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THE ROLE AND IMPORTANCE OF SEXUAL 
ORIENTATION AND GENDER IDENTITY IN 
HETEROSEXUAL AND LGBTQ AMERICANS’ LIVES
In 2021, PRRI asked a series of questions related to how important personal identities are to 
Americans, one of which was about sexual orientation and gender identity: “When you think 
about your personal identity, how important is sexual orientation or gender identity in your life?” 
Respondents could say it is the most important thing, very important, somewhat important, not 
too important, or not at all important.

One-third of Americans (33%) said that their sexual orientation or gender identity is the most 
important thing or a very important thing in their lives. Just over four in ten LGBTQ Americans 
(41%) say their sexual orientation is the most important or a very important part of their identity, 
compared to one-third (32%) of heterosexual Americans. LGBTQ Americans comprise nine 
percent of the survey respondents, and 91% are cisgender (not transgender) and heterosexual.1 It 
is not surprising that LGBTQ Americans say their sexual orientation or gender identity is the most 
important or a very important identity given the marginalization of the group and the celebration 
of Pride Month in June to commemorate the fight for LGBTQ rights and recognition. The concept 
of a strong cisgender heterosexual identity, however, might be somewhat surprising. 

This report examines both LGBTQ and cisgender heterosexual Americans who say their sexual 
orientation is a very important identity and how the strength of their sexual orientation identity impacts 
their views.2 The differences demonstrate quite clearly that heterosexual Americans who say their 
sexual orientation is a very important identity exhibit cultural and social threat attitudes, whereas 
LGBTQ Americans with a strong attachment to their sexual orientation are generally more progressive.

1	 To measure sexual orientation, the survey asks: Which of the following best describes how you think of 
yourself? (1) Gay or lesbian (2) Straight, that is, not gay (3) Bisexual (4) Something else. In addition, the 
survey measures gender identity as (1) Cisgender (2) Transgender (3) Other (4) Nonbinary. To compare 
attitudes of the LGBTQ American population with attitudes of the cisgender heterosexual population, the 
LGBTQ population is coded as 1, which combines transgender, other, and nonbinary with gay or lesbian, 
bisexual, and something else. The cisgender heterosexual population is coded as 0. “Heterosexual” is used 
throughout the report to describe the cisgender heterosexual category, and “LGBTQ” refers to lesbian, gay, 
bisexual, transgender, nonbinary, and the other/something else categories.

2	 Throughout this report, the answer options “the most important thing” and “very important” are combined 
to create the category of people who say their sexual orientation is a very important identity. 
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Profile of Americans Who Say Their Sexual 
Orientation Is a Very Important Identity

Demographics
The demographics of those who say their cisgender heterosexual identity is very important 
indicate they are a socially conservative group. These Americans are more likely to be over age 
65, Republican, white evangelical Protestant or Black Protestant, Black, and living in the South 
than the general population. By contrast, those who identify as LGBTQ and say that their identity 
is very important or the most important thing are more likely to be young, single, lower income, 
Hispanic, religiously unaffiliated, Democrat, living in urban areas, and in the Northeast than the 
general population.3 Both groups who report their sexual orientation is a very important identity 
are less likely to have a college education than the general population.

Age

Heterosexual Americans who say their sexual orientation is a very important identity are notably 
older than the general population: 30% are ages 65 and older, one in four are ages 50–64 (26%), 
about the same percentage are ages 30–49 (27%) and 18% are ages 18-29. By contrast, LGBTQ 
Americans who say their sexual orientation is a very important identity are notably younger 
than the general population: a plurality (44%) are ages 18–29, 30% are ages 30–49, 19% are ages 
50–64, and six percent are ages 65 and older. 

Party Affiliation 

While heterosexual Americans who say their sexual orientation is a very important identity are 
more likely than the general population to be Republicans (36% vs. 27%), LGBTQ Americans 
who say their sexual orientation is a very important identity are more likely to be Democrats 
(61% vs. 34%). Heterosexuals who say their sexual orientation is a very important identity 
are equally as likely as the general population to be independents (27% vs. 29%), but LGBTQ 
independents who say their sexual orientation is a very important identity are less likely to be 
independents (18% vs. 29%).

