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Abstract

This thesis investigates the institutional change in the case of the same-sex marriage referendum in 

Ireland. By using theories of discursive opportunity, framing and institutional change the study 

traces the public discourse on homosexuality, and analyzes which opportunities for progressive gay 

rights policies it presented. The focus is particularly on three informal institutions: marriage, family 

and religion which are at the center of controversy in the case of same-sex marriage. The first part 

of the paper conducts a frame analysis on the public discourse surrounding homosexuality as 

presented in newspaper articles of the Irish Times. 

In the second part of the study, the discourse of three prominent gay rights movements is analyzed 

in order to see how they used the opportunities presented by the public discourse and achieved a yes

vote in the marriage referendum. The paper concludes with a discussion on how institutions both 

offer opportunities for change or reframing of current institutionalized meanings, but also constrain 

the framing processes of actors.  
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Introduction

Institutions and how they change is a topic of great interest in political science. Understanding 

institutional change is central to understanding social and policy change, as society largely consists 

of both formal institutions such as legislation and political bodies, and informal institutions such as 

cultural perceptions and norms. Institutions are defined as relatively stable structures which regulate

human behavior and provide predictability (North, 1991:97). Studies on formal institutions have 

established how important the role of institutions is in economic exchanges, especially due to their 

stability and resistance to change (North, 1991). Informal institutions have a similar role to formal 

ones as they also generate predictability, and through norms impose limits on what behavior is 

deemed acceptable. 

Both formal and informal institutions are great obstacles to social change. The role of informal 

institutions in hindering progressive policies or their effectiveness has been studied mostly in the 

context of the developing world (see Jutting et al, 2007). However, informal institutions have a 

great influence on social life even in the developed world. Institutions such as religion or gender 

roles have often acted as reactionary forces against the efforts of feminist or LGBTQI movements. 

While underprivileged groups such as gays and lesbians enjoy legal equality in many Western 

countries and have the same rights and obligations as the dominant groups, culturally speaking they 

are still at a huge disadvantage. Informal institutions like religion, traditional family and marriage 

still exercise great power over these groups' opportunities. The formal institutional bias against gay 

rights is founded on cultural and social perceptions of marriage and family as consisting of 

opposite-sex partners. This norm is to a large degree based on religious teachings. The study 

presented here will focus on informal institutional change in a Western nation, Ireland. 

In the May of 2015 Ireland became the first country in the world to legalize same-sex marriage 

through a popular referendum. This fact shocked the world as Ireland is considered a deeply 

Catholic and conservative nation that to this day only allows abortion in very restrictive 

circumstances. Divorce was only legalized a few decades ago, whereas the decriminalization of 

sodomy happened as late as 1993. 

The purpose of this thesis is to explore and explain the institutional change that occured in Ireland 

with regards to homosexuality. The focus will be on informal institutions such as marriage, family 

and religion and how public perceptions and the discourse about homosexuality in regards to these 
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institutions has changed throughout the years. The research question driving this study is twofold: 

1) How is homosexuality represented in the public discourse in relation to marriage, family and 

religion? and 2) What opportunities for institutional change does this public discourse present for 

gay rights movements? 

The study will be conducted through discourse analysis. Discourse analysis is a suitable method for 

studying collective meanings, norms and perceptions which is what informal institutions mainly 

consist of. A focus on frames will reveal the public's views of homosexuality and indicate how 

attitudes towards homosexuality and same-sex rights have changed throughout the years. Part one 

of the study will analyze newspaper articles from the Irish Times, dating from January 1993 to 

September 2015. 

Due to the fact that religion is often seen as the biggest obstacle in the way of progressive social 

reform, particular attention will be paid to how religion is portrayed in this debate. The paper also 

includes a short quantitative part where it can be seen if there are any patterns in how 

homosexuality and religion are covered during the years included in the analysis (for example if the 

number of article favorable to religion increases or decreases throughout the years). 

Literature on social movements has focused on how collective action can achieve institutional 

change. Theories of institutional change stress the importance of inherent contradictions, 

inconsistencies or indeterminacies, and breakdowns in the legitimacy of an institution as openings 

for institutional change of which collective action can take advantage (Seo & Creed; Clemens, 

1998). Furthermore, reseachers studying social change have understood that context is just as 

important when aiming to change society as which strategies social movements employ. Political 

opportunity theories have explained the various legal and political contexts in which social 

movements are likely to make an impact and achieve their goals. Theories of discursive opportunity

structures, derived from political opportunity theory, can shed light on which discursive contexts are

favorable to informal institutional change. As informal institutions do not exist in any physical form

and are mostly consistent of discourse, discursive theories are particularly suited for studying how 

these institutions evolve. 

The newspaper analysis will therefore be complemented by a social movement analysis in order to 

see how the movements have taken advantage of discursive opportunities. The social movement 

analysis will focus on three prominent movements which struggled to get a yes vote in the 
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referendum: Marriage Equality, Yes Equality and BeLonGTo. A discourse and frame analysis of 

their websites, social media pages and other relevant material will be conducted with the purpose of

revealing how they use institutional contradictions and weaknesses in order to mobilize support for 

marriage equality. Like in the newspaper discourse analysis, the emphasis will be on how the 

movements frame institutions like marriage, family and religion, as well as on how the activists' 

discourse is limited by these institutions. While these social movements have been involved in 

shaping the public discourse on homosexuality, they were just one of the many actors to do so. 

Politicians, journalists, think tanks, and regular persons writing opinion pieces were all involved in 

exchanging ideas and meanings on the topic of homosexuality. This means that the discursive 

opportunities which the social movements use in their rhetoric were not created by the social 

movements themselves. 

There is already some research on social movements and discursive opportunities, such as for 

example Ferree et al's (2002) study of discursive opportunities for abortion rights in Germany and 

the US. Another example is Cinalli and Giugni's (2011) study on how discursive opportunities 

determine how much migrants participate in politics in nine European cities. There is also literature 

on how frame analysis can be used in order to investigate discursive opportunities (Werner & 

Cornelissen, 2014), and on how the media creates discursive opportunities (Koopmans & Olzak, 

2004). However, many of the studies on discursive opportunities have been quantitative which does 

not allow for an in-depth analysis of public disourse (Cinalli & Giugni, 2011, and Koopmans & 

Olzak, 2004). This thesis joins the research field of social movements and discursive opportunities 

and hopefully enriches it by combining theories of institutional change, discursive opportunities, 

and frames in order to explain the institutional change in Ireland. Discursive opportunities will be 

operationalized according to institutional change theories. The study also combines an extensive 

qualititative discourse analysis with a quantitative part that reveals changes over time. Then the 

study goes one step further and analyzes how social movements have seized discursive 

opportunities in order to achieve marriage equality, by focusing on their framing strategies. 

Discursive constraints will also be taken into consideration. While some studies reflect on  

discursive constraints and how they influence movements (Stenberg, 2002), they do not explain 

what these constraints are. The study at hand attempts to do so by showing how informal 

institutions can constrain discourse and influence which framing strategies social movements 

pursue. 
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The case of marriage equality in Ireland is quite new and thus not much literature on it exists 

despite it being a very interesting example of social change. This study contributes to filling this 

gap. Why institutional change occured in Ireland is a difficult question to answer and the answers 

provided by this study should not by any means be considered exhaustive.   

Outline

The outline of the study is as follows: the study is divided into two parts, the first one analyzing 

newspaper articles while the second one analyzes social movement discourse and frames. Each part 

has its own methodology segment. General expectations and hypotheses regarding frames will be 

presented before the empirical analysis, after the Theory section. This outline has been chosen 

because it makes the study easier to follow if each part is accompanied by its own method section. 

The results of both analyses are discussed in the third part of the study. 

Theory

In order to answer the proposed research questions this study will use theories on social movements,

on discourse and discursive opportunities, and on institutional change. While each of the theories by

itself has great explanatory value, combining these theories will give a more complete 

understanding of how social change has happened in the case of Ireland. 

Social movement theories

In order to explain which contexts are favorable to social change, researchers have turned to 

political opportunity theory. The main argument behind political opportunity theory is that a 

movement's success as well as its choice of strategies is context-dependent. The implication is that 

factors outside the movement will determine which alliances a movement forms, which claims it 

chooses to advance, and which strategies it chooses to pursue (Meyer, 2004:126). Previous research 

on political opportunity has been concerned with how open the political system is and how much 

toleration there exists for dissent, with legal advances which give impetus to movements (such as 

the civil rights movement and Supreme Court rulings), or how a previously disadvantaged 

constituency gains new resources which allow it to mobilize (Meyer, 2004:128-131).  

A part of political opportunity theory is discursive opportunity which states that public discourse 

around an issue can provide opportunities for social movement mobilization (Koopmans & Olzak, 

2004). Discursive opprtunities are defined as ”a message's chances of diffusion in the public 
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sphere” (Ibid:202). In their study on right wing violence, Koopmans and Olzak distinguish between 

three types of discursive opportunities: visibility (whose frames are being seen?), resonance (how 

relevant and understandable are the movement's claims?) and legitimacy (does the claim have any 

support?) (Ibid: 204-205).  In the present study, discursive opportunities will be operationalized 

according to the institutional change theories presented below. A breakdown in an institution's 

legitimacy, wide public support for alternative norms, or inherent contradictions and 

indeterminacies in an institution will all be considered discursive opportunities. 

As indicated above, discursive opportunity theory has been widely used in studies on media 

discourse. The study by Koopmans and Olzak (2004) uses the media as a way of determining which

discursive opportunities were offered to right wing extremists.  Another study by Koopmans and 

Statham (1999) attempts to integrate protest event analysis with discursive opportunity structures 

and analyzes the public discourse surrounding immigration and minority integration in the British 

newspaper The Guardian and the German newspaper Frankfurter Rundschau (Koopmans & 

Statham, 1999:207). The media is therefore regarded as a carrier of discursive opportunities and a 

reflection of the public's general attitudes towards different issues. This study shares this 

assumption about the media's role in representing discourse, and analyzes newspaper articles in 

order to establish which opportunities for progressive gay rights policies the public discourse 

offered. However, as opposed to some previous studies (for example Bail, 2012) which have 

focused mostly on whether or not the media diseminates the arguments of a social movement and 

how much the movement gets covered, this study is mainly concerned with the public discourse 

itself and with what attitudes towards gay rights it reflects. Media diffusion of gay rights frames 

will however be taken into consideration especially in the quantitative part of the study which 

measures how many articles each year cite supporters or opponents to gay rights legislation.   

Discursive opportunity theory is often used together with frame theories. Studies like the one on 

abortion discourse by Ferree (2002) and Koopmans and Statham's (1999) study on xenophobia are 

just two examples from this research field which attempts to integrate frame analysis with 

discursive opportunity theories. When social movements construct meanings and present their 

claims a certain way they are said to be engaged in framing. Frames can be defined as 

interpretations of reality which ”render events or occurences meaningful and thereby function to 

organize experience and guide action” (Benford and Snow, 2000:614). The concept of framing 

implies that SMs are agents actively constructing reality. Framing is also a dynamic evolving 

process and contentious in nature as it challenges other existant (perhaps even dominant) frames. 
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(Ibid:613, 2000). The purpose of frames is to ”render occurences meaningful, organize experience 

and guide action" (Ibid:614). 

For a frame to be convincing it must have resonance, meaning it should be empirically credible and 

consistent with how the audience perceives their lives (Ibid:413). The concept of resonance is 

important in understanding why some frames succeed and others fail. A frame needs to be supported

by evidence from real life. People must relate to what is being claimed and recognize it as true. 

Frames must also be culturally resonant meaning that they should be based on widely held beliefs 

and values. 

As frames do not occur in a vacuum but are heavily influenced by their context, the political 

opportunity theory, as well as discursive theory, is useful in analyzing how a change in external 

factors leads to changes in a frame's resonance (Ibid:628). Culture can thus act as both an 

opportunity and a constraint on actors' framing processes (Ibid:629). In this study, the role of culture

in shaping frames and affecting their resonance will be taken over by informal institutions. 

