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P r e f a c e

S
exual orientation is not re a d i l y appa r e n t .  It re q u i res disclos ure to be

k n own.  Be cause of  the enormous stigma and persecution that continues

to acc o m p a ny such disclos ure, gay, lesbian, bisexual and tra n sg e n d e r

( G LBT) people remain far more closeted than our actual re p re s e n t a t i o n

in American society bears out.  The past seve ral decades have seen

a dra m a t i c change in this invisibility on a cultural level.  But politically, for many

decades, as the late-activist, and former head of Legal Services Corporation, Dan

Bradley noted, the biggest closet in America has been the voting booth.  

In an arena like electoral politics, wh e re the ability to count — and to be

k n own — matters a great deal, the invi s i b i l i ty of the GLBT electorate has hindere d

the development of gay, lesbian and bisexual political powe r.  Re s ea rch, like that

found in this report, marks the end of the GLBT community's longs t a n d i ng politica l

i nvi s i b i l i ty.

Based on exit poll data gathered by independent news organizations 

d ur i ng election cycles, this report offers a picture of the gay, lesbian and 

b i s exual vote in America:  5% in 1996.  Given the persistence of the closet, it is 

p ossible that the GLB vote is even larg e r.  The report also points out that even 

h igher rates of  GLB self-identification are reported by voters under 40 (6% in 19 9 6 ) ,

s ugg e s t i ng that fear of disclos ure is abating for new generations of GLB people.  Th e

data discussed in Robert Bailey's report dra m a t i ca lly suggest the vital role an 

e n e rgized GLB electorate can play for Democratic, Re p u b l i can and Independent 

candidates.  

The Po l i cy Institute of the National Gay and Lesbian Task Fo rce (NGLT F )

is a think tank dedicated to delive r i ng factual, pra c t i cal and eff e c t ive information. I n

the months ahead, the Po l i cy Institute wi ll continue to re l ease reports wh ose goal

is to continue to develop a full e r, more pre cise and empirica lly based picture of

GLBT communities.

Urvashi Vaid

Di r e c t o r ,  Po l i c y Inst i tute,  NGL T F



Introduction
By Rich Tafel
Executive Director, Log Cabin Republicans

R o b e rt Ba i l e y’s study, Out & Vo t i n g: The Gay, Le s b ian and Bisexual Vo te in

Co ngre ss i o nal House Ele ctions, 19 9 0 - 19 9 6,  marks the first analys i s of the

impact of an emergi ng constituency in national congre ssional 

politics.   As America continues to absorb the cultural impact of gay,

lesbian and bisexual (GLB) people, gay rights issues play 

th e m s e l ves out in a sharply politicized context.  Bailey's report provides much needed

data and analysis on a topic re l a t ively unknown in American politics:  the GLB vo t e .

Most importantly, this study helps to shatter one of the greatest obstacles

to equal rights and non-discrimination based on sexual orientation in our society

— invisibility. While we can argue as a matter of principle that numbers do not

matter, that discrimination is wrong no matter what the size of a group of 

people, in politics numbers count for a great deal.  The radical Right has argued

that we make up only 1% or less of the population, a blatant untruth that Robert

Bailey’s thorough, objective numbers effectively debunk.  Bailey brings together

the most vital data and answers the burning question for political observers —

how many gay, lesbian, and bisexual voters are out there?

B a i l ey's analysis of exit polls shows that while the gay, lesbian and bisexual (ex i t

p o ll data has not yet asked voters about their gender identity) vote was re c o rd e d at 3%

in 1990, voter self-identification increased to over 5% nationwi d e in 1996.  That’s a

significant number and an important trend.  

The GLB vote in national elections is as sign i f i cant as other definable segm e n t s

of the electorate.  By comparison, African-Americans comprised 10.1% of those 

voting in 1996, Latinos comprised 4.5%, Jewish voters comprised 3.4% and Asian

Americans comprised 1.1%.  Marshalling an identifiable voting block is important

in a democracy, and this report clearly shows that a numerous vote exists.

The increase in voter self-identification over the six years of data studied in 

this report re flects the steady coming out of gay men , lesbians, and bisexuals.  Indeed,

the 5% GLB vote figure disproportionately re p resents a yo u ng population, re fl e c t i ng t h e

i i i



t ruth that yo u nger GLB people are more likely to

be open to a poll s t e r.  As success ive generations of

G LB people come out and vote, self-identifica t i o n

rates are likely to rise even hig h e r.

This study confirms some conventional wi s d o m,

and contains some clear surprises.  On one hand,

the GLB voters identified thro ugh exit polls are

m o re liberal on general issues than the ave ra g e

A m e r i can vo t e r, and tended to vote Democra t

d ur i ng the nationa l elections studied.  On the other

hand, Bailey's analys i s re veals that a Re p u b l i can gay

vote also exists, and that gay conserva t ives and 

m o d e rates comprise a sign i f i cant sector of the GLB

vote.  In fact, the GLB co m m u n i ty is one of the more

d iverse electorates in America, comprising an 

i d e o l o gi ca l s p e c t rum that is wide and shifts its vo t i ng loya l ty.

While this might be distur b i ng to some gay leaders who believe we wi ll

h ave our greatest impact by all vo t i ng Democrat, I believe this electoral dive r s i ty is

t ruly our stre ngth.  Analysis of national elections re veals the ove ra ll message that

the GLB vote is up for grabs.  While there is a core gro up that always votes for

D e m o c rats, others in the community are more pro gre ss ive than the Democratic party

(the Independents) and more fisca lly conserva t ive (gay Re p u b l i cans).  GLB voters are

p ayi ng close attention to all their options.  Howe ve r, the GLB community is in 

d a nger of being taken for granted by Democrats and written off by Re p u b l i ca n s .

The fact that a number of GLB Independents and GLB Re p u b l i cans wi ll vote for

the person or the issue, not the party, is an important lesson for both major 

parties to internalize.  This means that Democrats cannot take the entire GLB vo t e

for granted.  At the same time, the data in this study should send a loud mess a g e

to the Re p u b l i can Pa r ty that the GLB vote is not monolithic, and one in four gays

u s u a lly vote Re p u b l i can.  That number can increase when Re p u b l i can leaders rea c h

o ut, as they have in New York and Los Angeles.  This is a powerful and endur i ng

m e ssage to a party that is sharply divided over the issue of GLB rig h t s .

Th e re is also a message here for the GLB community.  First, though we often

talk in terms of our electoral clout, and 5% of the electorate is impre ss ive, we 

cannot win elections on our own.   We must be a stra t e gic minority in exe rci s i ng

o ur political influence. Ac c o rd i ng to Bailey, after the 19 94 elections, a majority of gay

“The fact that a 
number of GLB 

independents and GLB
republicans 

will vote for the 
person or the issue, not
the party, is an impor-

tant lesson for both
major parties to inter-

nalize.” 

i v



men, lesbians and bisexuals are re p resented by a Re p u b l i can member of Co ngre ss .

Th ey live in swi ng districts, going back and forth between the Re p u b l i can and

D e m o c ratic candidates based on national trends and local issues.  In these 

districts, a GLB vo t i ng bloc that is diverse in its political lea n i ngs can have an 

i n fluence disproportionate to its size.  GLB voters in swi ng districts can more 

e ff e c t ively lobby their Re p u b l i can re p re s e n t a t ives to be part of the moderate wi ng of

the party on GLB issues.  The GLB Re p u b l i cans, Independents and Democrats wh o

c ross party lines, mirror the all important heteros exual swi ng voters, and our vo t e

should be treated with the same attention as the ove ra ll swi ng vo t e .

The dramatic GLB support for Bill Clinton in 1992 — among Re p u b l i cans and

D e m o c rats — contains another important lesson for the Re p u b l i can party, a less o n

confirmed by Bailey's report.  A va r i e ty of issues matter to gay, lesbian and bisex u a l

voters, but the party and the candidate's stance on GLB rights matters a great deal

to this important swing vote.  In general, it would be fair to say that a candidate

who supports non-discrimination laws, but would raise taxes and increase the

size of government, would not likely get the vote of GLB Republicans.  However,

in the context of the deeply anti-gay campaign in 1992, when anti-gay rhetoric was

made part of a candidate’s strategy, GLB Republican voters joined Independents

to overwhelmingly vote Democratic.  On the other hand, when Democrats acted

l u k ewarm on GLB issues and we re perc e ived to be more liberal than the mainstrea m,

as in the 1994 elections, GLB Republicans voted with the party.

Fi n a ll y, by showi ng the impact that a gay, lesbian and bisexual vote ca n

h ave, Bailey's study reminds us of the importance of coalitions.  G LB Democra t s

h ave worked for years with tra d i t i o n a lly liberal coalition partners with some success .

G LB Re p u b l i cans must also build better coalitions with soci a lly moderate, pro - f re e

t rade and anti-big government Re p u b l i cans to stem the rise of the re l igious rig h t

in the GOP.  We cannot achieve our goals by standing alone in either party, nor

can we achieve our goals by blindly align i ng our s e l ves with either party.  

