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Abstract What explains public opinion toward transgender people, 
rights, and candidates? Drawing on original data from a national tel-
ephone survey of US adults, this study explains attitudes regarding 
(1) the personal characteristics of transgender people; (2) a variety of 
transgender rights; and (3) transgender candidates for public office, 
measured through a randomized experiment included in the survey. 
Results indicate majority support on most policy questions, but more 
tepid views of transgender people, and solid opposition to supporting 
a transgender candidate for office. Our analyses reflect and extend pre-
vious research on American public opinion. Respondents’ fundamental 
values (egalitarianism, moral traditionalism, party identity, ideology, 
and religiosity) and personality characteristics (need for cognitive clos-
ure) predict views of transgender people and support for their rights. 
A  significant relationship also emerged between television use and 
views of transgender people, suggesting that media portrayals may play 
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a role in shaping these perceptions. In contrast, there is no evidence that 
interpersonal contact with a transgender person is related to opinions. 
Further, many of these independent variables have little moderating 
effect on responses to transgender candidates, which remain negative 
among most subgroups.

Introduction

Recent years have seen increased attention to transgender people in both popu-
lar culture and political debate. While media portrayal of celebrities such as 
former Olympian Caitlyn Jenner and actress Laverne Cox has been largely 
positive, politicians have sponsored a “wave of anti-transgender legislation” 
(Human Rights Campaign 2016). Policies restricting transgender rights have 
found majority support among American legislators (as in the case of North 
Carolina’s “bathroom bill”) and voters (as in the passing of the Houston Equal 
Rights Ordinance). Likewise, the few openly transgender candidates to run for 
office have failed to win election beyond a handful of local races (Casey and 
Reynolds 2015).

Although this political backlash suggests widespread antipathy toward 
transgender people, rights, and candidates, scholarly research to date has 
provided a more nuanced view of public opinion. Affect toward transgender 
people and support for their rights often reflect values such as egalitarian-
ism, moral traditionalism, conservatism, and religiosity, as well as contact 
with LGBT people (Norton and Herek 2013; Flores 2015; Miller et al. 2017; 
Flores et al. 2018).

Building upon this research, we assess the opinions of cisgender Americans 
(those whose gender identity matches their assigned sex) toward: (1) the char-
acter traits of transgender people; (2) transgender rights; and (3) a hypotheti-
cal transgender candidate, assessed via a survey experiment. Drawing from 
previous studies and from general theories of public opinion, we explain 
these opinions with a wide range of independent variables. Values—including 
egalitarianism, moral traditionalism, ideology, party identification, and religi-
osity—and psychological characteristics—specifically, a need for cognitive 
closure—predict support for transgender rights, though of these only moral 
traditionalism predicts views of transgender people. We explore the effects 
of media exposure, finding evidence that television viewing cultivates more 
favorable views of transgender people. Finally, we document opposition toward 
transgender candidates: respondents’ support for their party plunges when the 
nominee is transgender. This opposition is in many cases not moderated by 
the values and characteristics that otherwise predict support for transgender 
people and rights, suggesting a difficult path ahead for transgender candidates.
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Previous Studies of Opinion about Transgender People, 
Rights, and Candidates

Several recent surveys suggest public support for transgender rights. The 2015 
Attitudes towards Transgender Supportive Policies Survey reports that 65 
percent of Americans believe that transgender people should “receive protec-
tions provided by anti-discrimination laws” (University of Illinois Springfield 
Survey Research Office 2015). Similarly, a 2016 CNN poll finds that 75 per-
cent favor “laws that guarantee equal protection for transgender people in jobs, 
housing and public accommodations” (Agiesta 2016). However, such broad 
support does not extend to issues surrounding bathroom access: public opinion 
on policies requiring transgender people to use the bathroom matching the sex 
they were assigned at birth is much more divided (Newport 2016).

Beyond such descriptive results, several recent studies have sought to under-
stand the political and psychological predictors of these attitudes. Norton and 
Herek (2013) find that survey respondents who held binary conceptions of 
gender, higher levels of authoritarianism, less egalitarian attitudes, more con-
servative ideologies, and greater religiosity all rated transgender people less 
favorably on feeling thermometers. Similarly, Flores et al. (2018) report that 
moral traditionalism and partisanship—as well as mere exposure to images 
of transgender people—influence transphobia and discomfort with gender 
nonconformity.

Other studies focus on predicting support for laws protecting transgender 
rights. Flores (2015) finds that gender and interpersonal contact with gays and 
lesbians (although not with transgender people) are significant predictors of 
support for antidiscrimination laws. Further, he shows that respondents who 
believed they were well informed about transgender issues were more support-
ive of such protections. Other research echoes these findings and shows that 
core values such as authoritarianism, ideology, partisan identity, and person-
ality characteristics such as disgust sensitivity are also significant predictors 
(Miller et al. 2017).

In contrast, only a single piece of research we know of examines attitudes 
toward transgender candidates. Haider-Markel et al. (2017) ask respondents to 
assess their likelihood of voting for a transgender candidate who shared their 
views on most issues. A majority of voters report they would probably or defi-
nitely vote for the candidate, with liberals, Democrats, and the least religious 
being most likely to support them.

This self-reported support conflicts with previous work that documents 
strong opposition to politicians from other marginalized groups. For example, 
both experimental (Herrick and Thomas 1999; Golebiowska 2001) and obser-
vational (Haider-Markel 2010) studies reveal negative reactions to lesbian, gay, 
and bisexual (LGB) candidates. Coupled with electoral losses of transgender 
candidates in recent years (Casey and Reynolds 2015), one might expect 
greater opposition to transgender candidates than appears in respondents’ 
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self-reports. At the same time, given previous work showing that values and 
partisan attachments predict support for LGB candidates much as they do for 
LGB rights (Haider-Markel 2010), one might also expect these predisposi-
tions to moderate opposition toward transgender candidates.

