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What Makes an American: 
Young People’s Perspective
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Young Americans pinpoint two clear hallmarks of American society: 
diversity & freedom.
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The diversity of America

The freedoms that Americans have

Americans’ ability to innovate, make important discoveries and 
contribute to human progress
The opportunities for people to work hard and improve their 
circumstances

The educational opportunities that are available in America

Americans’ ability to be resilient and unite in times of crisis and 
hardship 

America’s achievements in areas like sports, arts and entertainment

America's role as a global leader

How Americans treat people in need

America’s system of justice

I am not proud of any of these things
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Please select the two items that make you most proud to be an American.

Consensus on these 
two principles is so 
strong that they are 
the leading attributes 
across gender, race, 
education, sexual 
orientation, and area 
type.  

The only exception is 
partisanship:  for 
Republicans, freedom 
is preeminent followed 
by hard work, 
resilience & unity and 
innovation.
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Above all, being an American means treating people with fairness, 
showing respect amidst disagreement and being honest.
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Treating all people equally and fairly, regardless 
of their background
Respecting other people’s freedoms, even 
when people disagree with what is being 
expressed

Behaving honestly and being truthful

Helping others who need assistance and 
support

Voting in elections

Working hard and trying to get ahead through 
individual efforts

Honoring military members and those who have 
served the country

Participating in demonstrations or events 
related to important causes or issues
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Essential Very important

These are the three 
leading attributes 
across every major 
demographic and 
attitudinal 
audience.

Please rate how important you consider each to be in terms of being an American
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By comparison, young people place lower priority on other traditional 
attributes when it comes to defining what it means to be an American.
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Paying taxes

Being able to speak English

Having faith

Having been born in the United States

Believing in God

Flying the American flag
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Essential Very important

Please rate how important you consider each to be in terms of being an American

25% say not at all important

33% say not at all important

25% say not at all important
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Notably, the Declaration of Independence & the civil rights movement 
stoke the greatest feelings of pride for young Americans.
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The American Revolution and the Declaration of Independence (1776)

The civil rights movement, including the Voting Rights Act and 
desegregation (1950’s & 60’s)

The election of Barack Obama, the first Black American President (2008)

The New Deal and other programs meant to address the Great Depression 
(1930’s)

The U.S. role in ending World War II (1941-1945)

The Apollo 11 moon landing (1969)

National unity in the wake of the 9/11 attacks (2001)

The Supreme Court legalization of gay marriage (2015)

The ‘Miracle on Ice’ Olympic gold medal victory for the U.S. men’s hockey 
team (1980)

The fall of the Berlin Wall and the end of the Cold War (1989)
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Please select the two items that make you most proud to be an American.

42% among Republicans

43% among young adults, 36% among Democrats

39% among LGBTQ+, 27% among Democrats

42% among POC
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Images that make young Americans feel most proud focus largely on 
service, taking action, and building relationships.
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Rate how each one captures what makes you feel special or proud about being an American
(mean ratings on a 10-point scale).
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Mean = 7.6 Mean = 7.4 Mean = 7.4 Mean = 7.4

49% (9-10 rating) 45% (9-10 rating) 40% (9-10 rating) 42% (9-10 rating)

Mean = 7.3 Mean = 7.2 Mean = 6.9 Mean = 6.8

38% (9-10 rating) 43% (9-10 rating) 34% (9-10 rating) 35% (9-10 rating)

* 1= This does NOT at all capture why I feel proud to be an American; 10 = This closely captures why I feel proud to be an American
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Other images have some, but less traction in expressing young 
Americans’ feelings of pride.
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Rate how each one captures what makes you feel special or proud about being an American
(mean ratings on a 10-point scale).
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Mean = 6.7 Mean = 6.6 Mean = 6.5 Mean = 5.9

32% (9-10 rating) 36% (9-10 rating) 33% (9-10 rating) 27% (9-10 rating)

Mean = 5.7 Mean = 5.7 Mean = 5.6

25% (9-10 rating) 19% (9-10 rating) 26% (9-10 rating)

* 0 = This does NOT at all capture why I feel proud to be an American; 10 = This closely captures why I feel proud to be an American