This study will apply Benson and Snow's frame theories and look first at how homosexuality is 

framed in the public discourse and then at how social movements and gay rights activists articulate 

their claims in relation to their cultural and institutional context. Previous research presents several 

framing strategies which are particularly relevant to the study at hand. Mucciaroni (2011) argues 

that many contentious political issues are framed in terms of their morality or immorality. Issues 

like abortion, gay marriage, legalization of drugs or prostitution are likely to be framed in terms of 

their morality or lack thereof. For example, portraying these issues in terms of ”sin” is an example 

of applying a morality frame to them (Mucciaroni, 2011:189). The opponents or supporters of an 

issue use a morality frame if they construe the issue as one of right or wrong, or when focusing on 

what principles the issue promotes (Ibid: 191). As this study is concerned with a morality issue, that

is same-sex marriage, this frame theory is particularly relevant. The study will reveal how 

opponents to homosexuality used both religion and nature/biology in order to delegitimize same-sex

marriage. 

Engel (2013) studied the use of frame spillovers in the case of the Supreme Court's Lawrence 

decision in the US. He argues that the decline in support for gay rights following the decision is due

to the media's negative portrayal of the ruling. Specifically, the media uses frame spillover in order 

to portray the decision as a ”slippery slope” one where if homosexual conduct is decriminalized, 
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this will unavoidably lead to a legalization of same sex marriage (Engel, 2013:408). The public was 

thus influenced to believe that support for one gay right will automatically mean support for other 

gay rights as well. As will be shown in the analysis, this tactic of frame spillover also occured in the

case of the Ireland marriage referendum. It was particularly used to frame same-sex marriage as a 

threat to the well-being of the children gay couples will unavoidably want to have. The second part 

of the study will show how gay rights supporters responded to this frame spillover. 

By using theories of frame spillover and morality frames, the study will shed light on some of the 

central issues in the gay rights discourse. While in Mucciaroni's study morality frames are mainly 

used by gay rights opponents, anti-discrimination frames or government morality frames which 

focus on the duties of authorities  (Mucciaroni, 2010:194) lend themselves well to the use of gay 

rights supporters. The use of frame spillover by opponents reveals some of the obstacles that gay 

rights supporters will have to adress in their own discourse. Thus, these two framing theories will be

used in both parts of the study. 

Discourse theories

Some researchers have emphasized the power element inherent in all discourses, as well as the 

dialogical dimension of discourse (Steinberg, 2002). Cultural meanings are formed when people 

interact through discourse, and discourse can provide both opportunities and obstacles to change 

(Steinberg, 2002:211). Discursive practices constrain which actors can participate in discussing an 

issue, and already established meanings then dictate how these actors can interact with one another. 

When mutually understood meanings are evoked, the actors can more easily reach compromise or 

communicate their demands (Ibid:212). This is similar to the theory of frame resonance discussed 

by Benford and Snow (2000) but it adds the power imbalance inherent in discourse, especially when

weaker groups stake claims against more powerful groups. 

Therefore, discourse provides both opportunities to create meanings and express demands, but also 

limits which meanings can be created and accepted (Ibid:213). Powerful actors can easily 

marginalize the meanings created by less powerful actors and construct their discourse as common 

sense (Ibid). Thus, challengers often develop their concepts and claims within the framework 

provided by power-holders and pursue their goals by exposing inconsistencies in this framework. 

The idea that discourse is a form of interaction subjected to power imbalances and constraints is 

present even in theories of discursive institutionalism. These theories shed light on the relations 
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between discourse and institutions. Through discourse, institutions are maintained or challenged by 

actors. Actors use their so-called discursive abilities to strengthen or challenge institutional settings 

(Schmidt, 2008:312). However, institutions also limit actors discursive abilities which means that 

the meanings and ideas conveyed by actors are shaped by institutions (Ibid.). 

These discursive theories can be considered the flipside of discursive opportunity theories, as they 

focus on the role of institutions in creating both openings for change and at the same time limiting 

the potential for change. While Steinberg does not define how a discourse is constrained or who 

constrains it, Schmidt's theory posits that it is institutions which do so. This is especially true in the 

case of informal institutions which consist mainly of norms and perceptions and therefore render 

some discursive practices more resonant than others. In other words, as institutions regulate 

behavior so can they regulate discourse. This does not mean that actors cannot effectively criticize 

institutions or change them, it means only that as Steinberg also points out, the innovative capacity 

of activists is limited by the demand for resonance with a broader public. 

The constraints of discourse will be considered in the second part of the study where the discourse 

used by gay activists is analyzed. This paper can therefore be considered an attempt to test these 

discourse theories by looking at how gay rights activists frame their demands and try to make them 

resonant with their particular institutional context. 

Institutional change theories

Informal and formal institutions differ in some aspects but they do have several things in common. 

Both formal and informal institutions regulate behavior and generate predictability. While formal 

institutions punish misconduct through formalized means, such as laws, informal institutions punish

such misconduct through social isolation or disapproval. Thus, what formal and informal 

institutions have in common is that they are obligatory. Actors are expected to conform to the 

institution regardless of their own desires, and refusal to do so results in ”penalty” not only from the

actors affected by the breach but by the whole society (Streeck & Thelen, 2005: 10). The criterion 

for what constitutes an institution according to Streeck and Thelen is that ”third parties predictably 

and reliably come to the support of actors whose institutionalized, and therefore legitimate, 

normative expectations have been disappointed. They do this not necessarily because they identify 

with the interests of such actors, although they may. Rather, they intervene as an expression of 

moral disapproval (Ibid., page 11)[...].”  Thus, cultural and social norms can be considered 

institutions if their violation leads to third party moral disapproval. 
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In this study, marriage, family, and religion are considered to be informal institutions. This is 

because they have inherent rules and normative expectations which are considered legitimate by a 

majority of the society. While all these three institutions have formal and legal aspects to them, they

are also heavily imbued with cultural meaning which exists only in the form of norms and 

perceptions.  Discourse analysis will reveal how people define and relate to marriage, family, and 

religion and how these institutions are viewed in relation to homosexuality. 

Many researchers have investigated how institutions change, most of them focusing on formal 

institutions. One source of institutional change often cited is contradiction. This means that inherent

in the institution there are processes or norms which cannot easily be reconciled with one another. 

This creates an indeterminacy within the institution that outsiders (such as social movements or 

other actors) can challenge in order to bring about change. Seo and Creed (2002) have traced these 

various contradictions and their causes which are mainly based on the institutions' desire for 

legitimacy and stability. They point out, however, that such contradictions will not inevitably lead to

institutional change. The missing link leading from the existence of contradictions to change is 

human agency and collective action. They argue that people can become agents of change once they

start experiencing ”tensions arising from contradictions in a given sociohistorical context” (Seo 

&Creed, 2002: 230). 

One tool which can be used in order to mobilize and bring about institutional change is frames. The 

frames which are most successful according to the authors are those which depart in some way from

present institutional arrangements but also resonate with existing social norms and beliefs (Ibid.).  

Frames must have their own legitimacy as well as call into question the legitimacy of those 

institutions which are the target for change (Ibid:237). Thus, Seo and Creed's theory of institutional 

change heavily draws upon social movement theories about framing and the importance of 

collective action. 

While Seo and Creed focus on formal institutions, their theories can be applied to informal 

institutions as well. Cultural perceptions can also be contradictory, or one informal institution might

find itself in direct contradiction of another one (religion and secularist values being the obvious 

example). If social movements can locate these contradictions, they can easily exploit them to bring

about change. Thus, in this study, contradictions and a decline in the legitimacy of an institution will

be considered discursive opportunities. 
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Clemens (1998) argues that not all institutional change requires a revolution or a break down of 

state power in order to occur, and that a new order can be established by challenging the 

indeterminacy inherent in existent institutions (Clemens, 1998:112). This indeterminacy is 

explained as a set of contradictions or strife which exists in all social institutions (be they formal, 

such as legal or political institutions, or cultural, such as values and beliefs) and which, if 

challenged, can bring about a change in the social structure. A key for social movements is thus not 

only to generate or explore indeterminacy, but also to provide alternatives for arranging social life 

and systems (Clemens, 1998:119). Without providing alternatives, social movements will risk 

causing instability rather than institutional transformation (Ibid: 123). The concept of indeterminacy

is similar to Seo & Creed's concept of contradictions, which as stated above will be used as an 

operationalization of discursive opportunities. 

Another way of changing informal institutions is by changing the norms and perceptions that these 

institutions consist of (Raymond et al, 2013). This can be done either through normative reframing 

(framing an issue in terms of an already existing norm) or normative innovation (introduction of a 

new norm). The discourse analysis in this study will look at which norms are used in order to justify

same-sex marriage or the opposition to it. The existence of powerful alternatives norms which 

support gay rights will be considered to be a discursive opportunity for social movements 

attempting to secure marriage equality. Thus, the study by Raymond et al provides the third 

operationalization of discursive opportunities: the existence of alternative, strong, extra-institutional

norms. 

All the theories described above will be used to analyze and trace the institutional change in the 

case of same-sex marriage. Specifically, the focus will be on whether the discourse of social 

movements seeks to challenge or redefine the informal institutions which might stand against their 

desired goals. The discourse analysis will reveal if the movements exploit any existing 

contradictions/indeterminacies, breakdowns in legitimacy, or use any alternative norms in order to 

gain support for marriage equality. 

Previous research 

Knill and Preidel (2015) discuss the variation in the regulation of same-sex partnerships in Catholic 

countries like Italy and Ireland. They argue that this variation is due to the institutional opportunity 

structure for change and for the Catholic church to oppose same-sex partnerships. Italy offers more 

opportunities for the Catholic Church to exert political influence due to its fragmented executive 
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power, while the opposite is true in Ireland (Knill & Preidel, 2015:375). Their study reveals that 

Italy had a strong church lobby and a close tie between church representatives and politicians. In 

Ireland, the Church's role has been much more passive and it was less involved in politics 

(Ibid.:383). Knill and Preidel's study explains why a country like Ireland is potentially more open to

gay rights reforms than other strong Catholic countries. The current study takes a more microlevel 

perspective and seeks to explain the change in terms of social movements mobilization and their 

cultural impact. While Knill and Preidel's study is mostly concerned with formal institutions, the 

analysis conducted here focuses more on informal ones and their influence on policy outcomes, as 

well as the public discourse in which these institutions are embedded. 

Other researchers who have studied same-sex marriage from a framing perspective include 

Mucciaroni (2010), Bannerman (2011), Li & Liu (2010), Miceli (2005). Bannerman analyses the 

media coverage of the same-sex marriage debate in Canada with a focus on the social values 

featured in newspaper articles. She particularly focuses on social cohesion, and on what exactly can 

be defined as ”Canadian values”. Mucciaroni analyses same sex marriage debates in the US from a 

morality policy perspective. His theories on morality frames will be used in this study to analyse the

Irish case. Mucciaroni (2010) looked exclusively at how politicians framed their opposition to 

same-sex marriage in terms of moral issues. Li and Liu (2010) examine media coverage of same-

sex marriages debates in the US focusing on fairness and balance in the coverage. The study 

examines whether there is any media bias in the coverage which affects balance and fairness, that is,

whether the articles promote one side of the debate over another. The hypothesis is that center-

leaning newspapers will promote a more balanced view of the issue and not frame the same-sex 

marriage coverage as thematic (Li & Liu, 2010:79).  Miceli discusses movement and counter-

movement dynamics with an emphasis on framing strategies. She analyzed public statements and 

organization materials from several organizations either in support or in opposition to gay rights in 

public schools (Miceli, 2005:595). The findings indicate that the two sides engage in opposing 

framing strategies that offer little innovation and potential for reaching new audiences (Ibid: 608). 

The framing strategies used exclude any possibility for direct dialog or compromise which, Miceli 

argues, limits each side ability to achieve long-term success. 

While it is clear that the media discourse on homosexuality and same-sex marriage has been the 

subject of many studies and from many perspectives, most studies focus on the US, do not discuss 

informal institutional change and do not focus on institutional change by looking at the evolution of 

the coverage throughout time. The present study also goes one step further by looking at social 
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movements and their role in producing policy change with the help of discursive opportunities.

Regarding informal institutions, previous research in the area is mostly of an economic nature (for 

example, Dobler, 2011; Elgin & Oztunali, 2014), and focuses on the influence of informal 

institutions on a country's economic growth. Other studies on informal institutions and their societal

influence have come from developing world researchers. One such study has been conducted by 

Jutting et al (2007) on behalf of the OECD. The authors argue that informal institutions are often 

huge obstacles to formal institutional change. For example, a country might introduce legislation 

which promotes gender equality but if tradition, family structures, and social norms remain 

patriarchal, the effect of the legislation can only be minimal. A study by Azari and Smith (2012) 

encourages researchers to pay more attention to the influence of informal institutions even in the 

developed world. Their study of the Wisconsin's budget breakdown shows that ”unwritten rules” or 

informal institutions shape and constrain the political decision-making process. 