In the next section, we build on these prior studies, drawing on general 
theories of public opinion to consider a broad range of explanations for public 
opinion toward transgender people, rights, and candidates.

Explaining Public Opinion Toward Transgender People, 
Rights, and Candidates

INTERPERSONAL CONTACT

Numerous studies find that positive interactions with members of an outgroup 
reduce prejudice toward the group (Allport 1954; Pettigrew and Tropp 2006). 
For example, knowing an LGB person is associated with greater support for 
LGB rights and more positive attitudes toward LGB people (Brewer 2008; 
Lewis 2011; Bramlett 2012; Garner 2013).

Previous studies on transgender attitudes offer mixed support for the theory. 
Flores (2015) finds no such effect of contact on support for nondiscrimina-
tion policies; meanwhile, Flores et  al. (2018) show that mere exposure to 
information and images of transgender people in a survey experiment reduces 
transphobia and discomfort with gender nonconformity. In this study, we 
revisit the intergroup contact hypothesis across a wider range of dependent 
variables.

H1:  Respondents who know a transgender person will hold more positive 
views of transgender people, rights, and candidates.

VALUES

An extensive literature shows that opinions about specific groups and policies 
are often based on more fundamental values. These include core values such 
as egalitarianism (Feldman 1988) and moral traditionalism (McCann 1997), 
broad political orientations such as political ideology and party identification 
(Zaller 1992), and religiosity (Cook, Jelen, and Wilcox 1992). For example, 
all of these values can influence public opinion about LGB rights (Lewis and 
Rogers 1999; Brewer 2003; Craig et  al. 2005; Olson, Cadge, and Harrison 
2006; Stoutenborough, Haider-Markel, and Allen 2006; Wilcox et al. 2007) and 
support for LGB candidates (Haider-Markel 2010; Haider-Markel et al. 2017).

Previous research has examined the role of many, but not all, of these val-
ues in shaping opinions toward transgender people. Norton and Herek (2013) 
find that anti-egalitarianism, conservatism, and religiosity all predicted 
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cooler feelings toward transgender people. Building on their results, we 
hypothesize that:

H2:  More egalitarian respondents will hold more positive views of 
transgender people, rights, and candidates.

H3:  More religious respondents will hold less positive views of transgen-
der people, rights, and candidates.

H4:  More conservative respondents will hold less positive views of 
transgender people, rights, and candidates.

Expanding the scope of values under investigation, we hypothesize that:

H5:  More morally traditional respondents will hold less positive views of 
transgender people, rights, and candidates.

H6:  Democrats will hold more positive views of transgender people, 
rights, and candidates than will Republicans.

NEED FOR COGNITIVE CLOSURE

Personality traits can shape dispositions and orientations toward people and 
events (Kruglanski and Webster 1991; Webster and Kruglanski 1994; Jost 
et al. 2003). A need for cognitive closure (NFCC) refers to one’s tendency to 
impose fixed meanings on situations and to feel an aversion toward ambigu-
ous information and experiences. Individuals with a high need for cognitive 
closure may also be uncomfortable with the ambiguity inherent in the concept 
of a gender identity that does not match the sex assigned at birth. As such, we 
anticipate that:

H7:  Respondents high in NFCC will hold less positive views of transgen-
der people, rights, and candidates.

MEDIA EXPOSURE

Cultivation research (Gerbner et al. 1984) posits that the dominant themes in 
television content can shape viewers’ real-world perceptions. For example, 
media portrayals can affect views of marginalized groups including women 
(Dasgupta and Asgari 2004), Latinos (Mastro, Behm-Morawitz, and Ortiz 
2007), and gays and lesbians (Rössler and Brosius 2001).

The parasocial contact hypothesis—that exposure to outgroups via the 
media can have similar effects to actual contact in the real world—helps 
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explain these results. Viewing LGB characters on screen leads to greater sup-
port for gay rights and warmer evaluations of gay people (Schiappa, Gregg, 
and Hewes 2006; Bond and Compton 2015; Garretson 2015). One study that 
exposed participants to cross-dressing comedian Eddie Izzard (Schiappa, 
Gregg, and Hewes 2006) reported a significant reduction in transprejudice. 
Given the increasingly prominent and positive portrayals of transgender peo-
ple in entertainment television programming, we hypothesize that:

H8:  Respondents with greater levels of overall television exposure 
will hold more positive views of transgender people, rights, and 
candidates.

Meanwhile, news coverage may track the politically and socially polarized 
debate surrounding transgender issues. Thus, we ask:

RQ1:  Will news media exposure among respondents predict their views 
of transgender people, rights, and candidates?

TRANSGENDER CANDIDATES

Finally, given the research cited earlier showing opposition to candidates from 
minority groups, we hypothesize that:

H9:  Respondents will express less support for transgender candidates 
than cisgender candidates.

DEMOGRAPHIC CHARACTERISTICS

Previous research suggests that various demographic characteristics are also 
likely to affect opinion on transgender issues (Norton and Herek 2013; Flores 
2015). Sex, age, education, and race may all shape attitudes, with female, 
younger, better-educated, and white respondents holding more favorable opin-
ions. As such, we control for these variables in the models that follow.

