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ABSTRACT 
Across the globe people differ substantially in the extent to which they disapprove of 
homosexuality. Several Europe nations, including Sweden and the Netherlands, legalized same-
sex marriage in the 2000s, and have relatively high levels of acceptability.  Conversely, there are 
some nations where European residents have been a lot less supportive. Over the last 15 years 
scholars have examined the national-level forces shaping cross-national public opinion, with 
some factors being examined to a much greater extent than others. Almost every paper written on 
cross-national attitudes about homosexuality tends to assess the influence of economic 
development, often finding an effect.  There is, however, an array of other country-level factors 
that may be important, but have received a lot less attention. Using hierarchical modeling 
techniques and data from the European Social Survey, the current study examines whether a 
more diverse array of country-level factors (i.e. gender and economic inequality, education, and 
the number of nonprofit organizations) shapes attitudes, and whether they have a direct effect or 
indirect influence through other forces like democracy, religion, and economic development. 

 



2 
 

Country-level factors shaping views on homosexuality in Europe 
 

Across the globe people differ substantially in the extent to which they disapprove of 

homosexuality. Several Europe nations, including Sweden and the Netherlands, legalized same-

sex marriage in the 2000s, and have relatively high levels of acceptability.  Conversely, there are 

some nations where European residents have been a lot less supportive. Over the last 15 years 

scholars have been examining the national-level forces shaping cross-national public opinion, 

with some factors being examined to a much greater extent than others. Almost every paper 

written on cross-national attitudes about homosexuality tends to assess the influences of 

democracy, religious importance, and economic development, often finding an effect.  There is, 

however, an array of other country-level factors that may be important for understanding 

attitudes in Europe, but have received a lot less attention. These alternative influences include 

gender and economic inequality, overall levels of education and whether a nation has a 

communist past.   

There may also be factors that are important in other parts of the world that do not 

provide much insight for understanding attitudes about homosexuality in Europe.  For example, 

research using public opinion data from surveys that have information on nations across the 

world have found that higher overall levels of religious importance are associated with less 

tolerance (Finke and Adamczyk 2008; Scheepers, Te Grotenhuis, and Van Der Slik 2002). 

However, Europe has long been considered secular with much lower levels of religious 

involvement and importance than nations located in the Americas, Africa, and the Middle East 

(Berger, Davie, and Fokas 2008; Davie 2002). Likewise, if they claim a religious affiliation, 

most Europeans consider themselves Christian and there are no majority Muslim nations on the 

continent.  Additionally, the brand of Protestantism that dominates tends to be very liberal, and 
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the proportion of conservative Protestant adherents is quite low with relatively little variation in 

types of Protestantism in many European nations (Pew Research Center 2013; Pew-Templeton 

Global Religious Futures Project 2011; Stark and Iannaccone 1994).  These characteristics 

suggest that the macro influence of religion may have limited relevance for explaining cross-

national public opinion about homosexuality in Europe. 

Using hierarchical modeling techniques and data from the last three waves of the 

European Social Survey, the current study examines a diverse array of country-level factors (i.e. 

gender and economic inequality, education, and being a former communist nation) for shaping 

attitudes about homosexuality.  We look at how these factors may have a direct effect on 

attitudes or indirect influence through other forces like democracy and economic development. 

The findings provide insight into some of the understudied reasons why European nations vary in 

their level of support for homosexuality, as well as highlight factors that may not be as relevant 

for understanding attitudes in Europe.  

Individual vs. Contextual influences 

 There is a rich body of research devoted to understanding the factors that shape attitudes 

about homosexuality ((Battle and Lemelle 2002; Durell, Chiong, and Battle 2007; Herek 2000, 

2002b; Sherkat, De Vries, and Creek 2010).  Much of this work focuses on how individual 

characteristics, like gender, education, and marital status may shape people’s level of 

disapproval.  These are referred to as micro-level influences. Across nations, people who tend to 

have similar attributes, like being older or less educated, tend to have somewhat similar views.   

A number of studies have also investigated the factors that shape attitudes across many 

nations (Adamczyk and Pitt 2009; Andersen and Fetner 2008; Finke and Adamczyk 2008; 

Hadler 2012; Scheepers et al. 2002).  When a high proportion of people share the same 
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characteristics and regularly interact, their combined energy may produce an influence that 

Durkheim referred to as sui generis, which is a force that exists over and above individuals’ 

personal values (Durkheim 1912, 1951).  These influences are referred to macro or, as in this 

study, which focuses on nations, country-level effects and can include things like country 

religious salience, overall levels of educational attainment and economic development.  Even if 

people do not share the same attributes as the average resident (i.e. no college education), 

national-level characteristics, like the proportion of people who attend college, may still shape 

individuals’ support for homosexuality.   

The current study is interested in understanding which macro-level factors are likely to 

shape attitudes across Europe. Europe is unique from other regions of the world in having very 

high levels of economic development, relatively stable political structures, and some of the most 

tolerant views about homosexuality and related legislation in the world.  However there is also a 

lot of variation in public opinion.  Likewise, the European Union is putting a lot of pressure on 

less supportive nations to adopt more liberal LGBTQ-related policies. Much of the previous 

work that has been done on attitudes about homosexuality has focused on a wider range of 

nations where economic development tends to be lower, there is more political instability and 

resident are not nearly as tolerant (Andersen and Fetner 2008; Finke and Adamczyk 2008; 

Hadler 2012; Scheepers et al. 2002). Findings from studies that use a more diverse sample are 

not going to be as relevant for understanding differences across Europe. The current study 

focuses on the rationale for why various macro level forces have an influence within Europe, and 

some of the processes through which they have an effect, providing some insight into how 

attitudes may change in the future within the continent. 

