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Abstract

This study explores the evolution of individual attitudes toward homosexuality in Chile during the
period 1998–2018. Based on microdata from the International Social Survey Programme, it finds
evidence of a significant rise in the share of people accepting homosexual relationships, from
5.4 percent to 38.5 percent of the population. Observable individual-level socioeconomic
characteristics are responsible for only 3.6 percentage points of this shift. In particular, the increase
in educational attainment and generational replacement help to explain this trend and account for
an increase of 2.6 percentage points (roughly 45 percent of the initial level of acceptance).
Nevertheless, the bulk of this shift is due to structural changes in Chilean society, which may have
increased acceptance across all the demographic subgroups considered in the analysis.
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Resumen

Este trabajo explora la evolución de las actitudes hacia la homosexualidad en Chile durante el periodo
1998–2018. A partir del análisis de la encuesta International Social Survey, mostramos que existe un
incremento significativo en la proporción de la población que acepta las relaciones homosexuales, que
pasa del 5.4 por ciento al 38.5 por ciento. Las características socioeconómicas de los individuos explican
3.6 puntos porcentuales de este cambio. En particular, el aumento de los niveles educativos y el reem-
plazo generacional contribuyen a explicar esta tendencia y son responsables de un incremento de 2.6
puntos porcentuales del aumento en la aceptación (lo cual representa aproximadamente el 45.0 por
ciento de su nivel inicial). Sin embargo, la mayor parte de esta evolución se asocia a cambios estruc-
turales en la sociedad chilena, que pueden haber incrementado la aceptación de la homosexualidad de
forma similar en todos los grupos demográficos considerados en nuestro análisis.

Palabras clave: homosexualidad; homofobia; aceptación; Chile; actitudes; descomposición
econométrica

In the wake of the 2019 constitutional crisis, civil unrest, and the nationwide referendum
held a year later, Chile has faced several issues regarding citizens’ rights. Acceptance of
homosexuality is one such topic. According to data from the International Social Survey
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Programme (ISSP Research Group 2000, 2020), over the past three decades Chile has expe-
rienced a sizable increase in people’s acceptance of homosexual relationships, from barely
6.0% in 1998 to almost 40% in 2018. Chile has since followed the path of other high-income
countries in Latin America, such as Argentina and Uruguay (Corrales 2017), and has
promoted intense reforms to expand rights for gay and lesbian individuals (Slenders,
Sieben, and Verbakel 2014). At a purely legal level, Chile has passed laws in favor of
same-sex relationships designed to foster nondiscrimination, has just legalized homo-
sexual marriage and adoption, and is currently in the process of reforming the
Criminal Code to equalize the age of consent for same-sex couples. In addition, the final
draft of the new Chilean Constitution, rejected in September 2022, included the prohibition
of any kind of discrimination based on sexual orientation in its article 25.4.

Apart from the timeliness of the topic in Chile, with many studies on the determi-
nants of attitudes toward homosexuality—which include several focused on Latin
America and the Caribbean (Lodola and Corral 2010; Chaux and León 2016; Navarro
et al. 2019; Seligson, Moreno-Morales, and Russo 2019)—very few studies have explored
the drivers of changing views on this issue over time, and those that exist are limited to
the United States and Canada (Loftus 2001; Andersen and Fetner 2008b; Lewis and
Gossett 2008; Pampel 2016; Lee and Mutz 2019). Furthermore, concrete evidence for
Chile comes from the field of psychology and involves small samples of university
students (Cárdenas et al. 2012; Cárdenas, Barrientos, and Gómez 2018) at a specific
moment in time, whereas our study uses several waves of a nationally representative
survey of attitudes that covers two decades of attitudes. Finally, the availability of
twenty years of comparable good-quality data from the ISSP also makes the case for
researchers to study the Chilean case.

Compared to prior studies, this research strengthens the evidence on the long-term
trend in the acceptance of homosexuality in a very different institutional and cultural
framework, namely, Chile. This country has witnessed an impressive shift in these atti-
tudes that is comparable to changes observed much earlier in the most advanced devel-
oped countries (see, among many others, Kuyper, Ledema, and Keuzenkamp 2013; Smith,
Son, and Kim 2014; Roberts 2019). In particular, this article explores the evolution of the
acceptance of homosexuality in Chile between 1998 and 2018 and investigates the role
played by several individual features identified as key variables in the literature (gender,
location, birth cohort, age, level of education, religiosity, political orientation, and social
capital). Using the 1998 and 2018 waves of the ISSP (ISSP Research Group 2000, 2020), we
perform an econometric decomposition that allows disentangling the relevance of changes
in individual socioeconomic variables and the importance of the evolution of attitudes due
to each characteristic. Our results suggest that changes in observed individual-level
socioeconomic characteristics explain roughly 11.0 percent of the shift in attitudes.
Particularly, the increase in educational attainment and generational replacement
account for around 8.0 percent of the broader acceptance of homosexuality. This roughly
constitutes a 45.0 percent increase in magnitude over the initial level. Nevertheless,
most of the decrease in the rejection of homosexual relationships in Chile responds
either to compositional changes in demographics or to shifts in attitudes that are attrib-
utable to sociodemographic characteristics. We argue that these findings are consistent
with Inglehart’s postmaterialist theory (Inglehart and Flanagan 1987; Inglehart 1990;
Inglehart and Baker 2000) and with world society theory (Meyer et al. 1997; Symons
and Altman 2015). Drawing on prior literature, we discuss potential aggregate
country-level factors and unobservable variables that might have informed these
outcomes. The second contribution of our research is thus of a methodological nature:
we propose an econometric decomposition that is widely used in labor market studies to
separate composition effects from structural changes, thus overcoming certain issues
encountered in previous studies.
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Context and theoretical framework

Attitudes toward homosexuality in Latin America and Chile
There is abundant research on the increased acceptance of homosexuality all over the
world since the end of World War II. People have become more open minded and
respectful of diversity, including homosexual relationships (Gibson 1992; Zhang and
Brym 2019). Nonetheless, according to Roberts (2019, 42), this shift has not been
homogeneous.