Data and Methods

The data for this study came from the University of Delaware Center for 
Political Communication’s National Agenda Poll, a random-digit-dial (RDD) 
telephone survey of a sample of 901 adults living in the continental United 
States. The survey was conducted by Princeton Survey Research Associates 
International (PSRAI) from November 11 to 17, 2015, using a dual sampling 
frame of landline (n = 451) and cell phone (n = 450) respondents provided by 
Survey Sampling International (SSI). Interviews were conducted in English 
by Princeton Data Source. The response rates for the landline and cellular 
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samples were 7 and 5 percent (calculated using AAPOR RR3), respectively 
(AAPOR 2016).1 These are low in historical perspective but comparable 
to typical rates for surveys conducted by major polling organizations (e.g., 
Pew Research Center 2012). The sampling error for the full weighted sample 
is ±4.0 percentage points. The Online Appendix includes additional informa-
tion regarding the sample, including comparison to the general US population, 
descriptive statistics for key variables, the weighting that is used throughout, 
and the sample disposition.

Four respondents who identified themselves as transgender were excluded 
from the analysis, given that we are interested in assessing cisgender people’s 
views of transgender issues.

VIEWS OF TRANSGENDER PEOPLE

Respondents were asked how well the words “trustworthy,” “moral,” and 
“happy” described “most people,” with response options of “not well at all” 
(1), “not too well” (2), “somewhat well” (3), and “very well” (4). They were 
then asked how well the same words described “transgender people.” Previous 
research has shown that some of the most pervasive negative stereotypes held 
of transgender people cast them as “abnormal,” “confused,” and “abusive” 
(Gazzola and Morrison 2014).

Views of transgender people were standardized relative to views of most 
people in order to correct for interpersonal incomparability in respondents’ 
evaluations of people in general (see King et al. 2004). Respondents’ views 
of “most people” were subtracted from their views of “transgender people,” to 
create variables that take on a positive value if the respondent viewed transgen-
der people as more trustworthy (moral, happy) than most people, and negative 
values if they viewed most people as more trustworthy (moral, happy) than 
transgender people. Values of zero indicated no difference between views 
of transgender people and most people. Views were on average relatively 
negative: respondents viewed transgender people as less moral (M  =  –.07, 
SD = .98) and less happy (M = –.12, SD = .87), but more trustworthy (M = .08, 
SD = .88), than most people. The median score for each item was zero, how-
ever. The three items were averaged into an index capturing views of transgen-
der people (M = –.06, SD = .76; α = .68).

ATTITUDES TOWARD TRANSGENDER RIGHTS

Using a four-point scale (strongly oppose [1]; oppose [2]; favor [3]; and 
strongly favor [4]), respondents were asked about four policies: (1) “laws 
that protect transgender students from discrimination in schools” (73.2 

1. See Online Appendix Table A5.

Jones et al.258

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/poq/article-abstract/82/2/252/4996117 by U

niversity of D
elaw

are Library user on 31 January 2019

https://academic.oup.com/poq/article-lookup/doi/10.1093/poq/nfy009#supplementary-data
https://academic.oup.com/poq/article-lookup/doi/10.1093/poq/nfy009#supplementary-data


percent favored or strongly favored, M = 2.93, SD = .97); (2) “laws that pro-
tect transgender people from job discrimination” (72.7 percent favored or 
strongly favored, M = 2.94, SD =  .95); (3) “allowing transgender people to 
serve openly in the U.S. military” (64.7 percent favored or strongly favored, 
M = 2.76, SD = .98); and (4) “requiring public buildings like courthouses to 
have gender-neutral restrooms for patrons to use” (54.0 percent favored or 
strongly favored, M = 2.53, SD = .98). In each case, the median response was 
3 (favoring the policy). The four items were averaged into an index measuring 
support for transgender rights (M = 2.78, SD = .80; α = .83).

SUPPORT FOR TRANSGENDER CANDIDATES

The survey included an experiment that probed support for a transgender can-
didate. Given the extremely high likelihood of voting for a candidate of one’s 
own party affiliation (Green, Palmquist, and Schickler 2002), the respondent’s 
partisan identification as expressed earlier in the survey structured the experi-
mental design.

Respondents were asked: “Next, we’d like to ask how you would vote in 
a future election for public office. If the [respondent’s party] nominated a 
______________ and the [opposing party] nominated a ______________, 
who would you be more likely to vote for?”

The candidates’ assigned parties were based on the respondent’s party iden-
tity as reflected in support of or leaning toward a given party (“pure” inde-
pendents and those identifying with a minor party [N = 168] were excluded). 
For example, a respondent who identified as a Republican would be asked the 
following: “Next, we’d like to ask how you would vote in a future election 
for public office. If the Republicans nominated a ______________ and the 
Democrats nominated a ______________, who would you be more likely to 
vote for?”

Respondents were assigned to one of two conditions. In both conditions, the 
opposing party’s candidate was presented as cisgender (e.g., “a man”). Their 
own party’s candidate, however, was randomly presented either as cisgender 
or as transgender (e.g., “a man” versus “a transgender man”).2

INTERPERSONAL CONTACT

A dichotomous variable measured whether respondents had a “close friend or 
family member” who is transgender (1) or not (0). Eleven percent of respond-
ents reported such interpersonal contact.

2. The gender of both candidates was randomized within conditions. Gender was not associated 
with vote choice, and so we collapse the conditions here. The Online Appendix includes details of 
all conditions and presents conjoint analysis showing no effect of the candidates’ gender.
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VALUES

Egalitarianism was captured through agreement with two statements based 
on Feldman (1988): “One of the big problems in this country is that we don’t 
give everyone an equal chance” and “If people were treated more equally in 
this country we would have fewer problems.” Responses were coded from 
1 (strongly disagree) to 4 (strongly agree) and averaged into a single meas-
ure (M  =  2.97, SE  =  .97, r  =  .59), with higher values indicating greater 
egalitarianism.