Education and GDP 
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 As noted above, a lot of research has been done on the individual factors that shape 

attitudes about homosexuality.  One micro-level factor that has regularly emerged as an 

important force for shaping attitudes is education.  At the individual-level researchers have found 

that higher levels of education can increase cognitive sophistication, leading to more tolerance 

about a range of issues, including homosexuality (Ohlander, Batalova, and Treas 2005). As 

people gain more education, they tend to develop more nuanced views of the world, decreasing 

the likelihood that they will judge others based on rigid classifications and irrational anxieties 

(Jackman and Muha 1984; Sniderman et al. 1991). They may also be better at distinguishing 

between how they personally feel about a specific group and whether or not that group should be 

granted rights and liberties (Chong 1993).   

In addition to increasing cognitive sophistication, as people gain higher levels of 

education, especially college, they are likely to move into higher social classes.  By regularly 

interacting with others who are better educated, they are likely to encounter people who have 

more liberal views, further enforcing their own perspectives. Likewise, with higher levels of 

education, individuals are likely to move away from home where they will have new and 

different experiences and possibly meet LGBTQ individuals, which previous research has found 

can lead to more support for homosexuality (Detenber et al. 2013; Herek and Capitanio 1996; 

Hinrichs and Rosenberg 2002).  As adults people who have attended college will have more 

funds and opportunities for travel where they may also increase their exposure to diverse 

individuals and ideas, further bolstering their more liberal views.  

Figure 1 uses data from the ESS to examine differences in attitudes by five levels of 

educational attainment. The vast majority of Europeans have at least a secondary education, but 

only about 30% get a college education.  Aside from the differences between the two lowest 
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categories, which include a small minority of the European population, the biggest jump in 

attitudes is between people who have a secondary or trade school education and those who go to 

college. In other parts of the world, a much small proportion of people attend college, which 

may, in part, explain why Europeans are so much more liberal than their neighbors.  

Additionally, the high proportion of college educated people may help explain differences across 

Europe.  Rather than mean levels of education explaining variation in attitudes, a higher 

proportion of college educated people may help explain differences in support for homosexuality 

across European nations. 

[Figure 1 about here] 

How would a higher proportion of college-educated people shape the attitudes of 

everyone within a nation?  In nations with more college-educated people everyone may be 

affected by the higher levels of cognitive sophistication and tolerance that tends to accompany 

increases in education.  Additionally, with a higher proportion of college-educated people, 

regular residents may be more likely to interact with more liberal people.  Though processes of 

social learning (Akers et al. 1979; Sutherland 1947) and social control (Hirschi 2002), everyone 

may become more liberal, as a higher proportion of people obtain a college degree. Even if they 

would not necessarily support more liberal perspectives, Kelman’s (2006) work also suggests 

that over time people living amongst a higher proportion of college-educated people may adopt 

dominant perspectives to maintain their sense of self and increase the likelihood of a desirable 

relationship with others whom they value. Finally, in nations have a higher proportion of college 

educated people the media may be more likely to present positive images of LGBTQ individuals, 

policies may be more tolerant, and LGBTQ individuals may feel more comfortable revealing 

their same-sex orientation to others, which could further increase support for homosexuality.  As 
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a result of all of these forces, everyone in nations with a higher proportion of college-educated 

individuals may be more tolerant.  These ideas lead to our first two hypotheses: 

H1: Mean country levels of educational attainment are unlikely to shape individuals’ 

attitudes about homosexuality. 

H2: The proportion of a country that is college-educated will lead to increases in 

individuals’ tolerance for homosexuality.   

Country-level measures of education, whether it is the overall mean or proportion who 

attends college, are highly correlated with economic development.  Indeed, the United Nations’ 

Human Development Index assesses overall well-being across nations using measures of life 

expectancy, education, and GDP. As GDP increases, educational levels also tend to rise. Data 

from the ESS shows that the correlation between the proportion with 16 or more years of 

education and GDP is 0.55 (p<.001), which is high. Which factor is more likely to be important 

for explaining attitudes about homosexuality? As nations become more economically developed, 

education tends to rise, which increases tolerance.  But, aside from education there are other 

processes that economic development is likely to prompt that may lead to more tolerance.   

There is a lot of research showing that as nations become more economically 

development, all residents tend to feel more secure and worry less about food, shelter, and health 

(Hofstede 2001; Inglehart 1990; Inglehart and Baker 2000). They also tend to be less reliant on 

the larger group for survival (Schwartz 1999).  As a result, in more economically developed 

nations residents have more opportunities to make choices for themselves and obtain autonomy. 

As cultural values shift from those focused on the group to individualism and self-expression, all 

people within the nation are likely to value difference, contributing to more tolerance (Inglehart 

and Baker 2000). While an increase in the proportion that attends college may increase 
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acceptance of homosexuality, economic development is a more distant factor that is closely 

associated with increases in education and is likely to capture other process like stronger feelings 

of security that can also shape tolerance.  These ideas lead us to the next hypothesis: 

H3: Relative to the proportion college-educated, economic development will explain 

more overall and unique variation in attitudes about homosexuality across Europe.  

Gender and Economic Equality, Democracy, and Communism 

Aside from education there are several other macro-level influences that are loosely related 

to democracy that may be useful in explaining cross-national variation in Europeans’ attitudes. A 

lot of individual-level research shows that women tend to be more tolerant about homosexuality 

than men (Hinrichs and Rosenberg 2002; Kerns and Fine 1994; Lim 2002; Meaney and Rye 

2010; Winter, Webster, and Cheung 2008).  The reason for this seems to be related to differences 

in views about gender roles.  Men are more likely than woman to have perspectives that are 

consistent with traditional gender roles where females are seen as nurturing and the primary 

caregiver and men are viewed as stoic, masculine and the family’s primary breadwinner  (Brown 

and Henriquez 2008). Because they may dress or act in ways that are inconsistent with traditional 

gender stereotypes, LGBTQ individuals may be viewed as not conforming to traditional gender 

roles, leading men to be less tolerant of homosexuality on average than women.  