B a i l ey’s study makes the GLB vote obje c t ively visible and sends a signal that

in fact, we are becoming more visible wh e re and when it matters most — on Election

D ay.  This important study shatters widely held myths that all gays are Democrats, or

that all Re p u b l i cans are stra ight.  And it gives us data to assert our growi ng politica l

c l o ut in a wider spectrum of politics.  Our dive r s i ty and independence really are our

strengths, and always will be.

v





OUT & VOTING
the gay,  lesb ian and b isexual  vo t e

in congres s i o n al  house el ec t ions ,  

1 9 9 0 - 1 9 9 6

By Robert W. Bailey, Ph.D.

Report Summary:
Invisible No More

I
n Ame r i c an politics , the vote is a mea s ure of power and status.  Each

e m e rgi ng constituency in America articulates its voice in the political 

p ro c e ss thro ugh the re c o gnition of its power at the polls.  For some 

communities, like Af r i can Americans and women, the struggle to achieve

basic enfranchisement and vo t i ng rights has been harsh, bloody and 

b i t t e r. For other constituencies, like yo u ng people age 18-21, the struggle to be hea rd

came only after a period of mass agitation in the 1960's.  To this resonant and 

varied history, gay, lesbian, bisexual and tra n sgender (GLBT) Americans now add

their own claim to a political voice.  Not sur p r i s i ngl y, the emergence of a definable

vote may be the vehicle that brings GLB T A m e r i cans political power and re s p e c t .

The study of a definable gay, lesbian, and bisex u al
1
( G LB) vote is new among

p o l i t i cal scientists, dating only to the last ten years.  In part, this is because G LB

A m e r i cans are just now fully emergi ng as a national c o n s t i t u e n cy;  in part beca u s e

1
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data to track the GLB vote has not been gathered until

very recently; and in part because American aca d e m i c

p o l i t i cal science has tra d i t i o n a lly been more interested in

the “mainstream” of American voters than in deva l u e d

gro ups — whether defined by race, gender, class or sex u a l

i d e n t i ty.   

M ost analysis of vo t i ng patterns of GLB voters has been

done on Presidential elections or on municipal elections in

l a rge cities.  Ve ry little study has focused on the role of the

G LB vote in congre ssional elections. This omission is especi a ll y

gl a r i ng since issues important to GLBT c o m m u n i t i e s a re often

f o ught out on the floor of the Co ngre ss — and especi a lly in

the House of Re p re s e n t a t ives.  Some of the most recent issues of concern to gay, 

lesbian, and bisexual voters — the incorporation of openly GLB T A m e r i cans into the

armed forces, HIV funding l e vels, immigration policy towa rd GLBT people as we ll as

HIV+ immigrants, and the national Employment No n - Discrimination Act — are all

matters wh ose primary jurisdiction has been the Co ngre ss. 

Using aggregate national data, from news media-sponsored election day

exit polls, this report analyzes the impact and summary characteristics of the GLB

vote in congressional House elections from 1990-1996.  This report looks at the

GLB vote in a critical period, an era in which power shifted from a Democratic

majority that had dominated the House of Representatives since 1954 to a new,

more conservative Republican-led coalition.  The shift represented a new

emphasis in national political ideology, brought a change in the leadership

within the House on issues important to GLB voters, and marked the start of an

era in which partisanship became more important.

Although much of the information presented is descriptive, four overall

conclusions are found:

First, in the 1992, 1994 and 1996 House elections, the GLB vote was 

coherent and numerically large enough to be statistically significant.  Data

from 1990 to 1996 reveal the overall proportion of the identifiable GLB vote

increased dramatically through the elections studied, from 1.3% in 1990, to 

2.2% in 1992, to 5.0% of the electorate in 1996 (and 6.0% of voters under 

40 years old). 

•

“Data from 1990 to
1996 reveal the 
identifiable gay, 

lesbian and bisexual vote
increased 

d r a m a t i c a l l y, from 1.3%
in 1990, to 5.0% of the

electorate in 1996.”
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Second, the GLB vote is an important and sizeable swi ng vote in urban and

in medium sized ci ty congre ssional districts.

Third, the GLB vote is bipartisan.  GLB voters have traditionally heavily

favored Democrats, but have voted Republican in significant numbers 

during the election cycles studied.  Large majorities of GLB voters 

supported Democratic congressional candidates (72% in 1996; 73% in 1994; 

77% in 1992; and 61% in 1990).  The GLB vote constitutes a clear and stro ng 

component of the re m a i n i ng House Democratic voter base, indeed GLB 

voters identify and vote Democrat in far higher proportion than non-GLB

voters.  Howe ve r, the report also found that more than one out of  four

G LB vo t e r s in the 1996 election (28%) voted Republican.  The percentage

of GLB voters supporting Republican candidates ranged from 39% in 1990; 

23% in 1992; and 26% in 1994.

Fourth, the data from the four election cycles can be seen as a time

series, and this review confirms a steady growth in the self-identification

rates of GLB voters. 

Implications for national Democratic and Republican party organizations,

as well as for local GLBT political organizations around the country, are drawn

at the end of the paper.

This report clearly shows that — in the aggregate — there is a definable GLB

vote in House races.  In its conclusions, the report re i n f o rces and builds on 

p re vi o u s work that has shown an identifiable GLB vote in Presidential elections.

Research in the past decade reveals that a definite GLB e l e c t o rate ex i s t s.
2

Th i s

re s ea rch shows an identifiable and statistica ll y s ign i f i cant vote, linked to sexual 

orientation, at the local and national leve l s.
3

Studies of exit poll data also reveal GLB voters to be typ i ca lly “more 

l i b e ral” than their education and income characteristics might pre d i c t; to be 

concentrated in urbanized areas, though not necessarily in the very largest cities;
4

and, to harbor a significant Independent streak.  This is true even though a

ma j o r i ty of the GLB vote is identified as Democrat and, re g a rd l e ss of aff i l i a t i o n,

has shown a willingness to cast its ballots for Republican candidates (at a high-

er rate than c h o os i ng Re p u b l i can re gi s t ra t i o n).  This recent re s ea rch on GLB voters

establishes that just as race, religion, income, education and geography have a ll

been identified as factors infl u e n ci ng voter choice, analysts must now add sex u a l

orientation to these categories.

•

•

•



Methodology

T
his report is based on election day exit poll data collected by the

Voter News Service (VNS) on behalf of the commercial television

networks, CNN, and the Associated Press.  It analyzes the

responses of voters who self-identified as "gay,” “lesbian," or

“bisexual” on confidential exit poll questionnaires.   The analysis

rests primarily on pure descriptive statistics, and if other techniques are used in

the discussion of voter turnout or other matters, these techniques are explained

as part of that analysis.  

In every national election between 1990 and 1996, Voter News Service

(VNS) and its predecessor, Voter Research and Surveys (VRS), has included a

question that in some form allows voters who are gay, lesbian or bisexual to 

self-identify as such.
5

Because the VNS/VRS data are compatible year to year,

they not only allow for an analysis of each election, they also present an

opportunity to identify trends and changes in the GLB vote over time.  

Still, differences do exist among the data sets from year to year, and these

differences affect the size and quality of each data set.  The GLB sample sizes

among the four VNS/VRS data sets vary from election to election.  This happens

for several reasons: the number of questionnaires (surveys) on which the 

self-identifier question was placed differed from election to election; the total

number of questionnaires distributed and used on election day analyses also

varied; the exact wording of the question asked was changed in 1992 to include

bisexuals; and the question was asked separately and with a different placement

in 1996.  These issues are detailed in Technical Addendum I.  To these i d e n t i f i a b l e

c h a nges, we must add the ever present methodologi cal issue of sample selection: the

election pre cincts chosen by the poll i ng agencies for the pur p ose of  re p re s e n t i ng a

s p e cific portion of the American electorate affect how many GLB voters are rea c h e d.
6

These issues are dealt with at length in Te c h n i cal Addendum II. 

It should be noted that the availability of a check-box for GLB

identification on survey forms invites voters to self-identify, but does not require

them to.  Therefore, the data may not represent the total number of voters who

might otherwise identify as GLB.  It could be assumed that earlier data in this

analysis underreport the GLB constituency.

4



Power At The Polls: 
Defining the Gay, Lesbian, Bisexual Vote 
in National Elections, 1990-1996

T
he past four congres s i o nal election cy c l e s f rom 19 9 0 - 1996 have

marked a dramatic and we ll - c h ronicled change in the balance of powe r

at the national level, and have seen the emergence of a 

p owe r f u l, conservative congressional majority.   Ironically, these

same years have witnessed another, far less noticed revolution: the

emergence of a large, mobilized and definable GLB
7
vote.  

Since the late 1980's, news organizations have attempted to capture data

on voters’ sexual identity.  For example, in 1984, CBS News collected information

on sexual identity in questionnaires distributed in the New York and California

Democratic Presidential primaries.  State election polls (in New York, New Jersey

and California) and samples from mayoral elections (in New York City, Los Ange-

les, and San Francisco) have also gathered data on sexual identity.  Since 1990, the

Voter News Service (VNS)

and its 

predecessor, Voter Research

and Surveys (VRS), have

c o llected information on

sexual identity in a variety

of questionnaires d i s t r i b ut e d

n a t i o n a lly and at the state

level, see figure 1.  The 

s p e cific statistical aspects of

these four data sets and the 

d i ff e rences between them are

d i s c u ssed in the Te c h n i ca l

Addendum I to this re p o r t .