Social movement researchers have paid some attention to cultural change. Gamson (1998) studied 

media and newspaper articles from a framing perspective. He argued that how the media cover 

movements and how it represents them is central to cultural movement outcomes. He shows that 

cultural change happens when a challenger's frame is more prominent in the media than the 

opponents'. A collection of studies edited by Meyer et al (2002) consists of several articles on the 

impact of culture on social movements. The focus is on how participants in social movements 

construct their identity, their frames and their discourse in the current cultural context (Meyer et al, 

2002:205). Particular attention is payed to the role of power in shaping the movements' strategies 

and opportunties for change. 

Discursive opportunities and social movements have also been the topic of several studies. As 

mentioned above, Ferree et al (2002) studied the discourse on abortion rights in the US and 

Germany in a comparative perspective. Specifically, she focused on the discursive opportunities 

structures that women's rights groups had in the two countries. Describing discursive opportunity as

a part of the broader theory of political opportunity structure (Ferree; 2002:62), Ferree examines 

this opportunity structure along two political components: the legal context, and the party system 

context (Ibid:64). To this, she adds socio-cultural components (such as gender, religion and 

justice)and a mass-media components (whose frames are diffused most).  The study focuses on the 

period after the second world war.  

15



The article by Koopmans and Olzak (2004) analyzes the discursive opportunities for the right-wing 

extremist mobilization in Germany. The authors study how the public discourse (as reflected in 

several major newspapers) and the media's attention to violence affects right wing attacks on 

marginalized groups. This article unites political opportunity theories with framing theories, thus 

introducing the concept of discursive opportunities (Ibid:199).  The study is a quantitative one 

where the authors investigate how violent events correlate with newspaper reports (Ibid:212). They 

find that actions which are reported on by the media (visibility) offer an example to those seeking 

the same attention (Ibid:223). Furthermore, attacks which have resonance (reactions from third 

actors) are more likely to be reproduced. If the public reactions to the attacks are positive 

(legitimacy), then attacks are more likely to be replicated (Ibid.). 

In a purely theoretical article, Werner and Cornelissen (2014) develop a typology for how actors can

achieve institutional change through discursive processes of frame shifting or frame blending.  

Frames are considered to be at the center of an institution's ”cultural-cognitive aspect” as it is 

through framing that meanings and norms are created and then maintained by institutional processes

(Ibid:1451). But frames can also help bring about institutional change, which the authors refer to as 

the frames' ”duality”. Thus, actors can achieve institutional change by negotiating and collectively 

establishing new frames (Ibid:1452). This is done through frame shifting or frame blending. Frame 

shifting is defined as a process in which existing institutional norms are mainly kept but slightly 

modified in order to better fit actors' expectations or demands (Ibid:1456). Frame blending, on the 

other hand, is defined as  a mix of two ”old” frames in order to establish a new meaning to 

something that is familiar to the actors (Ibid:1457). This strategy is often useful when actors are 

faced with two competing concepts in an institutional context. 

The authors' typology consists of two axes measuring how radical and moderate the frame blending 

and the frame shifting respectively is (Ibid:1458). The authors define discursive opportunities as 

salient discourses which are ”alive, and have momentum at a particular point in time” (Ibid:1461). 

They argue that the choice between frame blending or frame shifting, between moderate and radical

frames rests on the discursive opportunity structure within the institution (Ibid:1463).   

As explained above, this study combines discursive opportunities theories with institutional change,

and gives insight into how informal institutions both provide and constrain discursive opportunities.

While discursive opportunity theories have been studied before, the studies mentioned have been 

mostly quantitative and did not allow for an in-depth discourse analysis. They also did not measure 

16



the public's changing attitudes towards an issue over time. Furthermore, the present study defines 

discursive opportunities differently than previous studies which mainly used media diffusion and 

visibility as operationalizations. In addition to this, the analysis here also focuses on which framing 

strategies social movements employ in order take advantage of these opportunities. These framing 

strategies will be described in the forthcoming section. 

Expected findings and hypotheses

Based on previous research and theories, several expectations emerge. Since same sex marriage and

gay rights in general are considered an issue of moral policy, morality frames will be particularly 

important. According to Mucciaroni (2010), actors use morality frames when they focus on the 

rightness or wrongness of a certain issue. Morality frames can also consist of statements regarding a

particular harm done to a third party if the right in question is granted. For example, child welfare 

matters are usually often cited in discussions on whether or not same-sex marriage should be 

legalized. Considering all this, I expect the news articles arguing against gay marriage to feature 

morality frames based on religion and child welfare. One example of a religious morality frame 

might denounce homosexuality as sin or might refer to the traditional definition of marriage as 

being between one man and one woman. I would also expect to find referrences to Catholicism or 

Catholic values since Ireland is a predominantly Catholic country. 

Regarding child welfare, I expect to find frames which emphasize the impact of same-sex marriage 

on children. For example, many opponents to gay rights or same sex marriage might focus on 

”parental gender” stating that a child deserves both a mother and a father. So the morality frames I 

expect to find amongst the opponents can be described as religious (homosexuality as sin, 

references to Catholic teachings), traditional (marriage defined as between persons of opposite sex) 

and child welfare (a focus on the parents' gender, paedophilia claims or associations). These frames 

overlap many times, as tradition and religion will probably often be used together. However, since it

is possible to support traditions without being religious, keeping these frames apart might be useful.

It is possible that even gay rights supporters might use morality frames. One example of such a 

frame would be an anti-discrimination or anti-bigotry frame which claims that society's intolerance 

towards gays and lesbians is harmful to this group and hence immoral. To this I add the existence of

equality frames which emphasize the moral value of equality and thus argue in favor of extending 

heterosexual rights to homosexual couples. I will also look for frames which emphasize the state's 

obligation to promote equality or end discrimination against gays and lesbians, which Mucciaroni 

refers to as government morality frames.  A national progressive frame might also occur, especially 
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after the announcement of the same-sex marriage referendum. This frame encourages voters to vote 

yes for a progressive Ireland or emphasizes the uniqueness of the same-sex marriage referendum as 

Ireland could become the first country to legalize gay marriage in this way.   

Spillover frames are also likely to be employed by opponents, as they have been in the case studied 

by Engel (2013). In a way, spillover frames are connected to morality frames because they usually 

imply that if one immoral act is allowed, more immorality will follow. In the particular context of 

this study, I expect frame spillovers to occur especially right after the 1993 legalization. Thus, a fear

of same-sex marriage legalization might be evident in these articles. After the announcement of the 

referendum, I expect frame spillover to occur again this time hand in hand with child welfare 

frames, claiming for example that same-sex marriages will lead to a fundamental right to surrogacy 

or adoption by gay couples. 

It is also worth looking at whether or not there is a gendered dimensions to the frames being used. 

Especially when it comes to anti-gay rights frames, there is a possibility that gay men are 

”demonized” in a different way than gay women. For example, if a frame has a focus on the dangers

of AIDS or on gay paedophilia, it can be said to have a gendered aspect to it as these issues mostly 

concern men. Likewise with a focus on the absence of mothers in male homosexual couples. The 

expectation is that most gendered frames will be adversarial towards male homosexuals since 

culturally speaking lesbianism is considered more acceptable (if not less deviant). 

Since the study focuses on informal institutional change, a part of the framing analysis will focus on

which informal institutions the frames call into question, either for support or for 

challenge/redefinition and integration of their demands in the framework of the institution. The 

informal institutions which are  most likely to be relevant to the issue of gay rights are marriage, 

family, and religion. I expect to see opponents to gay rights resting their claims on the legitimacy of 

these institutions. Their frames are therefore likely to strengthen these informal institutions, by 

emphasizing how they are good for society. On the other hand, supporters of gay rights can engage 

in two behaviors: they can either challenge the institutions and their legitimacy, or they can attempt 

to integrate gay rights into these institutions. The figure below illustrates some of the expectations 

regarding framing of informal institutions by both opponents and supporters of same-sex marriage.
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Table 1. Hypotheses on the framing of informal institutions 

Informal Institutions Opponents Supporters

Marriage Focus on gender ”between a man 

and a woman”

Traditional framing of marriage

”Marriage is about love”

-integration

Marriage as a social construction, 

questioning the opposite gender norm

- challenge/redefinition

Family Focus on gender, ”children need 

both a mother and a father”

Framing gay people as unsuitable 

parents

Other child welfare arguments 

(surrogacy, adoption)

Children need loving parents

Gender framed as being irrelevant

- integration

Emphasis on existence of single 

parents and other non-nuclear family 

constellations; diversity frames

- challenge/redefinition of family

Religion Homosexuality as a sin/deviant 

behavior

Other morality frames referring to

Catholic teachings

No contradiction between being a 

good Catholic and pro same-sex 

marriage/gay rights

- integration

Religion framed as bigoted and/or 

irrational;

- challenge

The frame analysis described above will also be applied to the social movements selected and their 

discourse. The analysis will provide insight into how the movements frame institutions like 

marriage, family or religion. As theories of institutional change state that collective action can take 

advantage of institutional weaknesses in order to promote their claims, the expectation is that gay 

rights movements will seize this opportunity and exploit potential weaknesses.  If a decline in the 

institution of religion is found, the movements might use frames which further villify and 

delegitimize religion. The movements might also question the importance of the opposite gender 

norm within the institution of marriage. Regarding family, the expectation is that gay activists will 

frame non-traditional families as equally beneficient to children as traditional ones, in response to 

opponents' use of child welfare frames. 
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Coverage of gay rights/homosexuality

As newspaper articles can be said to reflect the public opinion, they are suitable when studying 

institutional change. However, while a discourse analysis can provide valuable insight into how 

issues are discussed and how the arguments evolve as culture progresses, a quantitative analysis of 

the coverage might also be useful. Comparing the number of articles positive to gay rights with the 

number of articles negative to them from 1993 and over time can give an indication of how the tide 

is changing. The hypothesis is that the number of negative articles will decline over time and reach 

its minimum in around 2014-2015 when the announcement of the referendum approaches. I assume 

this because it reflects a natural cultural progress happening simply with the passing of time, but 

also because without this change of attitude, the referendum and same-sex marriage itself could not 

have been on the political agenda. New rights are not gained over night, there has to be some 

decrease in negative attitudes and opposition in order to make possible for a controversial issue to 

even be on the negotiation table. 

It might be hard to determine which articles support gay rights and which oppose them. To measure 

this, I will use the frame analysis described above and once again look at coverage. If the article 

features an opponent to gay rights (be it a politician, celebrity, a religious leader, a movement or just

an ordinary person), the article will be coded as negative to gay rights. This does not of course 

entail that the author or authors of the articles themselves are opponents, just that the article 

disseminates the opinions of opponents. Conversely, if the article features a person who is 

supportive of gay rights, then the article will be coded as positive. 

Regarding framing, I expect religious frames used by opponents to become less frequent over time. 

This is because as time passes and a country modernizes, religion becomes less popular and secular 

values take greater space in the public arena (Inglehart & Norris, 2003:49). Thus, such frames might

be replaced by child welfare frames for example. As for supporters, I expect the equality frames to 

become more frequent over time as equality is a modern/progressive concern (Ibid:49). 
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Part I: Discourse analysis of newspaper articles

Methodology

The first part of the study will look at the frames and the discourse on homosexuality from 1993 and

until September 2015. The media analysis will be conducted using articles published in the Irish 

Times. This newspaper was selected because it is the most popular and well read Irish newspaper 

ranking highest on the Google search. Because of time constraints, I will choose to focus only on 

the years which feature important gay rights legislation, and not on all years between 1993 and 

2015. Thus, the years selected for analysis are 1993 (decriminalization of sodomy), 1998 

(Employment Equality Act), 2000 (Equal Status Act), 2004 (Civil Registration Act), 2010 (Civil 

Partnership Bill), 2011 (Finance Act), 2014 and 2015 (Neary, 2014:12). This is based on the 

assumption that years in which important policy changes took place will have more discussion of 

homosexuality and a greater number of articles on this topic. The year of 2014 was included 

because it is the year preceding the marriage referendum and it is therefore likely to contain many 

discussions of this issue. 