Regarding trends over time, there is evidence of a broad global upswing in the accep-
tance of homosexuality between 1981 and 2012. Change has not only occurred in Western
countries. Generally speaking, global attitudes toward homosexuality also became more
positive over this time, albeit varying considerably from one country to another.

Although a global analysis shows a general decrease in homophobic attitudes, a closer
look at the evidence reveals that this reduction has been more intense in Western socie-
ties, and numerous countries elsewhere continue recording high levels of intolerance
toward homosexual relationships (Jäckle and Wenzelburger 2015, 208). In this sense, a
2019 Pew Research Center survey shows that between 2002 and 2019 there was a general
worldwide increase in the acceptance of homosexuality, especially in South Africa, India,
Turkey, and Japan. However, this research also revealed that some countries have not
recorded any statistically significant progress (Poushter and Kent 2020, 25).

Latin America has historically been a hostile environment for individuals who identify
as lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, intersex, queer, asexual, or otherwise through
several discriminating attitudes, including violence (e.g., murder, aggression, sexual abuse)
and social and labor market exclusion (Encarnación 2011).

Over the past decades, though, most countries in Latin America have enacted
far-reaching legislative reforms designed to foster acceptance of homosexuality and, in
particular, to decriminalize same-sex relationships. Remarkable progress has been made
in the region in terms of the acceptance of same-sex relationships (Roberts 2019), albeit
with widely differing levels, with major differences between countries such as Argentina
and Uruguay and others such as Guatemala and Nicaragua (Lodola and Corral 2010).
According to the Latinobarometer (Corporación Latinobarómetro 1998, 2009), the
percentage of people who would not like to have LGBTQIA�-identifying individuals as
neighbors fell from 51 percent to 29 percent in Latin America between 1998 and 2009.
Chile recorded a similar trend, with a decrease from 44 percent to 23 percent over the
same period.1

Chile’s attitude toward homosexuality was highly influenced by the Pinochet dictator-
ship, which promoted conservative values and condemned any kind of nontraditional
sexuality (Carvajal 2019). This hostility continued even after the restoration of democracy
in 1990, thus leading to a relative delay—compared to other Latin American countries with
higher levels of human development—in the implementation of policies recognizing
sexual rights. For example, in 1999 Chile was the penultimate country in Latin America
to decriminalize same-sex relationships. Thirteen years later, in 2012, following the
murder of a gay teen, Daniel Zamudio, by a neo-Nazi group, Chile passed an antidiscrimi-
nation law that included protections for the LGBTIQA� community. Nonetheless, this
approval required seven years of debates in the Chilean congress and faced strong oppo-
sition from conservative civil and religious organizations (Díez 2015). The Civil Union Bill
(Acuerdo de Unión Civil), which includes same-sex relationships, was not passed until

1 A later section briefly discusses the advantages and disadvantages of the different databases that researchers
may use to study this topic. Table S1 in the supplementary online material shows the share of Latin American
citizens who in 1998 and 2009 reported on that they would not like to have LGBTQIA�-identifying individuals as
neighbors.

Latin American Research Review 577

https://doi.org/10.1017/lar.2023.7 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/lar.2023.7
https://doi.org/10.1017/lar.2023.7


2015. A year later, article 2 of the 2016 Modernization of Labor Relations Act No. 20,940
reformed the Chilean Labor Code, explicitly forbidding any kind of employment discrimi-
nation because of sexual orientation (Mendos 2019).

In 2016, Chile was one of the Organisation for the Co-operation and Economic
Development (OECD) countries with a worst record in terms of recognition of
LGTBIQA� rights. By then, Chile scored only six out ten points in the OECD’s list of items
for assessing the legal recognition of homosexual orientation (Valfort 2017). However, in
the past years, Chile has experienced a remarkable evolution toward the recognition of
homosexual rights. It legalized same-sex marriage and adoption in December 2021
(a reform that came into force in March 2022).2 Moreover, the draft of the constitution
rejected in the plebiscite in September 2022 aimed to prohibit discrimination based on
sexual orientation (already forbidden by the criminal law). Even though age limits are still
different for heterosexual and homosexual acts (fourteen and eighteen years old, respec-
tively), a proposal to reform the Criminal Code is currently under discussion.3

All in all, since 1990 Chileans have experienced a constant increase in the acceptance of
sexual diversity according to different data sources (Barrientos 2015). The reasons for the
general time lag in all these changes—compared to Argentina or Uruguay, for example—
are still being debated (Contardo 2011; Díez 2015; Corrales 2017). Schulenberg (2019, 13–14)
has pointed to the fragmentation and weakness of the LGBTQIA� movement, historically
divided into various factions, including the Movimiento de Integración y Liberación
Homosexual (Movement for Homosexual Integration and Liberation), which has split
internally into the Movimiento Unificado de Minorías Sexuales (Unified Movement of
Sexual Minorities) and Fundación Iguales (Equals Foundation).

Theoretical framework and literature review
There is a large corpus of literature that seeks to identify variables that may shape atti-
tudes toward homosexuality. This research also suggests the importance of both demo-
graphic characteristics and country-level factors.

There are numerous socioeconomic drivers that can potentially explain the formation
of attitudes toward homosexual relationships. First, males are often less accepting of
homosexuality than women (I-Huston and Waite 1999). In this respect, several studies
have posited that men have stricter expectations of masculinity, so tend to reject homo-
sexual males more (Kite and Whitley 1996; Louderback and Whitley 1997).