Data from the four VN S /V RS

s urveys are suff i cient in their

national aggregate to all ow

for accurate statistical analys i s

and discuss i o n .

1990 1992 1994 1996

2.2%

1.6%

8%

6%

4%

2%

0%

5.0%

1.3%

percentages represent those v oters who self-identified as ga y, lesbian 
or bisexual (in vrs/vns questionnaires)

Source: VRS/VNS

5

Figure 1 Pe rcentage of GLB Se l f - Identified Voters 
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How Large is the Gay, Les-
bian and Bisexual Vo t e ?

T
he dat a re veal that the identifiable GLB v ote in national 

elections is large and growing, f rom 1.3% in 1990 to a high of 5% in

1996.  This compares strikingly with the votes of other ethnic, 

religious and racial minorities, see figure 2.   If the self-identified gay,

lesbian, bisexual vote remains at 5% in 1998, it will be larger than

the national vote of those who identify as Jewish, Asian or Latino.  

A Social Profile of Gay,

Figure 2 Vo t i ng Gro up Pe rcentage of Total Vote in 19 9 6

25%

20%

15%

10%

5%

0%

percentages represent those v oters who self-identify as a member of e ach group.

Source: VNS data

Note: The voting groups represented here are not necessarily mutually exclusive.

African-        Jewish        Asian-          GLB        Latino         Senior    Union

( 6 5 + )

1 0 . 1 %

3 . 4 %
1 . 1 %

5 . 0 %
4 . 5 %

1 6.2 %

2 3.6 %

American American HouseholdsC i t i z e n s
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Lesbian, and Bisexual Vo t e r s ,
1990-1996: 
Age, Gender, Race, Income, Geography

P
r evious studies at the na t i o n al and large c i t y leve l s h ave

s h own that there is a coherent vote organized around sex u a l

i d e n t i ty that poss e sses a soci o - d e m o graphic profile, an agenda of

s p e cific policy priorities, and a set of pre d i s p ositions towa rd

p a r ty and government.  By even the seve rest of standards, these

a re characteristics of a stable vo t i ng gro up .

Even when the location, election, sampling techniques, and data coll e c t i o n

methods diff e r,
8

exit poll samples re veal a clear picture of the social chara c t e r i s t i c s of

GLB voters.  The GLB vote in national elections is young, male and female, 

racially mixed and appears to exhibit the same income distribution as found

among non-GLB voters.  

Ag e. Age has been a consistent and potent descriptor of GLB 

s e l f - i d e n t i f i cation in all exit poll data.  A generational shift in values, the influence of

the women’s movement, the civil rights movement, the gay rights movement, and the

p o l i t i cal effects of AIDS all contribute to the re l a t i o n s h ip between age and GLB self-

i d e n t i f i cation.  The data show that yo u nger men and women are more likely to 

i d e n t i fy as GLB when compared to older samples.  The 1996 national data re veal that

6% of those under 40 self-identified as gay, lesbian or bisexual.  Overall, 5% of 

voters in 1996 self-identified as GLB.  The data confirm earlier results from the

1992 Voter Research and Surveys national exit poll sample which show the GLB

sample to be concentrated in the group below 40 years of age and under-

represented in the group above 40 years of age, see figure 3.

Taking into account differing voting patterns among age cohorts — seniors

tend to “out-vote” their younger counterparts — there are important differences

between age and self-identification among GLB voters.  Both the 1992 VRS

national exit poll and the 1992 Los Angeles Timesexit poll show the GLB samples

to be concentrated in the under-forty age group.  This is consistent with data 

collected in the 1993 New York City and Los Angeles mayoral samples.  
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Figure 3 Age Co n c e n t rations Within the GLB Vo t e
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These patterns are also reflected in the data on congressional elections.

When the 1996 national exit poll samples are broken down into eight age 

categories, the GLB sample skews toward the younger groupings while the non-

GLB sample tends to be older, see figure 4.

Ge n d e r.  Gender had also been an important factor in defining GLB vo t e r

gro ups, though its importance has declined in recent years.  Males initially compos e d

a much larger portion of the self-identified GLB vote than females.  In more re c e n t

samples, wh e re the sample sizes of both males and females are greater and wh e re

the total sample size is grea t e r, the diff e rences in the re p resentation of gender have

not been as pronounced. In the 1990 congre ssional elections sample, women 

re p resented 41% of the total GLB vote.  By 1992, women composed 47% of the GLB

sample.  In the 1993 New York City General Election sample, women we re 42% of

the vote.  One factor that contributed to an increase in female re p resentation in the

ove ra ll samples was inclusion of the wo rd "bisexual” in the self-identification 

i n d i ca t o r.  Some studies have shown that when off e red the option, women choos e

the label bisexual in higher numbers than do men.
9

Rac e.  On the other hand, race has not been a factor in who self-identifies as

gay, lesbian, or bisexual, especially after 1992.   Early data from the 1980’s did 

generate a concern that racial minorities were being under-represented within the

population that self-identified as GLB voters.  More recent data, however, display

less skewing toward or away from any one racial grouping.  Percentages of

African-Americans self-identifying as gay, lesbian, or bisexual, at least in medium

and large cities, have begun to mirror the percentage of African-American voters

in the overall voting population.  A sample of urban voters drawn from sample

precincts of the 1992 VRS exit poll in cities of 50,000 or greater, for example,

showed that 17% of self-identified GLB voters were African-American.  This rate

was comparable to the 16% overall African-American voter representation in the

entire sample in those precincts.  Similarly, Latino, Mexican, and Hispanic voters

comprised 5% of the GLB subset in 1996, comparable to their 5.6% proportion of

the total 1996 electorate.  As is the case with women, changes in data instruments

and social context has brought the GLB sample among people of color closer to

their proportion in exit polls in general.  However, this fact does not mean that

people of color are voting in proportion to their general demographics or even

their registration rates. 

In c o me . A re vi ew of the exit poll data on GLB voters from 19 9 0 - 1996 re vea l s

little diff e rence between the ove ra ll sample of voters and GLB voters in particular wi t h
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respect to income.
10

For example, in 1990, 5% of voters reported income of $10 0 , 0 0 0

or more; 3% of the GLB voters reported that level of income.  By comparison, 38% of all

voters reported income $29,999 or under in 1990; while 43% of GLB voters reported income

under $29,999.  In 1992, 12% of all voters re p o r t e d income greater than $75,000, while 7%

of GLB voters reports such levels of income.  And while 38% of voters in 1992 ex i t

p o lls reported income under $29,999, 51% of GLB voters reported such income.
1 1

Th e s e

income patterns we re vi r t u a lly the same in the 1996 data.  Slightly over half of the

G LB voters compared to 35% of voters ove ra ll reported income under $30,000.  Mea n-

while, 13% of the 1996 GLB sample reported incomes above $75,000, while 18% of the

ove ra ll sample reported the same ea r n i ngs .

Ge o g r aphic Characteristics.  Over each of these four election cycles, the

G LB vote has shown itself to not be evenly distributed geogra p h i ca ll y, but rather to

be a largely urban vote, see figure 5.  The self-identified GLB voters ca p t ured in the

national 19 9 0 - 1996 exit polls show a residential patterning towa rd metropolitan area s .

These national exit polls provided a mechanism to study vo t i ng patterns against a 

m ea s ure of “ur b a n i z a t i o n . ”

When self-identification rates are linked to the population, certain patterns 

immediately emerge.  Ove ra ll, in each yea r, the largest cities tend to have high 

rates of self-

i d e n t i f i ca t i o n . Yet it is in medium-sized cities that the GLB self-

i d e n t i f i ca t i o n

rates are at the 

h ighest, at 8.2%

in 1992 and 8.9%

in 1996.  Town s

a n d rural areas

have the lowest

rates of self-

i d e n t i f i cation. 

A
P o l i t-
i c a l

Figure 5 The Di s t r i b ution of the GLB Vote in Cities and Towns, 19 9 6
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Profile of Gay , Lesbian, and
Bisexual Vo t e r s :
Party A ffiliation and Ideology

A
s there is a social profile among GLB vo t e r s, there is also a politi-

ca l profile.  As a group, these voters were two and a half times

more likely to be registered Democrat rather than Re p u b l i can —

50% to 18% in 1992, and 56% to 26% in 1996 — a discre p a n cy far 

l a rg e r than would be expected given other social characteristics

such as income and education, see figure 6. Only African American (72%) and Jew-

ish (58%) voters and those at the bottom of the income and education scales had

higher Democratic identification rates in 1996.  

