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Abstract

This study examines the idea that attitudes toward marriage are liberalizing in the
US in the face of federal recognition of same-sex marriage legislation by examining
attitudes toward conventional marriage ideals, same-sex marriage, and polyamorous
marriage. It draws on a sample of liberal arts college students (n=330) in the south-
eastern United States as a representation of a cohort more flexible to change and
greater social tolerance. Findings indicate shifts away from conventional marriage
and toward marriage as more inclusive of same-sex couples. At the same time, less
than half support polyamorous marriage. Unsurprisingly, religious students are more
likely to support conventional marriage ideals and less likely to support same-sex
marriage and students with conservative political ideology are less likely to sup-
port same-sex marriage or polyamorous marriage. In particular, the negative impact
of political ideology on these attitudes is stronger for men and straight students.
Women are more likely than men to support same-sex marriage. LGBQ students are
less likely to support conventional views of marriage and more likely to support pol-
yamorous marriage than heterosexual students. While college students today have
entered adulthood in the age of marriage equality, and are accepting of same-sex
unions, students indicate more mixed feelings about what marriage encompasses,
the value of marriage, and whether to support polyamorous marriage.
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Introduction

While marriage rates have fallen in the US over the past few decades (Curtin & Sut-
ton, 2020), marriage norms remain relatively stable and institutionalized (Cherlin,
2020). However, attitudes toward marriage and what marriage means may be in a
moment of flux as they appear to have liberalized. For example, attitudes toward
same-sex marriage have changed more rapidly and more broadly than other public
attitudes in the US (Rosenfeld, 2017). Support for recognition of marriage between
same-sex couples increased sharply in the 1990s (Adamczyk & Liao, 2019), was
more favorable than unfavorable by 2010 (Baunach, 2012) and gained major-
ity approval by 2014 (Compton, 2015; Twenge & Blake, 2021), shortly before the
US Supreme Court ruling that made marriage equality a reality for all in the US. A
majority of Americans now support marriage between same-sex couples and other
LGBT legal protections (Kaufman & Compton, 2020), with the latest Gallup poll
showing 70% approval (McCarthy, 2021).

Evidence from the US and Europe suggests that the legalization of same-sex
marriage may increase support of marriage equality and decrease prejudice against
lesbians and gay men (Hooghe & Meeusen, 2013; Kazyak & Stange, 2018). Yet,
many still question the legitimacy of LGBT families and consider LGBT families as
a threat to “family values” (Haines et al., 2018). Nevertheless, younger generations
of Americans and college students in particular have more positive attitudes toward
marriage between same-sex couples (Rosenfeld, 2017; Woodford et al., 2012), with
almost universal acceptance among Americans aged 18-34 years old (McCarthy,
2021). Today’s college students have grown up as the “gay marriage generation”
(Hart-Brinson, 2018). Overall, today’s college students have grown-up in a different,
more tolerant and friendly social climate for same-sex marriage and LGBT issues
(Brown-Saracino et al., 2021).

Furthermore, while there is now abundant literature on attitudes toward same-sex
marriage, there is more limited research on attitudes toward conventional marriage
ideals and polyamorous marriage. Some polling suggests mixed views regarding
marriage, where 39% of Americans agree that marriage is becoming obsolete and
yet two-thirds are optimistic about the institution of marriage (Pew Research Center,
2010). On the other hand, there is low but increasing support for polygamy, which
Gallup added to its polling in 2003. There has been a recent increase in the percent
of US adults who say polygamy' is morally acceptable from 7% in 2010 to 20% in
2020 (Newport, 2020). However, recent research on polyamory or consensual non-
monogamy often focuses on non-marital relationships without asking about mar-
riage between three or more people (Cohen & Wilson, 2017).

Amidst changing attitudes, two areas of remaining contention are religion and
politics. In particular, Evangelical Protestants and Republicans still lag in support
for same-sex marriage (Pew Research Center, 2019). However, young adults are less
likely to identify as Republicans or religious (Pew Research Center, 2018). On the

! Between 2003 and 2010, Gallup measured polygamy as “one husband has more than one wife” while
wording changed in 2011 to indicate “a married person has more than one spouse”.
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other hand, increasing numbers of Americans have a family member or close friend
who is LGBT, and this contact is associated with support for same-sex marriage
(Cox & Kamboj, 2017). Not surprisingly, younger people are more likely to have
LGBT friends and family (Lewis, 2011) and younger people’s attitudes are more
influenced by this contact (Becker & Scheufele, 2011). At the same time, we have
very little information about the predictors of attitudes toward polyamorous mar-
riage. This study seeks to address this gap, while also considering attitudes toward
conventional and same-sex marriage.