This literature also identifies the relevant role of location of residence: it offers consis-
tent evidence that residents in rural areas are less accepting of homosexual relationships
than the urban population is. Some researchers have emphasized the importance of
community size: while those individuals living with people similar to themselves (“provin-
cials”) tend to develop individual or communitarian attitudes, those living in larger urban
locations (“cosmopolitans”) are more likely to be in contact with a more heterogeneous
community, thus developing a more open-minded attitude (Andersen and Yaish 2003;
Andersen and Fetner 2008a).

2 LGBTQIA� organizations have heavily criticized this law because it allows children to choose between hetero-
sexual and homosexual adopting couples.

3 Chile has experienced an impressive progress in terms of transgender rights during the past decade. At least
in formal terms, recent and ongoing changes puts Chile near the forefront of LGBTGIA� rights in developed
countries. In fact, according to the Williams Institute’s Global Acceptance Index, Chile ranks No. 29 in acceptance
of homosexuality, surpassed in the region by Uruguay (16), Puerto Rico (21), Brazil (24), and Argentina (26) (Flores
2021, 33). This path is coherent with several works that find a positive correlation between this variable and
recognition of homosexual rights, suggesting that the improvement in societal view of homosexuality may consti-
tute both a lever for legal changes and a consequence of them (Hooghe and Meeusen 2013; Slenders, Sieben, and
Verbakel 2014).
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Complementarily, birth cohort is a potential factor for analyzing acceptance of same-
sex relations. In this sense, exposure to certain social, historical, and cultural events can
have an impact on the development of individual attitudes. Therefore, the sociocultural
environment surrounding individuals can consolidate social generations joined by partic-
ular views or perceptions (Haavio-Mannila, Roos, and Kontula 1996, 410). In this sense,
more recent birth cohorts are more likely to show more tolerant attitudes toward sexual
diversity, including same-sex relations (Treas 2002; Andersen and Fetner 2008a; Lewis and
Gossett 2008; Kranjac and Wagmiller 2021).

According to the existing literature, age is another driver of these kinds of attitudes, as
it is often positively related to socially conservative attitudes, including nonacceptance of
same-sex relationships. Younger people are usually more accepting of homosexuality than
older people (Quillian 1996; Andersen and Fetner 2008a; Hooghe and Meeusen 2013;
Navarro et al. 2019; Seligson, Moreno Morales, and Russo 2019). According to
Adamczyk and Pitt (2009), the relationship between nonacceptance of same-sex relation-
ships and age is especially intense in contexts of political and economic instability.

It is worth mentioning the existence of an ongoing discussion on the modeling of the
age cohort and period to understand different generational processes (Bell and Jones 2014).
Attitudes like acceptance of homosexuality can be a product of age differences, birth
cohort effects, period effects, or a combination of several factors. In this sense, while there
are life events that might affect the formation of beliefs about certain topics, there is also a
broad consensus that attitudes toward controversial issues stem from generational differ-
ences, and there are rarely major discrepancies within each birth cohort (Andersen and
Fetner 2008a).

The importance of education is also a constant in the studies seeking to understand the
main determinants of homophobic beliefs and behaviors. It is generally agreed that higher
levels of education are related to higher levels of acceptance of homosexuality (Pampel
2016; La Roi and Mandemakers 2018), with some researchers attributing this behaviour
to the “educational effects explanations,” that is, schooling provides cognitive and
reasoning attitudes that involve the assimilation of new views (Campbell and Horowitz
2016). A second branch of literature suggests that liberal values—including acceptance
of sexual diversity—are socialized as part of higher education plans (Carvacho et al.
2013; Slootmaeckers and Lievens 2014). Third, the effect of education might be due to
contact with other students and the informal interaction between students and teachers
encouraging openness to different views (Pettigrew and Tropp 2006; Andersen and Fetner
2008a). Furthermore, some studies suggest that the role of education is stronger in more
developed countries (Seligson, Moreno Morales, and Russo 2019), while its role is limited in
authoritarian regimes, which may use education as a means of indoctrination (Zhang and
Brym 2019).

There is compelling evidence to show that higher levels of religiosity in an individual
are related to a greater intolerance of homosexuality, both in terms of self-identification
(belonging to a religion) and attendance (participating in the religious community)
(Rowatt et al. 2006; Adamczyk and Pitt 2009; Adamczyk 2017). According to Janssen and
Scheepers (2018, 16), “it seems that every dimension of religiosity has a positive relation-
ship with rejection of homosexuality.” In addition, there is also evidence to show that the
intensity of this nonacceptance is highly determined by an individual’s specific religion:
while Hinduism, Protestant Evangelicalism, and Islam usually involve higher levels of
rejecting homosexual unions, Judaism and Buddhism have higher levels of acceptance
(Jäckle and Wenzelburger 2015; Navarro et al. 2019).

Contemporary research also links an individual’s ideological orientation to acceptance
of homosexuality. In particular, conservatives tend to record higher levels of rejecting
same-sex relationships than liberals (Barth and Parry 2009; Sherkat et al. 2011). Jost
(2006) links this stance to a reluctance to change and opposition to more egalitarian
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politics. Van der Toorn and colleagues (2017) suggest that this attitude among conserva-
tives is closely correlated to religiosity and sexual prejudice.