The search was conducted using the terms ”gay”, ”homosexuality” and ”lesbian” in the online news

archive Factiva (global-factiva.com). Many more search terms could have been included like 

LGBT, same-sex marriage, queer, etc, but since the terms used were very inclusive, many results 

generated included these words already. It is highly unlikely that an article will mention the term 

LGBT for example but not ”homosexuality” or ”gay”. Even if some articles might have been left 

out of the results, their amount is most likely quite negligible. 

After setting up filters such as international politics, culture, book reviews, art, fashion, as well as 

all world regions aside from Ireland, Northern Ireland and Dublin, the results for each year were 

between 150 and 300 articles. I conducted a random sampling method and selected 5% of the 

articles because a larger sample would have proven too time-consuming to analyze properly. The 

sampling resulted in a total of 94 articles which includes news, current affairs, and opinion pieces 

sent in by the general public. Since my purpose is to do both a qualitative analysis and a 

quantitative analysis I looked at the frames used in the articles, and also coded the articles as 

positive, negative or neutral towards homosexuality. An article is coded as negative if it features 

more opponents or opponents' frames on homosexuality. Articles coded as positive feature citations 

from supporters or supporters' frames. Some articles were devoid of frames and merely reported a 

fact. They are still relevant to the quantitative analysis though so they have not been discarded. 
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Based on the assumption that religion is the biggest obstacle to gay rights, I decided to also measure

the portrayal of religion in the articles found. I coded articles as negative, positive, or neutral in 

regards to religion and looked at some of the frames used. A small percentage of articles focus 

mostly on religion and only mention the word gay or homosexual in passing. These articles are still 

relevant because analyzing how the view of Catholicism has changed over time is crucial to this 

study can give a lot of insight into discursive opportunities for change. 

Despite having eliminated articles on international issues from the search results, some of the 

articles generated were about France or Italy, for example. I decided to keep them because they 

were discussing Catholicism, which is the predominant religion in Ireland and because their frames 

were not ”French” or ”Italian” frames since the authors of the articles were Irish. These articles 

constitute a very small minority, only four articles, so they are not likely to distort the analysis in 

any way.

There are certainly limitations to using just one newspaper when analyzing public discourse. The 

paper might be politically biased and give a more progressive or conservative view of society than 

what is actually accurate. However, the quantitative analysis in this case shows that most articles are

neutral when it comes to both religion and homosexuality and that there is no overwhelmingly 

positive or negative coverage of either of these two factors. 

 

The discourse analysis which follows below has been organized around the three informal 

institutions which the study focuses on: religion, marriage, and family. 

Religion

In 1993, the relationship between state and religion was already quite tense. In an article about a 

judge who used moral and religious arguments when deciding a case, several politicians are shown 

to criticize him (Tynan, 1993). According to one person cited: ”They [religion and politics] make 

for a very dangerous mixture that is best avoided by judges and politicians (Ibid).” This article 

shows that religion as an institution was already under question, albeit still influential, and that the 

separation of church and state was regarded as very desirable. Thus, the article employs a secularist 

frame, where religion is relegated to personal beliefs (in this case, of the judge) which should not 

influence the application of laws.

Some articles from 1998 cite opponents to gay rights who use a morality frame in order to suggest 
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homosexuality is a sin, using the Bible to support this argument. However, the articles also quote 

supporters which refute the framing of religion as condemning homosexuality. An opinion piece 

claims that same sex unions have existed in Ireland and in other religious countries until the 1700s. 

”To argue historically that Christian tradition has always been universally opposed to recognition of

same sex unions is […] a sham”, claims the author (Duffy, 1998). These examples constitute 

attempts to integrate homosexuality with religion, without arguing against the legitimacy of either 

of them. However, the next opinion piece speaks against this position. The author disputes the claim

that the church has historically endorsed same sex unions, and argues that this is especially not true 

of the Catholic Church (O'Callaghan, 1998).

Religion is also framed as being an excuse to ”justify slavery, anti-Semitism, racism and various 

forms of misogyny”(de Vries, 1998). The author of the article claims that Christian life must be 

informed by intellect and reason and he is opposing what he calls ”Biblical fundamentalism”. Some 

forms of religion are thus framed as being bigoted and irrational.  

The tensions between homosexuality and religion continue to receive attention in articles from 

2000. One article describes the reactions of the Pope to the gay march in Rome. While this article is

not strictly about Ireland, the fact that it focuses on Catholicism is enough to make it relevant to the 

present analysis. The Pope used morality frames in order to denounce homosexuality, considering it 

to be both a sin and ”against nature” (Agnew, 2000:1). The gay marchers however used slogans 

such as ”God loves me too” in order to try to integrate homosexuality with religion (Ibid.). The 

article concludes that ”bitter tensions between the gay community worldwide and the Catholic 

Church is only to be expected, given Catholic teaching (Ibid:2).” Catholicism is thus framed as an 

institution inherently opposed to gay rights, and homosexuality and religion are framed as being 

”natural enemies”. 

While not strictly about gay rights, the next article criticizes the Catholic church for ”seeking to 

exclude and control”, when it considered banning eulogies from funerals (Gaffney, 2000:1). The 

author of the article argues that because of the declining rates of churchgoers, the Catholic church 

needs to ”embrace change” and ”share ownership of rites” (Ibid). The Catholic Church is also said 

to be the ”institution which still best represents their [Irish people's]sense of community”. This 

article is framing the Catholic church as somewhat repressive, inhibited and outdated. The article 

describes a weakening institution, which at the same time retains great importance for the people of 

Ireland. 
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An article about cardinal Connell cites his opinions on different topics, among which also 

homosexuality. He considers homosexuality to be a ”disorder which is no longer presented to the 

public as a disorder” (O'Connell, 2004). Morality frames are present also when he deems divorce to 

be ”anti-social”. The institutions of family and marriage are considered to be ”the deep centre of 

human intimacy on which the whole future of society depends (Ibid)”, a frame which strengthens 

both family and marriage as institutions. The cardinal also argues that Catholicism provides a strong

connection between Rome and Ireland, as well as between Ireland and Europe, ”Ireland is European

because of Rome. Because of the church, Ireland is a world wide community” (Ibid). Religion is 

therefore not just an institution, but a matter of identity which links people from different countries 

together providing a community. 

One article argues that the strict teachings of the Catholic church on contraception, homosexuality 

and Mass going are no longer supported by many Catholics yet ”these people still see themselves as

good Catholics” (O'Toole, 2004:1). The conflict between secularism and religion is escalating 

according to the author and secularism is framed as being both legitimate and, paradoxically, a way 

of strengthening religion (Ibid.). Referring to the discrimination in Catholic schools against children

of other religions, the author argues that religion has been defined as ”a unique ground for exclusion

and discrimination.” This is similar to the article from 1998 which framed religion as an excuse for 

discrimination. Like other articles previously discussed, this article also frames Catholicism as an 

”embattled institution struggling to hold on to temporal power” (Ibid:2).  

The sexual theology of the Catholic church is also the topic of the next article and it is said to be ”in

deep crisis” (Mulqueen, 2010). The article states that a majority of Catholic couples are ignoring the

church's teachings on contraceptives, and criticize its teaching on homosexuality. The church has 

also been negatively affected by sex scandals, which ”highlight the acute level of dysfunction in the

church (Ibid.)” The author of the article states that the church should be ”prepared to engage 

seriously in dialogue with the modern world; willing to learn from secular insights, for example in 

democracy; willing to open its doors to married and women priests; and that would develop a 

healthy and holistic theology of sexuality (Ibid.).” Continuing on the topic of Catholic teachings, a 

short article calls for a ”reality check” for the Catholic Church. According to the Archbishop of 

Dublin, the church needs to ask itself whether ”it has drifted away completely from young people” 

(Healy, 2015). The Catholic institution is once again framed as weakening and outdated in some of 

its doctrines.  Like other articles previously discussed, this is another call for the religious 

institution to redefine itself in order to maintain its relevancy.  
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Another example of the conflict between religion and secularism is illustrated by the next article. It 

describes some of the discussion among politicians before the approval of the Civil Partnership Bill.

Some of the politicians objected to the bill on ”moral and conscience grounds (McGee, 2010).” 

They argued that public servants should be able to opt out of registering gay and lesbian couples as 

married on a so-called conscience clause. They also argued that church premises should not be 

rented out for celebrating same-sex unions (Ibid.). This political debate shows the attempts made to 

integrate religion with more progressive social legislation. It is clear that several politicians are 

motivated by religious beliefs or want to protect religious people from being affected by this 

legislation. The framing here is one of the incompatibility between religion/religious conscience 

and gay rights. 

A gay rights supporter from GLEN (gay and lesbian network) and a politician are also cited  

arguing that there is a difference between legislation and religious beliefs. ”Churches are entitled to 

marry whom they wish in their churches” and ”This Bill is a secular measure to combat 

discrimination being passed through the democratic parliament of a secular state. It contains not a 

single word regarding the moral preferences or religious practices of the Catholic Church (Coulter, 

2010:2).” With these statements, the new legislation is framed as being ”secular” and therefore also 

separate from religious doctrines and teachings on homosexuality. The right of churches to their 

own morality is said to not be in question. 

Another aspect of the contradictions between religion and secularism is found in the topic of 

religious versus secular schools. An opinion piece argues that non-religious schools are better at 

teaching children civic values than their religious counterparts (Hickey, 2011). The author believes 

that non-religious schools are more suitable for objectively teaching about issues which ”may be in 

tension with the religious doctrine promoted by the [religious] school (Ibid.).” Secularized schools 

will also teach children critical thinking which they will need in order to assess religious beliefs, 

among other things. The framing used here promotes secularism and construes religion as too 

subjective and dogmatic to be able to create good citizens. 

Articles from 2014 are already dealing with the upcoming same-sex marriage referendum, and the 

tensions between supporters and opponents is evident. Most of these frames will be discussed in the

section dealing with marriage, although they also heavily feature religious components. One article 

on the topic of religion, marriage and homosexuality tells of Pope Francis who agreed to marry a 

gay couple (The Irish Times, 2014). The pope also said that ”the church must end its obsession with
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teachings on abortion, contraception and homosexuality, and become more merciful, or risk 

collapsing "like a house of cards" (Ibid.). This is another framing of the Catholic church as behind 

the times and somewhat oppressive.

The first article for 2015 is an opinion piece on the benefits of the Yes vote in the referendum. The 

author argues that the Yes vote is almost as a ”healing” for the LGBT people and their families, 

because they now finally feel ”accepted, cherished and most definitely loved” by the country they 

live in (Hyland, 2015). It is also mentioned how people felt while campaign for a yes vote ”It was a 

throwback to their youth, before they came out, the sense of being different and somehow wrong, 

not fitting with the expectation of society that had been shaped by the Church and its teachings of 

homosexuality as sin” and also, ”They witnessed and felt the devastation homophobia inflicted - the

violence and the oppression” (Ibid.). The article frames social progressive policies as contributing 

to individual wellbeing and speaks of how tough the lives of the underprivileged group were before 

these policies. The article also makes an attempt to integrate religion with homosexuality ”My 

referendum hero is my mum Eithna who publicly linked her faith in God and her love for me as the 

reason she was voting Yes (Ibid.).” 

The final article is an opinion piece argues that Catholicism ”narrows intellectual scope” and ”is 

antithetical to reason” (Kennedy, 2015). Religion is also framed as being oppressive by saying that 

”[it] is among the loudest voices in preventing young women from having a choice on their own 

reproductive capability. This is the generation of Catholics who voted against divorce and who are 

offended by gay marriage (Ibid.).” Catholicism is thus framed as being both irrational and a form of

bigotry in this article. 

Marriage

The topic of same-sex marriage was being debated as early as 1998. One article on this topic cites 

some of the opposition to gay marriage using frame spillover, ”[gay marriage] would lead inevitably

to the adoption of children by homosexuals and in vitro conception to enable gays to have 

biological offspring (Marlowe, 1998).” The opponents are claiming that marriage cannot be kept 

separate from child rearing. A child welfare frame is also present here as it is implied that gay 

couples having children is detrimental to children. 

Same sex marriage is framed as an issue of equality also in an article from 2004. ”Sexual 

orientation must not be a barrier to enjoying rights and freedom” (The Irish Times, 2004). When 
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asked why they wanted to marry, the same-sex couple the article focuses on replied that they 

wanted to be like their parents (Ibid.). Gay marriage is framed as being just like hetero-marriage, 

and therefore normalized and framed as non-threatening. 

