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Group Cohesion without Group Mobilization:
The Case of Lesbians, Gays and Bisexuals

PATRICK J. EGAN*

Group identities that are chosen, rather than inherited, are often associated with cohesive political
attitudes and behaviours. Conventional wisdom holds that this distinctiveness is generated by
mobilization through processes such as intra-group contact and acculturation. This article identifies
another mechanism that can explain cohesiveness: selection. The characteristics that predict whether
an individual selects a group identity may themselves determine political attitudes, and thus may
account substantially for the political cohesion of those who share the identity. This mechanism is
illustrated with analyses of the causes and consequences of the acquisition of lesbian, gay or bisexual
identity. Seldom shared by parents and offspring, gay identity provides a rare opportunity to cleanly
identify the selection process and its implications for political cohesion.

More than half a century after the path-breaking investigation of racial and ethnic voting by
Columbia University researchers Berelson, Lazarsfeld and McPhee, identity remains an
important explanatory variable for scholars of political behaviour.1 Identities have been
shown to be powerful predictors of vote choice, party identification, political participation
and attitudes on public policies – with the result being that individuals who share an identity
can exhibit remarkable levels of cohesion with regard to political activities and beliefs. This
is true not only for racial and ethnic identity (where we would expect the simultaneous
intergenerational transmission of identity and attitudes to play a strong role in fostering
group cohesiveness) but also for those identities that tend to be chosen over the course of
the life span. In the United States, these include: trade-union membership, military veteran
status, becoming a ‘born-again’ Christian and identifying as lesbian, gay or bisexual (LGB).
Understanding how political cohesion develops among those sharing identities that can

be acquired rather than inherited has important implications for our conception of how
these groups translate their numbers into political influence. The conventional wisdom is
that such cohesion arises due to mobilization processes that activate the salience of a
group identity and make it relevant to political behaviour. These circumstances can
strengthen identity; they can lead identifiers to agree upon a shared political meaning of
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their group membership; and they can cause identifiers to perceive their fate as objectively
or symbolically tied to that of the group. Although identity group leaders often catalyse
and encourage these efforts, mobilization need not be a ‘top-down’ process: intra-group
contact and acculturation into group communities can have similar effects. Thus defined,
mobilization has been recognized by scholars across the spectrum of research on political
behaviour as a key mechanism that fashions group identities into political blocs.
But by focusing on identity mobilization (and therefore what happens after an identity

is acquired), the literature on group political cohesion has left the development of group
identities (and thus what happens before an identity is acquired) largely unexamined.2 In
doing so, scholars have overlooked a simple but powerful mechanism that can be just as
important as mobilization in explaining group political distinctiveness. This mechanism is
selection, the process by which stable characteristics that are truly ‘unmoved movers’ – the
indelible aspects of one’s background and upbringing – help to determine whether a
person self-selects into membership of a politically relevant group. Because these
background characteristics themselves determine political attitudes, they can partially
explain the political cohesiveness associated with – and often incorrectly believed to be
solely the effect of – group membership. Groups can thus be composed of identifiers who
vote cohesively for reasons having as much to do with shared individual backgrounds as
they do with group interests. The result may be a loss of leverage for the group at the
policy-making table. To the extent that group members are loyal partisans for reasons
that antecede the acquisition of group identity – and therefore are less easily moved by
appeals to group interests – it becomes more difficult for group leaders to make a credible
threat to withhold support from their allies in order to win policy concessions.
In this article, I provide evidence for this selection mechanism with analyses of the

identity acquisition and political behaviour of lesbian, gay and bisexual Americans.3 Gay
identity presents a particularly difficult test case for the existence of a selection mechanism:
unlike other identities, gay identity is not passed down from parents to their offspring.
Nevertheless, gay people in the United States exhibit high degrees of political cohesiveness,
even on issues that have nothing to do with gay rights. This would, therefore, appear to
present a case where (as scholars of gay politics have presumed) cohesion must be attributed
to mobilization – including intra-group contact, co-ordination by gay leaders and
acculturation into gay communities. However, I show that because those who identify as
gay come from distinctly less traditional and more cosmopolitan backgrounds than the
general population, a substantial amount of the differences in voting behaviour and
political views between LGBs and the general population can instead be explained by a
selection effect. The fact that selection effects are found for gay identity (where there is
essentially zero correlation between parental and offspring identity) suggests that they
almost surely play important roles in the cohesiveness associated with group identities that
can be shared by parents and their children.
These findings highlight the importance of considering identities as both causes and

effects of distinctive political attitudes. They indicate that care must be taken to avoid
automatically ascribing group cohesiveness to the mobilizing efforts of group leaders or to
interests that are shared by group members. Finally, they suggest that group leaders face
both opportunities and challenges when they seek to co-ordinate their members’ votes and

2 Leonie Huddy, ‘From Social to Political Identity: A Critical Examination of Social Identity Theory’,
Political Psychology, 22 (2001), 127–56.

3 In this article, I use the terms ‘lesbian, gay and bisexual’ and ‘gay’ interchangeably.
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other political activities. In the case of gay voters, these findings help explain why LGBs are
consistent supporters of the Democratic party’s candidates, regardless of the strength of
their support for gay rights, and thus provide some new insight into why legislators have
been slow to change policy in a direction favoured by gay rights advocates.

THE POLITICAL DISTINCTIVENESS OF SELF-IDENTIFIED LESBIANS,
GAYS AND BISEXUALS

Since measures of lesbian, gay and bisexual identity first appeared in political surveys
conducted with representative samples of Americans in the early 1990s, self-identified
LGBs have been found to exhibit consistently distinctive political behaviour and
attitudes. They are more likely to consider themselves Democrats and liberals than the
general population, and they hold distinctive views on the legal recognition of same-sex
relationships – as well as a host of issues that have nothing to do with gay rights.4 It is not
surprising, therefore, that gay voters are strong supporters of Democratic presidential and
congressional candidates.5 But what is notable is that over the past two decades this
support has been consistent regardless of the extent to which the Democratic party and its
legislators have supported policy change aligned with the interests of gay voters. Figure 1
displays exit-poll data from the thirty Senate elections between 1990 and 2006 for which
exit-poll data are available in which both candidates had prior service in either the Senate
or the House of Representatives, and thus both had cast a series of roll-call votes on gay
rights that were rated on a scale of zero to 100 by the Human Rights Campaign, a gay
lobby group. The horizontal axis in Figure 1 is the Democratic candidate’s score minus
the Republican candidate’s score; the vertical axis is the percentage of the two-party vote
won by the Democratic candidate. The points on the graph plot the gay and non-gay vote
in each of the elections; smoothed lines are drawn to show the patterns of data. The graph
indicates that gay voters’ support for Senate candidates varied little with the candidates’
differences in their records on gay rights: on average, about 80 per cent of the gay vote
went to the Democratic candidate in these races whether the gap between the rivals’
voting records on gay rights was large or small.6