Social capital has also received considerable attention from researchers. According to
Putnam (1995, 35), social capital is understood to be the “features of social organizations,
such as networks, norms and trust that facilitate action and cooperation for mutual
benefit.” Accordingly, the more social capital a community has, the stronger the ties
among its members and the more legitimated its authorities are. Concerning acceptance
of homosexuality, authors such as Rohe (Putnam et al. 2004) and Walters (2002) highlight
the role of civic engagement and social embeddedness in explaining attitudes toward
homosexuality. There seems to be a general consensus on how higher levels of social trust
and connection to others are related to higher levels of acceptance, including those of
homosexual relationships (Lee 2014; Jones 2015). Nevertheless, despite the overall link
between participation in associations and acceptance, belonging to certain specific
groups—such as veterans’ associations or church congregations—might have a negative
impact on attitudes toward homosexuality. Specifically, this research adopts a twin
approach to measure social capital. On the one hand, we analyze trust in people,
which Putnam (1995, 230) has signaled as crucial for understanding social connectedness
and civic engagement; on the other hand, we use trust in institutions as an intermediate
variable that reflects the overall level of social capital. These two variables are
used to integrate both the informal and formal aspects of social capital, respectively
(Nooteboom 2007).

The results of the specific research on Latin American and Caribbean countries are
consistent with the findings of international literature, highlighting the role of gender,
religion, education, ideology, location of residence, economic and social development,
and education as the main predictors of acceptance of homosexuality (Lodola and
Corral 2010; Chaux and León 2016; Navarro et al. 2019; Seligson, Moreno Morales, and
Ruso 2019). There is also some literature focusing solely on the Chilean case, such as
studies by Cárdenas and colleagues (2012) and Cárdenas, Barrientos, and Gómez (2018).
By analyzing relatively small samples of university students (fewer than three hundred
individuals), these authors highlight the role of gender, religiosity, gender role beliefs,
and authoritarian attitudes in line with the findings mentioned here.

Data and methods

Data
This study uses the second and fourth waves of the ISSP Religion Module for Chile
conducted in 1998 and 2018 (ISSP Research Group 2000, 2020). These cross-sectional
surveys in Chile are administered by the Center of Public Studies, a private nonpartisan
and nonprofit academic foundation of renowned experience and reputation in such
studies. This institution uses a three-stage sampling and region-level stratified design.
This module collects information on religious attitudes and beliefs together with a rela-
tively rich set of socioeconomic characteristics of the Chilean population eighteen years of
age or older. The initial sample sizes of the 1998 and 2018 waves are 1,500 and 1,400 obser-
vations, respectively.4

The key feature of this survey is that it captures attitudes toward homosexuality in a
homogeneous way through the following question: “Do you think it is wrong or not wrong
if two adults of the same sex have sexual relations?” The possible answers include “always

4 This survey does not present the limitations of the representativeness present in the World Values Survey
and the Latinobarometer, which also have smaller sample sizes than the ISSP. The aggregate trends in acceptance
of homosexuality according to these surveys are fairly similar to the ones identified here.
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wrong,” “almost always wrong,” “wrong only sometimes,” “not wrong at all,” and “can’t
choose, don’t know.” To make the econometric analysis more tractable, we recode the vari-
able into two categories: same-sex relationships are not wrong at all according to the
respondent and other possibilities. Our derived variable takes the value of 1 if the indi-
vidual does not consider this type of relation to be wrong and 0 otherwise.

Furthermore, based on the previous literature on attitudes toward homosexuality, we
consider the following potential explanatory variables of interest: gender, location of resi-
dence (rural or urban), birth cohort, educational attainment, religiosity, political affilia-
tion, trust in other people, and trust in institutions (as the two dimensions of social
capital). As mentioned earlier, the role of age in shaping acceptance of homosexuality
is not totally clear (Andersen and Fetner 2008a). Its role might be just a result of birth
cohort effects, period effects, or a combination of the two. The methodology used here,
outlined below, requires the inclusion of period effects. Our baseline estimation considers
cohort effects, and we present the results including age effects in the supplementary
online material (Tables S2 and S3).

Given that the sample sizes are moderate, we recode some variables to avoid multicol-
linearity issues. First, we consider individuals to be religious if they declare themselves to
be (irrespective of the strength of this commitment). Second, we look at political affiliation
as a proxy for ideology, which is not available in this survey, considering the following four
categories: left (voter of any of the parties that makes up the Concertación, or the New
Majority, apart from the Christian Democratic Party, and other more leftist political
groups), center, right (the National Renewal Party and the Independent Democratic
Union), and last, any other affiliation (all other possibilities, including abstention or blank
voting). Third, following the discussion in the previous section, we consider two measures
of social capital. The first uses the respondent’s degree of trust in people, a binary variable
computed from a question with four possible levels of trust. This variable is recoded as 1 if
the individual considers that people can always or usually be trusted and as 0 otherwise.
The second one draws on a battery of questions on trust in different national institutions
(parliament, church and religious organizations, courts and the legal system, and school
and the education system). We create a binary variable with a value of 0 or 1 for each
institution covered by these questions (based on whether the respondent expressed trust
in them). The answers to the four questions are summed to calculate an index
of confidence in institutions ranging from 0 (no confidence in any of the institutions)
to 4 (confidence in all four institutions covered).

The rationale for the inclusion of the variables as covariates comes from the findings
highlighted in prior literature. First, women tend to be more positive toward homosexu-
ality than men. Second, the view of people living in urban areas usually evidences higher
levels of acceptance of homosexual relationships than their rural counterparts. Third,
these attitudes are expected to become more negative with age. Fourth, education should
have a positive effect on the acceptance of homosexuality. Fifth, conversely, the prior liter-
ature suggests that religiosity might have a detrimental impact in this matter. Sixth,
according to previous evidence, we expect right-wing individuals to be less prone to agree
with homosexual relationships. Seventh, the higher the level of social capital, the more
positive is the expected attitude toward homosexuality.