We make two major contributions to the literature, first in our focus on polyam-
orous marriage and second in our focus on attitudes toward conventional marriage.
Our study also addresses a dearth in LGBT attitudinal research (Jones, 2021). We
ask: How do religion and politics influence marriage attitudes? How do LGBT fam-
ily and friends influence attitudes? How do gender and sexual orientation mediate
these relationships?

Attitudes Toward LGBT Individuals and Same-Sex Marriage

Herek (2009) defines sexual stigma as ‘“stigma attached to any nonheterosexual
behavior, identity, relationship, or community” (p. 67). Regardless of personal iden-
tities or attitudes, heteronormativity—the assumption that heterosexuality is natu-
ral—devalues individuals who are not heterosexual, and this extends to relationships
and behaviors, such as same-sex marriage (Bartholomay, 2018). Further, heterosex-
ism, a form of structural sexual stigma, creates and reinforces power differentials
through the existence of sexual stigma in social institutions (Herek, 2009). This was
evident in laws against same-sex marriage as well as the lack of non-discrimination
laws until recently. It has also been evident in public opinion.

While attitudes have shifted toward being more supportive of LGBT individuals
and same-sex marriage, there are differences in support of individuals who iden-
tify as lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender and their rights to marriage and adop-
tion. For example, public opinion across 23 countries generally shows more negative
views of gay men than lesbians (Bettinsoli et al., 2020). Based on a survey of col-
lege students in the southeastern US, Helms and Waters (2016) find that attitudes
toward bisexual men were least favorable, followed by gay men, with no difference
in attitudes toward lesbians and bisexual women.

Further, American public attitudes show more favorable views of gay men and
lesbians than of transgender people (Lewis et al., 2017). Even when public opin-
ion is generally supportive of marriage rights for gay and lesbian couples, based on
research in Australia and Norway, there may be less support for gay and lesbian par-
ents (Morse et al., 2007) and LGBT adoption rights (Hollekim et al., 2012). There
is more support for lesbian couples raising children than for gay male couples rais-
ing children (Webb et al., 2017), perhaps because gay men are seen as less suited
to adopting children (Crawford & Solliday, 1996). Yet, some small-scale studies
of college students in both Australia and the US find favorable views of gay and
lesbian parents (Camilleri & Ryan, 2006; Massey, 2007). We review literature on
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religion and attitudes, politics and attitudes, and gender, sexuality, LGBT contact
and attitudes.

Religion and Attitudes

Religious affiliation is a key part of many people’s identities. As college students
depart from home for the first time, they have the opportunity to decide for them-
selves with what religion they would like to affiliate and the extent to which they
want to participate. Religious beliefs have a strong impact on people’s social and
political attitudes, particularly attitudes towards LGBT people. In fact, Olson et al.
(2006) find that religious affiliation is a stronger predictor of attitudes about same-
sex marriage than other demographics. Previous research shows that stronger reli-
gious and spiritual affiliation is correlated with negative attitudes towards LGBT
individuals (Smith-Osborne & Rosenwald, 2009).

Both religious affiliation and religiosity are important predictors of attitudes. Cer-
tain religions may teach more restrictive views of gender and sexuality (Legerski &
Harker, 2018). Fundamentalist Protestant Christianity is correlated with the strong-
est negative attitudes towards LGBT people (Worthen et al., 2017). Non-Protestant
Christians are shown to have more favorable attitudes than Protestants (Olson et al.,
2006). In addition to religious affiliation, religiosity, or the degree to which one is
involved with religion, is another important predictor of marriage attitudes. Those
who are more religious have stronger negative attitudes about same-sex marriage
(Twenge & Blake, 2021; Whitehead, 2010). In particular, those who have more bib-
lical literacy and more frequent worship attendance hold more LGBT prejudices
and negative attitudes towards LGBT marriage (Sherkat et al., 2010; Worthen et al.,
2017). At the same time, young adults with greater religiosity are more likely to
have positive and favorable views of the institution of marriage (Shimkowski et al.,
2018).