By 1996, the percent of GLB voters caught in the exit polls who identified

with the Democratic party had risen to 56%, a rate of identification higher than

that of union members or Latinos.
12

Id e n t i f i cation with the Re p u b l i can Pa r ty had

also increased between 1992 and 1996 among GLB vo t e r s with over 25% choosing

Republican as their party identification.  That year, the "independent" label drew

relatively little response, demonstrating the GLB vote’s overall shift toward

Figure 6 Party Identification by Sexual Identity

1990-1996 Congressional Elections

1990 1992 1994 1996

GLB Voter s Democrat 48% 50% 67% 56%

Republican 23% 18% 6% 26%

I n d e p e n d e n t 30% 22% 22% 15%

Other 0% 9% 5% 4%

Non-GLB Voter s Democrat 37% 38% 35% 41%

Republican 34% 35% 36% 33%

I n d e p e n d e n t 28% 23% 25% 21%

Other 0% 4% 4% 4%

percentages represent those glb or non-glb v oters who identify with e ach politic al par ty

Source: VNS National Exit Polls     Note: Percentages may not add up to 100 due to round off error.
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partisan politics. As a rule, gay men, lesbians, and bisexuals are more likely to chos e

“ l i b e ral” or “moderate” as their ideologi cal designation rather than “conserva t ive”.  In

fact, about half of the total VRS 1992 GLB sample nationally identified as liberal, with

another 42% terming themselves moderate, and only 8% identifyi ng as 

conservative.  In 1996, the self assessment among GLB voters was 47% as liberal,

37.0% as moderate and 16% as conservative.  Within cities of populations sized

50,000 or more, about 43% of GLB voters identify as liberal and half as moderate,

while only 20% of non-GLB voters identify as liberal. 

G iven the party and ideologi cal identities of GLB voters, it is not sur p r i s i ng

that they supported Clinton in both the 1992 and 1996 presidential elections —

and by substantial margins, see figure 7.  In 1992,  72% of GLB voters chose Bill Clin-

ton; 14% voted for former President Bush; and 14% voted for Ross Perot.
13

In fact,

the combination of numbers and coherence of the GLB vote made for an impor-

tant ingredient in President Clinton’s electoral coalition.  

S i m i l a r l y, in 1996, the ove rwh e l m i ng majority of self-identified gay men,

lesbians and bisexuals voted to re-elect President Clinton and Vi c e - P resident Al

G o re.  With a national self-identification rate of about 5%, a majority of the GLB

vote in 1996 (66%) went to Bill Clinton and Al Gore, and 23% went to 

former Senator Robert Dole and his ru n n i ng mate Jack Kemp.  This pattern of the

s exual identity vote being linked to the Democratic Pa r ty (or distanced from the

Re p u b l i can Pa r ty) carried thro ugh from the presidential level in 1996 and 1992 to

the House district races.  
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Figure 7 The Gay, Lesbian & Bisexual Vote in Presidential Elections
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Tracking An Electorate: 
A Chronology of the 
G a y, Lesbian, and Bisexual Vote 
in Congressional Election Cycles, 1990-1996

B
e tween 1990 and 1996, the majority of self-identified gay, lesbian and

b i s exual voters cast their ballots for Democratic House ca n d i d a t e s i n

a ll four national elections, see figure 8. This is not sur p r i s i ng.  As

noted above, and at least since national exit poll data on a GLB

vote has been collected, GLB voters have tended to re gister as

D e m o c rats and vote for Democratic candidates in Senate, mayo ral and pre s i d e n t i a l

elections.  This pattern is stro ng enough to be statistica lly sign i f i cant in at least thre e

of the last four national congre ssional elections and can be understood most clea r-

ly by  contra s t i ng GLB voters to non-GLB voters in each congre ssional election.  In 

addition, Democratic congre ssional candidates have actively sought the GLB vote in

m a ny districts; the Democratic Pa r ty nationally has welcomed GLB particip a t i o n

and incorporated support for GLB rights into its national presidential platforms;

and the party apparatus at the national and state levels has also opened wide to

i nvo l ve GLB Democra t s .

What is equally notewo r t hy is the sign i f i cant percentage of GLB voters wh o

vote Re p u b l i can even though they do not re gister as such.  In 1990, 39% of the GLB

voters in congre ssional elections voted Re p u b l i can; in 1992, the percentage was 23% and

in 1996, the perc e n t a g e was 28%, see figure 8.  Unlike their heteros exual 

counterparts, GLB voters vote Re p u b l i can with far less intensity.  Yet, the pattern of 

vo t i ng from 1990 to 1996 shows that the GLB vote does move and shift and is likely t o

respond to what each party is doing on issues of importance to the GLBT community.

In addition, prior to the rebalancing in Congress which the 1994 elections

achieved, GLB voters tended to live in House Districts represented by Democratic

members, see figure 9.  Again, this is not surprising since self-identification rates for

GLB voters tend to be higher in urbanized areas, and  urbanized areas tend to

send Democratic representatives to the House.  The fact that a majority of GLB

voters lived in D e m o c ratic districts also meant that their member of Co ngre ss wa s

m o re likely to support both the 1990 budget bill (which so annoyed more 
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c o n s e rva t ive members of the Republican Party) and the 1993 Clinton budget which

raised taxes on upper income groups.  After 1994, a growing number of GLB

voters resided in districts with Republican members of Congress.  

The diff e rent electoral pre f e rences between GLB and non-GLB voters can be

seen in figure 8.  Pe rhaps the most intere s t i ng of the cycles was the 1990 House ra c e .

While sexual orientation described important diff e rences in vo t i ng patterns in the 19 9 2 ,

19 94, and 1996 House district races, the diff e rence between GLB and non-GLB vo t e r s

in 1990 House election was not statistica lly sign i f i cant, see figure 8.  In part, this lack

of intense diff e rence between GLB and non-GLB voters in 1990 may be a result of

c o n t i n u i ng patterns from the past. Ove ra ll vo t i ng patterns in House district elections

had not yet broken with the past Democratic dominance of the Co ngre ss — 

e s p e ci a lly the House.  Latinos, independents, union households, and Jewish vo t e r s ,

while often movi ng between the parties in presidential elections had neve r t h e l e ss

s t ayed with the Democratic congre ssional coalition.  This changed in 19 94 among

t h ose who turned out to vote, see figure 11. 

Another factor in this outcome may have been a perception that the Bush

Ad m i n i s t ration was less hostile towa rd issues important to gay men, lesbians and 

b i s exuals than the Reagan Ad m i n i s t ration had been.  After all, Bush had signed the

Hate Crime Statistics Act, which re q u i red national data collection on bias crimes

i n c l u d i ng those based on sexual orientation.  He had supported and signed the Rya n

Figure 8   Sexual Identity and House District Elections: 1990-1996

Party of House Candidate Selected by Voters
a

Party of

Candidates 1990b 1992** 1994** 1996**

GLB Voter s Democratic 61% 77% 73% 72%

Republican 39% 23% 26% 28%

No n - G LB Vot e r s Democratic 54% 53% 46% 50%

Republican 46% 47% 52% 50%

percentages represent those glb or non-glb v oters selecting democr atic or republican candid ates

Differences between GLB and Non-GLB voting patterns significant at:   ** = <.001 * = <.01.

a
Independent and third party candidates excluded.  

b
“ B i s exual” ca t e g o ry not accounted for in 1990 surveys .

Source: VRS/New York Times National Election Exit Poll, 1990; VRS National Exit Poll, 1992; VNS National Election Poll, 1994, 1996

Note: Percentages may not add up to 100 due to round off error.



White AIDS Care Act, despite resistance fro m

m o re conserva t ive members of his party, and

he had signed the Americans with Di s a b i l i t i e s

Act, which cove red people with HIV.  Indeed,

in 1990, the diff e rence between GLB and non-

G LB voters’ approval ra t i ng for President Bush

was only 9%.

Although the partisan leaning toward

the Democrats among GLB voters was less

potent in 1990 than it was in any of the

other three congre ssional elections we

examined, the underlying policy values of

G LB voters still showed a stro ng 

predisposition toward the Democratic Party.

GLB voters favored increased spending on

education and health programs — issues

typically associated with Democratic House

candidates.  In addition, voters were less

i n t e rested than the ove ra ll sample in 

measures to control the budget deficit. GLB

voters in 1990 also indicated by wide 

margins their belief that the Congress

would make better decisions on the federal

budget than would President Bush.  Non-

GLB voters in 1990 also tended to trust

Congress with budget decisions, but by a smaller margin.
14

Whether these 1990 vo t i ng characteristics can all be attributed to sexual 

i d e n t i ty or other factors is thrown into doubt when the ball o t i ng of GLB and non-

G LB voters is broken down against a scale of urbanization.  In 1990, there is 

vi r t u a lly no diff e rence in vo t i ng patterns in House district elections between GLB and

n o n - G LB voters in cites of 50,000 or more.  In fact, it appears that non-GLB vo t e r s

cast their ballots for Democrats at slightly higher rates than did GLB voters, thoug h

the margins of error are greater than the diff e rence.  Given other diff e rences, the hig h

rate of support for the Democratic Co ngre ss among the GLB vote in cities can be mos t

p e r s u a s ively ascribed to an "urban vote" in 1990, a portion of which included GLB 

voters.  
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Figure 9

Pa r ty of Incumbent House Member

and Sexual Id e n t i ty 

of Co n s t i t u e n t

G LB
Pa r ty of

I n c u m b e n t 19 9 0 19 9 2 19 94 19 9 6

D e m o c ra t i c 6 1 % 6 1 %* * 71 % 4 9 %* *

Re p u b l i ca n 39 % 3 8 % 3 0 % 51 %

N O N - G LB
Pa r ty of

I n c u m b e n t 19 9 0 19 9 2 19 94 19 9 6

D e m o c ra t i c 54 % 50 %* * 5 9 % 3 6 %* *

Re p u b l i ca n 4 6 % 4 9 % 41 % 6 4 %

p e r c e n tages represent those glb and non-glb vo t e r s with

either democratic or republican incumbent house m e m b e rs

Note: The 1992 results may not add up to 100% because redistricting

merged many congressional districts in the East resulting in two

incumbents, possibly of different parties.