Methods
The main descriptive statistics are presented for the evolution of attitudes toward homo-
sexual relationships in Chile between 1998 and 2018. Our main task consists in identifying
the factors that drive the changes in the acceptance of homosexuality among the Chilean
population over time. An econometric decomposition is performed to disentangle those
changes due to individual socioeconomic characteristics and those attributed to structural
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changes related to how the views of people with certain demographic features evolve
over time.

Our approach consists of applying a version of the well-known Oaxaca-Blinder decom-
position (Blinder 1973; Oaxaca 1973) adapted to binary variables, closely following the
procedure proposed by Gomulka and Stern (1990) and Yun (2004) (for some applications
of this decomposition, see Gang, Sen, and Yun 2008; Muñoz de Bustillo and Antón 2010;
Antón, Muñoz de Bustillo, and Fernández Macías 2014).

Specifically, the method unfolds as follows. First, we separately estimate logit models
for 1998 and 2008 to explore the determinants of the acceptance of homosexuality in those
years. We record the changes over time according to the variation due to the differences in
characteristics by adding and subtracting the predicted probability of accepting homosex-
uality if the population in 1998 determined their attitudes as individuals interviewed in
2018. This means separating the twenty-year difference in a component due to the change
in characteristics, and therefore capturing the differences existing if the population in
1998 behaved as respondents in 2018, and the discrepancy associated with structural
changes in the responses (i.e., the differences related to the changes in the coefficients,
obtained by applying the coefficients of both years to the population in 2018). The cova-
riates included in the analysis are those discussed in the previous section. The explained
and unexplained parts corresponding to each variable are computed by following the solu-
tion proposed by Yun (2005, 2008).5

Results

Our sample’s main descriptive statistics (Table 1) reveal a sea change in levels of accep-
tance of homosexuality in Chile over time. The percentage of respondents considering that
there is no problem at all with same-sex relationships rose from 5 percent in 1998 to
39 percent in 2018. Although there are areas where Chile is still behind its neighbors
(e.g., Argentina, Uruguay), the country has actually undergone a remarkable evolution.
Regarding the covariates, while the proportion of women remained basically the same,
there were changes of different magnitudes in the other variables. From 1998 to 2018,
the proportion of people living in an urban area, the demographic weight of younger
generations, education levels, and social capital all increased. Both share of religious
people and trust in institutions decreased. Finally, reported political affiliation seems
to have changed, possibly suggesting a drop in potential left-wing voters, which may well
be linked to the 2019 institutional crisis.

We then address the determinants of Chileans’ attitudes toward homosexuality by esti-
mating logit models for both years together and separately (Table 2). We present odds
ratios, whereby a variable’s positive (negative) effect on the probability of approving
same-sex relationships corresponds to an odds ratio greater than (less than) 1. There
are several findings. First, sample sizes seem to play a significant role: although the results
are fairly similar in terms of statistical significance across models, the standard errors are
very large. Second, most of the estimated coefficients agree with our predictions. Gender,
location of residence, and trust in institutions have no effect in any of the models; attitudes
seem to be more positive among younger birth cohorts and college-educated respondents
and, in 2018, among people with high levels of social capital. Finally, Chileans’ views are
more negative among religious people and, in 2018, among right-wing voters and people

5 It is worth mentioning that none of the previous studies aiming to explain how the predictors included in
their analyses account for the changes (Loftus 2001; Lewis and Gossett 2008; Andersen and Fetner 2008b; Pampel
2016; Lee and Mutz 2019) or considers that the selection of the reference category of variables affects the part of
the variation explained by observable characteristics and changes in their associated coefficients. Technical
details of the econometric decomposition in section S2 of the supplementary online annex.
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Table 1. Descriptive statistics.

Means

(standard deviations) Mean differences

Year 1998 Year 2018 [Standard errors]

Acceptance of homosexuality 0.057 0.382 0.324***

(0.232) (0.486) [0.025]

Female 0.511 0.510 −0.016

(0.500) (0.500) [0.027]

Resident in an urban area 0.853 0.908 0.055***

(0.355) (0.290) [0.018]

Born in 1940 or earlier 0.161 0.033 −0.128***

(0.368) (0.179) [0.011]

Born between 1941 and 1955 0.184 0.136 −0.047**

(0.387) (0.343) [0.018]

Born between 1956 and 1970 0.366 0.256 −0.110***

(0.482) (0.437) [0.023]

Born in 1971 or later 0.289 0.575 0.285***

(0.454) (0.495) [0.026]

No schooling 0.277 0.071 −0.205***

(0.448) (0.257) [0.016]

Primary education 0.288 0.259 −0.029

(0.453) (0.438) [0.024]

Secondary education 0.378 0.545 0.167***

(0.485) (0.498) [0.027]

Higher education 0.058 0.125 0.067***

(0.233) (0.331) [0.016]

Religious affiliation 0.458 0.390 −0.068***

(0.498) (0.488) [0.026]

Left-wing affiliation 0.132 0.081 −0.051***

(0.339) (0.273) [0.016]

Center affiliation 0.261 0.026 −0.235***

(0.439) (0.159) [0.014]

Right-wing affiliation 0.096 0.144 0.048***

(0.294) (0.351) [0.017]

No political affiliation 0.511 0.750 0.238***

(0.500) (0.433) [0.024]

Trust in people 0.168 0.214 0.046**

(0.374) (0.411) (0.023)

Trust in institutions 0.881 0.461 −0.420***

(1.044) (0.772) [0.043]

Number of observations 1,309 1,079

***p < .01. **p < .05. *p < .10.
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Table 2. Determinants of attitudes toward homosexuality in Chile (odds ratios of logit models).