Politics and Attitudes

One of the strongest predictors of support for LGBT rights is political ideology
(Schwartz, 2010; Woodford et al., 2013). Even as other groups have shown increas-
ing support for same-sex marriage, political conservatives have been slower to sup-
port these rights (Sherkat et al., 2011). Political attitudes are often shaped before
adulthood and may rely on socialization, parental participation, and broader world-
views rather than direct experience (Cicognani et al., 2012; Sears et al., 1980).
Previous research shows that Republicans are more likely than Democrats to oppose
same-sex marriage (Baunach, 2012; Sherkat, 2017), and this has been the case most
recently with Trump supporters (Kaufman & Compton, 2020), who hold more tradi-
tional views of masculinity that emphasize heterosexuality (Pascoe, 2017). Likewise,
those with politically conservative views tend to have more negative views of gay,
lesbian, transgender, and nonbinary individuals and rights (Pearte et al., 2013; Perez-
Arche & Miller, 2021). In addition, those who hold conservative political views are
more likely to oppose same-sex marriage than those with more liberal views (Armenia
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& Troia, 2017; Becker & Scheufele, 2011; Sherkat et al., 2011). A wide variety of sam-
ples, including college students (Grigoropoulos, 2018; Woodford et al., 2013; Worthen
et al., 2017) and graduate students (Dessel & Rodenborg, 2017; Smith-Osborne &
Rosenwald, 2009), show this pattern. On the other hand, those who show political inter-
est and hold a more liberal political ideology are more supportive of same-sex marriage
(Lee & Hicks, 2011).

Gender, Sexual Orientation, and LGBT Contact

In general, women are more likely than men to hold positive views of LGBT individu-
als and LGBT rights (Hicks & Lee, 2006; Jones et al., 2018; Riggs & Sion, 2017) and
less likely to show homophobia, transphobia, or non-binary stigma (Konopka et al.,
2020; Worthen, 2021). While college women hold more positive attitudes than college
men toward gay and bisexual men, there is no gender difference in attitudes toward les-
bians and bisexual women (Helms & Waters, 2016). Women also show more affirming
attitudes toward LGBT policies about military and marriage compared to men (Dessel
& Rodenborg, 2017). In early scale development, Lannutti and Lachlan (2007) find that
women are more supportive of same-sex marriage than men across college and non-
college samples. This finding has been reproduced at the state level (Brumbaugh et al.,
2008), national level (Armenia & Troia, 2017), and in other countries (Grigoropoulos,
2018). Women are more supportive of same-sex parenting than men (Ioverno, 2018)
and gender differences are larger in considering adoption compared to donor insemi-
nation or surrogacy (Costa et al., 2018). While there is limited research on attitudes
toward polyamorous marriage, one study of college students in the US finds that men
are more supportive of polygamy than women (Negy et al., 2013).

LGBT individuals are more liberal on a variety of political and social attitudes
(Jones, 2021). Not surprisingly, those who identify as lesbian, gay, or bisexual have
more favorable views of same-sex marriage than heterosexuals (Sherkat, 2017) and
are more supportive of consensual non-monogamy (Cohen & Wilson, 2017). In addi-
tion, lesbians and gay men are more supportive of same-sex parenting than heterosex-
ual people (Pistella et al., 2018). Contact with LGBT acquaintances is associated with
more positive views of LGBT individuals (DellaPosta, 2018; Lewis et al., 2017). Fur-
thermore, those who personally know a transgender person have more positive attitudes
and warmer feelings about transgender people (Barbir et al., 2017; Lewis et al., 2017,
Tadlock et al., 2017). Contact with LGBT individuals is positively associated with
support of marriage equality (Grigoropoulos, 2018). In particular, having gay friends
or family members is associated with greater approval of same-sex marriage (Lee &
Mutz, 2019; Rosenfeld, 2017). In addition, contact with same-sex couples and same-
sex parents is associated with greater support for same-sex parenting (Vecho et al.,
2019).

Present Study

Our study explored relations between gender, sexual orientation, LGBT
contact, religiosity, political ideology, and attitudes toward conventional
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marriage, marriage between same-sex couples, and marriage between three peo-
ple. Although previous research has shown that men, heterosexual individuals,
individuals with no/limited contact with LGBT family and friends, highly reli-
gious individuals, and politically conservative individuals have more negative
attitudes toward same-sex marriage, there is a lack of research that examines atti-
tudes toward polyamorous marriage along with broader views of marriage and
same-sex marriage.

In the present study, we examined three attitudinal scales toward marriage. The
first scale sought to consider broader views and values regarding marriage as a
traditional institution in which marriage is monogamous, sacred, and forever. The
second scale sought to measure attitudes toward marriage between same-sex cou-
ples, with consideration of the impact of same-sex marriage on the family and
religious freedom. The third scale inspected potential support for polyamorous
relationships, legal rights, and marriage.