The explanation why self-identified gay people are so politically cohesive in ways that
cannot entirely be explained by self-interest begins with the critical distinction between the
ascribed trait of same-sex attraction and the acquired identity of calling oneself gay,

4 Murray S. Edelman, ‘Understanding the Gay and Lesbian Vote in ’92’, Public Perspective, 4 (1993),
32–3; Patrick J. Egan and Kenneth Sherrill, ‘Marriage and the Shifting Priorities of a New Generation of
Lesbians and Gays’, PS: Political Science and Politics, 38 (2005), 229–32; Gregory B. Lewis, Marc A.
Rogers and Kenneth Sherrill, ‘Lesbian, Gay, and Bisexual Voters in the 2000 Election’, Politics and
Policy, 39 (2011), 655–77; Brian Schaffner and Nenad Senic, ‘Rights or Benefits? Explaining the Sexual
Identity Gap in American Political Behavior’, Political Research Quarterly, 59 (2006), 123–32; Kenneth
Sherrill, ‘The Political Power of Lesbians, Gays and Bisexuals’, PS: Political Science and Politics,
29 (1996), 469–73; Raymond A. Smith and Donald P. Haider-Markel, Gay and Lesbian Americans and
Political Participation: A Reference Handbook (Santa Barbara, Calif.: ABC-CLIO Press, 2002).

5 Robert W. Bailey, Gay Politics, Urban Politics: Identity and Economics in the Urban Setting
(New York: Columbia University Press, 1999); Mark Hertzog, The Lavender Vote: Lesbians, Gay Men
and Bisexuals in American Electoral Politics (New York: NYU Press, 1996).

6 Similar results were yielded by an individual-level analysis consisting of a regression of vote choice
on gay identity, the difference in candidates’ gay-rights roll-call scores, and the interaction of these two
variables, which failed to reject the null hypothesis that gay voters’ choices are unaffected by the
candidates’ stances on gay rights.
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lesbian or bisexual. While the preponderance of the evidence is that the degree to which
one is sexually attracted to those of the same sex is a trait that is fixed at birth or in early
childhood, being gay is a chosen identity – an identity acquired among a non-random
subset of those endowed with the trait of same-sex attraction. Recent research suggests
that the trait of homosexuality is associated with physiological traits such as brain
structure, left-handedness, and even hair-whorl patterns.7 Self-identified gay people
report experiencing ‘confusion’ or ‘sensitization’ as they realize that they are different
from their heterosexual peers – often at a very early age.8 Taken as a whole, these findings
indicate that the degree to which one experiences attraction to members of one’s own sex
is a nearly immutable trait that generally manifests itself prior to any identity that one
adopts in response to it. But while sexual orientation is unchangeable, research indicates
that whether one responds to this trait by acquiring a gay identity is subject to a fair
amount of individual choice and cultural and temporal variation. Like all identities, gay
identity is a social construction that is particular to our place and time.9 A main goal of
organized gay advocacy efforts, which have existed in the United States only since the
1950s, has been to transform society’s understanding of homosexuality from a deviant
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Fig. 1. Vote for Senate in elections where both candidates had gay-rights roll-call voting scores, 1990–2006

7 Simon LeVay, ‘A Difference in the Hypothalamic Structure between Heterosexual and Homosexual
Men’, Science 253 (1991), 1034–7; Martin L. Lalumière, Ray Blanchard and Kenneth J. Zucker, ‘Sexual
Orientation and Handedness in Men and Women: A Meta-Analysis’, Psychological Bulletin 126 (2000),
575–92; Amar J. S. Klar, ‘Excess of Counterclockwise Scalp Hair-Whorl Rotation in Homosexual Men’,
Journal of Genetics, 83 (2004), 251–5.

8 Vivienne C. Cass, ‘Homosexual Identity Formation: Testing a Theoretical Model’, Journal of Sex
Research, 20 (1984), 143–67; Richard Troiden, ‘The Formation of Homosexual Identities’, Journal of
Homosexuality, 17 (1989), 43–73.

9 David Frank Greenberg, The Construction of Homosexuality (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1988).
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behaviour to an acceptable identity.10 Scholars of sexuality have found important
distinctions among the concepts of sexual attraction, sexual behaviour and self-professed
sexual orientation or sexual identity, and many people who are attracted to others of their
own sex or have same-sex sexual partners still consider themselves heterosexual.11

Important distinctions between sexual behaviour and gay identity can be seen in recent
data drawn from the General Social Survey (GSS), a biennial survey that asks its
nationally representative sample of American adults about their sexual behaviour and
(since 2008) whether they identify as lesbian, gay or bisexual. As shown in Table 1, among
the small sample (N5 117) of respondents who told the GSS in either 2008 or 2010 that
they had a sexual partner of the same sex in the past five years, nearly one-third did not
identify as lesbian, gay or bisexual. Furthermore, the pattern of identification among
these respondents is decidedly non-random. Analyses (shown in Table 2) find that among
those with same-sex sexual partners, those identifying as LGB are significantly more likely
to have a college-educated mother and have parents who were both born in the United
States. Additional substantial (but not statistically significant) differences suggest that
those identifying as gay may have fewer siblings, may be more likely to have been raised in
the United States, and may be more likely to have been raised in a city or suburb (instead
of a small town or farm) than those not identifying as gay.12 Research is scarce on what
determines whether someone who is homosexual adopts a gay identity, but these data
suggest that those raised in less traditional, more cosmopolitan backgrounds are more

TABLE 1 Same-Sex Sexual Activity and LGB Identification

Had same-sex partner in past five years

No Yes

Identifies as lesbian, No 99.5 31.6 97.3
gay or bisexual (N5 2,865) (N5 32)

Yes 0.5 68.4 2.7
(N5 18) (N5 85)

100.0 100.0 100.0

Notes: Source for data: General Social Survey, 2008 and 2010. Cells contain weighted
percentages and unweighted number of cases (in parentheses).

10 John D’Emilio, Sexual Politics, Sexual Communities: The Making of a Homosexual Minority in the
United States, 1940–1970 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1983).

11 Edward O. Laumann, John H. Gagnon, Robert T. Michael and Stuart Michaels, The Social
Organization of Sexuality: Sexual Practices in the United States (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1994);
William D. Mosher, Anjani Chandra and Jo Jones, ‘Sexual Behavior and Selected Health Measures: Men
and Women 15–44 Years of Age, United States, 2002’, Advance Data from Vital and Health Statistics, 362
(15 September 2005); Preeti Pathela, Anjum Hajat, Julia Schillinger, Susan Blank, Randall Sell and Farzad
Mostashari, ‘Discordance between Sexual Behavior and Self-Reported Sexual Identity: A Population-Based
Survey of New York City Men’, Annals of Internal Medicine, 145 (2006), 416–25.