Both years pooled Year 1998 Year 2018

(I) (II) (III)

Female 0.901 0.751 0.925

(0.154) (0.195) (0.198)

Resident in urban area 0.844 1.031 0.755

(0.254) (0.454) (0.288)

Born in 1940 or earlier 0.646 0.540 0.635

(0.232) (0.262) (0.335)

Born between 1941 and 1955 0.933 0.968 0.920

(0.310) (0.352) (0.453)

Born in 1971 or later 2.166*** 1.459 2.559***

(0.429) (0.448) (0.630)

Primary education 1.107 0.922 1.137

(0.352) (0.399) (0.555)

Secondary education 1.459 1.546 1.336

(0.495) (0.606) (0.713)

Higher education 2.958*** 5.841*** 2.218

(1.095) (2.735) (1.200)

Religious affiliation 0.436*** 0.589* 0.389***

(0.075) (0.170) (0.080)

Center affiliation 0.647 1.234 0.368

(0.221) (0.548) (0.231)

Right-wing affiliation 0.572* 1.473 0.404**

(0.190) (0.766) (0.167)

None/other 0.649* 1.283 0.490**

(0.166) (0.506) (0.173)

Trust in people 1.732*** 0.891 2.182***

(0.330) (0.294) (0.532)

Trust in institutions (0–4) 0.967 0.783 1.086

(0.093) (0.129) (0.141)

2018 7.776***

(1.432)

Intercept 0.078*** 0.054*** 0.793

(0.034) (0.035) (0.521)

Mean of dependent variable 0.177 0.053 0.327

McFadden pseudo-R2 0.245 0.069 0.120

Correctly predicted 81.3 94.3 65.6

Number of observations 2,388 1,309 1,079

Notes: Heteroskedasticity-robust standard errors between parentheses. The reference category is a male living in a rural area, born
between 1956 and 1970, with no formal education, no religious affiliation, with a left-wing affiliation, and no trust in people.
***p < .01. **p < .05. *p < .10.
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with no political affiliation. Nevertheless, the most salient finding is that, other things
being equal, the odds of not having a negative view on same-sex relationships in 2018
are more than eleven times higher than they were in 1998.

We explore the drivers of the differences across years through the above-mentioned
econometric decomposition. Unfortunately, we cannot directly perform this decomposi-
tion using (and interpreting) the results of the models for each year in Table 2.
As discussed, we need to estimate normalized regressions to deal with the problem of
the omitted group in categorical variables. For the sake of clarity, we do not present
the normalized logit regressions underlying the decomposition following the approach
proposed by Yun (2004, 2005, 2008), as they are not directly interpretable.

The results of the decomposition (Table 3) are in line with the combined model in
Table 2, indicating that 3.6 out of the 32.5 percentage points of change in acceptance
of same-sex relationships are due to changes in observable socioeconomic characteristics,
whereas structural changes account for 28.8 percentage points. Therefore, the former
component accounts for 11.4% of the total improvement in acceptance, and the latter
are responsible for the remainder of total change in attitudes.

A more detailed look reveals that educational attainment and cohort are the only vari-
ables within the former component with a statistically significant effect. Specifically, both
increase in schooling and greater weight of new cohorts (i.e., younger generations

Table 3. Decomposition of the change in attitudes toward homosexuality in Chile between 1998 and 2018.

Differences in characteristics Differences in returns Total difference

(I) (II) (III)

Total 0.036** 0.288*** 0.325***

(0.011) (0.027) (0.023)

Gender 0.000 0.000

(0.001) (0.001)

Urban-rural residence 0.000 −0.019

(0.002) (0.036)

Cohort 0.013* 0.023

(0.007) (0.030)

Education 0.013** 0.012

(0.006) (0.022)

Religiosity 0.002 0.007

(0.002) (0.006)

Political affiliation 0.001 −0.011

(0.005) (0.031)

Trust in people 0.000 −0.038***

(0.001) (0.016)

Trust in institutions 0.007 0.021

(0.004) (0.018)

Intercept 0.291***

(0.058)

Note: Delta method standard errors between parentheses.
***p < .01. **p < .05. *p < .10.
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replacing older ones) raised acceptance by 1.3 percentage points. The changes in the levels
of the two variables jointly account for 7.9% of total variation of acceptance over time and
represent a 45.2% increase over the level in 1998 (5.4%).

Nevertheless, most of the progress in attitudes toward homosexuality is due to differ-
ences in the returns to the observed characteristics. Among the covariates, only trust in
others has a statistically significant role. According to our results, if people’s levels of
acceptance of homosexuality in 1998 regarding social capital had remained the same in
2018, the attitudes toward this group would have been more positive in 2018 (acceptance
would have been more than 3 percentage points higher). Finally, the changes in the inter-
cept account for most of the variation over time (29.1 percentage points). This indicates
the relevance of factors we cannot observe or control for in our analysis, either with the
levels of those variables other than the observable characteristics included in the model or
with changes in their impact on acceptance. We offer a detailed discussion on the potential
role of these factors, which we cannot include in the econometric exercise, in the next
section.

Discussion

The previous section has shown the results of the analysis of the change in the main socio-
economic determinants of the acceptance of homosexuality among the Chilean population
at the individual level. It is worth mentioning that our approach, focused on the view of
same-sex relationships, covers only one of the multiple dimensions of the study of atti-
tudes toward homosexuality (Yang 1997). As mentioned already, one cannot control for
period, cohort, and age effects at the same time. The methodology we use emphasizes
period effects. Our main model considers the impact of belonging to a certain generation,
but we also estimate it including age effects instead of cohort. These results are presented
in the supplementary online material (Tables S2 and S3). They show that age is not rele-
vant for explaining the change in the acceptance of homosexuality in Chile, whereas the
rest of the results in the analysis are basically the same. We also assess whether our results
hold when replacing an individual’s level of education (a variable with three categories) by
years of schooling (a continuous variable), obtaining identical results.