Based on previous research, we hypothesized that Evangelical Protestants and
those students who are more religious would show greater support for conven-
tional marriage and less support for same-sex and polyamorous marriage. Addi-
tionally, we hypothesized that Republicans and those students who are more
politically conservative would show greater support for conventional marriage
and less support for same-sex and polyamorous marriage. We further hypoth-
esized that women, LGBQ students, and students who have LGBT family or
friends would show less support for conventional marriage and more support for
same-sex and polyamorous marriage. Due to the potential for more nuanced find-
ings, we also considered various interactions between gender, sexual orientation,
religiosity, and political ideology.

Methods
Participants

Undergraduate students at a liberal arts college in the southeastern United States par-
ticipated in the study. All students aged 18 years or older were eligible to participate.
Almost all students at this institution are between the ages of 18 and 22. Research
was approved by the Institutional Review Board, and participants remained anony-
mous. A link to the survey was sent to the entire student body in the fall of 2020.

The final sample consisted of 330 respondents. The sample was predominantly
white (73%), reflecting the demographic composition of the student body, and
women (70%), reflecting an overrepresentation that is consistent with studies that
show women college students have higher survey response rates (Porter & Umbach,
2006). While a majority of respondents (65%) identified as heterosexual, the remain-
ing 35% identified as either gay, lesbian, bisexual, questioning, or queer. The major-
ity of respondents reported no religious affiliation, followed by mainline Protestant
and then Catholic. The majority of respondents (58%) identified as Democrats while
22% identified as Independent and 6% identified as Republican.
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Procedures

The authors created a survey on Qualtrics. Participants received an email that
described the study as a project on attitudes toward marriage, parenting, and
LGBT rights. Participants were asked to click on a link to complete the survey.
Respondents were informed that their participation was voluntary and that they
could choose not to answer any question and/or quit the survey at any time. At
the end of the survey, respondents had the option of clicking on a separate link in
order to enter their name for a chance to win one of five $20 gift cards.

Measures
Attitudes Toward Conventional Marriage

Our three dependent variables were based on attitudinal scales. The first scale
considered support for conventional views of marriage and was based on three
statements: “Marriage should always be monogamous,” “Marriage should be for-
ever,” and “Marriage is a sacred institution.” Responses ranged from strongly dis-
agree (1) to strongly agree (5). A scale was created by summing responses to the
three and dividing by three to keep the original scale (Cronbach’s alpha=0.824).

Attitudes Toward Same-Sex Marriage

The second scale measured attitudes toward same-sex marriage and was based on
three statements: “Marriage should be between a man and a woman,” “Same-sex
marriage undermines the meaning of the traditional family,” and “The legaliza-
tion of same-sex marriage jeopardizes religious freedom.” Responses ranged from
strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (5). All statements were reverse coded so
that higher values indicate disagreement and thus greater support for same-sex
marriage. A scale was created by summing responses to the three and dividing by
three to keep the original scale (Cronbach’s alpha=0.838).

Attitudes Toward Polyamorous Marriage

The third scale measured support for polyamorous marriage and was based on
two statements: “I think that committed relationships with more than two individ-
uals should have the same legal rights as married couples” and “I would support
marriage between three people.” Responses ranged from strongly disagree (1) to
strongly agree (5). A scale was created by summing responses to the two and
dividing by two to keep the original scale (Cronbach’s alpha=0.866).
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Gender, Sexual Orientation, and Race

Respondents were asked, “what is your gender?” and could answer man, woman,
non-binary, or other (with a space to write in). Only six individuals indicated they
were non-binary or another gender and thus were excluded from analysis. Therefore,
we measure gender with a dichotomous variable where 1 indicates woman. Respond-
ents were asked, “what is your sexual orientation?” and could choose straight/het-
erosexual (65.2%), gay (2.7%), lesbian (7.8%), bisexual (13.0%), questioning (6.1%),
or other (5.1%). Most of those who indicated other wrote that they preferred the
term queer. We created a dichotomous variable where 1 indicates LGBQ identity
(gay, lesbian, bisexual, questioning, queer, other).” Respondents were asked their
race/ethnicity and could choose one of more of the following: American Indian or
Alaska Native, Asian/Asian American, Black/African American, Hispanic/Latinx,
Middle Eastern or North African, Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander, White,
or other. Due to the small numbers in each racial/ethnic group, we created a dichoto-
mous variable where 1 indicates a person of color (POC).