3	 The sample size for LGBTQ Americans who say their sexual orientation is very important or the most 
important thing in their life is n=75. This is a smaller subgroup than PRRI typically reports, but it is 
reported here in order to represent the views of this group and contrast with the heterosexual subsample. 
Differences reported are statistically significant even given this small sample size, but caution should be 
used in interpreting the exact size of those differences, as the margin of error for the LGBTQ sample is large.
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Race/Ethnicity

Compared to all Americans, heterosexual Americans who say their sexual orientation is a very 
important identity are more likely to be Black (20% vs. 12%) and are less likely to be white than 
the general population (56% vs. 63%). Nearly two in ten are Hispanic (17%), six percent identify 
as another race, and only one percent identify as multiracial. By contrast, LGBTQ Americans who 
say their sexual orientation is a very important identity are more likely than all Americans to be 
Hispanic (33% vs. 16%) and are also less likely to be white (40% vs. 63%). About one in ten are 
African Americans (13%), and fewer identify with another race (9%) or are multiracial (5%).

Religious Affiliation

Heterosexual Americans who say their sexual orientation is a very important identity are about 
twice as likely as all Americans to be Black Protestants (15% vs. 7%), as well as more likely to be 
white evangelical Protestants (19% vs. 13%). LGBTQ Americans who say their sexual orientation 
is a very important identity are substantially more likely to be religiously unaffiliated (47% vs. 
27%). Not surprisingly, only two percent of LGBTQ Americans identify as white evangelical 
Protestants and four percent as white mainline Protestants, compared to 13% and 14%, 
respectively, of all Americans.

Education and Income 

Among those who say their heterosexuality is a very strong identity, 76% do not have college 
degrees, compared to 24% who have four-year college degrees or more. They are also more likely 
to make less than $50,000 per year compared to all Americans (34% vs. 30%). Similarly, LGBTQ 
Americans who say their sexual orientation is a very important identity are also less likely to make 
less than $50,000 per year compared to all Americans (39% vs. 30%). 

Geography

With the exception of those who reside in the South (45% vs. 38%), there are no notable 
differences between heterosexual Americans who say their sexual orientation is a very important 
identity and all Americans by place of residence. By contrast, compared to all Americans, LGBTQ 
Americans who say their sexual orientation is a very important identity are more likely to live in 
urban areas (54% vs. 33%), less likely to live in rural areas (4% vs. 17%), and tend to reside more 
in the Northeast (23% vs. 17%) and less in the South (32% vs. 38%). 
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TABLE 1. Profile of Americans Who Say Their Sexual Orientation Is a Very Important Identity

All 
Americans

All cisgender 
heterosexual 

Heterosexual 
very important 

identity
All 

LGBTQ 

LGBTQ very 
important 

identity 

18-29 20 18 18 38 44

30-49 32 32 27 33 30

50-64 26 27 26 21 19

65+ 22 23 30 8 6

Republican 27 29 36 7 4

Independent 29 30 27 20 18

Democrat 34 32 30 51 61

White 63 64 56 61 40

Black 12 12 20 7 13

Hispanic 16 15 17 21 33

White evangelical Protestant 13 14 19 4 2

White mainline Protestant 14 15 12 8 4

White Catholic 13 13 13 10 8

Black Protestant 7 8 15 4 6

Hispanic Catholic 8 8 9 7 10

Other Christian 7 8 8 3 5

Non-Christian 6 5 4 14 13

Religiously unaffiliated 27 25 14 47 47

Source: PRRI 2021 American Values Survey.
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Explaining Who Views Their Sexual Orientation as Very Important
To further delve into which characteristics are most associated with having very strong attachments 
to sexual orientation, PRRI constructed a logistic regression model. The dependent variable is a 
recoded variable where those who indicated that their sexual orientation is the most important or a 
very important thing in their lives is coded as 1 and all other options are coded as 0.

The independent variables can be thought of in three categories: (1) religious variables, (2) 
political variables, and (3) socioeconomic and demographic variables. 

TABLE 2. Odds of Saying Sexual Orientation Is Very Important

Heterosexual 
Americans

LGBTQ 
Americans

Variable Odds ratio Odds ratio Direction____ 
likely than

Reference 
category

Religious variables

Christian 1.9 * More Unaffiliated

Evangelical 1.7 5.4 More Non-evangelical

Political variables

Republican 1.8 6.8 Less Democrat

Socioeconomic and demographic variables

Black 3.3 21.8 More White American

Hispanic 1.6 4.4 More White American

No four-year college degree 1.5 * More Four year college 
degree or more

Senior American (65 years or over) 1.5 * More Young American  
(18-29 years old)

*Indicates the result was not statistically significant for the model.

Note: Table includes variables with odds ratios that are statistically significant. See Appendix A for complete 
regression output.