Framing institutions as natural or essential to humanity is a way of preserving the status quo and 

preventing others from being able to challenge them. One gay rights opponent accuses gay rights 

activists of demanding that ”we turn inside out fundamental elements of human society- for 

example the social norms arising from the biological basis of the human family.” Marriage and 

family are framed as biological and natural, separate from politics or social construction. They are 

therefore regarded less as human-made institutions and more like products of nature. 

Same sex partnerships are framed as improving the lives of LGBT individuals in an article from 

2011. A gay rights supporter is cited saying that the new legislation on civil partnership represents ” 

a new dawn for gay and lesbian couples” and that the legislation will ensure a ”more secure future” 

for them (O'Brien, 2011). 

The articles from 2014 deal with the upcoming marriage referendum. The view of the Catholic 

church on this is presented in the first article to be analyzed. A bishop is cited saying that many 

religions view marriage as being between a man and a woman and that it would be a ”disservice” to

society if same-sex marriage was permitted (D'Arcy, 2015). He also states that ”the upbringing of 

children is uniquely possible through conventional, church-endorsed marital relationships (Ibid.).” 

The fact that marriage should be between a man and a woman is framed as ”a fundamental building 

block of society”. This aims to strengthen the institution of marriage, by considering it an integral 

part of society. This is another example of framing human-made institutions as biological and 

essential to humanity. Same-sex marriage is also seen through a morality frame which states that "it 

is a grave injustice if the State ignores the uniqueness of the role of husbands and wives, and the 

importance of mothers and fathers in our society" (Ibid.). While gay rights supporters put pressure 

on the state to end discrimination and promote equality, opposers see it as the duty of the state to 

uphold the gender divide in institutions like family and marriage. 

An article from 2015 states that the church officials were ”bereaved” at the result of the referendum.

The result was called ”a defeat for humanity” and considered a blow against ”our [Catholic 

Church's] deeply held convinction about the meaning of marriage” (McMahon, 2015). A morality 

frame is used in this article by framing same-sex marriage as deviant and as a violation of the true 
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meaning of marriage. Marriage as an institution is considered to have been redefined in a way 

which the Catholic church, judging by this article, considers highly unwelcome. The idea that a yes 

vote will be a defeat for humanity can be interpreted as having to do with the notion that marriage 

between opposite genders is one of the most important pillars of society. Marriage is in this framed 

as being linked to biology as only a man and a woman can produce offspring. 

The institution of marriage is discussed even in the next article which is an opinion piece stating 

that ”support for same sex marriage reflects changing view of institution (Coulter, 2014).” The 

author argues that traditional marriage defined as being between a man and a woman is a human 

construct and has never been universally adopted (pointing to polygamy). She also questions the 

argument that marriage must lead to children and that the church has no right to demand that its 

views of marriage be seen as ”universal truths”. She rejects the use of frame spillover by stating that

surrogacy is an issue which has nothing to do with same-sex marriage as it is also used by 

heterosexual couples. Marriage is framed as an institution constructed by humans as opposed to 

fundamental or universal, and the author sees same-sex marriage as a redefinition of this institution.

(Ibid). Marriage and its definition is the subject of the next article which states that ”Citizens should

decide how they define marriage (Moloney, 2015)”. The author argues that marriage is not always a

religious sacrament and that some people choose to define it in a purely legal way. This statement 

points to the growing secularism of Ireland and the diminishing influence of the church. As the 

author of this article is a priest, there is an attempt to integrate homosexuality and religion by stating

that ”God has shaped everyone in God's own likeness” (Ibid). The author also condemns the 

church's ”abuse of power” and the damage some of its teachings have done to the gay community. 

People are encouraged to vote yes in the next article because it would a vote for ”equality and love”

(O'Halloran, 2015). The yes vote is also framed as ”the Christian thing to do” thus rejecting the 

opposition between religion and homosexuality. 

Another opinion piece in favor of same-sex marriage uses a national progressive frame, which 

states that a yes vote would send the message that Ireland is a country ”in which diversity is valued, 

and celebrated and in which people could be their true selves (McEvoy, 2014)” The author urges 

people to take the opportunity provided by the referendum and shape a new Ireland. She also uses 

the ”social progress leads to wellbeing” frame by stating that a Yes vote would mean, ”every child 

and young person who has yet to "come out" would do so in an Ireland where they would only ever 

know legislative equality; and all the parents, grandparents, siblings, friends, teachers and others 

who love and respect them could be assured that they would not be denied equal opportunities in 
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life on the basis of their sexual orientation (Ibid.).” 

Family

The issue of gay families is strongly entwined with gay marriage but the frames do differ a bit. As 

expected, many child welfare frames were used to delegitimize gay parents, but child welfare 

frames were also used by supporters of gay rights. An opponent to gay rights is cited in an article 

discussing societal views of gay parents saying, ”What gays are demanding is the ‘right’ 

fundamentally to alter this society’s definition of marriage and invert the protocols governing 

adoptions, shifting the emphasis from the child’s interest to the alleged ‘rights’ of certain categories 

of would-be adopters (O'Connell, 2011:1).” This is a clear use of the child welfare frame in order to 

oppose gay rights. There is also a resistance to the redefinition of the institution of marriage. 

The article further uses a gendered frame as it talks about how much harder it is for gay fathers to 

be seen as suitable parents as opposed to lesbian mothers. This is related to cultural perceptions of 

women as nurturing and caring, and therefore more suited for rearing children than men are. 

The issue of gay parenthood is also focused on in an article written by a gay foster parent. The 

article uses child welfare frames stating that children need someone who loves them and cares for 

them but that the sexual orientation of those persons is irrelevant, ”Of all the children we cared for, 

not one cared whether we were gay or straight. They just saw us as 'Dave and Paddy' who cared for 

them (Thomas, 2011:2).”

An article from August 2011 presents one of the earliest calls for legalizing gay marriage (Minihan, 

2011). The politician cited argues that most people in Ireland would welcome same-sex marriage 

and that politicians are out of touch with the times. The frame she uses is one of equality, stating 

that all families must be treated equally. She also points to the diversity of modern families and the 

changes in their ”make-up” which the legislation needs to keep up with. An article entitled Modern 

Ireland: Meet the Families also reports on the changing make-up of Irish families due to social 

changes such as immigration, divorce, single parents and gay parents (Holmquist, 2010).  These 

articles are an attempt to redefine the institution of family by focusing on their already existing 

diversity.

The author of an article which opposes same-sex marriage argues that it is not homophobic to say 

that a child needs a mother and a father. Surrogacy can never be equal to ”a mother and father 

raising their own child” (O'Brien, 2014). The framing here is that a family consisting of a mother 

and a father is an ”irrefutable reality” (ie a biological one) which should not be legislated against. 
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Just like the previous articles did with marriage, this article frames traditional families as the natural

state of things instead of humanly devised institutions. 

Child welfare frames are used by supporters of same-sex families in an article which frames the yes 

vote as being beneficient to children (McEvoy, 2014). The author rejects the opponents' frame 

spillover by arguing that same-sex marriage will not lead to IVF and surrogate motherhood. Instead,

the yes vote is framed as promoting children's interests because children who identify as gay need 

to have the same rights and opportunities as heterosexual children. The yes vote is framed as being 

a ”yes to inclusion, yes to rights, yes to love, yes to equality and yes to equal marriage” (Ibid.). 

Another article also argues that a yes vote in the referendum will be good for children. The person 

cited is a lesbian woman stating that "What really struck me about the campaign for marriage 

equality is how enormously different my life would be now if when I was growing up and when I 

was a teenager I shared a positive vista of my life like all my straight friends did . . . They knew 

they were going to get married and have kids and settle down. And when I looked ahead I never saw

that . . . I never had that long-term vista of stability to look forward to. And that's damaging. The 

achievement around marriage equality in Ireland means that other kids won't grow up with that. 

That'll be gone forever (Zappone, 2015)." 

The argument that same-sex marriage can be good for children is negated by the next article which 

claims that same-sex marriage ”dilutes existing concepts of a special procreative link between 

parents and children (Heaney, 2015).” A child welfare frame is used in order to delegitimize gay 

marriage and strengthen the traditional definition of family. It is argued that the ”biological 

connection” between children and their parents cannot be ignored (Ibid.). Family as an institution is 

linked to biology in an attempt to protect it from challenges or redefinitions. 

Other frames

While not relating strictly to the institutions discussed, several other frames were present throughout

the articles and they are also relevant to the study. Many articles discussed homophobia in schools 

and colleges (Oliver, 2000; Hunt, 2010; Byrne, 1998). Student associations were urging colleges to 

challenge campus homophobia and raise awareness about the situations of gay and lesbian students,

college boards have a vital role to play in developing policies” (Byrne, 1998:1). 

Another form of morality frames being used were government morality frames. Many articles thus 
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framed it as the government's duty to end discrmination and promote equality for gays and lesbians,

for example the state should be ”prepared to recognise its moral obligations towards the civil rights 

of gay and lesbian citizens”. Articles about the decriminalization of sodomy emphasized the 

government's responsibility in abolishing anti-sodomy laws which stigmatize homosexual men (see 

Cullen, 1993; Tynan, 1993). 

Gay rights supporters often framed gay rights issues as being human rights issues, for example 

”[s]exual orientation must not be a barrier to enjoying rights and freedom” (Marlowe, 2004). This is

because human rights carry great clout and legitimacy in most societies, and framing something as a

human rights issue makes it very difficult to ignore. 

The presence of gendered frames in the articles was quite prevalent. The articles about the 

decriminalization of sodomy emphasized how anti-sodomy laws are mostly discriminating against 

male homosexuality not female one.  Articles on parenting and LGBT families are also aware of the

fact that opponents are mostly concerned about children growing up without a mother, ie with two 

fathers, rather than without a father. Women are therefore implictly framed as being better at 

parenting than men. 

As the same-sex marriage referendum was approaching, some articles featured a frame which 

presented the referendum as an opportunity to modernize Ireland. This national progressive frame 

and its often used by gay rights supporters who want to see a more tolerant and inclusive Ireland. 

”Ireland now wants to be seen as a state that has put behind it what some see as a history of narrow, 

violent nationalism and conservative, authoritarian Catholicism”, states the author of an article 

about what kind of president Ireland should have (The Irish Times, 2011). 

Quantitative analysis

Each of the articles in the sample was coded as negative, positive or neutral towards homosexuality 

and towards religion. As mentioned in the Method section, articles on religion were included in the 

analysis as religion is considered to be a great roadblock in the path of same-sex marriage. Thus, the

quantitative analysis will measure how attitudes toward religion have changed throughout the years 

in order to illuminate potential discursive opportunities for change. 

An article was coded as positive towards homosexuality if it cited more supporters than opponents. 

Regarding religion, the same method was applied: an article was coded as positive if it cited more 
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supporters than opponents. An article was coded as negative towards religion if it used frames 

which are negative to religion, such as frames which portray religion as being bigoted, irrational or 

outdated. An article was coded as negative towards homosexuality if it featured frames which 

emphasized traditional definitions of family, marriage or morality frames which portrayed 

homosexuality as a sin or unnatural or as a threat to the institutions of family and marriage. Most 

articles were found to be neutral towards both religion and homosexuality. 

The hypothesis at the start of the study was that as the years passed and society and culture 

progressed, the number of articles positive towards homosexuality will increase. So for example 

year 2010 should feature a larger proportion of articles positive towards homosexuality than year 

1998. Likewise, the number of articles positive towards religion were thought to decrease as society

becomes more modern and secularized. 

The results are as follows (neutral percentage not included): 

Table 2: Percentage of articles positive or negative towards religion and homosexuality

From this table, it can be assumed that the articles coded as positive for religion will also be articles 

coded as negative for homosexuality. This is particularly evident in the year of 1998 for example 

where 16% of articles were coded as negative towards homosexuality and 16% coded as positive 

towards religion. However, this is not always the case. In the year of 2010, 10% of articles were 

coded as positive towards religion yet none as negative towards homosexuality. The reason for this 

is that even if an article is positive towards religion it does not mean that the article necessarily uses

any frames which are negative towards homosexuality. Conversely, an article might be positive 

towards homosexuality but not use any frames which portray religion negatively. This is why the 

two variables were analyzed separately. 