12 The true differences in background characteristics may be larger than those shown here, as social
desirability effects almost surely cause same-sex sexual partners to be underreported to the GSS. To the
extent that this underreporting is predicted with the background characteristics listed in Table 2, this
would bias against the finding of significant differences with regard to these variables between identifiers
and non-identifiers.
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likely to translate their same-sex attraction into identifying as lesbian, gay or bisexual. As
will be shown, this screening process plays a profound role in making gay Americans into
such a politically cohesive group.

EXPLAINING GROUP POLITICAL COHESION

In seeking to explain the political distinctiveness of groups fashioned out of chosen
identities – including lesbians, gays and bisexuals – scholars have looked to a half-century
of survey research on group political cohesion that began with Berelson, Lazarsfeld and
McPhee’s presidential election study of Elmira, N.Y., voters. They noted the tendencies of
blacks, Jews and other ethnic minorities to vote cohesively and discovered that this
tendency was heightened to the extent that ethnic voters had strong ethnic identities.13

Since then, two broad points have emerged in research on group identity and political
cohesiveness. First, group membership does not necessarily imply group identity (nor the
politically cohesive views that can accompany an identity). An oft-cited example is
economic class: many people whose income and life circumstances would by objective
criteria qualify them as ‘working class’ nevertheless do not identify that way, and they do
not share the distinctive political behaviour and attitudes associated with those who do.14

TABLE 2 Background Characteristics of Those Reporting Same-Sex Partners in Past
Five Years, by LGB Identification

Background characteristic
Identifies as

LGB
Does not identify

as LGB Difference

Mother’s educational attainment: college
degree or more 0.227 0.060 0.167*

Living in small town, on farm, or ‘‘open
country’’ at age 16 0.378 0.496 20.118

Not living in United States at age 16 0.013 0.089 20.076
Acceptance of homosexuality in region of

upbringingy 0.287 0.291 20.004
Raised in religiously fundamentalist

household 0.298 0.224 0.073
Raised in religiously moderate household 0.489 0.539 20.050
Number of siblings 2.591 2.964 20.373
Both parents born in United States 0.921 0.774 0.1471
Living with both parents at age 16 0.522 0.458 0.065
Year of birth 1971.5 1973.7 22.2
African American 0.201 0.153 0.049
Female 0.682 0.665 0.018

Notes: N ranges from 110 to 117 depending on availability of valid data on background
characteristics. Differences are statistically significantly different from zero at 1p, 0.10,
*p, 0.05; **p, 0.01; ***p, 0.001.
yProportion of residents in region where respondent reported living at age 16 that agreed that
homosexuality is ‘not wrong at all’ in GSS surveys since 1973.
Source for data: General Social Survey, 2008 and 2010.

13 Berelson, Lazarsfeld and McPhee, Voting.
14 Richard Centers, The Psychology of Social Classes (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1949).
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Second, shared group identity (and even shared political interests) does not necessarily
imply distinctive group political behaviour: some additional factor is needed to give the
identity political meaning. For example, those who identify themselves as living with a
disability are less likely to participate in politics than the general population, but this
participation gap appears to be offset to the extent that individuals see their disability
through the prism of the disability rights movement.15

The Conventional Wisdom: Group Political Cohesion Requires
Group Mobilization

Because neither shared objective circumstances nor shared subjective identity are
sufficient conditions for group political distinctiveness, scholars have generally viewed
group political cohesion as requiring ongoing co-ordination, contact or acculturation – in
other words, a mobilization of group members – that makes salient their group identity.16

The microfoundations of this theory come from studies in political psychology, which
have found that groups become politically cohesive when group identity is strong;17 when
identifiers agree upon a shared political meaning for their group membership, such as
what it means to be ‘American’ or ‘European’18 and when identifiers objectively or
symbolically perceive their fate as tied to that of the group.19

The few published empirical studies that document gay people’s attitudes and political
behaviour have followed in this vein by asserting, but rarely demonstrating, that some
sort of group mobilization is responsible for gay political distinctiveness. In his pioneering
study of gay voting behaviour, Hertzog proposes that ‘group consciousness’ is responsible
for LGBs’ distinctive voting patterns but does not specify how such consciousness comes
about.20 Bailey argues that gay political distinctiveness is made possible by a ‘subculture’
in which LGBs develop networks and social ties with one another in American cities, but
he does not substantiate this claim with any data.21 Similarly, Sherrill speculates that the
‘formation of political consciousness requires discussion and the development of a shared
sense of conditions and grievances’ among lesbians and gays and suggests that conditions

15 Lisa Schur, Todd Shields and Kay Schriner, ‘Generational Cohorts, Group Membership and
Political Participation by People with Disabilities’, Political Research Quarterly, 58 (2005), 487–96.

16 For a thorough review of this literature, see Leonie Huddy, ‘Group Identity and Political Cohesion’,
in David O. Sears, Leonie Huddy and Robert Jervis, eds, Oxford Handbook of Political Psychology
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2003), pp. 511–58.

17 Pamela Johnston Conover, ‘The Influence of Group Perceptions on Political Perception and
Evaluation’, Journal of Politics, 46 (1984), 760–85; Michael C. Dawson, Behind the Mule: Race and Class
in African-American Politics (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1994); Katherine Tate, From
Protest to Politics: The New Black Voters in American Elections (New York: Russell Sage Foundation and
Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1993).

18 Jack Citrin, Cara Wong and Brian Duff, ‘The Meaning of American National Identity: Patterns of
Ethnic Conflict and Consensus’, in Richard D. Ashmore and Lee Jussim, eds, Social Identity, Intergroup
Conflict, and Conflict Reduction (New York: Oxford University Press, 2001); Glynis M. Breakwell and
Evanthia Lyons, Changing European Identities: Social Psychological Analyses of Social Change (Oxford:
Butterworth-Heinemann, 1996).

19 Donald Kinder, Gordon S. Adams and Paul Gronke, ‘Economics and Politics in the 1984
Presidential Election’, American Journal of Political Science, 33 (1989), 491–515; Arthur H. Miller,
Patricia Gurin, Gerald Gurin and Oksana Malanchuk, ‘Group Consciousness and Political Participation’,
American Journal of Political Science, 25 (1981), 494–511; Tate, From Protest to Politics.

20 Hertzog, The Lavender Vote, p. 36.
21 Bailey, Gay Politics, Urban Politics, p. 132.
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like these are found mostly in large cities and university towns where demographic data
suggest lesbians and gays are most concentrated.22 In a study examining the question of gay
political distinctiveness with survey data of LGBs, Schaffner and Senic show that LGBs’
preferences for the Democratic party and its candidates are heightened to the extent that
they are concerned about obtaining employee benefits for same-sex partners.23 Some
research has shown that LGBs with stronger involvement in the gay community are more
politically distinctive.24 But, so far, no research has rigorously taken into account the fact
that while homosexuality is an ascriptive trait, identifying as lesbian, gay or bisexual is a
decision with important implications for individuals’ political affiliations and attitudes.