Moral traditionalism was measured through agreement with two state-
ments: “We should be more tolerant of people who choose to live according 
to their own moral standards even if they are very different from our own” 
and “Modern lifestyles are contributing to the breakdown of society” (Cook, 
Jelen, and Wilcox 1992). Responses were coded from 1 (strongly disagree) to 
4 (strongly agree) and averaged into a single measure after reverse-coding the 
first item (M = 2.32, SE = .82, r = .19), with higher values indicating greater 
traditionalism.

Religiosity was measured with an item asking respondents how religious 
they considered themselves to be, ranging from “not at all religious” (1) to 
“very religious” (4).

Ideology was coded from 1 (very liberal) to 5 (very conservative). Partisan 
identification was coded from 1 (Strong Democrat) to 6 (Strong Republican).

NEED FOR COGNITIVE CLOSURE

NFCC was measured with three items taken from Roets and Van Hiel (2011): 
“I don’t like situations that are uncertain”; “I dislike questions that could be 
answered in many different ways”; and “I dislike it when a person’s statement 
could mean many different things.” Responses ranged from 1 (strongly disa-
gree) to 4 (strongly agree), with higher values indicating greater NFCC. The 
three items were combined into an index (M = 2.75, SE = .75, α = .55).

FAMILIARITY WITH TERM “TRANSGENDER”

Since knowledge of transgender issues predicts support for transgender rights 
(Flores 2015), a measure of respondents’ familiarity with the term “transgen-
der” was included. Respondents self-identified as knowing what the term 
meant (coded as 2), having heard it but not being sure of its meaning (1), or 
never having heard it (0). Before the batteries measuring attitudes on transgen-
der issues, interviewers clarified for all respondents that “the term transgender 
applies to people who live their gender in a way that does not match the sex 
listed on their original birth certificate or who physically change their sex.” 
Previous research finds that providing the definition does not alter responses 
to following items (Flores 2015).
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MEDIA EXPOSURE

Respondents were asked the number of hours they spent watching television 
on an average day (recoded to range from 0 to 6, with higher numbers coded 
at the maximum).

The frequency with which respondents consumed various media was meas-
ured on a scale ranging from “never” (1) to “regularly” (4). These media were 
“national network evening news programs such as ABC World News, CBS 
Evening News or NBC Nightly News”; “news magazine shows such as 60 
Minutes, 20/20, or Dateline”; “the Fox News Cable Channel”; MSNBC and 
CNN (averaged into a single measure); “The Late Show with Stephen Colbert 
on CBS” and “Last Week Tonight with John Oliver” (averaged into a single 
measure); and “shows on the cable network E! such as Keeping Up with the 
Kardashians and I Am Cait.” Frequency of reading a daily newspaper and get-
ting news online were measured on the same scale.

DEMOGRAPHIC VARIABLES

Age was measured in decades. Indicator variables for female, black, and 
Hispanic respondents reflected gender and racial/ethnic identities. Education 
was measured on an ordinal scale ranging from less than high school (1) to a 
postgraduate or professional degree (8).

MODELS AND PRESENTATION OF RESULTS

To estimate views of transgender people and support for transgender rights, 
linear regression models using survey weights are estimated. Since the 
dependent variable in the candidate experiment is categorical (a vote for one’s 
party, the other party, or a “don’t know/refused” response), the analyses for 
this variable employ multinomial logit models. Throughout, results are pre-
sented in conventional regression tables with coefficients and standard errors. 
To ease interpretation, results are discussed in terms of predicted values for 
linear regressions and predicted probabilities for multinomial regressions. 
When simulating the regression results, all numeric variables are held to their 
mean value in the weighted dataset and categorical variables to their modal 
value (female is set to one; interpersonal contact, black, and Hispanic to zero). 
Thus, the predicted values are for white women with no interpersonal contact 
who have average values of all other variables.

Explaining Views of Transgender People

Results from linear regression models predicting views of transgender people, 
using the combined scale of the three items, are shown in the first column 
of table 1 (estimating models for each item separately, and with an ordered 

Transgender People, Rights, and Candidates 261

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/poq/article-abstract/82/2/252/4996117 by U

niversity of D
elaw

are Library user on 31 January 2019



logistic estimator, led to substantively consistent findings; these results are 
available in the Online Appendix).

Only three independent variables were significantly related to perceptions 
of transgender people. First, consistent with H5, the more a respondent sub-
scribed to traditional moral values, the less positively they viewed transgender 
people (β = –.10, SE =  .05, p =  .04). Simulating predicted values from the 
regression coefficients showed that respondents with the lowest levels of moral 
traditionalism held neutral to slightly positive views of transgender people (an 
expected value of .14 with 95 percent confidence intervals [–.04, .32] on the 
–3 to +3 scale). As hypothesized, those with the highest levels of moral tradi-
tionalism held more negative views of transgender people (–.18 [–.35, .00]).

Second, consistent with cultivation theory and H8, television consump-
tion was significantly related to perceptions of transgender people (β = .06, 
SE = .02, p = .002). The more TV a respondent watched, the more positive 
their perceptions of transgender people were: someone who did not watch any 
television was predicted to hold relatively negative impressions of transgender 
people (–.18 [–.33, –.02]), whereas someone who watched six or more hours 
was predicted to hold favorable perceptions (.20 [.04, .36]).

Finally, in line with previous research (Norton and Herek 2013), there were 
gender differences: women had more positive attitudes toward transgender 
people than did men.

Many of the independent variables expected to influence perceptions 
of transgender people had no statistically discernible effect, however. 
Egalitarianism, ideology, party identification, religiosity, NFCC, interper-
sonal contact, and media consumption aside from general TV use (RQ1) all 
appeared unrelated to perceptions of transgender people. When it comes to 
views of transgender people, no support emerged for H1–4 and H6–7.