Our results are consistent with prior literature exploring long-term changes in people’s
acceptance of homosexuality. Andersen and Fetner (2008a) and Lewis and Gossett (2008)
associate the changes with the arrival of new cohorts. As Loftus (2001) and Lee and Mutz
(2019), our results indicate that education plays an important role in reducing rejection
toward homosexuality. Nevertheless, they also highlight the role played by a decrease in
religiosity and increased contact with gays and lesbians, which is a variable that is not
available in our database. Despite our evidence on the role of some of the socioeconomic
variables included in our model influencing progress in the acceptance of homosexuality
in Chile, there are further considerations that could complement our understanding of this
social change. First, we cannot control for those variables that are not available—or not so
with sufficient quality—in our database and, naturally, those macro factors affecting
everyone whose effect the intercept absorbs in our framework.6 Therefore, acceptance
of homosexuality in Chile might be influenced either by variables other than those
analyzed here or by changes in the effects of such variables concerning the acceptance
of homosexual relationships.

We draw from the relevant theoretical and empirical literature, particularly cross-
country studies that provide insights into the significance of national features. We make

6 Income is particularly beset by problems because it is recorded in intervals and with a significant number of
missing values over the years.
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an educated guess about the potential role of those factors that we could not include in the
quantitative analysis and the impact they might have had in increasing acceptance of
homosexuality. Basically, we resort to the literature that addresses the main drivers of
acceptance of homosexuality, giving priority to cross-country studies assessing the impact
of country-level variables.7 Then, we check how Chile has evolved in the domains we can
identify in those works during the period of interest to determine whether those variables
might have played a role in explaining the shift in attitudes in the country from 1998
to 2018.

Regarding omitted variables, an obvious element involves the enactment of different
national laws and regulations since 1998 to 2018 designed to reduce homophobic behavior
and conduct. As mentioned earlier, empirical evidence reveals that this factor could shape
levels of acceptance of homosexuality (Hooghe and Meeusen 2013; Slenders, Sieben, and
Verbakel 2014). Actually, a nonnegligible part of the relevant legal changes (e.g., same-sex
marriage and adoption) in Chile materialized only after 2018, which suggests that they can
be actually a consequence of the impressive shift in the attitudes toward homosexuality in
the country.

Second, previous studies highlight the role of economic development in boosting the
acceptance of same-sex relationships (Peffley and Rohrschneider 2003; Andersen and
Fetner 2008b; Adamczyk and Cheng 2015; Hadler 2012; Hooghe and Meeusen 2013;
Jäckle and Wenzelburger 2015; Janssen and Scheepers 2018; Zhang and Brym 2019).8

It seems not only that poorer nations are more likely to repress homosexuality more
severely (Encarnación 2011), but also that a low social status engenders high levels of
distress (Persell, Green, and Gurevich 2001), fueling greater rejection or the perception
of gay and lesbian individuals as potential competitors for limited public resources
(Hadler 2012). This appears to be a plausible driver of the dramatic decrease in homo-
phobia in Chile, as the country experienced an economic growth rate well above the
regional average during the period 1998–2018, raising its adjusted net real income per
capita by almost 80 percent (World Bank 2022).

Third, the evolution of inequality in Chile is also consistent with the insights in prior
works. Although unequal outcomes and opportunities are a long-standing problem in
Chile, the country made remarkable progress in this respect from 1998 to 2017: the
Gini index fell from 55.5 to 44.4 (World Bank 2022).9 Similarly, inequality in education
decreased during the period of analysis. For instance, according to the Economic
Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean (ECLAC 2021), while in 2000 school atten-
dance among the population age seven to twenty-four years old was roughly 11 percent
higher in the top quintile of income than in the bottom one, by 2017 the gap was barely
1 percent.

In the fourth place, Chile’s trajectory in terms of economic freedom is also in line
with the correlation between this variable and the population’s view of homosexual rela-
tionships suggested in prior studies. For instance, Berggren and Nilsson (2013) suggest that
economic freedom, especially in the long run, is positively correlated with acceptance of
homosexuality. Likewise, and all other things being equal, increased economic competition
helps reduce gender wage gaps (Weichselbaumer and Winter-Ebmer 2007). According to
the measure proposed by the Fraser Institute (2022), economic freedom in Chile grew by
around 6.5 percent from 1995 to 2018, rising from 7.47 to 7.96 out of 10 points.

7 By design, the effect of these variables is impossible to disentangle in an analysis like ours, and it should be the
focus of research works that exploit cross-country variation in those aggregate characteristics.

8 Most of these works include Latin American and Caribbean countries in the sample. For instance, Hadler
(2012), Adamczyk and Cheng (2015), Janssen and Scheepers (2018), and Zhang and Brym (2019) include Chile.

9 There is no available information from 2018, given that the Chilean authorities do not administer the national
household survey, which is widely used for exploring these sorts of issues, every year.
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Regarding the quality of democracy, which cross-country investigations associate with
higher levels of acceptance (Peffley and Rohrschneider 2003; Corrales 2017; Janssen and
Scheepers 2018; Zhang and Brym 2019), our variable on confidence in institutions might
not fully capture the extent of such a relationship.10 In this respect, Chile improved in this
area during the period of interest. For instance, the country made some progress in terms
of the Egalitarian Democracy Index, which rose from 0.58 in 1998 to 0.63 in 2018 (Coppedge
et al. 2020), which has some support in the specialized literature (Navia 2010; Ruiz 2009).
Similarly, although many authoritarian enclaves persisted in 1998 (Garretón 1999), by the
end of the 2010s they had been almost completely dismantled (Garrido-Vergara 2020;
Loxton 2021). Moreover, Chile seems to have experienced a noteworthy awakening in
terms of political activism and claims for civil rights (Donoso and von Bülow 2017), another
driver of acceptance highlighted in this literature.