Source: PRRI 2021 American Values Survey.
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The most influential variables are those related to race. Both heterosexual and LGBTQ Black 
Americans are much more likely than heterosexual and LGBTQ white Americans to say their 
sexual orientation is a very important identity. Hispanic Americans are also more likely than white 
Americans to say their sexual orientation is a very important identity.

Heterosexual Republicans, Christians, and evangelicals are about twice as likely as heterosexual 
Democrats, the religiously unaffiliated, and non-evangelicals to say their sexual orientation is 
a very important identity. LGBTQ Democrats are notably more likely than LGBTQ Republicans 
to say their sexual orientation is a very important identity. Being Christian is not a significant 
predictor among LGBTQ Americans, but interestingly, LGBTQ Americans who identify as 
evangelical are more than five times more likely than those who are non-evangelical to say their 
sexual orientation is a very important identity. 

Education and age are significant predictors for heterosexuals, but not for LGBTQ Americans. 
Heterosexual Americans without a college degree as well as heterosexual Americans 65 years 
and over are about twice as likely as those with college degrees and Americans ages 18–29 to say 
their sexual orientation is a very important identity.
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Differences in How Those With Very Strong 
Sexual Orientation Identities View the U.S. 

Views of America and Political Parties
When asked to choose which statement Americans agree with more, 45% agree more with the 
statement that the Republican Party is trying to protect the American way of life from outside 
threats, compared to 51% who agree more with the statement that the Republican Party has 
been taken over by racists. A majority of heterosexual Americans who say that their sexual 
orientation is a very important identity (57%) say that the Republican Party is working to protect 
the American way of life, compared to less than half of all heterosexual Americans (47%). LGBTQ 
Americans are more than three times as likely to agree with the second statement than the first 
statement (72% vs. 22%).4

4	 Because these questions were split-sampled, meaning they were only asked of half the sample, the subgroup 
of LGBTQ Americans who say their sexual orientation is a very important identity is too small to report. 

FIGURE 1.  Strength of Identification With Sexual Orientation and Views on Political Parties	
Percent who say:

*The number of cases for LGBTQ people who say their sexual orientation is a very important identity is too small to report.

Source: PRRI 2021 American Values Survey.
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A slim majority of all Americans (51%), half of heterosexual Americans (50%), and two-thirds of 
LGBTQ Americans (67%) are more likely to agree with the statement that the Democratic Party is 
trying to make capitalism work for average Americans. Comparatively, 44% of all Americans, 46% 
of heterosexual Americans, and 26% of LGBTQ Americans say that the Democratic Party has been 
taken over by socialists. 

What Makes Someone ‘Truly American’
There are large differences between heterosexual Americans and LGBTQ Americans who say 
their sexual orientation is a very important identity on what makes someone “truly American.” 
Majorities of heterosexual Americans who say their sexual orientation is a very important identity 
say that the ability to speak English (89%), believing in God (81%), being Christian (68%), and being 
born in America (65%) are somewhat or very important to being truly American. Less than half 
of LGBTQ Americans who say their sexual orientation is a very important identity say the same 
(49%, 32%, 20%, and 25%, respectively). Moreover, heterosexual Americans who say their sexual 
orientation is a very important identity are nearly three times more likely than LGBTQ Americans 
who say their sexual orientation is a very important identity to say that being of Western 
European heritage is somewhat or very important to being truly American (29% vs. 11%).

FIGURE 2.  Strength of Identification With Sexual Orientation and Traits Associated With Being 
Truly American	
Percent who say the following is very or somewhat important to being truly American:	
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Views on Cultural Threats
While there are no notable differences between LGBTQ Americans who say their sexual 
orientation is a very important identity and all LGBTQ Americans in a variety of topics, they are 
generally less likely than heterosexual Americans to express feelings of cultural loss. 

A majority of heterosexual Americans who say their sexual orientation is a very important identity 
(60%) agree that since the 1950s American culture and way of life have mostly changed for the 
worse, compared to 54% of all heterosexuals and 52% of all Americans. By contrast, LGBTQ 
Americans who say their sexual orientation is a very important identity (31%) and all LGBTQ 
Americans (34%) are much less likely to agree with this statement. 