Explaining Attitudes Toward Transgender Rights

Support for the four transgender rights items, combined into a single index, 
were modeled with the same independent variables used previously, as well 
as views of transgender people (results from models of each individual item 
and multinomial regression estimators are available in the Online Appendix).

The results, shown in the second column of table 1, support several hypoth-
eses. The predispositions and values that the literature identifies as strong pre-
dictors of support for minority rights largely had the expected relationships. 
Figure 1 shows predicted support for transgender rights across the ranges of the 
independent variables. These predicted values are simulated from the model 
in table 1, for a hypothetical respondent with mean values on all numeric vari-
ables and the modal category for categorical variables (i.e., a white woman 
with no interpersonal contact).
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For instance, as shown in the first plot of figure  1, the more egalitarian 
respondents were, the more likely they were to support transgender rights (as 
predicted by H2). Someone with the lowest support for egalitarianism was 
predicted to score 2.78 on the transgender rights index [2.61, 2.94], compared 
to someone with the greatest support for egalitarian ideals, who was predicted 
to score 3.09 [2.98, 3.20].

Table 1. OLS regression models predicting opinions toward transgender 
people and rights

Views of transgender  
people (n=531)

Support for transgender  
rights (n=531)

B (s.e.) B (s.e.)

Intercept –0.17 (0.36) 3.66 (0.32)***
Values
 Egalitarianism 0.00 (0.04) 0.11 (0.04)**
 Moral traditionalism –0.10 (0.05)* –0.15 (0.04)***
 Religiosity 0.02 (0.04) –0.12 (0.03)***
 Ideology –0.06 (0.05) –0.15 (0.03)***
 Party ID –0.03 (0.02) –0.04 (0.02)*
Need for cognitive closure 0.06 (0.05) –0.08 (0.04)*
Views of transgender people 0.21 (0.04)***
Interpersonal contact 0.07 (0.09) 0.09 (0.10)
Familiarity with term 0.06 (0.07) 0.02 (0.05)
Media consumption
 TV use 0.06 (0.02)** 0.03 (0.02)
 Network news 0.07 (0.04) 0.03 (0.04)
 News magazines –0.00 (0.04) –0.07 (0.04)
 Fox News –0.04 (0.03) –0.05 (0.03)
 CNN/MSNBC –0.03 (0.04) 0.03 (0.04)
 Newspaper 0.01 (0.03) 0.03 (0.03)
 Online news –0.01 (0.04) –0.01 (0.04)
 E Network 0.02 (0.05) 0.07 (0.05)
 Late Show/Last Week 

Tonight 0.03 (0.05) –0.00 (0.04)
Demographics
 Age (decades) –0.25 (0.25) –0.09 (0.21)
 Education –0.00 (0.02) 0.02 (0.02)
 Female 0.23 (0.07)** 0.33 (0.06)***
 Hispanic 0.12 (0.11) –0.12 (0.09)
 Black 0.25 (0.16) –0.06 (0.11)
McFadden’s pseudo-R2 0.19 0.52

Note.—Estimates based on weighted data. Coefficients are from linear regression models 
with standard errors in parentheses. Omitted category for gender is male, for race is White.

*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001.
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Other core values had relationships of roughly the same magnitude. 
Supporting H5, those who did not subscribe to morally traditional values were 
predicted to support transgender rights (3.18 [3.05, 3.32]) more than those 
who did (2.73 [2.57, 2.89]). Consistent with H3, support decreased with religi-
osity, from 3.20 [3.04, 3.35] for the least religious to 2.85 [2.75, 2.97] for the 
most religious. As previous research would lead one to expect, respondents 
who held egalitarian ideals were likely to support rights for transgender peo-
ple, while those high in moral traditionalism and religiosity were unlikely to 
do so.

As predicted by H4 and H6, both party identification and ideology were sig-
nificant predictors of support for transgender rights, such that Republicans and 
conservatives were less supportive of policies protecting transgender people 
than Democrats and liberals, respectively. Strong Democrats were more sup-
portive than strong Republicans (3.08 [2.94, 3.21] versus 2.85 [2.72, 2.98]). 
Likewise, those who identified as very liberal were more supportive than those 
who identified as very conservative (3.31 [3.14, 3.47] versus 2.72 [2.56, 2.86]).

Psychological characteristics mattered, too. Respondents at the low end of 
the NFCC scale were predicted to be more supportive of transgender rights 
(3.12 [2.97, 3.28]) than those at the high end (2.88 [2.77, 3.01]), consistent 
with H7 and previous research showing that heightened NFCC results in more 
negative responses to nonconformity (Kruglanski and Webster 1991).

Views of transgender people were a significant predictor of support for 
transgender rights (β = .21, SE = .04, p < .001). Respondents with the most 
negative views of transgender people were unlikely to support policies that 

Figure  1. Predicted support for transgender rights. Ninety-five percent 
confidence intervals. Simulated from model in table 1 using weighted data. 
For each simulation, all numeric variables are held at their means; interper-
sonal contact, black, and Hispanic are set to zero and female to one.
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benefit them (2.36 [2.13, 2.59]). Those with the most positive views, however, 
were highly likely to support their rights (3.62 [3.38, 3.87]). Echoing earlier 
research on LGB issues (Brewer 2003), those with warmer views of transgen-
der people were more sympathetic to policies protecting them.