LGBT Family and Friends

In order to identify relationships with LGBT individuals, respondents answered the
following four yes/no statements: “I have a family member who identifies as lesbian,
gay, or bisexual,” “I have a close friend who identifies as lesbian, gay, or bisexual,”
“I have a family member who identifies as transgender,” and “I have a close friend
who identifies as transgender.” Those who indicated yes to either of the first two
statements were coded as 1 for having family or friend who is LGB and those who
indicated yes to either of the last two statements were coded as 1 for having family
or friend who is trans.

Religious Affiliation and Religiosity

Religious affiliation was measured with the question: “What is your religious affili-
ation?” Responses included no religion, Catholic, Mainline Protestant, Evangelical
Protestant, Jewish, Muslim, Buddhist, Hindu, and other religion. We created a series
of dummy variables for no religion, Catholic, Evangelical Protestant, and other reli-
gion (combining Jewish, Muslim, Buddhist, Hindu, and other), with Mainline Prot-
estant as the reference category. We also included a measure of religiosity as iden-
tified by the question, “How religious are you?” on a scale of O (not at all) to 10
(extremely).

2 We use the label “LGBQ” in this case because we are looking at sexual orientation and comparing
those who identify as lesbian, gay, bisexual, or queer with those who identify as straight or heterosexual.
Due to small numbers, we were unable to look at trans students in our gender comparisons.
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Table 1 Attitudes toward marriage

Attitudes toward conventional marriage (percent who agree/strongly agree)

Marriage should always be monogamous 42.4
Marriage should be forever 374
Marriage is a sacred institution 41.5

Attitudes toward same-sex marriage (percent who disagree/strongly disagree)

Marriage should always be between a man and a woman 81.4
Same-sex marriage undermines the meaning of the traditional family 86.0
The legalization of same-sex marriage jeopardizes religious freedom 94.0

Attitudes toward polyamorous relationships/marriage (percent who agree/strongly agree)
I think that committed relationships with more than two individuals should
have the same legal rights as married couples 47.0

I would support marriage between three people 43.9

Political Party and Political Ideology

Political affiliation was measured as a series of dummy variables for Republican,
Independent, and other (including Green and Libertarian), with Democratic as the
reference category. We measured political ideology with the question, “What is
your political ideology?” on a scale of 1 (very liberal) to 10 (very conservative).

Method of Analysis

In the first set of analyses, we compare means for support for conventional mar-
riage, support for same-sex marriage, and support for polyamorous marriage
across gender and sexual orientation. In the second set of analyses, we show
results from OLS regression models of the three attitudinal scales. In supple-
mentary analyses, we test interactions between gender and religiosity, gender and
political ideology, sexual orientation and religiosity, and sexual orientation and
political ideology. Graphs are included to illustrate the significant interactions.

Results
Preliminary Analyses

Table 1 shows descriptive results of our three marriage attitude scales. Most
respondents did not support conventional views of marriage. Less than half of
respondents agreed or strongly agreed with the statements about marriage being
monogamous (42%), forever (37%), and sacred (42%). As expected for students
entering college post-marriage equality, the responses to the attitudinal state-
ments about same-sex marriage showed an overall positive view of same-sex
marriage. Over three-quarters of respondents disagreed or strongly disagreed
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Table 2 Descriptive statistics
and t test results for marriage
attitudes by gender and sexual
orientation

Support for con-
ventional mar-
riage (possible
range = 1-5)

Support for
same-sex mar-
riage (possible
range = 1-5)

Support for
polyamorous
marriage (possi-
ble range = 1-5)

Variable M SD M SD M SD

Women 3.00 0.93 4.70 0.55 3.43 1.05

Men 3.39 120  4.02 1.13 2.80 1.20
t 2.69 -5.22 —-4.23

dfs 283 284 285

p 0.008 0.000 0.000

LGBQ 2.45 0.86 4.81 0.53 3.98 0.89
Straight 3.42 0.97 4.35 0.90 2.90 1.07
t 8.72 -5.47 -9.19

dfs 289 290 291

p 0.000 0.000 0.000

that marriage should always be between a man and a women and that same-
sex marriage undermines the meaning of the traditional family. Nearly all disa-
greed or strongly disagreed that the legalization of same-sex marriage jeopard-
izes religious freedom. Despite the support for same-sex marriage, respondents
held mixed views of polyamorous relationships and marriage. Less than half
of respondents agreed or strongly agreed that committed relationships between
more than two people should have the same rights as married couples (47%) or
would support a marriage between three people (44%).