Chi Square test of whether the diff e rence between the GLB and 

No n - G LB samples is sign i f i ca n t

* s ign i f i cant at .01

* * s ign i f i cant at .001

So urce: VN S /V RS data 

Note: Percentages may not add up to 100 due to round off error.
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When the four congre ssional elections between 1990 and 1996 are re vi ewe d ,

h owe ve r, one of the important diff e rences that appears between GLB and non-GLB

voters is the significance of the 1992 elections.  Although the 1994 congressional 

election marked more of a "critical" ballot for most of the country, it was the 1992

election that polarized the GLB vote, at both the presidential and congressional

levels, making it heavily democratic.  

In the 1992 House races, non-GLB voters cast their ballots in almost the ex a c t

same proportion by party as they had in 1990:  approximately 53% for Democra t i c

candidates and 47% for Re p u b l i cans, see figure 8.  By comparison, in 1992, GLB vo t e r s

cast their ballots for House Democrats by a margin of 77% to 23% — substantiall y

b eyond their margin of 61% Democrat to 39% Re p u b l i can in 1990.  This is a far

s t ro nger margin than GLB voters exhibited in either the 1992 or 1996 presidential 

elections. 

In cities, this pattern was even stro ng e r.  A full 85% of urban GLB voters 

s upported Democratic House candidates in 1992, an increase of over 25 points fro m

the 1990 base of support in urban GLB communities.  Their non-GLB counterparts

jumped only 3.4 points over the 1990 Democratic urban base, see figure 10.  A 

portion of this change in the GLB vote may have resulted from an ove ra ll increase 

in voter tur n o ut — especi a lly among yo u nger voters.  All vo t e r s a re more likely to

p a r t i cipate in presidential elections than in "off - year" congre ssional vo t e s .

Among GLB voters, Bill Clinton had coat-tails and his candidacy had an

identifiable effect on the GLB vote in House elections.  This dramatic increase in

support for House candidates among GLB voters in 1992 was reflected in only

two other identifiable voter groups: African-American and Jewish voters, see

figure 11.
15

That only GLB, Jewish and African-American voters increased their

support for House Democratic candidates in 1992 indicates how alienated these

traditional liberal voting groups were from the Reagan-Bush Administration.

Clearly the deliberate politicization of sexuality at the 1992 Republican National

Convention also had an impact.  

I n c reased GLB support for Democratic candidates in 1992 may also

re flect the Clinton-Gore ca m p a ign's cultivation of the GLB community, a first

in national politics; and the Democrats' election year emphasis on health ca re .

On election day in 1992, 34% of GLB voters indicated that “health ca re” was an 

important issue in maki ng their vo t i ng decisions — over twice the rate of 

n o n - G LB voters.  The wi d e s p read perception of indiff e rence towa rd HIV 
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d ur i ng the twe l ve years of the Reagan-Bush Ad m i n i s t rations had taken its toll; 

only the performance of the economy was as sign i f i cant an issue to GLB 

voters (27%) that yea r.

The political and policy issues that polarized (and mobilized) the GLB

vote in 1992 for both Clinton and Democratic House candidates did not have the

same effect on most other voters.  Latinos, Catholics, women, men, and white

voters all either sustained their rate of support for Democratic House candidates

in 1992 or moved slightly toward Republican candidates.  

The “off-year" congressional elections in 1994 were a watershed in Amer-

ican politics.  The concerted effort of Republicans to seize on subtle 

u n d e r l yi ng trends in House district vo t i ng patterns and push for a clear majority

in the Congress succeeded in changing House lea d e r s h ip from Democrat to

Re p u b l i can.  The vi c t o ry was in part a result of a pre cipitous decline in

8 5 %

Figure 10 The GLB and No n - G LB House Vote in Urbanized Area s
Population 50,000 or greater
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percentages represent those glb and non-glb v oters who v oted for democr atic candid ates in house elections

Source: VRS/VNS Data
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t ur n o ut among gro ups that tra d i t i o n a lly vote for Democratic House ca n d i d a t e s .

G LB voters we re not immune to this tre n d .

A m o ng GLB voters who went to the polls, the ass e r t ive Re p u b l i can 

ca m p a ign of 19 94 had the effect of sustaining a pro - D e m o c rat vo t i ng pattern. Mea n-

while, support for Democratic House candidates dropped by over 10% among Latino

voters, male voters, and Catholics, and nearly 8% among white voters.  Indeed, "angry

white males," as the media framed these voters, cast their ballot for Re p u b l i cans at a

62% rate.  Even white women voted Re p u b l i can at a 53% rate in 19 94 .

Figure 11 G ro up Support in House Elections
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African-Amer.

Jewish

GLB
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Women
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Voter C ategor y 1990 1992 1994 1996

White 52% 50% 42% 45%

Women 55% 56% 53% 55%

Catholic 57% 57% 46% 53%

Latino 72% 72% 61% 74%

GLB 61% 77% 74% 72%

Jewish 74% 79% 76% 73%

African-American 80% 89% 92% 82%

percentages represent those who v oted for democr ats

Note: Group categories are not mutually exclusive     Source: VRS/VNS data
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Both GLB and non-GLB voters who cast their ballots that year understood that

the congre ssional election was an important re f e rendum not only on Clinton’s 

performance in office, but on the general direction of the country.  In response to the

s t a n d a rd question  “Is the country going in the right direction?”, GLB respondents said

“ yes” at a margin of 58% to 42 % .
16

The non-GLB sample was much less sanguine: only

40% thought the country was on track.  These attitudes we re re flected in the vote.  GLB

voters who went to the polls maintained their support for Democratic House 

candidates at almost the same rate as in 1992, and GLB voters under forty years of age

g ave even stro nger support to Democratic House ca n d i d a t e s .

This margin of GLB support for the Democrats illustrates the strength of

the link between GLB voters and the Democratic party.  Despite a wide perc e p t i o n

in the GLBT community that Clinton had abandoned them in matters such as

the armed forces’ “Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell, Don’t Pursue” policy toward

homosexual members of the services, GLB voters still expressed general support

for Clinton.  Nearly one-third of the GLB sample reported casting their ballot to

"support Clinton" while only 17% of non-GLB voters answered this question in the

same manner.  Indeed, 28% of non-GLB voters in 1994 said they cast their vote

"to oppose Clinton" — a question which garnered a negligible reaction from GLB

voters.  Most interesting, when voters leaving polls on election day in 1994 were

asked whether they wanted a President and a Congress of the same party, there

was again a stark difference between GLB and non-GLB voters.  By a margin of

82% to 18%, the GLB sample indicated that they wanted both the executive and

legislative branches to be of the same party.  The non-GLB sample agreed, but at

a margin of only 61% to 39%.  Both the presidential and House district 

campaigns of 1992 had introduced an important change in the expectations GLB

voters had for political inclusion, and sealed their strong commitment to Demo-

cratic candidates in House district elections.  If the 1994 election was viewed as

a repudiation of Clinton by many in the media, it was not so for GLB voters. 

The changes in policy and national direction that foll owed the 19 94 

c o ngre ssional elections we re not lost on GLB voters in 1996. Th ey switched from an

optimistic pattern of ball o t i ng in 1992 and 19 94 to a defensive mode in 1996.  When

asked if they wanted the Co ngre ss and the President to be of the same party, 63% of

the GLB sample responded “Yes,” down nearly 20 points from the 19 94 level.  Th e re

was vi r t u a lly no change in the non-GLB sample.   More ove r, when asked “W h i c h

M ost Mattered in Yo ur House Vote To d ay,” both GLB and non-GLB re s p o n d e n t s l i s t e d
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“A b i l i ty to Help the District” and the “Candidates Positions on Issues” as important.  Ne v-

e r t h e l e ss 19% of  the GLB sample said that the “Pa r ty of the Candidate” was the pri-

m a ry basis for their House vote.  Only 12% of the non-GLB sample said the same. 

The shift to a defensive mode among GLB voters was apparent in 

attitudes toward policy issues as well.  Although reforming health care was still

an important issue for gay men, lesbians, and bisexuals, it ranked much lower on

the 1996 issues preference scale, behind “Keeping the Economy Healthy” and

“Improving Education.”  