There was no support for H8; those who watched more television were not 
significantly more favorable toward transgender rights. Nor was any specific 
form of media consumption related to opinion (RQ1). And as before, inter-
personal contact had no discernible effect. Contrary to H1, knowing someone 
who identifies as transgender did not predict support for policies that benefit 
them. Instead, values such as moral traditionalism, egalitarianism, party iden-
tification, ideology, and religiosity, as well as a psychological need for closure, 
were significant predictors of support. Furthermore, perceptions of transgen-
der people strongly shaped support for affording them rights.

While these effects may seem small when taken individually, their com-
bined impact is substantial. Someone high in values associated with support 
for transgender rights—a female respondent who was one standard deviation 
above the mean on egalitarianism and views of transgender people, and one 
standard deviation below the mean on moral traditionalism, religiosity, NFCC, 
ideology, and party ID—was predicted to score 3.78 [3.65, 3.92]. Her male 
counterpart, one standard deviation from the mean in the opposite direction on 
each variable, was predicted to score just 1.84 [1.71, 1.97]. Taken in combina-
tion, these values and characteristics help explain much of public opinion on 
transgender rights.

Explaining Support for Transgender Candidates

Figure  2 shows respondents’ vote choice by experimental condition. When 
both candidates were presented as cisgender—the norm in American poli-
tics—more than two-thirds (68 percent) said they would vote for their own 
party’s candidate, with just 7 percent opting for the other party and 25 percent 
volunteering that they did not know (a not unreasonable response given the 
scant information supplied).

When presented with a transgender candidate from their own party and a 
cisgender candidate from the other party, respondents’ choices differed signif-
icantly. Respondents’ support for their own party dropped dramatically, from 
68 percent to 37 percent, while support for the opposing party increased to 
nearly one-fourth (from 7 percent to 23 percent). The number of “don’t know” 
responses likewise increased substantially, from 25 percent to 40 percent.

As predicted by H9, there was a sizeable reluctance to vote for transgender 
candidates, similar to the opposition toward candidates from marginalized 
groups documented in earlier research. When voters were presented with a 
transgender candidate from their own party, they were more likely to desert 
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to the other side or to opt out of answering the question than to support their 
usual preference.

WHAT MODERATES OPPOSITION TO TRANSGENDER CANDIDATES?

These conclusions are reinforced by the multinomial regression model in the 
first column of table 2 (labeled “baseline model”), which shows the increased 
likelihood of voting for the other party (β = 1.72, SE = .31, p < .001) or giv-
ing a Don’t Know/Refused response (β = 1.06, SE = .21, p < .001) when the 
party’s nominee was transgender.

The other columns of table 2 present results from models that interacted the 
experimental condition with each of the measures hypothesized to moderate 
opposition toward a transgender candidate.

Partisan differences are shown in the second column of table 2. Figure 3 
shows the simulated first differences in responses when the party candidate is 
transgender (relative to a cisgender candidate), by party identity. Each bullet 
represents the change in probability of giving each response when the candi-
date is transgender, with brackets representing 95 percent confidence intervals 
around the estimates.

Negative responses to transgender candidates were common among both 
Democrats and Republicans. Voters were less likely to support their party when 
the nominee is transgender, regardless of party (for Democrats, there was a pre-
dicted change in probability of support of –.26 [–.37, –.14]; for Republicans, 
–.38 [–.51, –.26]). While the estimated decline in support among Republicans 
was larger than that for Democrats, the uncertainty around the estimates pre-
cludes us from concluding that the two groups responded differently.

Figure 2. Reported vote choice, given experimental condition. Opposing 
party’s candidate described as cisgender in both conditions. Estimates based 
on weighted data. Pure Independents and non-partisans (N = 164) excluded 
from analysis. N = 359 (cisgender condition); N = 374 (transgender condition).
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Figure 4 presents predicted first differences in the probability of supporting 
a transgender nominee from one’s own party (relative to a cisgender nominee), 
across the full range of values of other moderating variables.

Respondents had negative responses to a transgender nominee regardless of 
their position on most of these measures. Contrary to the earlier hypotheses, 
those who subscribed to egalitarian beliefs and those who did not; those who 
held traditional moral values and those who did not; liberals and conserva-
tives; those with a high need for closure and those with a low need for closure; 
those who watched lots of TV and those who watched none—all were less 
likely to support a transgender candidate than a cisgender one.

In some cases, values do appear to temper opposition to transgender can-
didates. Respondents who were not at all religious were not significantly less 

Figure 3. First differences in vote choice given transgender nominee, by 
party ID. Bullets represent first differences in probability of each response 
given shift from cisgender to transgender nominee, with 95 percent confidence 
intervals. Simulated from model in second column of table 2.
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likely than the very religious to support a transgender nominee (a first differ-
ence in the probability of support of –.09 [–.29, .11]). The very religious, how-
ever, were substantially less likely to do so (–.43 [–.55, –.30]). The difference 
in responses from the least and most religious was statistically significant at 
the p < .05 level (.34 [.07, .61]), indicating that religiosity did increase oppos-
ition to transgender candidates, consistent with H3.

The estimated first difference was also indistinguishable from zero for two 
other subsets of respondents: those who knew a transgender person (–.22 
[–.47, .03]) and those with the most positive views of transgender people (.03 
[–.35, .41]) were not significantly less likely to support a transgender nominee 
than a cisgender one. In neither case, however, are the differences between 
respondents at each end of the scale statistically significant, and so we do not 
overemphasize this finding. There was thus some suggestive evidence that the 
least religious, those who knew a transgender person, and those with positive 
views of transgender people did not discriminate against transgender candi-
dates. However, the other variables failed to moderate opposition to transgen-
der candidates, as hypothesized.