 For understanding variation across Europe these ideas would suggest that nations that 

have more gender equality would also have more supportive gender-related policies, media and 

advertising that portray men and women as equals, and more interactions with feminist-oriented 

residents. These macro-level influences should trickle down to shape individuals’ attitudes.  

Through processes of socialization (Akers et al. 1979; Sutherland 1947), social control (Hirschi 

2002), and an interest in being accepted both others (Kelman 2006), more gender equality within 
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a nation should lead all residents to be more supportive of identities, preferences, and behaviors 

that are nontraditional.  These ideas lead to the next hypothesis.  

H4: As gender equality increases, residents should have more supportive attitudes.  

Related to gender inequality, there is reason to think that economic equality may also 

lead to more tolerance for homosexuality. When there is a wide gap between the rich and poor, 

residents may feel that they do not have a lot in common with others. Whereas particularized 

trust is the trust people have in others they know, generalized trust is the trust in individuals who 

are not known  (Nannestad 2008). By decreasing generalized trust, high levels of economic 

inequality could limit the extent to which people feel commonality with others  (Uslaner and 

Brown 2005).   

In studies that draw on a range of nations across the globe empirical research on the 

relationship between economic inequality and attitudes is mixed. Using data from Europe, North 

America, and Australia, Andersen and Fetner (2008) found that higher levels of economic 

inequality limited support for homosexuality, especially for respondents in lower economic 

classes. Conversely, using data from a greater range of countries, including India and China 

Hadler (2012) did not find any influence of economic inequality.  Just as economic inequality 

may increase perceptions of threat, limiting generalized trust, diversity could also have the 

opposite effect, exposing people to diverse nonthreatening groups. As people meet others that are 

different from themselves, these interactions may lead to more empathy and understanding. Any 

role that economic inequality may play in decreasing generalized trust may be off-set by the 

positive influence of diversity on increasing tolerance. Likewise, for a range of reasons it is 

possible that economic inequality does not translate into less tolerance for LGBTQs.  Based on 

these ideas, we offer two contrasting hypotheses: 
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H5a: As economic inequality increases, individuals will be more likely to disapprove of 

homosexuality.   

H5b: Economic inequality will not be associated with residents’ views of homosexuality.  

Many nations in Europe have experienced a relatively recent period of communism. As 

WWII was ending, most Eastern European nations, including Poland, Lithuanian, Estonia, 

Ukraine and Russia, began to align with the Soviet Union and were subject to many restrictions 

brought by communism.  The Soviet Union criminalized homosexuality and some estimates have 

suggested that between 800 and 1,000 men were annually imprisoned.  Additionally, during this 

period homosexuality was sometimes associated with rape and pedophilia, and to some extent 

these portrayals has continued to circulate (Berry 2014; Pappas 2014).   

Communist countries are often not democratic, and there is research showing that 

democracy tends to have a liberalizing effect on attitudes (Hadler 2012).  More democratic 

governments allow for free speech and an open media where residents are regularly presented 

with a range of different perspectives (Thompson 1970).  Additionally, in more democratic 

nations, the government represents not only the views of the majority, but also tries to protect 

minority interests.  By regularly witnessing the government uphold individual rights and 

liberties, residents may learn to tolerate ideas and people they might not personally like. 

Additionally, more democratic nations should be more likely to support ideals related to equality, 

fairness and the right to demonstrate, all of which should guide attitudes and underlie the 

importance of upholding civil rights and liberties (Guérin, Petry, and Crête 2004; Peffley and 

Rohrschneider 2003).  

For many European nations communism ended relatively recently and democracy is 

unlikely to change attitudes right away.  Rather, it takes time for residents to see the government 



11 
 

upholding democratic ideals that may eventually shape views about LGBTQ individuals. Related 

in part to its communist past, some of the former Soviet Union nations have relatively low 

democracy scores.  Indeed, among the 32 nations included in the last three waves of the ESS, 

four out of the five with the lowest levels of democracy are former communist nations.  These 

ideas lead to our next two hypotheses, which focus on the influences of democracy and 

communism.  

H6: More democratic nations will have residents who are more supportive of 

homosexuality. 

H7: Former communist nations will have residents who are less supportive of 

homosexuality. 

 Finally, the level of democracy within a nation, as well as a nation’s recent communist 

history, may also affect levels of gender equality across European nations. Democracy should 

usher in ideals and standards related to equality and fair treatment, even if people do not 

personally like certain groups.  Since homosexuality can be seen as a gender-related issue, it’s 

possible that democracy and not having a communist past could explain both higher levels of 

equality within a nation and more tolerance for homosexuality. Democracy may be a distal cause 

of gender equality, which in turn increases tolerance of homosexuality.  These ideas lead to the 

following hypothesis: 

 H8: Democracy will be associated with more positive views about homosexuality, in 

part, through higher levels of gender equality.  

Religion in Secular Europe 

 A lot of research has been devoted to examining the relationship between religion and 

attitudes about homosexuality.  Research done both within individual nations and across a wide 
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variety of countries has consistently found that higher levels of religious importance and 

engagement are consistently related to more disapproving views (Ellison, Acevedo, and Ramos-

Wada 2011; Hanneke van den Akker, van der Ploeg, and Scheepers 2013; Hill, Moulton, and 

Burdette 2004; Olson, Cadge, and Harrison 2006).  Indeed, every cross-national study that we 

know of has found this relationship.  Most religions have proscriptions regarding homosexuality 

and people who are more likely to take their faith seriously tend to have more disapproving 

attitudes.  Additionally, all religions provide opportunities for adherents to engage with others in 

religious services, classes, rituals, and study groups. Through these activities more religious 

people are likely to get formal exposure to the problems with homosexuality. Additionally, 

through informal interactions with other religious adherents, more negative views about 

homosexuality may be further enforced.  