Table 2 shows descriptive statistics and results from independent sample
t-tests comparing attitudes by gender and sexual orientation. Comparisons by
gender indicated that women were significantly less likely than men to support
conventional views of marriage though the means showed that both women
and men hold neutral views, on average. On the other hand, women were sig-
nificantly more likely than men to support both same-sex marriage and poly-
amorous marriage. While both men and women support same-sex marriage, on
average, that support is stronger among women. Meanwhile, means suggested
that men slightly disagree with polyamorous marriage while women slightly
agree with polyamorous marriage, on average. Comparisons by sexual orien-
tation indicated that LGBQ students were significantly less likely than straight
students to support conventional views of marriage, a difference of one point on
a five-point scale. On the other hand, LGBQ students were significantly more
likely than straight students to support both same-sex marriage and polyamorous
marriage. Again, while there was general support of same-sex marriage, LGBQ
students, on average, agreed with polyamorous marriage while straight students
were neutral.
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Table 3 Parameter estimates for the regression models of attitudes toward marriage

Support for conven-  Support for same- Support for polyam-
tional marriage sex marriage orous marriage

Variable B SE p B SE p B SE p
‘Woman -0.172 0.121 0429  0.093 *** 0.274  0.147
LGBQ -0.309 0.133 * 0.039 0.101 0.576  0.160 ***
POC 0.028  0.122 —0.173 0.094 0.087  0.148
Have family or close friend who —0.223 0.081 ** 0.165 0.062 ** 0.260 0.099 **

is LGB
Have family or close friend who —-0.056 0.112 0.032  0.086 0.142  0.136

is trans
Religion (vs. Mainline Protestant)

No religion 0.028 0.173 -0.391 0.133 ** —-0.071 0.210

Catholic 0242  0.163 -0.077 0.125 0.026  0.198

Evangelical protestant 0.513 0210 * —0.852 0.161 *** —0.456 0.255

Other -0.214 0212 -0.172 0.167 0.122  0.258
Religiosity 0.112  0.023 **#+ —0.102 0.018 *** —0.050 0.028
Political party (vs. Democrat)

Republican 0333  0.231 -0.569 0.178 ** —0.631 0.282 *

Independent 0262  0.135 -0.264 0.104 * —-0.370 0.164 *

Other -0.212 0.169 -0.119 0.129 —0.099 0.205
Conservative political ideology 0.044 0.024 —0.042 0.018 * —0.077 0.029 **
Constant 2994  0.220 *** 4885 0.168 **#* 3.051 0.267 ***
Adjusted R? 0.457 0.538 0.381

“p<0.001, ¥p <0.01, *p <0.05

Predictors of Attitudes Toward Marriage

Table 3 shows results from OLS regression models of the three attitudinal scales.
As hypothesized, religious affiliation was significantly related to support for con-
ventional marriage and support for same-sex marriage. Evangelical Protestants
were significantly more supportive of conventional marriage (scoring 0.51 points
higher on this 5-point scale) and significantly less supportive of same-sex mar-
riage (scoring 0.85 points lower on this scale), relative to Mainline Protestants.
An unexpected finding was that respondents who indicated that they had no reli-
gious affiliation scored an average of 0.39 points lower on the same-sex mar-
riage scale than Mainline Protestants, showing that respondents with no religious
affiliation were less supportive of same-sex marriage than Mainline Protestants.
Above and beyond religious affiliation, religiosity, or one’s degree of religious
involvement, had a significant negative relationship with all three of the attitude
scales.

As hypothesized, both political party and conservative political ideology
showed significant relationships with marriage attitudes. Republicans were
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Fig. 1 The association between political ideology and attitudes toward conventional marriage by gender

significantly less likely than Democrats to support same-sex marriage or polyam-
orous marriage, scoring 0.57 and 0.63 points lower, respectively. Those with an
Independent political affiliation show a similar pattern as they were significantly
less likely to support same-sex marriage or polyamorous marriage compared to
Democrats. Even controlling for political party, conservative political ideology
had a significant negative relationship with support for same-sex marriage and
support for polyamorous marriage.

Contrary to bivariate findings, there was only a significant association between
gender and support for same-sex marriage. Women were more likely to support
same-sex marriage, scoring 0.43 point higher on this scale than men. Controlling for
other factors, there was no significant association between gender and support for
conventional marriage or polyamorous marriage.

Those who identify as LGBQ were significantly less likely to support conven-
tional marriage, scoring 0.31 point lower than their heterosexual counterpoints. On
the other hand, LGBQ students scored 0.58 points higher on support for polyam-
orous marriage than heterosexual students, a significant difference. Interestingly,
there were no significant differences between LGBQ and heterosexual students in
their attitudes toward same-sex marriage.