Conclusions

The visibility of transgender people in the media and political debate has 
increased dramatically in recent years. That visibility has not been accom-
panied by uniformly positive attitudes toward transgender people, rights, and 
candidates. Our data reveal that a non-trivial proportion of the public has nega-
tive views of transgender people, perceiving them as less trustworthy, happy, 

Figure 4. First differences in probability of voting for own party given 
transgender nominee, by moderators. Ninety-five percent confidence inter-
vals. Simulated from models in table 2.
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and moral than cisgender people. While there is majority support for trans-
gender workplace protections, military service, and student protections, the 
results show a more divided public on the issue of gender-neutral bathrooms, 
as we might expect given lower support for “body-centric” policies (Miller 
et al. 2017). And finally, the experiment reveals stronger opposition to trans-
gender candidates than that suggested by self-reports of willingness to support 
a candidate (Haider-Markel et al. 2017).

Beyond these descriptive findings, the results offered support for—and illu-
minate the limitations of—several broader theories of public opinion. Broad 
values helped explain opinions about specific groups and issues. In particular, 
moral traditionalism predicted negative views of transgender people and oppo-
sition toward transgender rights. These results echo earlier studies showing 
moral traditionalism’s relationship with attitudes toward LGB rights (Brewer 
2008). The other values studied (egalitarianism, religiosity, ideology, and 
party) had similarly expected relationships with support for transgender rights 
(but not with views of transgender people). As hypothesized, more egalitar-
ian, more liberal, less religious, and more Democratic respondents expressed 
greater support for transgender rights.

Likewise, there was support for theories linking need for cognitive clo-
sure to political attitudes. Respondents who had a high need for closure were 
less supportive of transgender rights, indicating the political consequences of 
seemingly nonpolitical psychological characteristics.

In contrast, there was no evidence supporting interpersonal contact theory. 
Consistent with Flores (2015), respondents who knew a transgender person 
were not significantly more likely to view transgender people positively nor 
be more supportive of their rights. Only 11 percent of respondents reported 
knowing a transgender person, however, making it difficult to discern any true 
impact of contact. Experimental studies in which exposure to transgender peo-
ple is manipulated (and hence more prevalent than in probability sampling-
based survey research) may offer a greater opportunity to discern contact’s 
actual effects (see Flores et al. 2018).

There was support for parasocial contact theory. Consistent with the notion 
that positive media portrayals can cultivate more positive attitudes toward 
marginalized groups, there was a positive association between TV consump-
tion (but not other forms of media exposure) and views of transgender people. 
Absent a larger-scale content analysis of media portrayals of transgender peo-
ple and measures of more specific media consumption, we are hesitant to say 
more here. Still, there is indication that respondents with greater exposure to 
media portrayals of transgender people viewed them more positively.

Indeed, views of transgender people as a group are central to understand-
ing attitudes toward transgender rights. The more positive a person’s views 
of transgender people, the more they tended to support protecting their 
rights. Akin to research on support for LGB rights (Brewer 2003), those with 
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more positive views of transgender people were more supportive of policies 
benefiting them.

This latter finding suggests one potential trajectory for public opinion on 
these issues. Brewer (2003, 2008) shows that increasingly positive percep-
tions of gay people resulted in an upswing in support for gay rights during 
the 1990s. This change reflected more positive media portrayals of LGB peo-
ple (Garretson 2015). Given the media’s increasing (and mostly sympathetic) 
attention to transgender people, we might expect a similar pattern of change 
to occur for transgender issues. The finding that greater TV viewing cultivated 
more positive perceptions of transgender people suggests that such a mechan-
ism may come into play.

Throughout, these effects are arguably more limited than expected given 
the centrality of such variables to public opinion on other issues. Given the 
relative newness of the issue for many citizens, the relationship between their 
predispositions and transgender rights may take time to crystallize. However, 
the emergence of significant relationships in these early data suggests that 
public opinion on transgender rights already exhibits predictable structure. At 
the same time, it is possible that social desirability bias may inflate the appar-
ent support for transgender people and rights reported here. The strong opposi-
tion to transgender candidates even among those predisposed to support them 
(i.e., Democrats, egalitarians, and those low in moral traditionalism) suggests 
potential conflict between public and private opinions on these issues.

Although values and psychological traits helped explain attitudes toward 
transgender people and rights, they were much less useful in explaining atti-
tudes toward transgender candidates. The solid opposition toward transgender 
politicians uncovered here was in many cases not lessened by variables we 
would expect to have a moderating effect. There was some suggestion that 
the least religious, those who knew a transgender person, and those with posi-
tive views of transgender people were less negatively predisposed toward a 
transgender candidate. Perhaps more striking, though, is the fact that opposi-
tion did not vary systematically by egalitarianism, moral traditionalism, ideol-
ogy, NFCC, or media consumption. This suggests deep opposition even among 
groups that we would expect to be positively predisposed, and the significant 
obstacles that transgender candidates face. Of course, there are limitations to 
these conclusions: the experiment excluded those who do not identify with 
either major party, who may respond differently to transgender candidates 
than partisans do. Further, voters may react differently to experimental stimuli 
that include visual images or more detailed candidate information. Certainly, 
when actual transgender candidates run for office, they come with rich bio-
graphical and policy profiles that will shape public opinion as well, making 
this a particularly fruitful area for future research.

It is difficult to speculate about how the public’s attitudes on this newly 
salient issue might affect future policy directions. On the one hand, the data 
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showed sizeable support for several transgender rights issues, suggesting a 
more tolerant public than might be expected given recent restrictive laws. 
On the other hand, the same variables that have polarized political debate in 
general predicted attitudes on transgender rights too, suggesting that greater 
elite attention to the issue might lead to more divided responses among the 
public (Zaller 1992). Given the links between descriptive and substantive rep-
resentation found elsewhere in the literature (e.g., Haider-Markel 2010), per-
haps most striking was the widespread opposition to transgender candidates. 
These results suggest that any near-term change in policy will likely be the 
result of sympathetic allies rather than the election of transgender politicians 
themselves.