An Overlooked Mechanism: Selection

A careful consideration of the nature of acquired identities suggests a simple but
overlooked mechanism that can generate group political cohesion even in the absence of
mobilization among those who have chosen a common group identity. This is selection, a
process in which the background characteristics that predict whether an individual selects
a group identity also predict his or her political views, leading these views to be correlated
with, but not caused by, identification with the group. The notion of selection underscores
the importance of establishing the extent to which an identity is chosen or transmitted
from parent to offspring. When identities are inherited, any distinctive political beliefs can
rightly be considered either causally proximate to, or consequences of, these identities. By
contrast, chosen identities can be effects in their own right. An observation of this sort
was made by the ‘Michigan school’ authors of The American Voter, who speculated that
the true influence of group membership was probably much stronger for inherited
identities than chosen identities, as members of chosen identity groups are ‘recruited and
come to identify with the group on the basis of pre-existing beliefs and sympathies’.25 The
fact that gay people consistently support Democratic candidates and are distinctively
liberal on a range of issues may thus be due partially to a selection effect: given that those
who respond to same-sex attraction by acquiring a gay identity come from distinctive
backgrounds – less traditional, more cosmopolitan backgrounds that are themselves
strong predictors of liberal political attitudes – it may be that those backgrounds are at
least partially responsible for gay political distinctiveness.
Unfortunately, comprehensive measures of background characteristics are typically not

included in standard political surveys, meaning that the multivariate analyses carried out
with most survey data will fail to estimate selection effects properly. For example, a typical
estimate of the impact of identity on, say, vote choice that fails to condition on upbringing
and background characteristics but includes standard controls such as income, educational
attainment, ideology and party identification can be biased in two ways. By omitting
the first set of characteristics, the analysis will fail to consider important antecedents of
identity acquisition and can incorrectly ascribe those antecedents’ effects on the dependent
variable to the identity itself. Including the standard controls, which can all be considered

22 Sherrill, ‘The Political Power of Gays, Lesbians, and Bisexuals’, p. 472. For demographic data on
residential concentration of LGBs, see Gary J. Gates and Jason Ost, The Gay and Lesbian Atlas
(Washington, D.C.: The Urban Institute Press, 2004).

23 Schaffner and Senic, ‘Rights or Benefits?’
24 Lewis, Rogers, and Sherrill, ‘Lesbian, Gay, and Bisexual Voters in the 2000 Election’.
25 Angus Campbell, Philip E. Converse, Warren E. Miller and Donald E. Stokes, The American Voter,

Unabridged edn (New York: John Wiley and Sons, 1960), p. 323.
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‘post-treatment variables’, that is they are all possible consequences of the acquisition of the
identity, does not correct for this problem. Controlling for these post-treatment variables
that themselves affect political views and behaviour will typically result in biased estimates
of the true size of selection effects.26 Thus, many standard datasets and estimation strategies
are not appropriate for a true assessment of selection effects.

Testable Hypotheses

If selection is at work in making a group’s members politically distinctive, the ceteris
paribus differences in political views between group members and the general population
should be reduced after conditioning on the effects of background characteristics that
shape identity choice and are also known to be determinants of political views. In
addition, if selection effects are present, it should be the case that group members are
distinct from non-group members from the moment they identify with the group and
thus the development of political cohesion should not require the mobilization processes
that can accompany the passage of time, contact with group members or receipt of
co-ordinating messages from group leaders.

DATA

To explore the extent to which selection accounts for gay political cohesiveness, I have
analysed the two most comprehensive sources of survey data drawn from representative
samples of Americans that permit statistically powerful comparisons of gays’ political
preferences with those of the general population. The first dataset is the GSS Cumulative
File, which is the source of the data in Tables 1 and 2. In addition to asking respondents
questions about their upbringing, their sexual behaviour and gay identity, the GSS also asks
its respondents about their voting decisions and political views. The pooled data from the
2008 and 2010 surveys yield 3,286 cases that are valid on all the upbringing variables. In
these two surveys, 107 of these respondents identify as lesbian, gay or bisexual. The second
source of data was used to construct Figure 1, and comes from the national exit polls
conducted in presidential and congressional elections by the Voter News Service (VNS)
from 1990 through 2002, and its successor, the National Election Pool (NEP) from 2004
through 2008. Although the set of questions from this dataset is much less rich (it is
typically administered via a single sheet of paper to voters as they leave the polls on election
day), it has a very large sample of LGB voters: the pooled dataset created from nine
administrations of the survey includes 1,971 voters who identify as lesbian, gay or bisexual.
Both surveys make laudable, but necessarily imperfect, attempts to contend with the social
desirability effects that can lead survey respondents to under-report gay identity. The GSS
includes its questions about gay identity in a confidential, self-administered component of
its in-person survey. In the VNS/NEP, voters fill out a paper questionnaire as they leave
polling places and deposit them, unseen, in a box.

RESULTS

As was seen in Table 2, the GSS incorporates a particularly rich battery of questions
about the upbringing of its respondents, including questions about their parents’

26 See, for example, Andrew Gelman and Jennifer Hill, Data Analysis Using Regression and Multilevel/
Hierarchical Models (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2006), pp. 188–90.
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education levels, their parents’ place of birth and the number of their siblings, as well as a
series of questions that specifically ask respondents to recall their lives at age 16, including
their religious upbringing, the region and size of place where they were living and whether
they were living with both parents at the time. The power of questions about these
characteristics for identifying selection effects is twofold. First, none of these characteristics
can themselves be selected; rather, every American is assigned in a quasi-random fashion to
a realization of the joint distribution of these variables. Second, these conditions are located
so early in the chain of causality that they can only be causes and never the effects of the
decision to identify as lesbian, gay or bisexual. These characteristics are thus true ‘unmoved
movers’ of both the acquisition of gay identity and of political attitudes, and thus they are
ideal predictors for use in tests of the selection hypothesis.

The Effect of Upbringing on Identification as Lesbian, Gay or Bisexual

As the hypothesis would lead us to expect – and in line with the differences among those
with same-sex partners between gay and non-gay identifiers shown in Table 2 – these
background characteristics indeed play a significant role in determining whether someone
from the general population identifies as lesbian, gay or bisexual. A probit model (shown in
Table 3) finds that these background characteristics are jointly significant predictors of gay
identity in a dataset that includes the entire adult population of the United States, and that
the model yields a wide range of predictions.27 For example, an American born in 1980 who
at age 16 lived in a New England suburb and was raised by a college-educated mother in a
liberal religious tradition is estimated to have a 4.6 per cent chance of identifying as lesbian,
gay or bisexual (leaving all other variables set to their actual values). By contrast, someone
from a small town in the East South Central region, born in 1950, raised in a fundamentalist
religious tradition, and whose mother did not have a college education has only a 1.0 per
cent chance of coming out as gay.28 Not surprisingly, the differences in the background
characteristics between self-identified LGBs and the rest of the adult population can be
substantial. These differences, displayed in the left-hand columns of Table 4, reflect the
screening process shown earlier in Table 2. Gay people are nearly twice as likely to have a
college-educated mother as heterosexuals. They are also significantly younger, less likely to
have been raised in a small town and more likely to have fewer siblings, to have been raised
in a region whose residents found homosexuality morally acceptable and to have been
raised by parents who were both born in the United States.