 Given the powerful role that previous work has found that personal religious beliefs have 

on attitudes, is there reason to suspect a macro level influence?  Other studies have found that 

nations with higher overall levels of religious importance and engagement are more likely to 

have residents who disapprove of homosexuality, even if they are not personally religious (Finke 

and Adamczyk 2008; Scheepers et al. 2002).  However, this research tends to include a range of 

nations from both within and outside of the continent.  Europe is somewhat unique in having low 

levels of religious belief and engagement (Berger et al. 2008; Davie 2002)., especially in contrast 

to nations located in the United States, South America, Africa, and the Middle East.   

Likewise, Europe is largely dominated by Catholicism and mainline Protestantism. These 

religions have not been as successful as Islam and conservative Protestantism, which is much 

more prevalent in the United States and Africa, at generating higher levels of religious belief 

(Iannaccone 1994; Stark and Finke 2000).  A lot of research has found that people who adhere to 
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Islam and conservative Protestantism tend to have more conservative views about homosexuality 

(Burdette, Ellison, and Hill 2005; Pew Research Center 2013; Sherkat et al. 2010). Europeans 

who are more likely to find religion important should be more likely to disapprove of 

homosexuality.  However, because the continent as a whole is so secular we do not expect 

country-level differences in religious importance to shape residents’ views about homosexuality. 

These ideas lead to our final hypothesis: 

H9: While higher levels of personal religiosity will be associated with less tolerance, across 

Europe overall levels of religious importance will be unrelated to views about 

homosexuality.  

Data and Methods 

 To investigate the above hypotheses, this study uses data from the last three waves of the 

European Social Survey (ESS). The ESS was developed to enable cross-national comparisons 

within Europe.  The first wave was collected between 2010 and 2011, the second between 2002 

and 2013, and the third between 2014 and 2015. These three waves include 144,820 respondents 

clustered within 30 nations.  After countries lacking information on key variables were excluded, 

the sample size was reduced to 137,456 individuals in 29 nations.  Missing data were listwise 

deleted across the sample, leaving an analytic sample of 113,320.  Descriptive statistics for all 

variables are presented in Table 1.  

[Insert Table 1 about here] 

Dependent variable 

The key outcome variable is disapproval of homosexuality, which is measured using a 

single question that asks respondents the extent to which they agree with the statement, “Gay 

men and lesbians should be free to live their own life as they wish.” 
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Key country-level variables 

 Our first key country-level variable is mean years of schooling within each nation which 

is taken from a variable that indicates the number of years of schooling completed by each 

respondent.  The variable was aggregated up to the country-level.  The second key variable is the 

proportion with more than 16 years of schooling, which roughly tracks the proportion of people 

with a college education in each nation.  The third variable is GDP, which is taken from 

European Social Survey multilevel data for 2001. The fourth variable is a democracy index, 

which is compiled by the the Economist Intelligence Unit within the Economist Group based on 

indicators measuring pluralism, civil liberties and political culture. The gender equality index is 

the inverse of the gender inequality index of 2008 constructed by the United Nations 

Development Programme. This index is based on measures of gender inequality in: (1) 

reproductive health, based on the maternal mortality ratio and adolescent birth rates; (2) political 

power, based on the proportion of parliament seats occupied by females and the proportion of 

adult females relative to adult males who received secondary school education, and (3) economic 

power, based on the labor force participation of women relative to men.  We measure inequality 

within each nation using a Gini Index constructed by the UN Development Programme.  Our 

measure of communist history is a dichotomous variable indicating whether or not nations were a 

part of the Eastern communist bloc where 0=no and 1=yes. Finally, mean religiosity is 

aggregated from the individual-level data where greater numbers indicate higher mean levels of 

religious importance across nations.  

Individual and country-level control variables 

Several other variables are included as individual-level controls because previous 

research has found that they are associated with either the key predictors or attitudes about 
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homosexuality (Finke and Adamczyk 2008; Ohlander et al. 2005; Yuchtman-Yaar and Alkalay 

2007).  Age is a continuous variable that is measured in number of years.  For gender 1=female 

and 0=male.  Marital status is measured with a set of dummy variables for living with partner, 

divorced or separated, widowed, and single, where married is the reference group.  Financial 

satisfaction is a four category measure ranging from “living comfortably on present income” to 

“very difficult on present income.”  Education indicates the respondent’s level of education using 

a set of dummy variables for: less than lower secondary, lower secondary, upper secondary and 

post-secondary non-tertiary.   The reference category is the highest level, tertiary education.  

Parents’ education is measured in the same way.  Religious affiliation is measured with a set of 

dummy variables: Protestant, Eastern Orthodox, Islam, Jewish, other religion, and no religion 

where Catholic is the reference group.  Parenthood is measured with a dummy variable coded 1 

if the respondent has children living at home and 0 otherwise. We also include a measure of 

whether or not the respondent is an ethnic minority within the nation where they live.  

In a separate analysis we divided nations by the dominant religion within each one, which 

resulted in three groups –Protestant, Catholic, and Orthodox Christian. In a preliminary analysis 

we found that none of these variables had any significant effect on the outcome.  Since we had 

limited degrees of freedom and they were not significant in any of our models we do not include 

them in our tables.  

Methods 

To assess the influence of macro-level variables on individuals’ attitudes we use 

generalized mixed modeling techniques (Breslow & Clayton, 1993). Hierarchical modeling 

techniques allow us to distinguish variation within nations (micro-level effects) from variation 

between nations (macro-level effects). In a separate analysis we examined the contribution of 
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individual-level variables in the full sample of nations. About one-quarter of the variance in the 

dependent variable is between nations, so investigation of nation-level causal factors is 

warranted.  

The analysis begins with an assessment of individual-level variables and then the macro-

level measures starting with mean years of schooling and proportion of a nation with more than 

16 years of schooling.  We then look to see whether GDP mediates any of the influence of 

proportion of a nation that has more than 16 years of schooling.  Next, we assess the influences 

of gender equality, followed by economic inequality and then the democracy index and 

communist history.  In our final model we assess the influence of mean religious importance.  