Appendix: Question wording

Need for cognitive closure, egalitarianism, and moral traditionalism. Now, 
please tell me how strongly you agree or disagree with each of the following 
statements. The first one is: [INSERT ITEM; RANDOMIZE ITEMS]—do 
you strongly agree, somewhat agree, somewhat disagree, or strongly disagree 
with this statement?

 a. I don’t like situations that are uncertain.
 b. I dislike questions that could be answered in many different ways.
 c. I dislike it when a person’s statement could mean many different things.
 d. One of the big problems in this country is that we don’t give everyone 

an equal chance.
 e. If people were treated more equally in this country we would have 

fewer problems.
 f. We should be more tolerant of people who choose to live according to 

their own moral standards even if they are very different from our own.
 g. Modern lifestyles are contributing to the breakdown of society.

MEDIA CONSUMPTION

On an average day, about how many hours do you watch television, including 
watching media on a computer, tablet, or phone?

How often do you watch [INSERT; RANDOMIZE]: regularly, sometimes, 
hardly ever, or never?

 a. National network evening news programs such as ABC World News, 
CBS Evening News or NBC Nightly News

 b. News magazine shows such as 60 Minutes, 20/20, or Dateline
 c. The Fox News Cable Channel
 d. MSNBC
 e. CNN
 f. The Late Show with Stephen Colbert on CBS
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 g. Last Week Tonight with John Oliver
 h. Shows on the cable network E! such as Keeping Up with the Kardashians 

and I Am Cait

How often do you read a daily newspaper: regularly, sometimes, hardly ever, 
or never?

Do you use the Internet or email at least occasionally? [IF “YES”] How 
often do you get news online: regularly, sometimes, hardly ever, or never?

Familiarity with term “transgender.”  Next, how familiar are you with the term 
transgender: Do you know what this term means, have you heard of it but are 
not sure what it means, or have you never heard of the term transgender before?

Support for transgender rights. Please tell me how strongly you favor or 
oppose each of the following. The first one is: [INSERT ITEM; RANDOMIZE 
ITEMS]—do you strongly favor, favor, oppose, or strongly oppose this?

 a. Laws that protect transgender people from job discrimination
 b. Allowing transgender people to serve openly in the U.S. military
 c. Requiring public buildings like courthouses to have gender-neutral 

restrooms for patrons to use
 d. Laws that protect transgender students from discrimination in schools

Interpersonal contact. Now, thinking about the people you know, do you have 
a close friend or family member who is transgender?

Views of transgender people. Next, please tell me how well each of 
the following describes most people. The first one is: [INSERT ITEM; 
RANDOMIZE ITEMS]—does this describe most people very well, somewhat 
well, not too well, or not well at all?

 a. Trustworthy
 b. Moral
 c. Happy

Next, please tell me how well each of the following describes transgender 
people. The first one is: [INSERT ITEM; RANDOMIZE ITEMS IN SAME 
ORDER AS IN PREVIOUS QUESTION]—does this describe transgender 
people very well, somewhat well, not too well, or not well at all?

 a. Trustworthy
 b. Moral
 c. Happy
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Candidate experiment. The precise wording of the candidate question 
depended on the respondent’s own party identification. Respondents 
identifying as Republicans or leaning toward the Republican Party were 
asked one of the following eight conditions; Democratic respondents received 
identical questions but the party affiliations of the candidates were reversed. 
The order of the candidates was rotated in each condition.

Next, we’d like to ask how you would vote in a future election for public 
office. If

 a. the Republicans nominated a man and the Democrats nominated a man, 
who would you be more likely to vote for?

 b. the Republicans nominated a woman and the Democrats nominated a 
woman, who would you be more likely to vote for?

 c. the Republicans nominated a man and the Democrats nominated a 
woman, who would you be more likely to vote for?

 d. the Republicans nominated a woman and the Democrats nominated a 
man, who would you be more likely to vote for?

 e. the Republicans nominated a transgender man and the Democrats nom-
inated a man, who would you be more likely to vote for?

 f. the Republicans nominated a transgender woman and the Democrats 
nominated a man, who would you be more likely to vote for?

 g. the Republicans nominated a transgender man and the Democrats nom-
inated a woman, who would you be more likely to vote for?

 h. the Republicans nominated a transgender woman and the Democrats 
nominated a woman, who would you be more likely to vote for?

Religiosity. How religious do you consider yourself to be—very religious, 
somewhat religious, not too religious, or not at all religious?

Ideology. In general, would you describe your political views as very conservative, 
somewhat conservative, moderate, somewhat liberal, or very liberal?

Party identity.  In politics today, do you consider yourself a Republican, 
Democrat, or Independent? [IF “DEMOCRAT”/“REPUBLICAN”] Would you 
call yourself a strong [Democrat/Republican] or not a very strong [Democrat/
Republican]? [IF “INDEPENDENT”] As of today, do you lean more to the 
Republican Party or more to the Democratic Party?

Age.  What is your age?

Education. What is the highest level of school you have completed or the 
highest degree you have received?
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Race. Are you, yourself, of Hispanic or Latino origin, such as Mexican, Puerto 
Rican, Cuban, or some other Spanish background?

What is your race? Are you white, black, Asian, or some other race?

Gender.  Would you describe yourself as transgender, or not?

Supplementary Data

Supplementary data are freely available at Public Opinion Quarterly online.
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