Evidence of Selection Effects

The selection hypothesis will be confirmed if, after taking account of this non-random
manner in which Americans come to identify as lesbian, gay or bisexual, observed
differences in political views between gay and non-gay people are diminished. I examine
the extent to which selection effects explain five variables on which gay people exhibit
distinctive behaviour and views: vote for president, party identification, ideology,

27 Goodness of fit statistics reported in Table 3 (expected percentage correctly predicted and expected
proportional reduction in error) are calculated as proposed in Michael C. Herron, ‘Postestimation
Uncertainty in Limited Dependent Variable Models’, Political Analysis, 8 (1999), 83–98, and implemented
by the epcp routine in Stata (Christopher N. Lawrence, ‘epcp: Display Classification Accuracy for
Nonmetric Dependent Variable Models’, 2009, available at www.cnlawrence.com/data/epcp.zip).

28 The null hypothesis that these two predictions are equal is rejected at p5 0.03 (two-tailed test).
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attitudes on same-sex marriage and (as an example of an issue that has nothing to do
with gay rights) attitudes on environmental issues. Because the backgrounds of gay and
non-gay Americans differ so markedly, the estimates obtained from standard multiple
regression techniques can depend substantially on assumptions about the form of the
function mapping these covariates to the dependent variables.29 Therefore, I employ a
variety of techniques to obtain estimates of the differences between gays’ and non-gays’
political views that are less reliant on assumptions of functional form. Following the
terminology of the counterfactual tradition, I designate those identifying as gay as the
‘treatment’ group and those not identifying as gay the ‘control’ group. The estimand of

TABLE 3 Predictors of Identification as Lesbian, Gay or Bisexual among All
American Adults (Probit)

DV: Identifies as lesbian,
gay or bisexual

Variable Coef. Robust s.e.

Mother’s educational attainment: college degree or morey 0.113 (0.124)
Mother’s educational attainment: unknowny 20.232 (0.292)
Living in small town, on farm, or ‘open country’ at age 16 20.144 (0.097)
Not living in United States at age 16 0.098 (0.224)
Acceptance of homosexuality in region of upbringingz 0.740 (0.602)
Raised in religiously fundamentalist householdy 0.165 (0.142)
Raised in religiously moderate householdy 0.199 (0.125)
Number of siblings 20.058** (0.022)
Both parents born in United States 0.2751 (0.166)
Living with both parents at age 16 20.130 (0.107)
Year of birth 0.010*** (0.003)
Female 0.1611 (0.093)
African American 0.039 (0.142)
Surveyed in 2010 20.035 (0.091)
Intercept 222.549*** (5.626)

N5 3,286
x2 statistic 48.55

p, 0.001
goodness of fit statistics:
expected % correctly predicted 94.5%
expected proportional reduction in error 11.9%

Notes: Estimates generated using weights for non-response supplied by GSS. 1p, 0.10,
*p, 0.05; **p, 0.01; ***p, 0.001. yBase category for these variables: mother’s educational
attainment less than college degree. zProportion of residents in region where respondent
reported living at age 16 that agreed that homosexuality is ‘not wrong at all’ in GSS surveys
since 1973. yBase category for these variables: raised in religiously liberal household.
Source for data: General Social Survey, 2008 and 2010.

29 See for example Daniel E. Ho, Kosuke Imai, Gary King and Elizabeth A. Stuart, ‘Matching as
Nonparametric Preprocessing for Reducing Model Dependence in Parametric Causal Inference’, Political
Analysis, 15 (2007), 199–236; Guido Imbens and Jeffrey M. Wooldridge, ‘Recent Developments in the
Econometrics of Program Evaluation’, Journal of Economic Literature, 47 (2009), 5–86.
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TABLE 4 Comparing the Background Characteristics of Gay and Straight Americans

Before matching After matching

LGBs Non-LGBs Difference LGBs Non-LGBs Difference

Mother’s educational attainment: college degree or more 0.234 0.135 0.099* 0.113 0.138 20.025
Living in small town, on farm, or ‘‘open country’’ at age 16 0.430 0.538 20.108* 0.549 0.535 0.015
Not living in United States at age 16 0.056 0.079 20.023 0.078 0.078 0.000
Acceptance of homosexuality in region of upbringingz 0.291 0.278 0.0131 0.282 0.278 0.004
Raised in religiously fundamentalist household 0.290 0.311 20.021 0.280 0.309 20.029
Raised in religiously moderate household 0.514 0.440 0.074 0.489 0.443 0.045
Number of siblings 2.74 3.45 20.71** 3.28 3.43 20.15
Both parents born in United States 0.879 0.814 0.065* 0.848 0.814 0.034
Living with both parents at age 16 0.654 0.697 20.043 0.735 0.696 0.039
Year of birth 1969.1 1961.7 7.4*** 1968.5 1961.9 6.6
Female 0.589 0.554 0.034 0.539 0.556 20.016
African American 0.159 0.136 0.023 0.176 0.136 0.041

Notes: Table displays means of treated and control groups and their differences before and after matching using genetic algorithm. Differences
between treated and controls before matching are statistically significantly different from zero at 1p, 0.10, *p, 0.05; **p, 0.01;
***p, 0.001.
z Proportion of residents in region where respondent reported living at age 16 agreeing that homosexuality is ‘not wrong at all’ in GSS surveys
since 1973.
Source for data: General Social Survey, 2008 and 2010.
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interest in these analyses is the average treatment effect: the average difference in views
and behaviour between gays and non-gays in the population after conditioning upon the
background characteristics listed in Table 4. To the extent that there are additional
unobserved background characteristics that contribute to selection, which are also
correlated with liberal political views, these estimates should be considered the upper
bounds on the true size of the ceteris paribus differences between gays and non-gays, and
thus conservative estimates of the size of selection effects.30

