similar effects are not true for straight candidates who were
described as married with children is interesting, but does not
weaken this argument, as straight candidates are not confronted
by the same pressures to conform to “respectable” lifestyles that
confront sexual minorities.
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We also note that we displayed treatment stimulus in-between
repeated measures of vote intention, potentially subject to
consistency bias with respondents unlikely to change their
initial vote intention, we still detected a small but significant
pattern. We speculate this mechanism may be amplified outside
of the experimental setting where such concern about consistency
when learning about candidate sexual orientation does not apply.
In addition, we show that the boost in support for “respectable”
candidates is present across the board for respondents with a
range of characteristics including those with less favorable
attitudes to LGBTQ people in society. By contrast, responses
to single lesbian or gay candidates are subject to a large degree of
heterogeneity, where particularly older respondents with more
traditional views on gender roles and/or right-wing ideology
tended to withdraw support. In terms of affinity voting, we
highlight that while lesbian and gay respondents tended to
support lesbian and gay candidates regardless of familial
status, respondents who identified with other sexual minority
categories had a wider range of negative or positive responses.

We would conclude with one last observation about the
heterogeneity that is revealed in examining the impact of
familial status on voter support for lesbian and gay candidates.
While not the main focus of our study, there is a wider difference
of views on the single candidates than on those who were married
with children. Our models tend to be more precise when it comes
to lesbian and gay candidates who were married with children
where the estimates have, generally speaking, a narrower range
than in the model looking at single candidates–this is consistent
with our interpretation so far that candidates with nuclear
families were more supported. In other words, voters assessing
the “respectable” candidates were fairly similar in their views,
producing a narrower range of predictions by our model, whereas
views appear much more conflicting in their responses about the
single and less “respectable” candidates. We would refrain from
more formal comparisons of the uncertainty of these predictions
as originating from different models that converged separately,
but it is intriguing and something that should be explored in more
detail in future, potentially conjoint experiments. What is clear
however from this study is that more research is needed into voter
attitudes toward sexual minority candidates with diverse
background and experiences to better understand the

performance of the increasing number of LGBTQ candidates
in many national elections.
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