Analysis 

 The first model in table 2 includes the individual-level indicators.  As expected 

respondents who have a college or tertiary education are significantly more likely than people 

with less than a tertiary education to feel that gays and lesbians should be able to live as they 

wish. A separate analysis found significant differences between all of the levels of educational 

attainment. The second model includes the mean years of schooling to assess the first hypothesis 

that across European countries the mean country-levels of educational attainment are unlikely to 

shape individuals’ attitudes about homosexuality.  The coefficient is not significant, indicating 

support for the first hypothesis.  

 The third model assesses the second hypothesis that the proportion of a country that is 

college-educated will lead to increases in tolerance for homosexuality. The coefficient is 

significant and positive, offering support for this hypothesis.  Specifically, residents of nations in 

which a greater proportion of people have earned 16 or more years of education tend to be more 

tolerant of homosexuals. The fourth model introduces GDP. Consistent with the third hypothesis, 
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the GDP coefficient indicates that relative to the effect of proportion college-educated, economic 

development explains more overall and unique variation in attitudes about homosexuality across 

Europe. This conclusion becomes clear when one calculates the product of the coefficient of 

each of the two variables with its standard deviation. 

 Table 3 examines the remaining hypotheses.  The first model examines the influence of 

gender equality, finding that consistent with the fourth hypothesis, higher levels of gender 

equality across Europe are associated with more tolerance for homosexuality.  A standard 

deviation increase in the gender equality index is associated with one-fifth of one standard 

deviation increase in tolerance for gays and lesbians. 

The second model looks at the influence of economic inequality. Previous research 

examining this influence across an array of countries both within and outside of Europe has been 

unclear about the relationship, which is why we developed two hypotheses.  We find support for 

Hypothesis 5b, showing that economic inequality is not associated with attitudes about 

homosexuality.  

Model 3 finds support for the sixth hypothesis that residents of more democratic nations 

will tend to be more supportive of homosexuality. Likewise, Model 4 finds support for the 

seventh hypothesis that European nations with a communist history will be less supportive of gay 

and lesbians. Specifically, living in a nation with a communist history is associated with average 

tolerance levels that are 65% of a standard deviation lower.  Model 5 includes both democracy 

and communism and finds that that they are both significant and working in expected directions.  

Hence, these two factors seem to explain unique variation within Europe. (Note that neither 

coefficient drops dramatically when included with the other.) 
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Model 6 examines hypothesis eight that democracy will be associated with more positive 

views about homosexuality, in part, through higher levels of gender inequality.  There is 

suggestive evidence here that gender equality may be a more proximate cause of tolerance 

toward homosexuality than is democracy.  When comparing how coefficients for each of the 

variables change when they are both included, we see that the coefficient for gender equality 

falls by only about half as much percentagewise as does the coefficient for democracy.  

Nonetheless, a mediation test was not significant.  Ultimately conclusions about the causal 

ordering and causal primacy of democracy and gender equality are highly tentative since these 

variables are very highly correlated (r=.79). 

The final model in table 3 examines the macro-level effect of religious importance for 

explaining attitudes.  We find that higher levels of personal religiosity are consistently associated 

with less support for homosexuality.  However, as we hypothesized, the average level of 

religiosity across nations is not a significant predictor of attitudes about homosexuality across 

Europe.  

Discussion and conclusion 

The goal of this study was to take a look at some of the more unique factors that may shape 

attitudes about homosexuality in Europe.  A lot of the prior work that has been done on cross-

national views has focused on a wide range of countries, which provides a broader understanding 

of how people across the world feel about homosexuality.  Europe constitutes a large population 

with almost fifty countries.  In some ways these nations are quite similar in having relatively 

strong democracies, low levels of religious belief, and some of the strongest economies in the 

world.  However, there is still a lot of variation in attitudes about homosexuality and related 
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laws, and for some of these countries there is a lot of pressure to conform to European Union 

standards related to LGBTQ rights.   

 Europe has high levels of educational attainment with almost 30% of the respondents in 

our study reporting that they earned a college degree.  Some of the biggest leaps in tolerance for 

homosexuality seem to come when people attend college.  While incremental increases add to 

tolerance, a college education seems to have particular relevance for shaping support for 

homosexuality. In part for this reason, overall mean levels of education appear unrelated to more 

positive views.  Rather, when a European nation has a higher proportion of college-educated 

people, all residents appear more tolerant. We do not know of another study that shows the 

differential influence that these two macro education measures have for shaping residents’ 

attitudes. Previous research has either not looked for a macro-level college effect, or this 

influence may be somewhat unique to Europe where many more people attend college.  

 A lot of the previous work done on attitudes in cross-national studies that draw on 

samples from around the world have found that economic development, which tends to be 

measured in a variety of different ways, is associated with more supportive views (Adamczyk 

and Cheng 2015; Finke and Adamczyk 2008; Scheepers et al. 2002). Our analysis showed that 

even though Europe is one of the most economically developed regions in the world, economic 

development, as measured by GDP, remains important for shaping attitudes. Moreover, even 

though GDP is highly correlated with the proportion of people who attend college, it has a 

unique influence on attitudes that cannot be reduced to higher levels of tertiary education.   

A lot of research has theorized about why economic development has such a powerful 

influence on tolerance.  The most popular thesis is that as nations become richer, residents feel 

more secure and less tied to tradition and the larger group, which in poor countries is often useful 
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for keeping residents safe and healthy (Hofstede 2001; Inglehart 1990; Schwartz 1999).  The 

economic conditions within a society seem to affect the cultural values that everyone shares 

(Inglehart and Baker 2000). As the cultural values shift in tandem with increases in economic 

development from those focused on survival and the collective to self-expression and the 

individual, residents become more willing to tolerate new and different things.  This shift in 

cultural values contributes not only to more support for homosexuality, but also more tolerance 

for prostitution, premarital sex and divorce, and an increase in the importance of friends and 

leisure, gender equality, and acceptance of foreigners (Adamczyk 2013; Inglehart 2006; 

Inglehart and Baker 2000; Inglehart, Norris, and Welzel 2002; Stack, Adamczyk, and Cao 2010).  

