Latest theories on why LGBTQ+ people exist and thrive

[image: ]
Researchers are revisiting an old evolutionary puzzle: why does same-sex attraction persist across humans and other animals? New primate research suggests it may support social bonding and cooperation, while wider theories point to childcare, community safety and resilience. The evidence is intriguing, but it doesn't offer one neat answer.
Essential takeaways
Same-sex behaviour is widespread: It's been recorded in many animal species, including numerous primates.
Social bonds may matter: Research suggests same-sex sexual behaviour can strengthen relationships and ease tension within groups.
Evolution isn't only about reproduction: Cooperation, protection and shared care can also improve a community's prospects.
The evidence remains incomplete: Human sexuality is complex, and no single theory explains every experience.
Modern research needs range: Studies should include gay men, lesbians and bisexual people rather than focusing narrowly on one group.
Same-sex behaviour is far from a human oddity
A glance across the animal kingdom quickly unsettles the idea that same-sex behaviour is somehow unnatural. Scientists have documented it in hundreds of species, from primates to birds and mammals, although observation is uneven and some species have been studied far more closely than others.
Recent research has sharpened that picture. A study reported by Nature examined same-sex sexual behaviour among primates and found links with social relationships and group living. That doesn't prove a single evolutionary purpose, but it does suggest the behaviour can sit within ordinary social life rather than being treated as an isolated curiosity.
The distinction matters. Same-sex behaviour in animals isn't identical to human sexual orientation, identity or relationships. Still, it provides useful context and makes simplistic claims about nature harder to sustain.
Could social bonding be part of the answer?
One of the most persuasive ideas is that sexual behaviour can help maintain alliances. The Guardian reported on research suggesting same-sex sexual behaviour among primates may reinforce social bonds and help manage conflict. In a demanding group environment, relationships that improve trust or reduce aggression could carry real advantages.
Scientific American likewise highlighted the possibility that such behaviour evolved in connection with cooperation, rather than reproduction alone. This is a more flexible view of evolution: individuals can contribute to group survival through relationships, protection and shared effort, not just by producing offspring themselves.
That doesn't mean every gay, lesbian or bisexual person has one fixed "role". Human communities are far too varied for that. It does suggest, however, that survival can be a collective project, with care and cooperation mattering alongside parenthood.
The "whole community" theory has a familiar ring
The idea that children benefit from a wider circle of carers is easy to recognise today. Grandparents, friends, relatives and neighbours often share the practical work of raising young people, and earlier human groups would have depended heavily on cooperation.
One proposed evolutionary explanation is that people who weren't raising biological children could still contribute time, food, protection and care. Psychology Today has discussed theories along these lines, while also stressing that the origins of homosexuality remain unsettled and likely involve several interacting factors.
There are limits to this argument. It can accidentally reduce LGBTQ+ people to a service performed for others, which is neither fair nor scientifically necessary. People don't need to justify their existence through usefulness; the theory is valuable only insofar as it helps explain how diverse traits can persist within a social species.
Cooperation may be more important than old tribal stereotypes
Another line of thinking focuses on group dynamics. Primates live in complicated social networks, where reading signals, building alliances and preventing fights can be as important as physical strength. Findings discussed by Nature and The Guardian fit that broader picture, although they don't support sweeping claims about the emotional intelligence of every gay man or the behaviour of every LGBTQ+ person.
Some older theories suggest that same-sex-attracted people may have helped with childcare, shelter-building, gathering or protecting vulnerable group members. Others propose that close-knit communities could benefit from people who encourage cooperation and flexibility during hardship.
These ideas should be treated as hypotheses, not settled facts. The strongest evidence currently points towards social and relational benefits in some animals, while the direct evolutionary history of human sexual orientation remains much harder to reconstruct.
Why one grand explanation probably won't do
The most tempting answer is also the least reliable: a single theory that explains everyone. Research covered by Phys.org has considered how same-sex sexual behaviour could persist through evolutionary processes, while newer reporting in Nature and Scientific American shows just how varied the evidence can be across species.
Human sexuality is shaped by biology, development, relationships, culture and personal identity. It also exists in modern societies that are very different from small ancestral communities. Better research should include lesbians and bisexual people, avoid treating gay men as a stand-in for the entire LGBTQ+ population, and account for discrimination, mental health pressures and differences between identity and behaviour.
The honest conclusion is less dramatic but more useful. Same-sex attraction doesn't need one tidy evolutionary job description, and science may never produce a complete account of why it exists. What the evidence does show is that sexual diversity is persistent, widespread and woven into the social lives of many animals, including humans.
It's a reminder that nature is rarely as narrow as the arguments made about it.
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