When studying this table, some clear patterns emerge. There have always been more articles 

positive towards homosexuality than negative towards it. Regarding religion however, this pattern is
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Homosexuality Religion N (total nr of articles)
Positive Negative Positive Negative

1993 33,00% 0 0 16,00% 6
1998 75,00% 16,00% 16,00% 0 15
2000 40,00% 0 10,00% 0 14
2004 50,00% 12,50% 12,50% 0 8
2010 70,00% 0 10,00% 30,00% 11
2011 56,00% 6,00% 0 12,50% 17
2014 46,00% 30,00% 15,00% 15,00% 13
2015 76,00% 11,00% 0 11,00% 19



less clear as some years have more positive-coded articles than others. The degree of support for 

homosexuality does not follow any clear path either. More articles are coded as positive in 1998 

than in any of the years between 2000-2014. This disproves the hypothesis that support will 

increase as the years pass. The hypothesis is disproven even when looking at the negative-coded 

articles, as they have not steadily declined since 1993. 

The hypothesis on religion receives somewhat more support as the percentage of articles positive 

towards religion decreases from 1998 and onwards, though it experiences an upswing in 2014. The 

articles negative towards religion reach their peak in 2010. 

The year of 2014 is particularly interesting. It has a relatively low score on articles positive towards 

homosexuality and a relatively high score on articles positive towards religion. While the reasons 

for this cannot be properly explained within the scope of this paper, a possible explanation would be

that the upcoming marriage referendum polarized the public and made religious supporters more 

vocal or likely to write opinion pieces opposing same-sex marriage. 

The opposition to religion is at its peak in 2010. This is not surprising considering the fact that in 

2009 a report revealed the extent of the child sex abuse scandals in Ireland (McDonald, 2009). 

These scandals might have prompted people to write opinion pieces that were negative towards the 

church, and perhaps also prompted editors to publish more such pieces than in other years. 2010 

was also the year when the Civil Partnerships bill was introduced, giving homosexual couples many

of the rights enjoyed by married couples. This could explain the large proportion of articles positive 

to gay rights in 2010 and can be considered the first step towards marriage equality. 

To summarize the results, most articles in each year were positive towards homosexuality, reflecting

a societal tolerance towards gays and lesbians. The number of articles negative towards religion 

reach a peak in 2010 and from the on the percentage of negative coded articles in each year is 

higher than the percentage of positive-coded articles. This shows that religion has been steadily 

decreasing in popularity in the years closest to the marriage referendum. While the trends for both 

variables are not as clear as hypothesized, a change in attitudes surrounding homosexuality and 

religion can still be found, and can be considered an opportunity for introducing gay rights 

legislation.   
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Conclusions from the newspaper analysis

Several patterns can be found throughout the years included in the study. In 1993, there was already

a sense that criminalization of sodomy was discriminating against gay men. Morality frames were 

used in which the government was called upon to end this discrimination and eventually 

decriminalize sodomy and homosexual acts. There was also an awareness that homophobia is a 

gendered phenomenom and that it affects gay men differently than lesbians. 

Secularism and frames associated with state-church separation were present as early on as 1993 

when a judge was criticized for mixing religion with law making. In the later years, secularism 

becomes more and more present, for example in the articles relating to religious-run public 

institutions such as schools and their secular counterparts. It was claimed that non-religious schools 

are better at creating critical thinking citizens and that Catholic schools often discriminate against 

non-Catholics. 

Another example of the growing secularism is when the same-sex marriage referendum is 

discussed, and supporters of a yes vote point out that marriage need not be religious and that the 

church's teachings on homosexuality cannot be considered universal or absolute. This frame 

separates the institution of marriage from religion with which it had been closely linked up until that

point. The idea that the same-sex marriage bill should include a conscience clause by which public 

servants would be exempt from registering same-sex marriages was not accepted because it would 

interfere with the idea that civil institutions should be secular. 

As hypothesized, the church used a variety of morality frames against homosexuality. 

Homosexuality was considered a sin, against nature and a threat to marriage and family. While these

opinions are by no means shared by all priests or bishops, these views are prevalent enough to 

constitute an obstacle to same-sex marriage and other gay rights issues. Members of the IONA 

institute, a Catholic think-tank, are often cited using child-welfare frames against gay marriage, 

insisting on opposite-sex families as the best environment in which children should be raised, and 

promoting traditional family values. In line with the hypothesis at the beginning of the study, child 

welfare frames and frames defining marriage as between a man and a woman were often used 

together. Marriage is therefore considered to lead inevitably to children, and opponents use frame 

spillover in order to support a no vote. 

Furthemore, the morality frames used are not just connected to religious doctrines. Several persons 
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are cited saying that heterosexuality is natural while homosexuality is not and framing marriage as a

biological necessity as opposed to a human construct. Homosexuality and same-sex marriage is 

framed as a threat to marriage and family and an attempt to redefine marriage in a harmful way.  

Children are linked to their parents by biological ties which should not be undone by politics. 

Child welfare frames often contain a gendered element because it is the absence of the mother that 

is emphasized, implying that women bring more to parenting than men. One article deals with how 

gay men who are parents are facing a social stigma which lesbians do not. The fear of gay couples 

using surrogacy is also exclusive to male gay couples, which means that male homosexuality raises 

more controversy than the female one.

 

An attempt to refute the idea that same-sex marriage will redefine marriage as an institution is 

conveyed by framing gay couples as being ”not so different” from heterosexual ones and framing 

marriage as being about love. This does not argue against the idea of marriage as fundamental, but 

rather uses it in saying that all human beings have the desire to live in a happy marriage.

There was also a discourse which opposed the framing of gay parents as damaging to children. 

Many articles cite gay parents saying that children do not care about sexual orientation or gender 

and that they only want love and stability. Articles positive to gay marriage and gay families have 

featured frames which emphasized the diversity which already exists in Irish families. Some 

families were immigrant, others consisted only of one parent while others consisted of a gay couple.

This indicates that the discourse was open to a redefinition of the institution of family and was 

challenging the concept of the traditional family proposed by opponents. 

Some articles employed frames which presented Ireland as a progressive nation or encouraged 

people to vote yes in order to make Ireland more progressive. The national identity of Ireland was in

question and many people cited in the articles wanted to see Ireland leave its conservative past 

behind and transform into a more tolerant and open society.  After the referendum passed, some 

articles framed Ireland as a progressive nation which showed the world and Europe that it can be 

open-minded and diverse. Another matter of national identity was Catholic religion. One article 

specifically states that religion gives Irish people a sense of community. While there are calls for 

Ireland to modernize itself but there is also an emphasis on Catholic religion as an important part of 

what it means to be Irish. 
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Seo and Creed (2002) describe four types of contradictions that can lead to institutional change. An 

institution can suffer from legitimacy breakdown, lack of ability to adapt to new circumstances and 

realities, inter-institutional incompatibilities, and actors' conflicting interests (Seo & Creed, 2002, 

224). Applying Seo and Creeds's theories to the current study, it is clear that the institution of 

religion suffered from contradictions or indeterminacies as Clemens (1998) would call them. Many 

articles framed the Catholic church as an institution in decline, due not keeping up with the times. 

This is mainly due to the church's tough sexual theology which forbids divorce, abortion, 

contraceptives, pre-marital sex and of course also homosexuality. These values are considered to be 

so strict that especially young people can no longer relate to them. After the yes vote in the same-

sex marriage referendum, some articles call on the church to alter itself or risk losing its followers. 

This points towards a lack of adaptability for the church, which an institution needs in order to 

survive, and which leads to a breakdown in legitimacy. 

The sex scandals involving minors have undoubtedly also damaged the church's reputation. While 

there are not so many articles on the sex-scandals in the sample of this study, when they are 

mentioned, the church is criticized for being unaccountable and for failing to protect children from 

abuse. The fact that the articles coded as negative towards religion reached their peak in 2010 a year

after the publication of a report on sex-scandals, also indicates that the church has been affected by 

these scandals. 

Furthermore, there were some inter-institutional contradictions. Secularism and human rights were 

considered to be standing in sharp contrast to some religious doctrines. The definition of marriage 

as between a man and a woman conflicted with the idea of non-discrimination and marriage 

equality. The fact that gay issues were framed as being human rights issues illustrates these 

contradictions. While not being an institution, the desire to make Ireland progressive and tolerant 

was incompatible with Catholicism and its doctrines. Thus, it can be said that the Catholic church 

was damaged by inter-institutional contradictions between secular values and religious ones. 

According to Raymond et al (2013) transformation of informal institutions can happen by changing 

norms. As described in the theory section, this transformation can happen as a result of framing an 

issue in terms of a strong norm, ie, a norm which has legitimacy in the eyes of the majority. In the 

case of gay rights in Ireland, the newspaper analysis shows that many supporters framed gay rights 

as being human rights or civil rights. This means that they were using a strong norm in order to 

raise support for gay rights policies. This norm was also framed as being antithetical to religious 

36



norms which do not promote equal treatment of individuals and which condemn some behaviors as 

being immoral. In regards to gay marriage and the issue of a conscience clause for religious civil 

servants, the argument was that such a conscience clause would be incompatible with the secular 

principles upon which the Irish society rests. Secularist principles were obvious even in framing 

civil marriage as being a different institution from religious marriage, which was a strategy aiming 

to establish a compromise between both sides. Thus, strong existing norms of human rights, anti-

discrimination and fairness were clearly conflicting with religious institutions and with gay and 

lesbian citizens' lack of access to marriage and family. This context of a declining influence of the 

church in combination with a growing interest for secularism and human rights constitutes a 

discursive opportunity to achieve marriage equality.

While the institutions of family and marriage were not as contested as religion, they also suffered 

from some indeterminacies or contradictions. The discourse on marriage reveals several different 

meanings attached to it, ranging from marriage being a social contract to marriage being about love 

and fundamental to society. There is also an attempt to separate marriage from religion with which 

it had been closely entwined during a long period of time. Thus, marriage has different meanings 

for different actors and this creates a space for gay rights supporters to either redefine marriage or 

integrate homosexuality into the institution of marriage. There is also an opportunity for them to 

further frame marriage as being either secular or religious, and undermine the religious opposite-

gender norm within the institution of marriage. 

Regarding family, the discourse pointed to the erosion of traditional family structure and the 

existence of diversity, such as single-parent families, immigrant parents or gay parents. The focus in

some articles on the prejudice faced by gay fathers served to question norms which stated that 

children cannot grow up without a mother. The use of child welfare frames by both supporters and 

opponents shows that traditional family was framed as being both good for children because of its 

”mother and father” norm, but also damaging to children who might identify as gay or lesbian. 

Articles on homophobic bullying in schools framed gay rights as a way of improving the lives of 

children. The institution of family was therefore also subject to some contestation which provides 

an impetus for a redefinition of this institution. The discourse on the child's best interests can lend 

itself well to the use of gay rights movements, as they could frame same-sex marriage as a way of 

protecting LGBT children from prejudice. The importance of opposite-gender parents can also be 

questioned by the movements. 
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The discourse that emerges from the newspaper analysis provided several opportunities for the 

implementation of gay rights legislation. In terms of resonance, all of the frames outlined below 

could be used by the movements without fear of alienating the public.

Table 3. Discursive opportunities

Informal Institutions Contradictions/indeterminacies Alternative norms

Marriage Marriage as either religious or 

civil

Marriage as a social contract or 

about love

Evolving institution

Anti-discrimination as to who can get

married

Equality

Family Best interest of the child: either 

opposite gender parent norm or 

welfare for LGBT children

Irish families already diverse

Anti-discrimination as to alternative 

family forms

Equality

Religion Decline in legitimacy due to 

”outdated” doctrines

Tolerance vs condemnation of 

homosexuality

Secularist principles

Human rights and anti-discrimination

However, as Seo and Creed point out institutional contradictions/indeterminacies and decline in 

legitimacy by themselves are not enough to bring about change without efficient strategies for 

mobilization. The study will now look at how social movements used this institutional context in 

their framing processes. 
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Part II Social movements, mobilization, and frames

Methodology

The second part of study will look at three prominent movements in favor of a yes vote in the 

marriage referendum, Yes Equality, Marriage Equality and BeLonGTo. Like in the newspaper 

analysis, the focus will be on which frames they use in order to gain support for same-sex marriage, 

particularly looking at how they frame institutions like marriage, family and religion. The analysis 

will be based on website content, press releases, social media channels, and reports. The material 

analyzed will differ slightly from one movement to another because one movement might be more 

active on the social media, whereas another might produce more TV ads for example. 