Even though most Europeans are not struggling for basic survival, we found distinctions in 

people’s level of tolerance for homosexuality that moved in tandem with higher levels of 

economic development. Hence, people from the richest nations (i.e., Norway, Switzerland, 

Denmark, etc.) appear even more tolerant than those from countries like the Ukraine and 

Bulgaria, where from a global perspective most residents are economically comfortable, but not 

necessarily rich.   

 Some previous research has suggested that economic inequality may decrease generalized 

trust, making people more suspicious of those they do not know, which can lead to less tolerance 

(Andersen and Fetner 2008; Uslaner and Brown 2005). At least within Europe we did not find 

any influence of economic inequality.  It is possible that within Europe, as people meet others 

who are different from themselves, those interactions lead to more understanding.  It is also 

possible that economic inequality does not translate into distrust of LGBTQs, though it may have 

an influence on feelings about other out groups such as immigrants or religious minorities.  
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 As anticipated we found that that more gender equality is associated with more tolerance 

for homosexuality.  A number of micro-level studies have found that men are more likely than 

women to value traditional gender roles (Herek 1988, 2002a; Lim 2002; Meaney and Rye 2010).  

Consistent with these ideas we find at the macro level that gender inequality, where essentialist 

views of men and women are more likely to be supported, are relevant for explaining attitudes 

about homosexuality across Europe. While gender equality and more tolerance for 

homosexuality are correlated, the relationship may be spurious.  Democracy is a more distal 

influence that is likely to shape both gender inequality and attitudes about homosexuality. 

Residents living in nations with higher levels of democracy and those that have been supporting 

democratic ideals for longer periods of time are more likely to value equality, fairness, and civil 

liberties and rights, regardless of how they may personally feel about certain groups (e.g., 

LGBTQs).  

 A lot of research attention has been devoted to examining how democratic processes may 

shape attitudes.  We examined two democracy-related measures.  One was a democracy index 

and the other was a dichotomous variable that assessed whether or not a nation was a part of the 

Soviet Union. Both measures are significant and have independent effects.  There are number of 

reasons for these influences, especially the robust effect of having a recent communist past.  

Although today it is legal, in nations like Russia, Poland and the Ukraine, under Soviet 

communist rule homosexuality was illegal and punished with prison and hard labor.  

Additionally, during this period, homosexuality was sometimes conflated with rape and 

pedophile (Pappas 2014). To some extent these highly negative associations have remained.  For 

example, a 2014 Huffington Post article reported that Russian President Putin publicly associated 

homosexuality with pedophile (Berry 2014). Communist countries also tend to have less freedom 
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of speech, which among other things could limit more complicated and friendlier portrayals of 

LGBTQs. 

 Some of the countries that were a part of the Soviet Union (e.g., Romania, Russia) have 

also experienced a recent resurgence in traditional values, which are being promoted as a key 

part of national identity (Erofeeva 2013; Stan and Turcescu 2000; Wilkinson 2014). These 

nations have also expressed some concerns about Western European imperialism, in part, related 

to their complicated history with Western Europe and the United States (Wilkinson 2014).  Over 

the last ten years the European Union and the United States have made treatment of LGBTQs a 

major concern, and these nations, especially those located in Western Europe, have been leading 

the global fight for homosexuality-related rights (Kollman 2013). It is possible that some of the 

differences in attitudes between people who reside in the former Soviet Union and those who do 

not are related to frustrations with Western powers, as well as a focus on more traditional values 

and a history of conflating homosexuality with rape and pedophile.  

 Finally, every study that we know of that has examined the influence of religious salience 

on attitudes has found an inverse relationship.  People who are more religious tend to have more 

conservative attitudes.  A number of studies have also found a macro-level effect of religious 

importance, but again these studies are focused on nations across the world and include regions 

where residents tend to have higher levels of religious belief, ultimately bring more macro-level 

religious variation to the country sample (Finke and Adamczyk 2008; Kelley and De Graaf 1997; 

Scheepers et al. 2002).  Our findings did not show a macro-level influence of religious 

importance on attitudes. We suspect that the reason for this is because Europe tends to be more 

secular than the rest of the world.  Likewise, the monotheistic faiths (i.e. mainline Protestantism 

and Catholicism) that dominate Europe have not been very successful at generating high levels 
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of religious belief (Iannaccone 1994; Stark and Finke 2000), further limiting any potential 

religious contextual effect on attitudes. 

 There are some important limitations to this study that deserve mention.  We drew on the 

last three waves of the ESS and with this sample we conducted an analysis on thirty nations.  

However, the United Nations counts 44 countries in Europe, and our examination is, therefore, 

limited to approximately 68% of European societies.  While it is possible that some of the 

missing nations may skew the results, many other studies have used ESS data, validating the 

sample, and the ESS includes some of the most populous and powerful countries, like Russia, 

France, Germany.  Adding in missing countries like the Holy See, San Marino, Liechtenstein, 

and Monaco, all of which have less than 50,000 residents, are unlikely to substantially change 

the findings, though they would provide more power to detect significant macro-level effects.  

 Our outcome measure focuses on the extent to which respondents agree or disagree that 

“gay men and lesbians should be free to live their own life as they wish.”  This question does not 

provide any insight into moral concerns about homosexuality and has limited use for assessing 

the extent to which residents think that these individuals should be granted civil rights and 

liberties.  Research done in the United States has found that people sometimes draw a distinction 

between the morality and civil rights’ dimensions of homosexuality (Lewis 2003). Also, some of 

our predictor variables may be more likely to influence one of these dimensions.  Hence, a 

nation’s religious context may be more likely to shape the moral dimension of homosexuality.  