FIGURE 3.  Strength of Identification With Sexual Orientation and Views on Cultural Threats
Percent who agree with following statements:

Today, America is in 
danger of losing its 
culture and identity

Things have changed so 
much that I often feel like a 
stranger in my own country
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Source: PRRI 2021 American Values Survey.	
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About two-thirds of heterosexual Americans who say their sexual orientation is a very 
important identity agree that “Today, America is in danger of losing its culture and identity” 
(68%), compared to smaller majorities of all heterosexuals (56%) and all Americans (53%). 
Partisans and white Christians who say their heterosexual orientation is a very important 
identity are notably more likely to agree with this statement than all partisans and all white 
Christians, but the biggest gap is among Democrats (52% vs. 33%) and white mainline 
Protestants (79% vs. 59%). Heterosexual Hispanics who say their sexual orientation is a very 
important identity are also more likely than all Hispanics to agree that “Today, America is in 
danger of losing its culture and identity” (56% vs. 42%).5 LGBTQ Americans are notably less 
likely to agree with this statement (28%) than all other groups.6

About half of heterosexual Americans who say their sexual orientation is a very important 
identity say that “things have changed so much that I often feel like a stranger in my own 
country” (49%), compared to four in ten among all heterosexuals (42%) and all Americans (41%). 
Democrats (41%) and white mainline Protestants (48%) who say their heterosexual orientation 
is a very important identity are more likely to agree with this idea than all Democrats and white 
mainline Protestants (32% and 37%, respectively), while LGBTQ Americans (33%) are notably 
less likely to do so than all these groups.7

Preferences for Religious Diversity
Americans are divided on their preferences for religious diversity. When asked to put themselves 
on a scale where one end is the statement “I would prefer the U.S. to be made up of people 
belonging to a wide variety of religions” and the other end is the statement “I would prefer the 
U.S. to be a nation primarily made up of people who follow the Christian faith,” less than four in 
ten heterosexual Americans (37%) mostly agree with the religious diversity statement, and among 
those who consider their sexual orientation to be very important, only 24% indicate support for 
religious diversity. LGBTQ Americans are quite different—60% align themselves with a preference 
for religious diversity.8

5	 The results are statistically significant even though the number of cases for heterosexual Hispanics who say 
their sexual orientation is a very important identity is n=86.

6	 Because this question was split-sampled, meaning it was only asked of half the sample, the subgroup of 
LGBTQ Americans who say their sexual orientation is a very important identity is too small to report.

7	 Ibid.
8	 Respondents were asked to put themselves on a ten-point scale, where values of 1, 2, and 3 were coded as 

mostly agreeing with the statement “I would prefer the U.S. to be made up of people belonging to a wide 
variety of religions.” Values of 8, 9, and 10 were coded as mostly agreeing with the statement “I would prefer 
the U.S. to be a nation primarily made up of people who follow the Christian faith.” Values of 4, 5, 6, and 7 
were grouped together as the middle.
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The difference between heterosexuals who say their heterosexuality is a very important identity 
and all Americans is particularly pronounced among white Protestants—white evangelical 
Protestants (8% vs. 13%) and white mainline Protestants (19% vs. 33%). 

FIGURE 4.  Preference for Religious Diversity vs. Christian Majority in the U.S., by Sexual 
Orientation and Religious Affiliation
Percent who place themselves closer on the scale to each statement:

I would prefer the U.S. to be 
made up of people belonging 
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primarily made up of people who 
follow the Christian faith

0 80

All Americans

All white evangelical 
Protestants

All cisgender 
heterosexual

All white mainline 
Protestants

All white Catholics

All LGBTQ *

Heterosexual very 
important identity

Heterosexual very 
important identity

Heterosexual very 
important identity

Heterosexual very 
important identity 

*The number of cases for LGBTQ people who say their sexual orientation is a very important identity is too small to report here.

Source: PRRI 2021 American Values Survey.
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Views on LGBTQ Rights Issues
Heterosexual Americans who say their sexual orientation is a very important identity are less 
likely to support nondiscrimination protections for LGBTQ people or gay marriage and are 
less likely to oppose religiously based refusals than all heterosexuals, all Americans, and, not 
surprisingly, LGBTQ Americans. 

About seven in ten heterosexuals who say their sexual orientation is a very important identity 
support laws that would protect gay, lesbian, bisexual, and transgender people against 
discrimination in jobs, public accommodations, and housing, compared to about three in four 
of all heterosexuals (69% vs. 76%). Similarly, less than half of heterosexuals who say their sexual 
orientation is a very important identity support allowing gay and lesbian couples to marry, 
compared to a majority of all heterosexuals (45% v. 63%). In addition, those who say their 
heterosexual identity is very important are less likely than all heterosexuals to oppose allowing a 
small business owner to refuse to provide products or services to gay or lesbian people, if doing 
so violates their religious beliefs (57% vs. 64%). 

LGBTQ Americans and LGBTQ who say their sexual orientation is a very important identity are 
significantly more likely to hold these positions: support for nondiscrimination laws (90% and 
92%, respectively), support for same-sex marriage (86% and 85%, respectively), and opposition to 
religiously based service refusals (79% and 83%, respectively).