Finally, it is worth mentioning that some studies suggest that individuals’ view on abor-
tion and gender equality might contribute to increased acceptance of same-sex relation-
ships (van der Toorn et al. 2017; Janssen and Scheepers 2018). Nevertheless, while this
association is highly credible, it is also very likely that these sorts of beliefs are jointly
determined; therefore, even though they were available in our database, their inclusion
in the econometric analysis would not be advisable as long as one argues that they are
endogenous variables.

In sum, there are several state-level factors in Chile that our econometric analysis
confines to the intercept, which evolved in a consistent way with improved attitudes
toward same-sex relationships.

The possible role of changes in these variables is in line with World Society Theory,
whereby global norms, through institutions, provide a common framework for individuals
to deal with social changes. In the long term, this framework tends to determine cultural
patterns that include, among others, democratization, economic openness, and acceptance
of diversity (Meyer et al. 1997; Symons and Altman 2015). In the Chilean case, this expla-
nation is consistent with the tendency toward more inclusive legislation, which includes
new laws protecting homosexual relationships.

The second issue, the role of changes in the impact of omitted variables in explaining
the progress in acceptance of homosexuality in Chile, would be in tune with cultural theo-
ries, such as postmaterialist theory (Inglehart and Flanagan 1987; Inglehart 1990, 1997),
which argues that greater acceptance of same-sex relationships is due to the spread of
liberal values brought about by greater democracy, economic growth, and modernization.
As people are increasingly able to satisfy their material needs, they shift their attention to
social issues, including acceptance of sexual diversity (Andersen and Fetner 2008b). In
other words, the aforementioned variables might be part of the explanation of progress
in the acceptance of homosexuality not only because of changes in their levels but also
because their relevance may have increased over the years.

It is therefore logical to assume that the change attributed to the intercept of our model
could be explained by changes in the levels of omitted variables, by changes in their
impact, or, more likely, by a combination of the two.

10 The descriptive study of Corrales (2017), which is centered on Latin American and Caribbean countries,
argues that party competition creates an adequate environment so that societies develop more positive attitudes
toward homosexual people. Janssen and Scheppers (2018) and Zhang and Brym (2019) include Chile in their
samples, whereas the Peffley and Rohrschneider (2003) include Brazil and Uruguay. It is also worth mentioning
the narrative studies of Encarnación (2013) and Jorge (2011) on Argentina, which suggest that democratic quality
might exert a positive effect on acceptance of homosexuality.
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Conclusions

This article has explored the drivers of the increase of in acceptance of homosexual rela-
tionships in Chile between 1998 and 2018. Specifically, it has devoted much attention to the
role of individual socioeconomic variables (gender, location, birth cohort, age, level of
education, religiosity, political orientation, and social capital) in this change. The contri-
bution of this work is twofold. First, to our knowledge, ours is the first study on the evolu-
tion of long-term attitudes toward homosexuality outside the United States and Canada.
Second, we illustrate the application of a nonlinear version of the so-called Oaxaca-Blinder
decomposition to analyze shifts in citizens’ views on hot topics in public opinion surveys.

Drawing on two waves of the ISSP, our analysis has shown that changes in observable
individual characteristics accounted for 3.7 out of 32.5 percentage points of the acceptance
of homosexuality. Specifically, educational attainment and birth cohort played a signifi-
cant role in explaining the evolution of the dependent variable: the increase in schooling
levels from 1998 to 2018 (a total of 24.7 percent) and generational replacement raised
acceptance of homosexual relationships by 2.6 percentage points. This represents 11.4
percent of the total change and a 68.5 percent increase over the level in 1998 (5.4 percent).
Furthermore, it is worth mentioning that the power of social trust to curb rejection seems
to have decreased in the twenty years of our analysis.

Nonetheless, this research also points out the need for complementing the explanation
of the changes in acceptance by assessing the relevance of the variables omitted from our
model, especially those concerning structural and macro-level factors.

These findings, where most of the variation in attitudes toward homosexuality does not
respond to individual socioeconomic characteristics, are therefore consistent with world
society theory (Meyer et al. 1997; Symons and Altman 2015), which focuses on the effects
that global cultural processes have on the homogenization of social values. In addition,
another relevant measure for understanding Chile’s evolution would be to assess changes
in the effects that the aforementioned (omitted) variables have on the acceptance of same-
sex relationships. Regarding this, Inglehart’s postmaterialist theory (Inglehart & Flanagan
1987; Inglehart 1990; Inglehart and Baker 2000) sheds some light on how developed socie-
ties with liberal values prompted by the spread of democracy and modernization increase
the acceptance of same-sex relationships.

In summary, although we document the importance of individual socioeconomic vari-
ables in explaining the increase in the acceptance of homosexuality in Chile over the
period 1998–2018, our results also suggest that the structural changes during this period
that were not linked to individual-level characteristics might have played a substan-
tial role.

Last, we should bear in mind some of the limitations of this work and possible pathways
for further research. As to limitations, the sample sizes of the surveys used for our analysis
are not large. This might hamper the likelihood of identifying the role of other potentially
relevant socioeconomic covariates in the quantitative analysis. Another finding is that
national-level factors can be more important than we might tend to assume in explaining
the trends in these kinds of variables, due to citizens’ views. It would be interesting to
apply this methodology to other national cases, with different institutional and cultural
traditions, which have also witnessed considerable progress in the acceptance of
homosexuality.

Supplementarymaterial. To view supplementary material for this article, please visit https://doi.org/10.1017/
lar.2023.7
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