Conversely, democracy and whether or not a nation was a part of the Soviet Union may 

influence the civil rights dimension.  Because of the question offered in the ESS, we cannot 

assess these influences.  Likewise, the ESS question does not permit us to distinguish between 

different LGBTQ individuals.  There is some research suggesting that feelings towards these 
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Europeans’ various groups differ (Worthen 2013).  Findings from our study are able to provide 

insight into general tolerance for gays and lesbians.  

 A lot of research has examined the factors that shape cross-national public opinion about 

homosexuality. European nations are often included in these analyses, providing insight into the 

factors shaping attitudes across the globe.  However, Europe shares a lot of characteristics that 

are unique to this region of the world, including having many nations with high levels of 

economic development, low levels of religiosity, and a relatively recent history of communism. 

Because of these characteristics, the factors that shape attitudes within Europe are likely to be 

different from those influencing views across the entire world. Additionally, Europe has helped 

to lead the world in protecting the rights of sexual minorities and the European Union has been 

pushing for other nations to adopt liberal policies, which some may view as another form of 

Western imperialism (El-Tayeb 2011; Kuhar 2013; Martina 2013).  This study has been able to 

offer insight into the factors shaping attitudes in this relatively powerful and unique corner of the 

world.  
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Table 1: Descriptive statistics 
 Statistic Mean St. Dev. Min Max 
 Homosexuals free to live their life 2.750 1.962 1.000 5.000 

ESS round 5 0.459 0.414 0.000 1.000 
ESS round 6 0.460 0.414 0.000 1.000 
ESS round 7 0.433 0.421 0.000 1.000 
Tertiary 0.441 0.419 0.000 1.000 
Less than lower secondary 0.353 0.450 0.000 1.000 
Lower secondary 0.387 0.437 0.000 1.000 
Upper secondary 0.461 0.413 0.000 1.000 
Post-secondary non-tertiary 0.322 0.463 0.000 1.000 
Years of schooling 10.395 11.090 0.000 25.000 
Age 48.712 46.157 14.000 114.000 
Female 0.509 0.409 0.000 1.000 
Religiosity 5.125 4.327 1.000 11.000 
Married/in civil union 0.503 0.408 0.000 1.000 
Never married 0.437 0.420 0.000 1.000 
Separated 0.353 0.450 0.000 1.000 
Widowed 0.345 0.453 0.000 1.000 
Catholic 0.448 0.417 0.000 1.000 
Protestant 0.369 0.443 0.000 1.000 
Eastern Orthodox 0.344 0.453 0.000 1.000 
Islamic 0.289 0.478 0.000 1.000 
Jewish 0.258 0.495 0.000 1.000 
Other 0.288 0.478 0.000 1.000 
No religion 0.477 0.410 0.000 1.000 
Parent 0.539 0.422 0.000 1.000 
Ethnic minority 0.322 0.463 0.000 1.000 
Parent - less than lower secondary 0.434 0.421 0.000 1.000 
Parent - lower secondary 0.388 0.436 0.000 1.000 
Parent - post-secondary non-tertiary 0.310 0.468 0.000 1.000 
Parent - upper secondary education 0.435 0.421 0.000 1.000 
Parent – tertiary 0.405 0.430 0.000 1.000 
Mean years of schooling 8.692 5.601 1.158 13.659 
Financially comfortable 0.433 0.421 0.000 1.000 
Financially coping 0.485 0.409 0.000 1.000 
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Some financial struggle 0.397 0.433 0.000 1.000 
Much financial struggle 0.339 0.456 0.000 1.000 
Proportion with 16+ years of schooling 0.152 0.100 0.052 0.275 
GDP per capita 2001 (in 1000s) 16.671 15.642 0.785 37.866 
Average religiosity 4.452 2.967 0.926 7.860 
Modal religion: Eastern Orthodox 0.357 0.448 0.000 1.000 
Modal religion: none 0.499 0.408 0.000 1.000 
Modal religion: Protestant 0.336 0.457 0.000 1.000 
Modal religion: Roman Catholic 0.445 0.418 0.000 1.000 
Gender equality index 0.126 1.738 -2.245 1.749 
Gini index 26.155 16.363 4.630 43.700 
Communist history 0.460 0.414 0.000 1.000 
Civil liberty protections 6.272 4.198 0.901 10.000 
Democracy index 5.924 3.940 1.085 9.880 
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Table 2: Hierarchical linear models predicting whether respondents agree that gays and 
lesbians "should be able to live as they wish" in the European Social Survey, rounds 5-7 

   
 (1) (2) (3) (4) 

 ESS round 6 -0.016** -0.016** -0.016** -0.016** 
     ESS round 7 0.069*** 0.069*** 0.069*** 0.069*** 
     Female 0.234*** 0.234*** 0.234*** 0.234*** 
     Age -0.008*** -0.008*** -0.008*** -0.008*** 
     Never married 0.045*** 0.045*** 0.045*** 0.045*** 
     Separated 0.091*** 0.091*** 0.091*** 0.091*** 
     Widowed -0.060*** -0.060*** -0.060*** -0.060*** 
     Protestant -0.037*** -0.037*** -0.038*** -0.038*** 
     Eastern Orthodox -0.146*** -0.146*** -0.146*** -0.145*** 
     Islamic -0.537*** -0.537*** -0.537*** -0.537*** 
     Jewish -0.003 -0.003 -0.003 -0.003 
     Other -0.197*** -0.197*** -0.197*** -0.197*** 
     No religion 0.072*** 0.072*** 0.071*** 0.071*** 
     Religiosity -0.041*** -0.041*** -0.041*** -0.041*** 
     Ethnic minority -0.170*** -0.170*** -0.170*** -0.170*** 
     Financially coping -0.079*** -0.079*** -0.078*** -0.078*** 
     Some financial struggle -0.146*** -0.146*** -0.146*** -0.146*** 
     Much financial struggle -0.186*** -0.186*** -0.186*** -0.186*** 
     Parent 0.022** 0.022** 0.022** 0.022** 
     Parent - lower secondary -0.014 -0.014 -0.014 -0.014 
     Parent - post-secondary non-