FIGURE 5.  Strength of Identification With Sexual Orientation and Support for LGBTQ Issues
Percent who:
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Composition of Social Networks of 
Heterosexual and LGBTQ Americans
Who people surround themselves with can shape their views, and a March 2022 PRRI survey 
provides information on the friendship networks of Americans, including the sexual orientation 
of those with whom they discuss important matters. Aside from a few demographics, most 
Americans of different types of groups say their friendship networks are primarily composed of 
heterosexual individuals and few LGBTQ people.

Sexual Orientation
Heterosexual Americans say that 93% of their friendship networks are composed of heterosexual 
individuals, with gay or lesbian and bisexual Americans composing one and two percent of the 
social networks, respectively. Around two-thirds of the social networks of bisexual Americans 
(68%) and 56% of the social networks of gay or lesbian Americans are composed of straight 
individuals. Both gay or lesbian and bisexual Americans are much more likely to have LGBTQ 
people in their social networks. Bisexual Americans say that around two out of ten individuals 
in their social networks are composed of gay or lesbian and bisexual people (seven percent and 
12%, respectively). Gay or lesbian Americans say that gay or lesbian people make up 31% of their 
social networks and bisexuals make up seven percent. 

FIGURE 6.  Homogeneity of Friendship Networks, by Sexual Orientation
Percent of friendships networks that identifies as:	

PRRI 2022 Social Networks Survey.
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Looking at the homogeneity of friendship networks, nearly three in four heterosexual Americans 
(73%) say that their friendship networks are composed of entirely heterosexual people, and only 
18% say that their friendship network has a combination of both straight and LGBTQ individuals. 
The majority of both gay or lesbian and bisexual Americans (68% and 63%, respectively) say they 
have a combination of straight and LGBTQ people in their social networks. 

Political Affiliation
The vast majority of the friendship networks of Republicans, independents, and Democrats 
(95%, 89%, and 87%, respectively) are composed of heterosexual individuals. Republicans are 
more likely than independents and Democrats to say that their friendship networks are entirely 
composed of heterosexual people (79% vs. 68% and 62%, respectively). Likewise, Republicans are 
less likely to have a combination of straight and LGBTQ Americans in their friendship networks 
than independents and Democrats (13% vs. 22% and 29%, respectively).

Religious Affiliation Homogeneity
Eight out of ten white evangelical Protestants (80%) say that their friendship networks are 
composed of entirely heterosexual people, which is higher than white mainline Protestants (72%), 
white Catholics (72%), Hispanic Catholics (66%), and Black Protestants (65%). White evangelical 
Protestants are less likely than all these religious affiliations to have at least one LGBTQ person 
in their friendship network (14% vs. 26% of Black Protestants, 21% of white mainline Protestants, 
21% of Hispanic Catholics, and 19% of white Catholics). Fifty-six percent of religiously unaffiliated 
Americans say that all of their friendship networks are heterosexual individuals and three out of 
ten (30%) say they have a combination of straight and LGBTQ people in their social networks.  
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APPENDIX A. Output Variables for Regression Model Predicting Sexual Orientation as a Very 
Important Identity

Model 1

Heterosexual Americans LGBTQ Americans

Odds ratio SE Odds ratio SE

Christian 1.919*** 0.292 0.619 0.279

Non-Christian Religion 1.476 0.396 0.732 0.401

Born again/evangelical 1.692*** 0.204 5.365* 3.578

Republican 1.797*** 0.253 0.147* 0.140

Independent 1.154 0.167 0.490 0.233

Race: Black 3.346*** 0.590 21.759*** 16.900

Race: Hispanic 1.640** 0.274 4.396** 1.952

Race: Other 1.548 0.413 2.245 1.810

Race: Multiracial 1.018 0.323 3.183 2.288

Edu: Non-college graduate 1.495*** 0.169 1.631 0.619

Age: 30-49 0.819 0.144 0.574 0.245

Age: 50-64 0.929 0.158 0.763 0.373

Age: 65+ 1.531* 0.257 0.410 0.264

Reg: Northeast 1.089 0.163 1.771 0.929

Reg: Midwest 0.902 0.126 1.011 0.535

Reg: West 0.847 0.124 0.821 0.393

N= 2,243 196

Notes: * p<0.05; ** p<0.01; *** p<0.001 indicates statistical significance at 95% confidence interval or higher. Don’t 
know/refused responses included in models to maintain full sample.