Having a close friend or family member who is LGB was significantly related
to attitudes. Those who have a close friend or family member who is LGB were
significantly less supportive of conventional marriage and significantly more sup-
portive of same-sex marriage and polyamorous marriage than those who do not have
a close friend or family member who is LGB. Interestingly, having a family member
or friend who is trans had no significant effect on attitudes.

In separate analyses, we tested interactions between gender and religiosity, gen-
der and political ideology, LGBQ status and religiosity, and LGBQ status and politi-
cal ideology in each of our regression models (see Appendix for full tables). For
ease of interpretation, we present visual representations of significant interactions
in Figs. 1, 2, 3, 4 and 5. Regarding support for conventional marriage, there were
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Fig.2 The association between political ideology and attitudes toward conventional marriage by sexual
orientation

4.5
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15

Not at all Somewhat Extremely

=@=\\Vomen Men

Fig. 3 The association between religiosity and attitudes toward same-sex marriage by gender

two significant interactions: gender and political ideology and sexual orientation and
political ideology. These interactions indicated that the positive effect of conserva-
tive political ideology had a greater impact on men than women (see Fig. 1) and a
greater impact on straight individuals than LGBQ individuals (see Fig. 2). While
women and LGBQ students’ support for conventional marriage ideals did not vary
much by political ideology, men and straight students showed increasing support for
conventional marriage with more conservative political beliefs.

Regarding support for same-sex marriage, there were two significant interactions:
gender and religiosity and gender and political ideology. These interactions indi-
cated that the negative effects of religiosity and conservative political ideology had a
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4.5
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1.5

Very liberal Moderate Very conservative

=@==\\omen Men

Fig.4 The association between political ideology and attitudes toward same-sex marriage by gender
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3.5
2.5

1.5

Very liberal Moderate Very conservative

=@ GBQ Straight

Fig.5 The association between political ideology and attitudes toward polyamorous marriage by sexual
orientation

greater impact on men than women (see Figs. 3 and 4). Figure 3 shows that religios-
ity had a negative impact on women and men’s support for same-sex marriage, but
this effect is stronger for men. Figure 4 shows that women’s support for same-sex
marriage did not vary by political ideology, whereas men’s support for same-sex
marriage decreases with more conservative political ideology. The only significant
interaction in the model of attitudes toward polyamorous marriage was between sex-
ual orientation and political ideology (see Fig. 5). While LGBQ individuals’ support
for polyamorous marriage remained steady across political ideology, straight indi-
viduals® support for polyamorous marriage decreased with more conservative politi-
cal ideology.
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Discussion

An overwhelming proportion of college students in our study supports marriage
equality with very few seeing same-sex marriage as a threat to family or religion.
A majority of these students do not support conventional views of marriage as
more question marriage as being monogamous, forever, and sacred. At the same
time, students are split on whether polyamorous marriage should be legal or poly-
amorous relationships should have similar legal rights as marriage. These find-
ings suggest that marriage is an enduring institution but one that may be open
to changing expectations. Our research also considered the potential association
between religion, politics, LGBT contact, and marriage attitudes.

First, religiosity is an important factor in marriage attitudes. On the one hand,
religious students are more likely to support traditional views of marriage and not
think of it as an outdated institution (Shimkowski et al., 2018). On the other hand,
religious students are less likely to support same-sex marriage, which is consist-
ent with both anti-LGBT prejudice and more limited views of who can marry
(Smith-Osborne & Rosenwald, 2009; Worthen et al., 2017). These patterns also
hold for Evangelical Protestants, who are significantly more supportive of con-
ventional marriage and significantly less supportive of same-sex marriage relative
to Mainline Protestants. This is consistent with previous research that shows par-
ticularly strong negative views of LGBT people among Fundamentalist Protestant
Christians (Worthen et al., 2017). Highly religious individuals may also consume
religious media, which often includes anti-LGBTQ messages (Perry & Snawder,
2016).

Second, political views and party affiliation are significantly associated with
marriage attitudes. Those who identify as Republican or Independent and those
with more conservative political views are less supportive of same-sex or polyam-
orous marriage than Democrats or liberals, respectively. This is consistent with
previous research that indicates more opposition to same-sex marriage among
conservatives (Armenia & Troia, 2017; Becker & Scheufele, 2011), including
college students (Grigoropoulos, 2018; Worthen et al., 2017), and these groups
may be slower to change their attitudes (Sherkat et al., 2011). Republicans are
particularly likely to hold more traditional views of marriage (Baunach, 2012;
Sherkat, 2017), and these views continued with Trump supporters (Kaufman &
Compton, 2020).