S t ro ng support for Democratic House candidates was sustained in 19 94 and

1996 among urban GLB voters.  GLB voters in urbanized areas — not just the

nation’s larger cities that are sometimes seen as the exc l u s ive venue of sexual 

politics, but all cities and urban re gions with 50,000 residents or more — voted 74 %

for Democratic House candidates in 19 94 and 75% in 1996, further ex p re ss i ng a 

growi ng disparity between GLB and non-GLB voters in House elections, see figure 10.

Ne ve r t h e l e ss, the stro ng support among GLB voters for House Democratic 

candidates could not buck the wider trends of the 19 94 and 1996 congre ssional 

elections.  After the dramatic 19 94 change in the total number of Re p u b l i can Ho u s e

s eats, a small majority of self-identified GLB voters we re being re p resented by a

Re p u b l i can in Co ngre ss, see figure 8, a fact that makes GLB voters even more 

important in these swi ng districts.
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Assessing Some Trends 
in the Gay, Lesbian 
and Bisexual Vote:  
Growth in Self-Identification, Turnout, and
D i fferences Among GLB Vo t e r s

W
hy has GLB voter self-identific ation increased? The rise

in GLB voter self-identification was first suggested by local

exit polls from around the country.  Data from exit polls

conducted during municipal elections in larger cities and

some presidential primaries in the 1980's show a clear

increase in the number of voters caught in exit poll surveys who self-identify as

“gay,” “lesbian,” or “bisexual.”  For example, of all New York and California state 

voters going to the polls in the 1984 Reagan-Mondale election, only 1.2% 

self-identified as gay or lesbian.  In 1988, 3% of New York State and 4% of Cali-

fornia voters surveyed by ABC News in the Democratic presidential primaries

self-identified as gay or lesbian.  In the 1989 New York City Democratic Mayoral

primary, the rate of self-identification in all races was 4% according to CBS News

polls.  In the same election cycle,  however, VNS captured a self-identified 

sample of approximately 7.8%.  By 1993 the rate of self-identification was about 5%

in Los Angeles city — excluding the city of West Hollywood, the core of the Los

Angeles area's GLBT communities.  

These increases in the numbers of GLB voters who claim their sexual 

identities at the vo t i ng booth are not re fl e c t ive of actual demographic changes in

the population.  Se l f - i d e n t i f i cation increases are likely a function of four factors:

(1) the mobilization of a GLBT rights move m e n t and the politicization of GLB T

people by social conserva t ive s ; (2) a greater comfort level about sexual and gender

identities among growi ng numbers of individual GLBT people; (3) diff e re n c e s

a m o ng generational cohorts; and (4) seve ral methodologi cal improvements 

initiated by survey technici a n s .

In bringi ng sexual identity issues to the national agenda — and eng e n d e r i ng

wi d e s p read resistance to those policy initiatives by social conserva t ives — the GLB T
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r ights movement has created an intera c t ive pro c e ss that influences individual 

i d e n t i ty formation as we ll as the ove ra ll fabric of soci e ty.  Thus, as the general 

p o l i t i cal dialogue becomes more resonant to issues of sexual identity, the actual rates of

s e l f - i d e n t i f i cation as gay, lesbian, or bisexual have increased. Also, as voters become more

familiar with ex i t- p o ll i ng pro c e ss, they become less fearful of identifyi ng as gay, lesbian,

or bisexual on the confidential exit poll data collection sheets.

G e n e rational influences are also important.  The first set of self-identifiers wh o

we re wi ll i ng to accept the label “gay” or “lesbian” in the mid-to-late 1980’s are now

a p p ro a c h i ng middle age, see figure 4.  Behind them are yo u nger voters for whom self-

i d e n t i f i cation is a less frig h t e n i ng leap or who understand disclos ure of their sex u a l i ty

as a political tool rather than just an aspect of their private lives.  Indeed, national GLB

s e l f - i d e n t i f i cation rates among vo t e r s under 40 years of age we re 3% in 1992 and 6% in

1996.  With no information besides simple demographics, we can expect the observe d

t rend of a gradual increase in GLB s e l f - i d e n t i f i cation to be sustained in the near fut ure

as the pos t- S t o n ewa ll and Genera t i o n -X cohorts age.

Methodological improvements have also had important effects.  One 

example is the phrasing of the self-identifier question.  The question has been

asked in large scale exit polls in three ways.  The earliest method involved a 

check-off, grab-bag option, where the voter could simply check "Yes” after a list

of attributes including “Gay/Lesbian” that may apply to the voter.  This allows

the respondent to voluntarily self-identify, but does not require the respondent to

choose “Yes” or “No,” increasing the possibility of a false response.
17

A second

m e t h o d o l o gi cal change all owed for “bisexual” to be included in the “Gay, Lesbian, or

B i s exual” response.  Just incorpora t i ng the word “bisexual” has been shown to

increase the sample size — especially a m o ng wo m e n .
18

A third method involves

posing a simple “Yes/No” dichotomy in which the respondent must choose

between the two.  The Los Angeles Ti m e sin 1993 and VNS in 1996 used this method.

In 1996, VNS adopted this phra s i ng as a separate and better-placed question on their

data sheets which some survey experts believe contributed to the high 1996 self-

i d e n t i f i cation rates.  In combination, these factors have contributed to a gra d u a l

i n c rease in self-identification rates among GLB citizens on urban and national ex i t

p o lls.  
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Differences Among 
GLB Voters

B
ecause the a vailable d at a on voting behavior of GLB voters

have been so meager in the past, there is a tendency to look at

the group as singular, as if there are no defining differences based

on gender. There has been some research in the past indicating

differences in political values and self-identification rates between

lesbian/bisexual women and gay/bisexual men, but it has not received much 

attention.
19

Although the sample sizes are small — especially in 1994 — an effort

to do such analysis was made with the VNS/VRS data with respect to sex.

When the results of the four congressional elections are examined by both 

gender and sexual identity, differences emerge between the genders within 

the sexual identity coh o r t .

As figure 12 s h ows, the gay

and bisexual male vote 

varied between 67% to 74% 

for Democratic House 

candidates, while the chang e s

in the votes of lesbians and

b i s exual women we re much

greater — from 53% in 1990 to

71% in 1996.  This is in contra s t

to the heteros exual sample of

women in each of the four

n a t i o n a l elections which

s h owed that wo m e n vo t e r s

maintained a re l a t ively 

consistent level of sup p o r t

for the Democrats  during

the 1990-1996 period.  Eve n

in 19 94, heteros exual women

voted no less than 53% for

D e m o c ratic House candidates. 

8 2 %

Figure 12 Gender, Sexual Identity and House Vote
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percentages represent those group members who voted for democr atic candid ates.

Source: VNS/VRS data
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Turnout or Turnoff

I
n research on GLB v oting behavior, the issue of turnout has been given 

little attention.  This is because so much energy has been expended to 

establish basic information in the field and because little data on GLB

voter turnout exists.  Without base-line, census-quality indicators of GLB

residents in any specific election precinct, it has been nearly impossible to

establish whether gay men, lesbians, and bisexuals “over-vote” or “under-vote” in

proportion to their actual representation in the electorate.  The only measures are

relational, measures against the total electoral turnout.  

Nevertheless, the data that we do have seem to indicate that GLB voters

display the same, but more extreme, pattern of voter downturn in off-year,

congressional elections.  At first glance, the data in figure 1 seem to show that

GLB voters had fairly high turnout rates in 1992 and 1996 and low turnout rates

in 1990 and 1994.  However, two factors complicate the analysis.  The first is the

underlying upward trend in self-identification — a trend that was described 

earlier, see Technical Addendum II.  The second complicating factor is that self-

identification rates are not objective observations but relational observations —

that is, the GLB self-identification rate is a proportion of that year’s total exit poll

sample.  If GLB voters had the same turnout rates as all other groups over the

years, then even taking into account the underlying increase in identification,

there would be no downturn in the rates.  The fact that there was a downturn

in the GLB self-identification rate in 1994 suggests that turnout among gay men,

lesbians and bisexuals was even lower than for the electorate at large.

A few other factors remain to be understood. Although the politicization

of GLBT people by the social movement around sexual identity has mobilized GLB

voters to identify in growing numbers, those who are willing to self-identify on

voter exit polls also tend to be better educated than the national m ean for their age

gro up i ngs, a factor that among other portions of the population would contribute

to a higher rate of voter participation. But we also know that those who 

self-identify as gay, lesbian, or bisexual tend to be younger, of lesser income for

their years of education, and more likely to have left home than their non-GLB

counterparts; these are all characteristics that would generally contribute to a

lower rate of voter participation.  How these factors work out is a question that

is tantalizing, but difficult to analyze given data available today.
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Previewing 1998 and 2000:  
Lessons for Democrats, Republicans, 
and the GLBT C o m m u n i t y

T
he implications of the finding s we have discussed here are

different for the national Democratic and Republican parties than

they are for national and local GLBT political organizations. 

For the Democratic National Committee and the Democrats invo l ved in

House elections, these findings are important. GLB voters are a stable, although 

s k e p t i cal, part of the dwi n d l i ng Democratic congre ssional vo t i ng coalition.  As 

voters who are disproportionately urban and who self-identify as liberal in large 

numbers, they are already natural prospects for out reach by a national Democra t i c

p a r ty wh ose politics are soci a lly and economica lly pro gre ss ive .