To ensure that the results are not dependent on a particular technique, I compare
estimates yielded by three different methods that are widely employed in the literature.
Each of the three methods conditions on the same set of background characteristics listed
in Tables 2, 3 and 4. The first set of analyses consists of probit regressions in which the
dependent variable is predicted with background characteristics and the gay identity
variable – with one important difference from the typical regression approach. Estimates
of the probability of identifying as gay (generated from the model in Table 3) are
employed as a propensity score, all observations are classified into strata based on this
score, and in the regressions all covariates are interacted with indicator variables for
each stratum. The coefficients on the gay identifier variable and its interactions with
the strata indicators are used to estimate strata-specific differences on the dependent
variable between gays and non-gays. Finally, these differences are averaged over all strata
(weighted by the relative size of each stratum) to calculate the effect for the entire
population. The advantage of this approach, which is analytically equivalent to a
procedure known as ‘subclassification and regression’, is that because the propensity score
varies relatively little within each stratum, the differences between LGBs and non-LGBs
are estimated among cases that are relatively similar and the estimate is, therefore, less
dependent upon assumptions of functional form.31 The second technique matches treated
and control cases most like one another according to the Mahalanobis distance metric
(a standard measure of the extent of the dissimilarity between cases in a multivariate
dataset) using nearest-neighbour matching with replacement.32 This method proceeds by
calculating how different each of these matched pairs’ political views are and then
averaging these differences across all matched observations. The third technique generates
estimates in a similar manner, except that it employs a genetic algorithm to identify
matches that result in treated and control groups whose characteristics are as balanced

30 In the present context, the average treatment effect, or ATE, is the proper quantity of interest as we
are simply interested in the average differences in political views remaining between gays and straights
after accounting for the fact that they come from dissimilar backgrounds. In the literature on program
evaluation, the ATE has at times been criticized as an estimand, because it compares those treated with
the entire population – including those individuals who would never be eligible for the ‘treatment’ of
participation in the program. In the present context, however, there is no reason to rule out any
identifiable subset of the population. Those eligible for treatment are people with the ascriptive trait of
same-sex attraction – a trait we assume is not predictable with the background characteristics in Table 4.

31 Imbens and Wooldridge, ‘Recent Developments in the Econometrics of Program Evaluation’, pp. 40–1.
32 Because LGB respondents in the GSS are vastly outnumbered by the non-LGB respondents, in

practice this means that some LGB respondents are repeatedly matched to multiple non-LGBs.
Compared to matching without replacement this technique generally lowers the bias of estimates while
increasing their variance. See Alberto Abadie and Guido W. Imbens, ‘Large Sample Properties of
Matching Estimators for Average Treatment Effects’, Econometrica, 74 (2006), 235–67. Software used for
these estimates: Alberto Abadie, Jane Leber Herr, Guido W. Imbens and David M. Drukker,
‘NNMATCH: Stata Module to Compute Nearest-Neighbor Bias-Corrected Estimators’, 2004, available
at http://ideas.repec.org/c/boc/bocode/s439701.html.
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as possible.33 Given that matches must be found for every treated and control case, the
matching techniques achieve good balance on the covariates; the balance statistics
achieved by genetic matching are shown in the right-hand columns of Table 4.
Estimates of selection effects are displayed in Table 5. The left-hand column of the

table (column A) shows the difference observed between treated and controls before
conditioning on background characteristics – also known as the ‘naı̈ve estimate’ – for
each of the five dependent variables. The following three columns display estimates
obtained after accounting for selection effects using each of the three techniques. For
each of the five dependent variables these estimates are reassuringly similar to one another
and no technique consistently yields high or low estimates, suggesting that the results are
not being driven by the choice of a particular method. To summarize the results,
I calculate an average (shown in Column B) in which each estimate is weighted by its
precision (i.e., the inverse of its estimated standard error). The size of the selection effect is
determined by considering this average as a proportion of the naı̈ve estimate, and is thus
calculated as

100� 1�

average estimated difference

after conditioning on background characteristics

naı̈ve estimate

0
BB@

1
CCA%:

As shown in Table 5, these selection effects are significant and substantial, with important
implications for gays’ voting behaviour and attitudes.34 According to the naı̈ve estimate, gay
Americans are 23 percentage points more likely than non-gay people to support Democratic
candidates in presidential elections. Although scholars have generally attributed this gap to
gays’ self-interest made salient by mobilization efforts, the analysis here reveals that nearly
half of this observed difference (47.5 per cent) can instead be attributed to differences in
upbringing between gays and straights: if Americans from every background were equally
likely to identify as gay, the presidential voting gap would be only about 12 percentage
points. Similarly, the observed nine-point difference between gays and non-gays on the
environment would shrink to two points – and the 31-point gap on identification as a liberal
diminished to 23 points – if upbringing had no effect on the decision to come out as gay.
Even on the topic of same-sex marriage – an issue where gays’ self-interest is indisputable –
selection accounts for a substantial share (17 per cent) of the gap between gay and straight
opinion. The notable exception to this pattern is the consistent lack of significant selection
effects across estimations found regarding party identification, indicating that many gay
people whose upbringing would typically be associated with Republican party identification
ultimately abandon that party and become Democrats. Given the remarkable persistence of
party identification throughout the life span, this degree of abandonment of parental party

33 Alexis Diamond and Jasjeet Sekhon, ‘Genetic Matching for Estimating Causal Effects: A General
Multivariate Matching Method for Achieving Balance in Observational Studies’ (unpublished, University
of California, Berkeley, 2010). Software used for these estimates: Jasjeet S. Sekhon, ‘Multivariate and
Propensity Score Matching Software with Automated Balance Optimization: The Matching Package for
R’, Journal of Statistical Software, 42 (2011:7), 1–52.

34 Statistical significance is assessed using one-tailed difference-of-means hypothesis tests, which reflect
the strong theoretical expectation that gay–straight differences should be diminished after accounting for
background characteristics. I refrain from making explicit comparisons regarding the relative size of
selection effects among the dependent variables as the sampling distributions of these ratios are unknown
without making additional assumptions.
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TABLE 5 Estimates of Selection Effects Attributable to Background Characteristics

Estimated differences between LGBs and non-LGBs

Estimates accounting for selection effects

Dependent variables
(scored 0–1)

Naı̈ve estimates

(A)

Regression with
sub-classification
on propensity

score

Matched on
Mahalanobis

metric

Matched
according to

genetic balancing
algorithm

Precision-
weighted average
of three estimates

(B)

Estimated
selection effects
(percentage of
LGB/non-LGB

difference
attributable to
differences in
background

characteristics)

100 * (1 – B/A)

Voted for Democratic 0.233 0.159 0.1231 0.093* 0.122 47.5
candidate for
president (N5 2,144)

(0.059) (0.086) (0.075) (0.067)

Supports federal 0.088 0.0091 0.042 0.002* 0.017 80.5
spending on the
environment
(N5 3,282)

(0.048) (0.057) (0.055) (0.049)

Identifies as liberal 0.311 0.210* 0.2441 0.2321 0.229 26.3
(N5 3,276) (0.043) (0.053) (0.049) (0.056)

Supports gay marriage 0.428 0.3411 0.344* 0.375 0.354 17.3
(N5 2,137) (0.061) (0.065) (0.050) (0.052)