Since the newspaper analysis has been organized around the three informal institutions studied, the 

material selected for analysis will relate to marriage, religion and family. The study of social media 

will consist of Twitter posts between April 22nd and May 22nd, that is exactly one month before the 

referendum. Only the posts relating to one of the three insitutions will be included in the study. 

Press releases will be selected according to whether they describe the movement's position on at 

least one of the three institutions studied. When visiting a movement's webpage, all links which 

include words like ”marriage”, ”family”, ”religion” will be followed and their content, if relevant, 

will be included in the analysis. Webpages which present the movement's arguments in favor of a 

yes vote will also be analyzed. Only content which refers to the marriage referendum will be 

studied. 

As discussed in the Expectations section, the hypothesis is that social movements will use frames 

which cast religious institutions in an unfavorable light, and also frames which present family and 

marriage as human constructs that have changed throughout history and which can change again 

without this harming them in any way. The activists could engage in two framing strategies: either 

integrate homosexuality within the existing institutional context or attempt to challenge/redefine the

informal institutions. 

Because the study is concerned with institutional change, only the movements struggling to achieve 

a yes vote are included. The no side will therefore not be studied but their arguments will be 

included indirectly as the yes side engages with them. Just like in the newspaper articles, the yes 

side is likely to respond to the no side's use of frame spillover, for example. Regarding the social 

media analysis, only Twitter was included as the Facebook pages of the movements did not have 
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enough relevant content. This present limitations as Twitter posts need to be short and therefore do 

not offer too much discursive content. But their shortness can also be an advantage as the arguments

used need to be very clear and poignant. 

While it can be argued that the movements chosen here were not the only ones fighting for a yes 

vote, due to limitations in time and scope the paper cannot deal with all of the important activists. 

These movements were selected due to the presence of their advocates in several of the articles 

studied above. 

Yes Equality

Yes Equality was an advocacy network dedicated solely to achieving a yes vote in the marriage 

equality referendum. Their website features several arguments for why one should vote yes to 

marriage equality. Marriage is framed as being about love, and the difference between marriage and 

civil unions is explained. Its importance to society is also stated, ”it is the secure foundation for 

loving committed couples” (The Case for Marriage Equality, 2015). Same-sex marriage is also 

framed as being a matter of equality, which does not take anything away from heterosexual couples,

”Allowing lesbian and gay people get married just like everyone else will take from no one and will

have no effect on anyone else’s marriage” (Ibid.). This indicates that the institution of marriage will 

not be changed by granting lesbians and gays the right to marry and that the movement is pursuing a

strategy of integration. 

Under the ”Your Questions Answered” section, the position on how same-sex marriage impacts 

marriage is stated once again by saying that ”this will have not [sic] impact on any existing 

marriage or on any future marriage between a man and a woman.” (Your Questions Answered, 

2015). This section also clarifies that the churches' right to only marry heterosexual couples will not

affected by the referendum, as well as stating that there is no opposition between being Catholic and

voting yes to same-sex marriage (Ibid.). 

A childwelfare frame is used by saying that ”Mothers and fathers want all of their children to grow 

up in a country where they can have the same aspirations in life. The parents of gay and lesbian 

children want the same. Nobody wants second best for their child” (Ibid.). Implictly, same-sex 

marriage is framed as being a family issue as mothers and fathers would want the best for their gay 

or lesbian child. The website also features several videos where different family members explain 
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why they are voting yes (Marriage and Family Matters, 2015).  This is an attempt to integrate 

homosexuality with family and marriage, and take over family and marriage frames from the 

opponents. 

Same-sex marriage is further framed as being important to families because children who are LGBT

themselves often feel excluded and undervalued by the current laws. It is also stated that parents' 

gender is not important to parenting and that what a child needs is ”love, respect, safety”. (Nothing 

but the Truth, 2015). It is clarified that the referendum will not be about surrogacy or adoption, 

which rejects the spillover framing used by the opponents (Ibid.).

The movement's Twitter channel reveals frames of gay rights issues as human rights issues1 and also

a focus on how a yes vote will lead to LGBT people feeling accepted by their country2. Another 

Tweet states that a yes vote in the referendum will strengthen the institution of marriage3 and that a 

redefinition of marriage will not happen after the yes vote4.  Child welfare frames are present again 

as a yes vote is framed as protecting children by granting them equal rights5. Gay children are also 

said to be ”the only children affected by the referendum” in another Tweet6. National progressive 

frames were also present, emphasizing an equal Ireland which has let its past behind and which is 

willing to grant equal rights to all its citizens7. 

Marriage Equality 

Marriage Equality is an advocacy network seeking to achieve a yes vote in the marriage 

referendum. It was therefore one of the most active movements for the passing of the same-sex 

marriage legislation in May. Their website features documents on why the yes vote in the 

referendum would be desirable. Regarding children, the website makes it clear that the referendum 

is not about surrogacy or adoption thus rejecting the frame spillover used by the no side. The 

movement also claims that children raised in LGBT families are just as happy as children raised in 

heterosexual families. 

1https://twitter.com/YesEquality2015/status/601372585998348289

2https://twitter.com/YesEquality2015/status/601343045246820352

3https://twitter.com/YesEquality2015/status/601008938319028225

4 https://twitter.com/YesEquality2015/status/599295962868244482

5https://twitter.com/YesEquality2015/status/600647892597092353

6https://twitter.com/YesEquality2015/status/600586839863513088

7https://twitter.com/YesEquality2015/status/600043497543049217
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On the issue of marriage, an article entitled ”What Will a Yes Vote Mean for Ireland?” shows the 

position of this movement on the consequences of same-sex marriage. Marriage is framed as being 

”good for people” and ”good for society”, and an important support for family (What Will a Yes 

Vote Mean for Ireland, 2015). Marriage equality is frames as being about ”nothing to lose and much

to gain” thus arguing that same-sex marriage will not in any way alter the definition of marriage or 

the way this institution is viewed (Ibid.). In another information article, the movement clarifies that 

the referendum is about civil marriage, thus separating religious marriages from civil or secular 

ones (About Marriage, 2015). It is also stated that even if the marriage referendum passes, no 

church will be forced to marry a gay couple if it chooses not to do so (Ibid.). This is another attempt

to show that same-sex marriage and religion can co-exist and that same-sex marriage should not be 

framed as a threat to religious marriages. 

The institution of marriage is unsurprisingly treated as being very important by the movement. In a 

document, marriage is described as ”the ultimate expression of love and commitment between two 

people, and everyone understands that. No other word has that power, and no other word can 

provide that protection (The case for civil marriage equality in Ireland, 2015:4).” The document 

also lists five reasons for why people should vote yes to marriage equality. These are the following: 

Ireland would be a fair place which stands for non-discrmination (a national progressive frame), 

there is public support for marriage equality, civil marriage is good for families and society, and 

marriage equality is good for Ireland's economy (Ibid:5-11). The document once again stresses that 

gay and lesbian people do not want to change the definition or meaning of marriage, just to have 

access to it. Countries which have legalized gay marriage have not experienced any decline in 

marriages or any changes in this institution (Ibid:12). The fact that marriage is not necessarily about

children is also explained (Ibid:16). 

The Marriage Equality movement released several press statements in favor of same-sex marriage. 

One of them frames marriage as being ”in the best interest of the children (MarriageEquality, 

2015).” In another press release, ME adresses the ”distortions” of the no campaign stating that 

marriage equality is wrongly framed as being bad for children and that the referendum is not about 

surrogacy or adoption (MarriageEquality, 2015). There is also a press release on the religious based 

groups called Faith for Marriage Equality (FIME) which supports marriage equality. This group 

frames marriage equality as being based on the concept that all people were created equal by God. 

This is an attempt to integrate homosexuality with religion. Marriage is framed as being about love 

and committment and the gender of the couple is said to be irrelevant. Religious marriage and civil 
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marriage are framed as being two different institutions (Marriage Equality, 2015).  

A yes vote in the referendum is framed as being progressive and showing that ”the Irish people are 

fair minded. The Irish society is framed as being diverse, and equality should be a guiding principle 

for it  (Marriage Equality, 2015).     

The Twitter channel of the Marriage Equality movement reveals similar frames to those mentioned 

above. It is made clear that the referendum is not about surrogacy or adoption8, that a yes vote will 

be good for children of LGTB families because their families will be able to marry and that same-

sex marriage will not redefine the institution of marriage9. Another tweet frames the referendum as 

being about love claiming that ”bishops are wrong” in insisting on a narrow definition of 

marriage10. 

Some tweets show that the movement has also been canvassing many areas in order to convince 

people to vote yes, meaning that they did not take victory for granted despite support in public 

opinion polls11. 

BeLonGTo

BeLonGTo describes itself as an organization for LGBT rights focusing on young people aged 14 to

23 (belongto.org, 2015). Just like the other two organizations described, it has been very active in 

advocating for a yes vote in the marriage equality referendum, launching the BeLonGToYes 

campaign. Their main frame has been that a yes in the marriage equality referendum is good for 

children and young people who identify as gay. 

A press release just after the yes vote victory states that growing up as gay or lesbian in Ireland now

will be completely different than before. ”The Irish people, via the ballot box, have today given 

each and every gay child and young person in Ireland – and across the world – a strong and 

powerful message that they are loved, they are cared for, and don’t need to change who they are” 

says the founder of the organization Michael Barron (BeLonGTo, 2015). The yes result is framed as

being beneficient for young people who identify as gay or lesbian because it sends the message that 

8https://twitter.com/marriagequality/status/595876073738510336

9https://twitter.com/marriagequality/status/593714908392497154

10https://twitter.com/marriagequality/status/595876073738510336

11https://twitter.com/marriagequality/status/599851869247283200
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they are accepted by society. 

BeLonGTo has also made several TV ads encouraging people to vote yes. One of them shows 

young people taking their families to the polling stations. Voting yes is framed as a family activity, 

something that parents do for the sake of their children (BeLonGTo, 2015). Another ad aims to get 

people to register in order to be able to vote in the referendum. The frame used is a national 

progressive one in which young people are told that they are the generation that can change Ireland 

and make the country ”something to be proud of again”. The ad also tells them that it is time to 

break free from ”the shackles of the past” and embrace a new and tolerant Ireland (BeLonGTo, 

2015). 

The Twitter page of BeLonGTo is also full of posts about why people should vote yes to same-sex 

marriage. Child welfare frames are prevalent here as well and same-sex marriage is framed as being

good for children as it sends them a message of acceptance12. Conversely, several posts talk about 

how children are affected by bigotry and even homophobic bullying which is said to not stop until 

LGBT people enjoy the same rights as heterosexual people13. The frame here is one of social 

progress leading to individual wellbeing. 

Same-sex marriage referendum is framed as being about love and equality14, just like it was by the 

other two movements discussed here. Similar to Yes Equality and the MarriageEquality movement, 

BeLonGTo also rejects the frame spillover used by the no side. They tweet that the referendum will 

not affect the right to adoption15, and also reference the UN Convention on Children's rights which 

they claim does not say that a child has a legal right to a mother and a father16.  Some posts also say 

that there is no evidence that children who grow up in same-sex households do any worse than their 

heterosexual counterparts17. Overall, the frames used are child welfare ones combined with a 

framing of social progress as leading to well being, in this case for children who identify as LGBT. 

Several posts consist of quotes from young people (and some parents) as to why a yes vote matters 

to them and how their lives will be improved by marriage equality18. 

12 https://twitter.com/BeLonG_To/status/597875398135980033

13https://twitter.com/BeLonG_To/status/592627262060666880

14https://twitter.com/BeLonG_To/status/592616465901211648

15 https://twitter.com/BeLonG_To/status/592630487618813952

16https://twitter.com/BeLonG_To/status/592620978229895168

17https://twitter.com/BeLonG_To/status/593334991528005632

18 https://twitter.com/BeLonG_To/status/597416143125651456
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There is also a mention of how the institution of marriage has changed throughout history. One 

tweet argues that people of different religions were once banned from getting married. The tweet 

encourages voters to be ”on the right side of history”19. Another tweet frames marriage equality as a 

human right20. 