It is often assumed that the GLB vote — sometimes not given special 

attention by the national parties because it is labeled an urban vote — is 

c o n c e n t rated in the America’s largest cities:  New York City, Chicago, the San

Fra n cisco Bay Area, or Los Angeles.  While it is true that self-identified gay

men, lesbians, and bisexuals tend to be urban dwe llers, the self-identifica t i o n

rates are actually much higher in medium sized cities than in cities wh ose 

populations are greater than 500,000.  In medium-sized cities, cities which may

in fact have slightly more conserva t ive vo t i ng majorities than the nation’s

l a rgest cities, the GLB vote is an important swi ng vote in congre ssional 

districts which are either urban or which have a large portion of the district

c ut t i ng into urban area s .

In addition, after the 1994 election, GLB voters were much more likely to

live in House districts where a freshman Member of Congress was a Democrat.

Of those voters who lived in congressional districts represented by a first-term

Member of Congress, 84% of non-GLB voters had a Republican first-term 

member, while only 54% of GLB voters had a Republican freshman.  This means

that a large number of GLB voters live in swing districts that Democrats will need

to preserve, even if the general vote continues to become more conservative.

Identifying competitive congressional House districts where there are substantial
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GLB voters and then mobilizing these voters for Democratic candidates could be

a crucial factor in recapturing a Democratic majority in the House.

For the Re p u b l i can National Committee, these findings again show the ex i s t e n c e

of a sign i f i cant GLB Re p u b l i can vo t i ng bloc.  In the four congre ssional elections 

examined here, the GLB vote has ave raged about 29% Re p u b l i can since 1990.  It is 

c l ea r, howe ve r, that Re p u b l i can House candidates are getting a smaller and smaller 

p e rcentage of an apparently increa s i ng vote.  A portion of self-identified gay 

men, lesbians and bisexuals vote Re p u b l i can primarily on the basis of economic and 

f i s cal issues.  For GLB Re p u b l i cans, the conflict between vo t i ng on economic gro u n d s

versus identity grounds was likely most intense in the 19 94 congre ssional elections.  

A Re p u b l i can contro lled House might have led to lower taxes and a slower growth 

in the federal government, but it might also have meant a greatly enhanced role 

for those anti-gay re l igious and social conserva t ives who have now become identified

with the national Re p u b l i can Pa r ty.  The drop in GLB voter tur n o ut in 19 94 was 

a c t u a lly greater among those re gi s t e red as Re p u b l i cans than as Democrats.  It appea r s

that self-identified GLB voters are more likely to select moderate Re p u b l i cans in a 

ca m p a ign dominated by local district issues than to vote impersonally for Re p u b l i ca n

c o ngre ssional candidates who are merely playi ng a local role in a nationalized 

c o ngre ssional ca m p a ign.    

For leaders of the GLBT communities, the lessons here are clear.  The

amount of resources and time expended on presidential races needs to be

matched with similar attention to congressional election cycles. The importance

of the Congress, and especially the House leadership, is now apparent to all

engaged in the movement for GLBT rights.  During the Reagan and Bush 

administrations, it was the Congress and especially the House staff that opened

channels of communication to the GLBT community in Washington.  The 

advantage of the House leadership and many committee chairs being Democratic

and more GLBT friendly ensured greater response to GLBT interests.  In those

years, the openness of Democratic and moderate Republican leadership meant

that proposals introduced by conservative Republicans (and Democrats) could be

killed at committee level without the expenditure of precious political resources.

It also meant that many minor policy initiatives beneficial to GLB interests could

be included in omnibus bills without taking on political overtones far beyond the

actual import of the policies. 

The victory of a Republican House majority in 1994, and its consolidation

(though weak) in 1996 has altered the avenues of influence in Washington for the
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GLBT community.  GLBT political organizations have been able to work with

allies in Congress to make minimal legislative progress, but for the most part, the

struggle has been to defeat negative legislation.  It has become much more

difficult to stop or attenuate anti-gay measures offered by extremely conservative

members of Congress.  However, the Log Cabin Republicans, for example, 

working with moderate Republican Committee Chairs and staff have been able

to attenuate some of the more extreme measures offered by forcefully 

conservative Republican House members.  Still, the moderate wing of the Repub-

lican party has been weakened by the Congressional leadership’s moves to

appease social conservatives.  Given the drop in GLB voter turnout in the 1994

off-year, Congressional elections, it will take coordinated voter mobilization at the

national, state and district levels to increase GLBT political participation.

For the most part, however, the change in House leadership has pushed

the White House and the Executive branch to the fore as the principal 

institutional channel of influence for GLBT people in Washington.  Despite senior 

appointments and advances in the policies of individual departments dur i ng the

past five years, the opportunities lost when the congressional leadership and staff

changed are telling.  Trying to balance multiple interests from within the Demo-

cratic party and reaching out toward the center of the national electorate, the

White House is sometimes perceived to have forsaken its GLBT constituents in

ways that a single member of Congress could not if she or he expected to be 

re-elected.  Nevertheless, all the data examined here show that typical GLB

voters still support President Clinton in quite high numbers up until 1996.

The final conclusion must be that mid-term congressional elections can no

longer be treated as secondary to other elections. The transfer of a few seats in

the House  — only 11 in 1998 — will result in a change in congressional 

leadership away from members who have publicly identified themselves as 

unsupportive of the lives of GLBT Americans.  A systematic strategy of voter

mobilization in key districts could give the emerging GLB electorate the clout that

its numbers suggest it deserves.
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Technical Addendum I:
Quality of Data on the Sexual Identity Vo t e

T
he sources and qua l i t y of data on the sexual identity vote have

i n c reased sign i f i cantly in the past ten years.  As mentioned in the text ,

data genera t e d by the election day national exit polls conducted b y

Voter News Se rvice and its pre d e c e ss o r, Voter Re s ea rch and Surveys ,

a re now suff i cient to engage in some descrip t ive time series analys i s .

S t i ll, despite this new wealth of data, there are problems — problems not unique to

the study of GLB voters.  For example, the number of questionnaires on which the

G LB self-identifier was placed has varied sign i f i cantly between 1990 and 1996.  T a b l e

A s h ows the total number of questionnaires pro c e ssed in each of the four 

Table A C h a racteristics of Voter News Se rvice Data Se t s

El e ct i o n 19 9 0 19 9 2 19 94 19 9 6

Total number of 

q u e s t i o n n a i re s p ro c e ss e d 19 , 39 7 15, 4 9 0 1 1 , 3 0 3 16 , 6 37

Number of national 

q u e s t i o n n a i re s 2 3 2 4

Number of national 

questionnaires

c o n t a i n i ng the GLB 

self-identifier 1 3 1 1

Total number of 

sheets containing 

G LB self-identifier 9 , 0 8 4 15, 4 9 0 5, 732 3, 733

G LB “n”* 12 0 42 0 9 2 19 6

G LB vote as percentage 

of total [self-ID rate]**  1 .3 % 2 . 2 % 1 . 6 % 5 . 0 %

*   Unweighted

**  Using VRS/VNS weighting formulae
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national exit polls, the number of national questionnaires distributed in each of the

f o ur elections and the total number of data sheets on which the GLB self-identifier 

question was placed. The resultant number of cases and the ove ra ll self-identifica t i o n

rate is also shown for each of the four national elections.  Be cause the GLB self-

identifier was placed on each of the three national questionnaires in 1992 (and thu s

each data collection sheet had the self-identifyi ng questions on it) the gay and lesbian

sample that year has been the largest and most reliable ever generated.  On the other

hand, because two diff e rent national questionnaire s we re distributed in 1994, and only

one contained the self-identifying question, the overall number of voters polled

with the GLB question was relatively low. M o re ove r, the 19 94 exit poll relied on

a base of only 11,303 pro c e ssed data coll e c t i o n sheets.  Combined, these factors 

produced a comparatively small GLB sample for 19 94.  Given the import of the 19 94

c o ngre ssional election, this is especi a ll y disappointing.  

More important than the raw numbers, however, is the quality of the GLB

samples gathered in each polling exercise.  The sample election districts selected

by Voter News Service are not ch osen for a sample of diff e r i ng sex u a l i t i e s , but for

other indicators proven in the past to be potent in predicting electoral outcomes

on short notice.  The VRS/VNS stratification process uses known and proper 

statistical sampling techniques and offers weighting corrections for anomalies in

geography and past voter behavior.  Statistical efforts are made to control for 

clustering of racial minorities that may lead to incorrect voter projections.  In this

stratification process, the GLB sample is captured randomly.  Given VNS/VRS

sampling techniques and the wide swings in sample sizes, special care is required

in interpreting these data.  Nevertheless, despite these limitations, the VNS/VRS

data remain the most reliable source of randomly generated data on sexual identity

and voting behavior available.  