Identifies as Democrat 0.195 0.155 0.185 0.204 0.180 7.7
(N5 3,270) (0.049) (0.054) (0.065) (0.063)

Notes: Estimates accounting for selection effects are significantly less than naı̈ve estimates at 1p, 0.10, *p, 0.05 (one-tailed tests). Estimated
standard errors (robust, where applicable, to heteroscedasticity) shown in parentheses. Subclassification and regression conducted with four
strata. In calculating these predictions, all other variables were held constant at their actual values across all observations using the margins
routine in Stata 11.1; the average prediction is reported. Matching estimates obtained after exact matching on year of survey; estimates are
regression bias-adjusted.
Source for data: General Social Survey, 2008 and 2010.
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identification is highly unusual.35 The clear differences in the positions taken by the two
parties on gay rights appears to cause many gay voters raised in Republican households to
update their party identification rationally over time – a process that very well may be
encouraged by mobilization.36 In sum, however, these analyses offer strong support for the
claim that the distinctive attitudes of lesbians, gays and bisexuals can be attributed in part to
selection, and in some cases, substantially so.

Accounting for Mobilization

As a second test, I revisit each of the five dependent variables discussed above with
analyses conducted with VNS/NEP exit-poll data. The advantage of this dataset is that it
includes variables that are indirect measures of mobilization, providing an additional
opportunity to assess whether mobilization is necessary to produce gay political cohesion.
Three VNS/NEP variables can be considered proxies for mobilizing processes. The
variable age serves a proxy for acculturation into the gay community: the youngest gay
voters are least likely to have experienced such acculturation. The variable % of precinct
identifying as LGB serves as an indirect measure for intra-group contact. Construction of
this variable is made possible by the multistage-cluster sampling design of the exit polls
(in which voters from a nationally representative sample of precincts are surveyed at
random as they leave the polls on election day). Aggregating the exit-poll data by precinct
provides estimates of the prevalence of gay identity within a relatively small group of
people living in a well-defined geographic area.37 All things being equal, gay people are
less likely to have intra-group contact in precincts where there are fewer gay voters.
Finally, the variable first-time voter is a direct measure of participation in politics. Gay
people who are first-time voters have less experience taking part in the political process
and are thus less likely to have been exposed to mobilizing messages from gay leaders and
organizations. Therefore, our confidence that gay political cohesion happens in the
absence of mobilization will be bolstered if significant gay–straight differences persist
among the youngest voters, among voters living in precincts with few gay people and
among first-time voters – all of them categories of voters who, we can surmise, are least
likely to have been exposed to mobilization processes.
To perform this analysis, I again employ the subclassification and regression technique

described earlier with exit-poll data to predict vote for president, party identification,
ideology and attitudes to same-sex marriage and to environmental issues.38 Gay identity is

35 Donald Green, Bradley Palmquist and Eric Schickler, Partisan Hearts and Minds: Political Parties
and the Social Identities of Voters (New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 2004); Richard G. Niemi
and M. Kent Jennings ‘Issues and Inheritance in the Formation of Party Identification’, American Journal
of Political Science, 35 (1991), 970–88; Laura Stoker and M. Kent Jennings, ‘Of Time and the
Development of Partisan Polarization’, American Journal of Political Science, 52 (2008), 619–35.

36 Christopher H. Achen, ‘Parental Socialization and Rational Party Identification’, Political Behavior,
24 (2002), 151–70.

37 There are approximately 1,100 American adults per voting precinct, according to a ratio constructed
with the following figures. In 1990, the national voting-age population was 185.5 million people
(Statistical Abstract of the United States: 2007 (Washington D.C.: U.S. Census Bureau, 2006), p. 12). In
that same year (the most recent for which data are available), there were about 170,000 election precincts
nationwide (Gary King and Bradley Palmquist, ‘The Record of American Democracy, 1984–1990’, PS:
Political Science and Politics, 30 (1997), 746–7).

38 Unfortunately, the data and specifications used here make the matching analyses in Table 5
infeasible.
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TABLE 6 Determinants of Party Identification, Ideology and Policy Attitudes

Dependent variables

Estimated pr(y5 1) for typical voter who isy
Voted for Dem
pres candidate Liberal Democrat

Supports gay
marriage

Prioritizes
environ’l
protection

yLGB, age 18–24 0.842* 0.624* 0.426 0.611 0.716
ynot LGB, age 18–24 0.548* 0.257* 0.310 0.292 0.595

yLGB, lives in precinct with few gay peopley 0.735* 0.488* 0.424 0.608* 0.494
ynot LGB, lives in precinct with few gay people 0.489* 0.184* 0.362 0.249* 0.488

yLGB, first-time voterz 0.688* 0.278 0.372
ynot LGB, first-time voter 0.504* 0.221 0.421

Estimated difference between LGBs and non-LGBs
among first-time votersz aged 18 who live in a precinct
with few gay people

0.248* 0.146 0.035 0.321 0.122

N 14,716 26,213 35,231 2,606 2,519

Notes: Cells contain predictions yielded by subclassification and regression models described in text. Presidential vote, liberal and Democrat
models estimated with five strata; gay marriage and environmentalism models estimated with three strata. In calculating predictions, all other
variables were held constant at their actual values across all observations using the margins routine in Stata 11.1; the average prediction is
reported.
*LGB/non-LGB difference is estimated to be significantly greater than zero, p, 0.05 (two-tailed test).
yDefined as the lowest recorded density of gay voters among the precincts analysed in the model (0.6 per cent for presidential vote, liberal and
Democrat models; 2.3 per cent for same-sex marriage model; 1.0 per cent for environmentalism model).
zFirst-time voter data are not available for the gay marriage and environmentalism models.
Source for data: Voter News Service/National Exit Pool (VNS/NEP), 1990–2008.
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included as a regressor, as well as a voter’s age, whether he or she is voting for the first
time, and the proportion of voters in the voter’s precinct identifying as lesbian, gay or
bisexual – all of which are interacted with gay identity in order to estimate gay–straight
differences. Controls are included for year of survey as well as all the variables available in
the survey that are causally prior to the decision to identify as gay: gender, race and
ethnicity. Strata j5 1 y J are defined based on a propensity score derived by regressing
gay identity on voters’ gender, race, ethnicity and age. All of the regressors are then
interacted with strata-specific indicator terms Sij, yielding the following estimated model
for each respondent i in stratum j:

Prðyij ¼ 1Þ ¼ FðSij

XJ
j¼1

b0j þ b1j LGBij þ b2j ageij þ b3j LGBij � ageij

þ b4j % of precinct LGBij þ b5j LGBij �% of precinct LGBij

þ b6j first-time voterij þ b7j LGBij � first-time voterij

þ cjzijÞ;

where z represents the vector of controls.
Table 6 displays predictions derived from these regressions, which are calculated as

before by averaging the predictions over all the strata. The table displays estimations of
the gay–straight differences among the youngest voters (those aged between 18 and 24 at
the time they voted), those living in a precinct where there are very few voters who identify
as LGB (ranging from 0.6 to 2.3 per cent of voters, depending on data availability) and
first-time voters. These results generally indicate that gay voters are substantially and
statistically significantly different from straight voters with regard to voting and political
views from an early age, from the moment they begin participating in electoral politics,
and even if they are one of the few people in their immediate vicinity identifying as
gay. The one exception to this pattern is consistent with the findings seen with the GSS
data in Table 5: identification with the Democratic party. As we would expect, given the
lack of selection effects on gays’ distinctive pattern of partisan affiliation, no significant
differences are found to exist on this variable between unmobilized gays and their straight
counterparts. The bottom row of the table examines whether differences between gay and
heterosexual voters persist in all three circumstances where gays have had the least
amount of opportunity to be mobilized. Here (again, with the exception of Democratic
party identification), the differences are substantial, ranging from 12 to 32 percentage
points. Thus, from the moment they come of age, from the moment they begin
participating in electoral politics and regardless of where they live, voters who identify as
gay tend to vote more Democratic and hold political attitudes that are more liberal than
those of similarly situated voters who do not. As a group, gay voters are in many ways
politically cohesive before they experience much in the way of mobilization.

CONCLUSION

The findings presented here show how upbringing can serve as a selection mechanism that
affects identity acquisition – and therefore leads identifiers to engage in cohesive voting
behaviour and share distinct political attitudes in the absence of mobilization. As an
identity that is hardly ever passed down from parents to offspring, gay identity is both a
particularly difficult test case of this hypothesis and rare opportunity to cleanly observe
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selection effects at work. The acquisition of other identities over the life span – such as
trade union member, born-again Christian, military veteran or feminist – is often at least
partially the consequence of parental identity. Since measures of parental identity on these
dimensions are almost never included in standard political surveys (and, therefore, cannot
be incorporated as controls into estimates), typical estimates are likely to understate these
selection effects. The fact that such large effects are found in the case of lesbians, gays and
bisexuals suggests that sizeable selection effects may be at work in shaping cohesion
among many of America’s most important voting blocs.
Accounting for the impact of selection effects on political cohesion is thus critical for a

complete understanding of the nature and consequences of acquired identities, which as
hallmarks of modernity are becoming ever more central to the organization of society and
politics worldwide.39 Most of the research has focused on how such identities are made
salient via mobilization processes rather than considering how they come to be acquired
in the first place.40 Mobilization effects play an important role in developing group
political cohesion (as it appears to do in the case of gay Americans’ identification with the
Democratic party), but the findings here indicate that proper identification of these effects
requires a richer estimation strategy than conditioning on a standard set of control
variables and presuming that any remaining correlation between identity and political
attitudes is due to mobilization.
The findings here are relevant not only to those who study identity formation but also

to scholars interested in how identity groups achieve policy change through the political
process. The fact that identity acquisition can be so heavily influenced by selection can
both help and hinder group leaders in their efforts to win policy concessions. Selection
effects can create ‘incidental alliances’ between the rank-and-file members of different
groups that are in place regardless of elites’ actions. As a group, gay voters are natural
allies with other liberal causes, regardless of whether gay leaders mobilize them to become
so. But these mechanisms also provide a new explanation for why some identity groups –
including LGBs and born-again Christians – are subject to ‘electoral capture’, a
phenomenon in which a group’s votes are taken for granted by one political party, largely
uncontested by the other, and as a result the group’s leverage is diminished.41 In this
framework, the party that ignores the captured group does so in part because granting
policy concessions to the group will split the party’s coalition. However, the analysis here
suggests that electoral capture may be reinforced by selection effects, which make group
members less responsive to appeals to their group interest, and thus can make it difficult

39 Anthony Giddens, Modernity and Self Identity: Self and Society in the Late Modern Age (Stanford,
Calif.: Stanford University Press, 1991).

40 Another important explanation for how group cohesion develops comes from social identity theory,
which has found that in-group favouritism can arise under highly artificial and minimal conditions (Henri
Tajfel, Human Groups and Social Categories (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1981); John C.
Turner, Rediscovering the Social Group: A Self-Categorization Theory (Oxford: Blackwell, 1987)).
However, like the work on mobilization, this line of research has yet to explore in detail the identity
selection process discussed here (see Huddy, ‘From Social to Political Identity’).

41 Paul Frymer, Uneasy Alliances: Race and Party Competition in America (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton
University Press, 1999); Paul Frymer and John David Skrentny, ‘Coalition Building and the Politics of
Electoral Capture during the Nixon Administration: African Americans, Labor, Latinos’, Studies in
American Political Development, 12 (1998), 1313–61; Charles Anthony Smith, ‘The Electoral Capture of
Gay and Lesbian Americans: Evidence and Implications from the 2004 Election’, Studies in Law, Politics
and Society, 40 (2007), 103–21.
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for group leaders to make a credible threat to mobilize group members to align themselves
in new ways – as was seen in Figure 1, which shows that Republican candidates gain
few gay votes by matching their Democratic opponents’ platforms on gay rights. This sort
of partisan loyalty may serve as an additional explanation why changes in public policy
on gay rights have lagged behind changes in public opinion.42 Clearly, a thorough
understanding of group political cohesion – and more generally the dynamics of group
politics – must take into account the fact that leaders are both aided and constrained by
their group members’ enduring political beliefs.
In 1999, Timothy Cook concluded his review of what he called the ‘first wave’ of

empirical political science on gay politics by noting that ‘we do not fully understand the
extent to which the self-adoption of a sexual identity is a political act, or at least has
implications for a person’s political understanding and political activities.’43 The findings
presented here take a step towards explaining the implications of the adoption of gay
identity and find that its effect on vote choice and attitudes are of significant size.
Interestingly, these results suggest that the political cohesion of gay Americans may
depend just as much on the continued strength of upbringing as a predictor of gay identity
as on the positions taken by the two parties on gay rights. Until a day arrives when those
with the trait of same-sex attraction are equally likely to identify as gay regardless of
where they grew up or how they were raised, an unusual proportion of gay people should
continue to identify as liberal and vote for Democratic candidates – even if the current
gulf between the two parties on gay rights shrinks.

42 Jeffrey R. Lax and Justin H. Phillips, ‘Gay Rights in the States: Public Opinion and Policy
Responsiveness’, American Political Science Review, 103 (2009), 367–86; Gary Mucciaroni, Same Sex,
Different Politics: Success and Failure in the Struggles over Gay Rights (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 2008).

43 Timothy E. Cook, ‘The Empirical Study of Lesbian, Gay and Bisexual Politics: Assessing the First
Wave of Research’, American Political Science Review, 93 (1999), 679–92, p. 691.
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