tertiary 0.060*** 0.060*** 0.060*** 0.060*** 

     Parent - upper secondary 
education 0.059*** 0.059*** 0.059*** 0.059*** 

     Parent - tertiary 0.112*** 0.112*** 0.112*** 0.112*** 
     Less than lower secondary -0.338*** -0.338*** -0.338*** -0.338*** 
     Lower secondary -0.192*** -0.192*** -0.192*** -0.192*** 
     Upper secondary -0.125*** -0.125*** -0.125*** -0.125*** 
     Post-secondary non-tertiary -0.083*** -0.083*** -0.083*** -0.083*** 
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     Mean years of schooling  0.037   
     Proportion with 16+ years of 

schooling   6.250*** 0.990 

     GDP per capita 2001 (in 
1000s)    0.041*** 

     Constant 4.332*** 3.885*** 3.222*** 3.512*** 
      Observations 110,032 110,032 110,032 110,032 

Log Likelihood -155,805.000 -155,806.200 -155,798.800 -155,793.300 
Akaike Inf. Crit. 311,669.900 311,674.500 311,659.700 311,650.600 
Bayesian Inf. Crit. 311,958.200 311,972.300 311,957.500 311,958.000 

 Note: *p**p***p<0.01 

 All models include a random intercept. 
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Table 3: Hierarchical linear models predicting whether respondents agree that gays and lesbians "should be able to live as they 
wish" in the European Social Survey, rounds 5-7 

   
 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) 

 ESS round 6 -0.016** -0.016** -0.016** -0.016** -0.016** -0.016** -0.016** 
        ESS round 7 0.069*** 0.069*** 0.069*** 0.069*** 0.069*** 0.069*** 0.069*** 
        Female 0.234*** 0.234*** 0.234*** 0.234*** 0.234*** 0.234*** 0.234*** 
        Age -0.008*** -0.008*** -0.008*** -0.008*** -0.008*** -0.008*** -0.008*** 
        Never married 0.045*** 0.045*** 0.045*** 0.045*** 0.045*** 0.045*** 0.045*** 
        Separated 0.091*** 0.091*** 0.091*** 0.091*** 0.091*** 0.091*** 0.091*** 
        Widowed -0.060*** -0.060*** -0.060*** -0.060*** -0.060*** -0.060*** -0.060*** 
        Protestant -0.038*** -0.038*** -0.038*** -0.038*** -0.038*** -0.038*** -0.038*** 
        Eastern Orthodox -0.144*** -0.145*** -0.145*** -0.146*** -0.145*** -0.144*** -0.145*** 
        Islamic -0.536*** -0.537*** -0.536*** -0.537*** -0.536*** -0.536*** -0.537*** 
        Jewish -0.003 -0.003 -0.003 -0.003 -0.003 -0.003 -0.003 
        Other -0.197*** -0.197*** -0.197*** -0.197*** -0.197*** -0.197*** -0.197*** 
        No religion 0.071*** 0.071*** 0.071*** 0.071*** 0.071*** 0.071*** 0.071*** 
        Religiosity -0.042*** -0.041*** -0.041*** -0.042*** -0.042*** -0.042*** -0.041*** 
        Ethnic minority -0.170*** -0.170*** -0.170*** -0.170*** -0.170*** -0.170*** -0.170*** 
        Financially coping -0.078*** -0.078*** -0.078*** -0.078*** -0.078*** -0.078*** -0.078*** 
        Some financial struggle -0.145*** -0.146*** -0.145*** -0.146*** -0.146*** -0.145*** -0.146*** 
        Much financial struggle -0.185*** -0.186*** -0.186*** -0.186*** -0.186*** -0.186*** -0.186*** 
        Parent 0.022** 0.022** 0.022** 0.022** 0.022** 0.022** 0.022** 
        Parent - lower secondary -0.014 -0.014 -0.014 -0.013 -0.013 -0.014 -0.014 
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Parent - post-secondary non-tertiary 0.060*** 0.060*** 0.060*** 0.060*** 0.060*** 0.060*** 0.060*** 
        Parent - upper secondary education 0.059*** 0.059*** 0.059*** 0.059*** 0.059*** 0.059*** 0.059*** 
        Parent - tertiary 0.112*** 0.112*** 0.112*** 0.112*** 0.112*** 0.112*** 0.112*** 
        Less than lower secondary -0.338*** -0.338*** -0.338*** -0.338*** -0.338*** -0.338*** -0.338*** 
        Lower secondary -0.192*** -0.192*** -0.192*** -0.192*** -0.192*** -0.192*** -0.192*** 
        Upper secondary -0.126*** -0.125*** -0.126*** -0.125*** -0.125*** -0.126*** -0.125*** 
        Post-secondary non-tertiary -0.083*** -0.083*** -0.083*** -0.083*** -0.083*** -0.083*** -0.083*** 
        GDP per capita 2001 (in 1000s) 0.026*** 0.043*** 0.029*** 0.013 0.001 0.022** 0.043*** 
        Gender equality index 0.236**     0.189*  
        Gini index  -0.003      
        Democracy index   0.181*  0.162** 0.096  
        Communist history    -0.785*** -0.759***   
        Average religiosity       -0.023 
        Constant 3.938*** 3.740*** 2.408*** 4.442*** 3.306*** 3.226*** 3.780*** 
         Observations 110,032 110,032 110,032 110,032 110,032 110,032 110,032 

Log Like. -155,793.70 -155,798.100 -155,794.700 -155,790.400 -155,790.100 -155,794.600 -155,796.600 
 Note: *p**p***p<0.01 

 All models include a random intercept. 
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