Third, gender and sexual orientation are important factors in shaping atti-
tudes. Gubernskaya’s (2010) research suggests this gender difference may have
widened over the last decades of the twentieth century. Women are more likely
to support same-sex marriage, which is consistent with women’s greater affirma-
tion of LGBT rights (Dessel & Rodenborg, 2017; Jones et al., 2018; Riggs &
Sion, 2017). Our research further shows that women’s support for same-sex mar-
riage is less affected by religiosity and conservative political ideology than men’s
attitudes, suggesting that the broader acceptance that women show for same-
sex marriage may have become part of their worldview. A new finding is that
there is no significant association between gender and support for polyamorous
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marriage. This is inconsistent with Negy et al.’s (2013) finding that men are more
supportive than women of polygamy. However, their study used the term “polyg-
amy” while our study avoids this more gendered term by asking about marriage
between three people. It also may be due to an incomplete understanding of poly-
amory as men are more accepting of extramarital sex than women (Labrecque
& Whisman, 2017). Further, those who identify as LGBQ are significantly less
likely to support conventional marriage and more likely to support polyam-
orous marriage than heterosexual students. Yet, we found no significant differ-
ences between LGBQ and heterosexual students in their attitudes toward same-
sex marriage. While previous research shows more favorable views of same-sex
marriage among those who identify as lesbian, gay, or bisexual (Sherkat, 2017),
our research may indicate an overall wide acceptance of same-sex marriage with
more divisions concerning polyamorous marriage.

Fourth, having a close friend or family member who is LGB is related to marriage
attitudes. Those who have a close friend or family member who is LGB are less
supportive of conventional marriage and more supportive of same-sex marriage and
polyamorous marriage. Contact with LGBT acquaintances is associated with more
positive views of LGBT individuals and greater support of marriage equality (Del-
laPosta, 2018; Grigoropoulos, 2018; Lewis et al., 2017). Overall, those with college
degrees are more likely to have LGBT family, friends, and co-workers, and these
connections are associated with more support for same-sex marriage and LGBT
rights (Lewis, 2011). Indeed, one of the biggest factors in the marked increase in
support for same-sex marriage has been more gay and lesbian individuals coming
out and thus more people having gay and lesbian friends (Rosenfeld, 2017).

This study is not without limitations. First, the sample of college students sur-
veyed are educated and have grown up in a more LGBT friendly social climate and
may thus hold more liberal attitudes toward marriage than the general population. At
the same time, this study was conducted in the south, a region that has been less tol-
erant toward the LGBT community and issues that affect their lives. There, however,
is a lack of research on LGBT issues and the south (Stone, 2018). This study’s find-
ings speak to some of the gaps regarding LGBT life in the south and assumptions
related to how southern inhabitants may view LGBT individuals, and their access to
marriage. Second, our measures of attitudes toward polyamorous marriage need fur-
ther testing. There is still a lack of understanding of polyamory among the general
public (Hutzler et al., 2015), and there is little research that focuses specifically on
attitudes toward polyamorous marriage. Future research should examine these atti-
tudes among diverse samples.

Social and Policy Implications

The findings in this study suggest social and policy implications. First, it is likely
that attitudes toward marriage will keep shifting. College students, including those
in the current study, are more closely aligned with the younger generations that
appear to be driving the shift identifying as LGBT at higher rates than those in older
cohorts (Brown-Saracino et al., 2021). We know that at a societal level, increasing
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education, declining religiosity, and more contact with LGBT individuals are associ-
ated with greater support for same-sex marriage over time (Lee & Mutz, 2019). In
addition, younger, more educated individuals are unlikely to become less support-
ive of same-sex and polyamorous marriage given the tendency for liberalization in
LGBT acceptance over time (Patrick et al., 2013). Marriage is likely to persist as a
desired institution, but we may also expect more inclusive notions of marriage.

Second, attitudes may have implications for policy and law. Some opponents of
same-sex marriage noted the possibility that the legalization of same-sex marriage
would lead to multiple-partner marriage. Polyamorous families and marriage allow
for the decentering of heterosexual families (Sheff, 2011). Our findings suggest
more tepid attitudes toward polyamorous marriage than same-sex marriage. Yet, a
substantial minority would support marriage between three people. Perhaps growing
up with broader notions of gender and sexuality, more LGBT friends, and multi-
ple models of same-sex marriage has broadened ideas about relationships and mar-
riage. It is always a question whether public opinion shapes legal changes or vice
versa (Kazyak & Stange, 2018), but we may be moving toward a queerer vision of
marriage.

Appendix

See Table 4.
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