Technical Addendum II: 
Sampling and Turn-out of GLB Voters 

T
here may be some hints in the relative contribution of sampling and

turnout to the wide swings of self-identification evidenced in the

1990-1996 VNS national election data sets.  While the underlying

trend over the four national elections of the 1990’s shows an

increase in self-identification rates — a portion of which can be

ascribed to methodological improvements — the data also show a wide 

variance in the rate of self-identification from election to election.  In the four

data sets used here there is a wide variation in the self-identification rates: 1.3% in

1990; 2.2% in 1992; 1.6% in 1994; and 5.0% in 1996.  A simple (OLS) re gre ssion line

s h ows the underlyi ng upward trend despite specific variations from year to year,

see table B.

Table B Self-ID Rates and Margins of Error

1990 1992 1994 1996

percentages represent those v oters who self-identified as glb (as portion of t ota l vote)

line is linear fit representing growing baseline of the glb v ote when t aking into a ccount vari ations due to sampling error
or turnout

i-bars represent margin of error

Source: VRS/VNS data

6%

5%

4%

3%

2%

1%
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1.3%

2.2%

1.6%

5.0%

3 1



3 2

It has been assumed that an important portion of this variation is due to

expected error ass o ciated with sampling.  As noted above, “sexual identity” is not

a ca t e g o ry used in the stra t i f i cation of the national electorate.  It is the formal 

p ro c e ss of choos i ng sample pre cincts that results in a sample of sexual identity

voters.  It is these data that have been used in the analysis of GLB vo t i ng patterns.

It should be stated that there may be more va r i a b i l i ty in the

c o n c e n t ration of GLB voters when compared to all voters.  Given the

relative c o n c e n t ration of GLB voters in urban areas, sampling techniques might 

ex a gg e rate swi ngs in apparent self-identification rates from election to election.  Iro n-

i ca ll y, if the GLB population we re uniformly dispersed thro ug h o ut the United States,

t h e re would be little or no error in self-identification rates introduced by this sam-

p l i ng issue.  

A second type of error introduced by sampling is the purely mathematica l

issue of the number of cases available for the analysis in each data set.  Table A

shows the number of cases available for analysis in each national election year of

the 1990s.  The 1992 data set has the largest sample of gay and lesbians voters 

(“n”=420).  It remains the best single data set available to study national gay and

lesbian voting behavior.  The 1994 data set is the worst of the four. Table B

indicates the range of the individual self-identification rates when the standard

error associated with the “n” is incorporated.  The graphic shows how much 

of an “outlier” the 1994 data for lesbians and gay men is, even when one type 

of error is accounted for.  (The spread in 1996 is the greatest because the base —

5% — is the highest of the four).  The figure also suggests that, were all error to

be accounted for, there would still be some variance against the base trend line

that could be associated with a lower rate of turnout among GLB voters in 1994

when compared to the total sample.  
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Endnotes
1.  No exit poll data ask voters to self-identify as tra n sg e n d e r.  The self-identifier bisexual was added

to national exit polls for the first time in 1992.  Re f e rences to data thro ug h o ut this report are there f o re

made only to gay, lesbian or bisexual persons.  It is important for researchers, policy makers, and
journalists to note that transgender persons comprise a key part of the broader gay, lesbian, 

bisexual and transgender (GLBT) communities, and that issues of gender identity at once overlap

with and sometimes differ from issues of sexual orientation. 

2.  Kenneth S. Sherrill and Robert W. Bailey, “Poll Shows Jackson Attracted a Majority of the Gay
Vote,” Washington Blade, June 24, 1988;  Murray Edelman, “Understanding the Gay and Lesbian Vote

in 92,” Public Perspectives, 4 (3 ), 32-33;  Mark Hertzog, The Lavender Vote: Lesbians, Gay Men and Bisexuals in
American Electoral Politics, New York: New York University Pres, 1996;  John D’Emilio, Power at the Polls:
The Gay, Lesbian and Bisexual Vote, Washington, DC: NGLTF, 1996;  Robert W. Bailey, Gay Politics, Urban
Politics: Identity and Economics in the Urban Setting, New York: Columbia University Press, 1998.

3. Mark Hertzog, The Lavender Vote: Lesbians, Gay Men and Bisexuals in American Electoral Politics, New

York: New York University Pres, 1996.

4. Hertzog, ibid.

5.  Like the study of Latino/a voters and African-American voters, there is limited data on GLB

voting behavior.  The National Election Study, which is in depth, sometimes generating subgroup

over-samples and having pre- and post-election interviews, in the end generates a small sample too

small to allow for reliable generalizations to many subsectors of the electorate.  Despite some change,
especially among marketing firms and in the Field Poll in California, the managers of most 

academic and commercial survey and phone poll operations have not yet incorporated 

s ex u a l identity into their standard set of socio-demographic predictors.  Indeed, in most cases they

have not yet begun experimenting with how the question can be posed in a sensitive, and most

importantly, effective manner.  As a result, most analysts have relied on the national exit-poll
samples, generated by Voter News Service (and its predecessor, Voter Research and Surveys), the

Los Angeles TimesExit Poll and the polling units of CBS and ABC News.  The national VRS/VNS

samples which are typically between 15,000 and 19,000 and often contain a GLB self-identifier are

the most useful. 

Specifically, the present analysis rests on: (1) the 1990 National Elections Exit Poll data sets (Voter

Research and Surveys/CBS News.  These are in fact two data sets: the National data set are drawn

from national sampling techniques [VRS], and the state by state data are drawn through State based

sampling techniques [CBS in most cases]); (2) the 1992 Presidential and National Election Exit Poll

data sets (VRS); (3) the 1994 VNS National Election Exit Poll; and (4) the 1996 VNS Presidential
Exit Poll.  The 1990, 1992, and 1994 VRS/VNS data sets are available through ICPSR, University of

Michigan.  The VNS 1996 are available through either ICPSR or the Roper Center at the Universi-

ty of Connecticut.  

6.  It is the last of these several factors that is the most troublesome methodologically.  Because the
samples are drawn against criteria useful to the VRS/VNS predictive models, they do not 

necessarily compensate for accidental over- or under-sampling of GLB voters as they do for 

population, party, race or urbanization.  Minority precincts, for example, are deliberately 

over-sampled in the hope of obtaining a more reliable data set for extracted analysis but down

weighted in the context of the overall national sample.  Thus concentrations of GLB voters are
usually hit inadvertently, if sample precincts that contain large numbers of GLB voters are chosen

as representative of another socio-demographic category.  There have, as a result, been anomalies in

samples of GLB voters introduced at the precinct level.  For example, in 1992, sampling in both

Washington DC and Missouri generated unusually high self-identification rates.  (In DC, for 

example, the self-identification rate was higher than the 16% rate in San Francisco largely because
precincts in northwest Washington and St. Louis introduced unintended over-samples.)  On the

other hand, New York State has shown a low self-identification rate — lower than most familiar

with its population and politics would expect.  For this reason the integrity of the samples for the 

analysis of GLB voting patterns can only be assured at the national level even though the data is

collected by state.  There are some exceptions to this rule, as when a self-identifier is placed on
state questionnaires and not national ones, as it was several times in Californias state data sheets.
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7.  See footnote 1.

8.  Mark W. Hertzog, The Lavender Vote: Lesbians: Lesbians, Gay Men and Bisexuals in American Electoral Pol-
itics, New York: New York University Press, 1996;  John D’Emilio, Power at the Polls: The Gay, Lesbian
and Bisexual Vote, Washington, DC: NGLTF, 1996.

9.  Robert W. Bailey, Gay Politics, Urban Politics: Identity and Economics in the Urban Setting, New York:
Columbia University Press, 1998, chapter 5.

10.  These income data and questions about similarities and differences in income between GLB

and non-GLB people are the subject of a forthcoming report to be issued by the Policy Institute of

the National Gay and Lesbian Task Force in November of 1998.  The report is being written by Dr.
Lee Badgett, a professor of Economics, University of Massachusetts, Amherst and will be released

at the NGLTF Creating Change Conference in Pittsburgh, PA, November 11-15, 1998.  

11.  Hertzog, op.cit., p. 82 for 1990 data; and p. 197 for 1992 data.

12.  VRS 1992 National Presidential Exit-Poll, weighted

13.  D’Emilio, op.cit.

14. The question as stated: 

Who Would Make Better Budget Decisions?: (1990) 

GLB-Lesbian Voters The President 25%

The Congress 75%

Non-GLB Voters The President 45%

The Congress 55%

Source: VNS 1990 National Election Poll

15. Again, it should be understood that these groups overlap at many points — that there are

lesbian Latinas and gay male African-Americans — and thus juxtaposing an African-American vot-

ing block against a GLB voting block is purely an analytical exercise.

16. The difference between the GLB and non-GLB sample is statistically significant, despite the small
GLB sample in 1994

1 7. This introduces another methodologi cal issue re g a rd i ng the actual keyi ng-in of the data under the

intense pre ss ure of election night analysis.  Th o ugh the quality control is high, and frequently clea n e d

up after the election, the actual keyi ng remains an issue.  Even if the question is phrased YES or
NO, sometimes only the YES answer is encoded, as a market for a sample.  Th o ugh this usuall y

p resents no problem, it does limit the chances of ca t c h i ng some error in keyi ng. 

18. Bailey, op.cit.,

19. On political values see Hertzog, op.cit.
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