III. Discussion

The first part of the study analyzed discursive opportunities. As mentioned in the Theory part these 

were operationalized as breakdowns in legitimacy, contradictions or indeterminacies in the norms of

an institution, and the existence of strong, alternative extra-institutional norms. After analyzing the 

newspaper articles, several results emerged. The discourse analysis showed that institutions like 

marriage, family and religion were highly contested in the struggle for gay rights and have been 

used in order to block progressive social reform for LGBT individuals. As hypothesized at the 

beginning of the study, frames defining marriage and family in a traditional sense, with an emphasis

on the parents' gender were very present in conservative rhetoric. Same-sex marriage and other 

issues of gay rights were often framed as a threat to traditional family and marriage. The institution 

of religion was framed as being closely entwined with family and marriage, for example by stating 

that the right way to raise children was in a Catholic family and according to Catholic teachings. 

Thus, the hypothesis that conservative rhetoric aimed to preserve and even strengthen the 

institutions of marriage, family and religion institutions proved to be correct.

Frames which integrate homosexuality with religion were present in some articles where there were 

claims made that all human beings were created in God's image, including gays and lesbians, or 

where a historical view was taken claming that religion has not always been opposed to gay 

marrriage. During the year of the referendum, many people intending to vote yes framed it as "the 

Christian thing to do" implying that love and tolerance are Christian values. This points to an 

insitutional indeterminacy or contradiction within religious teachings, where tolerance is advocated 

at the same time as homosexuality is condemned. The discourse used these two contradicting norms

in order to frame homosexuality and religion as compatible. Some attempts to make religion more 

tolerant of homosexuality have come from within the clergy. Catholicism was criticized for having a

too strict sexual theology, and being out of touch with the times. These calls for reformation 

19https://twitter.com/BeLonG_To/status/595338427693928448

20https://twitter.com/BeLonG_To/status/596960136222134272
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stemmed from the fear that the church would lose many supporters if it did not adapt. 

Regarding the discourse on marriage, the newspaper analysis reveals that the meaning of marriage 

was contested. Some articles framed marriage as being a contract, others as being about love. 

Morality frames focused on the traditional definition of marriage as being between two opposite-sex

partners. Marriage was also viewed as being natural or good for society. These indeterminacies in 

the institution of marriage created an opportunity for a discourse which attached a meaning to 

marriage that was compatible with homosexuality. It also opened up for a possibility to question the

definition of marriage as being between a man and a woman and redefine marriage in a way which 

does not focus on gender. 

While traditional family was important in conservative frames, there was some contestation 

regarding what is best for children. The discourse of opponents emphasized the opposite-sex parents

norms in this institution whereas the discourse of supporters claimed that equality and gay rights 

were in the interest of children, especially children who identified as LGBT. This discourse on 

family offered possibilities for institutional change as traditional family norms were framed as 

unsuitable for some children. Some newspaper articles also framed Irish families as diverse, both in 

terms of their ethnicities and in terms of single parents or gay parents. 

After tracing these discursive opportunities, the study turned to a short analysis of social movement 

discourse. The expectation was that collective action through framing processes would seize the 

opportunity to effect institutional change by engaging in challenging or redefining the informal 

institutions. Another possible strategy for the movements was to integrate homosexuality within the 

existing institutional norms. 

The three social movements studied had similar strategies for mobilizing people to vote yes in the 

marriage referendum. All three movements tried to appeal to the Irish people's sense of fairness, and

framed the referendum as being for a more modern and progressive Ireland. This is in line with 

Raymond et al's (2013) theory of normative reframing as a way of effecting institutional change. 

The social movements presented the issue of same-sex marriage as perfectly compatible with some 

already existing norms, but also engaged in a process of normative reframing where some 

institutional norms were framed as being incompatible with human rights and anti-discrimination. 

The frames which presented Ireland as a tolerant nation and emphasized Irish people's sense of 

fairness served to show that a ban on same-sex marriage would not be morally defensible.  
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The engagement with the opposition for all movements studied has been minimal. The movements 

tried to clarify some of the misconceptions surrounding the referendum which they claimed were 

being spread by the no side. The rejection of frame spillover and the clarification that the 

referendum will not affect laws on adoption or surrogacy was a central strategy for all three 

movements. They all used child welfare frames, but in a different way than the opponents used 

them. All movements, but especially BeLonGTo, emphasized the benefits of same-sex marriage for 

children growing up in LGBT families as well as for children who identify themselves as gay. Thus,

the movements used the opportunities public discourse on families provided for them and framed 

their requests in a way which was resonant with the larger public. 

Regarding marriage, the strategy was the same as with family. The yes side tried to disperse the 

fears that gay marriage will in any way redefine marriage. The Marriage Equality movement does 

discuss how the institution of marriage has changed throughout history but even then the point is 

that same-sex marriage will not change anything. The institution is not static, and it has evolved 

from being for purely economical reasons to being about love. Gay and lesbian people marrying is 

in tune with this change, as they will also be marrying for love. No redefinition is therefore needed 

as the Yes Equality movement also makes clear. Furthermore, same-sex marriage was framed as a 

form of non-religious marriage, this constituting a compromise with the church who wanted to 

retain its traditions. This opportunity to separate religious marriage from civil marriage was created 

in the discourse analyzed in the first part of the study. The movements used this opportunity and 

argued that same-sex marriage will make no difference to either religious people or to heterosexual 

couples. 

The movements also framed same-sex marriage as being good for families, as children will grow up

with married parents and will enjoy equality if they happen to be gay themselves. Child welfare 

frames were therefore used, and the movement took advantage of the fact that discourse on 

traditional families ignored the needs of children growing up as gay or with gay parents. At the 

same time, there was a rejection of the claim that same-sex marriage will necessarily lead to LGBT 

families. Instead of arguing that a same-sex couple adopting children would not be a negative thing,

the movements chose to simply reject the frame spillover employed by the no side. While many 

LGBT activists surely do support adoption by same-sex couples, they evidently considered that 

saying this will be too radical. This is another strategy of integration because the movements are 

insisting that the institution of family will not be redefined by gay marriage. 
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The newspaper analysis shows that the church was losing some of its legitimacy, and theories of 

institutional change outlined above postulate that social movements should take advantage of 

weaknesses in the institution in order to achieve change. However, this does not seem to have been 

the case here. It is not that weakness in religious institution didn't facilitate societal change because 

it did. Rather, the movements themselves chose not to exploit this weakness in their discourse. As 

mentioned above, the movements only touched upon the subject of religion by saying that the 

referendum will not affect religious marriages. In other words, the decline of the church provided 

the right political and discursive opportunity for mobilization and while it is likely that the 

movements knew this, they did not seek to antagonize people of faith. Thus, the institutional crisis 

that the church was undergoing remained in the background and was not emphasized in the 

movements' discourse. 

The campaign for marriage equality can be described as moderate. The strategies used aimed to 

frame the referendum as being about ”nothing to lose and everything to gain” as Marriage Equality 

writes on their webpage. By ensuring that none of the three institutions were in any way challenged 

or redefined, the activists convinced a majority to vote yes in the referendum. Same-sex marriage 

was framed as being about love and equality, values which are hard to disagree with, making their 

frames very resonant. One could argue that since public opinion was already in favor of same-sex 

marriage, the movements could afford to adopt such a ”soft” strategy. While this is certainly true 

(there would have been no point to a referendum if support for same-sex marriage were barely 

existent), the yes movement does not seem to have been so confident that they will win. Several 

Twitter posts from Marriage Equality for example warn people against considering a victory in 

advance and present several polls where the difference between the yes side and the no side is quite 

small. The effort put into canvassing areas also shows that the movements did not take victory for 

granted based on public opinion polls. 

Thus, the strategy of the movements has mostly been to integrate their demands within the current 

institutional structure and convince others that this integration can be done smoothly and without 

any losses on the part of the dominant group. It is obvious that the institutions of marriage and 

family have changed, however. The opposite-gender norm within family and marriage is no longer 

as strong as before. But these institutional changes were not emphasized in the discourse, one could 

even say they were supressed. Nor did the movements focus on delegitimizing the church by 

framing its sexual theology as outdated, as it was done in some of the newspaper articles. 
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Theories of discourse analysis can help explain the moderate strategy of the movements. As 

Schmidt (2008) points out, actors can challenge institutions but at the same time their discursive 

repertoire will be limited by these institutions. This happens both at a subconscious level where 

actors internalize institutional norms and at the conscious level where actors know they risk losing 

support if they challenge the institutions. This is similar to what Steinberg (2002) discusses about 

the social movement paradox: movements must be innovative and argue for change but also stay in 

tune with their cultural and institutional context. From a framing perspective, the issue here is one 

of resonance. Thus, as institutions regulate human behavior so can they regulate ideas. These 

institutional constraints are obvious in the movements' choice of framing strategies. As recalled 

from Table 1, strategies of redefinition or challenge included an explicit questioning of the opposite-

gender norm within marriage, the emphasis on the already existing diversity in Irish families, and 

further delegitimizing the church or promoting secularism. While all these frames were used in the 

newspaper discourse, they were hardly present in the activists' discourse. 

Therefore, what made gay rights movements successful was their ability to innovate from within the

confines of the institutional context. The public discourse analyzed in the first part of the paper 

created several opportunities for them. There was a growing respect for secularism and anti-

discrimination, a dissatisfaction with the church, an awareness that families came in different 

shapes and sizes and a portrayal of marriage as an ever evolving institution. There were several 

constraints as well. The opposite-gender norm in marriage and family was framed as a biological 

necessity, religion was still considered influential over Irish society, there were fears of same-sex 

marriage leading to surrogacy, IVF fertilization and adoption, as well as a sense of threat to 

traditional institutions. As described above, the discourse of the activists chose to adress these 

concerns clarifying exactly what the referendum was about, as well as separating religious 

marriages from civil ones and thus assuring religious people that their beliefs will still be respected. 

Same-sex marriage was framed as a family issue and as being beneficial to children who identify as 

LGBT. Even religion was framed as being consistent with gay rights as the movements showed they

had support from some religious groups. All these strategies aimed to integrate homosexuality with 

existent institutions instead of openly calling for a redefinition of these institutions. 
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IV. Conclusion

This study has analyzed the informal institutional changes which have led to the passing of the 

same-sex marriage referendum. Part one analyzed newspaper articles from the Irish Times starting 

with 1993 and until September 2015 in order to establish the public discourse on homosexuality and

the discursive opportunities for change it provided. The findings there indicated that the Catholic 

church was an institution in decline. The church was framed as being bigoted, out of touch with the 

times, irrational and opposed to change. Homosexuality and the church were framed as being 

natural enemies and some bishops' view of homosexuality is evident from the morality frames they 

used against it. 

As hypothesized, many child welfare frames were used by both supporters and opposers to gay 

rights. Supporters claimed that children who identify as gay or lesbian need to know they are 

accepted in society whereas opposers focused on framing gay parents as unsuitable. For opponents, 

the gender of the parents was relevant just as it was relevant in regards to marriage. Opponents 

framed marriage as being between a man and woman whereas supporters insisted on a separation of

religious marriages from civil ones. The study also included a short quantitative analysis where it 

could be seen that the percentage of articles coded as negative towards religion increased as time 

passed, reaching a peak in 2010. This indicates increased tolerance towards homosexuality and a 

more critical attitude towards religion, which creates a discursive opportunity for gay rights 

movements. 

The second part of the study examines the framing strategies used by three social movements who 

were all very prominent in the struggle for marriage equality. The three movements had similar 

approaches. They all framed the referendum as an issue of equality and love, and encouraged 

people to vote yes for a more progressive and tolerant Ireland. While the changing meaning of 

marriage throughout history was touched upon by one of the movements, in general the same-sex 

marriage referendum was argued to not change anything about marriage. Regarding family, the 

strategy was mostly about rejecting the misconceptions being spread by the no side.  The institution 

of family would also not suffer or be challenged in any way by the referendum. 

The discourse employed by gay rights movements did not actively challenge the institutions of 

marriage and family, and largely ignored the institution of religion. The movements pursued a 

strategy of integration instead of redefinition, as evident from their discourse. Theories on discourse
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and power have been used in order to explain why gay rights movements chose such a moderate 

strategy. 

More research is needed in order to establish what other mechanisms beside discourse provided 

opportunities for change in Ireland. This study has focused solely on how informal institutions 

which constitute huge barriers to social change in both the developed and the developing world can 

be affected by collective action through framing strategies. A more in-depth study of marriage, 

family and religion without a focus on homosexuality would provide insight into how these 

institutions have evolved and what opportunities they provide for progressive social reform. 

Comparative studies on gay rights legislation in Ireland and the US for example would also help 

elucidate how social progress can be made in an area where institutional constraints of both formal 

and informal nature are strong. 
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