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1 Introduction 

Population research is often dependent on nationally representative and longitudinal 
social science surveys administered by government and academic institutions. Survey 
measurement is critical to advancing our understanding of population-level social 
change and the unique experiences of diverse individuals and groups. Social surveys 
often serve as a tool to reflect key information about our social world, such as atti-
tudes, behaviors, characteristics, and experiences. However, social science research 
is undoubtedly shaped by the socio-historical context and dominant stereotypes 
and ideologies prevalent at the time of the study’s design and implementation, 
as well as individual researcher biases (Chenail, 2011). The highly prevalent 
sex binary question, “Are you male or female?” serves as one example of how 
question operationalization within surveys perpetuates certain ideologies, such as 
the erroneous assumption that sexed embodiment is exclusively “female” or “male” 
(Davis, 2015; Fausto-Sterling, 1993; Spade, 2011). Although gender, sexuality, as
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well as biological sex, are all socially constructed, surveys reinforce and perpetuate 
established ideas about the concepts when framing measures and response options.

Based on these assumptive practices, survey research has been justifiably critiqued 
in perpetuating narrow, constrained measurements of sex, gender, and sexuality 
(frequently conflating sex and gender, or sexual behavior and sexual identity), and 
utilizing discrete categories that obscure diversity (Fenton et al., 2001; Magliozzi 
et al., 2016). Humanities and gender studies scholars have long argued that gender 
and sexuality are fluid, operate on spectrums, and are multi-dimensional in their 
individual, interactional, and structural dynamics (Butler, 1999; Epstein et al., 2012; 
Lorber, 1993). This body of knowledge has not been fully translated and incorpo-
rated into empirical social science research. Extensive dialogue exists surrounding 
best practices in survey research more broadly (Krosnick, 1999; Rea & Parker, 2014; 
Rossi et al., 2013), underscoring the need to broaden this conversation towards 
implementing more inclusive sex, gender, and sexuality measures to accurately 
capture social diversity, such as growing numbers of lesbian, gay, bisexual, trans-
gender, and/or queer (LGBTQ+)-identified people (Compton et al., 2018; Conron & 
Goldberg, 2020; GenIUSS, 2014). 

A fuller representation of gender and sexual diversity and expansiveness in social 
science research is necessary to not only promote rigor and validity of studies in 
accurately capturing social processes, but it is also critical in making research inclu-
sive of underrepresented populations, such as gender and sexual minority people 
who endure elevated inequalities (Crissman et al., 2017). Both federal “official” 
surveys and social science surveys need to reckon with the extent that they include 
or exclude gender and sexual minorities. At the federal level, the Federal Committee 
on Statistical Methodology research group convenes a Federal Interagency Working 
Group for Improving Measurement of Sexual Orientation (FIWG), which issued 
several reports pointing out that lack of data results in a lack of knowledge about 
the characteristics and needs of gender and sexual minorities (FIWG, 2016a, 2016b, 
2016c). 

In addition to not providing the necessary knowledge, social surveys can perpet-
uate binary gender as well as heteronormative ideology through survey question 
framing, structure, and design, depending on their approach to capturing explicit sex, 
gender, and sexual identity population demographics. For example, as explored by 
Westbrook and Saperstein (2015), surveys use assumptive language that is framed 
around the traditional “male/female,” “brother/sister,” and “husband/wife” gender 
dichotomy that constrains the collection of expansive data that captures the full 
breadth of social relationships and gender-based experiences. The present study 
chronicles changes in patterns of explicit measurement approaches surrounding 
sex, gender, and sexuality across time in 18 top-utilized surveys, thus illustrating 
how surveys may perpetuate marginalizing and exclusionary binary gender and 
heteronormative ideologies.
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1.1 Demographic Change: Gender and Sexual Minority 
Populations 

The prevalence of people who identify as LGBTQ+ is on the rise, with approx-
imately 4.5% of the United States adult population identifying as sexual and/or 
gender minorities (Conron & Goldberg, 2020). Across federal surveys (covering 
2006–2013), between 2.3% (National Health Interview Survey, adults 18 or older) 
and 5.3% (National Survey on Drug Use and Health, adults 18–44) identify as gay, 
lesbian, or bisexual (FIWG, 2016b). A 2017 GLAAD Harris Poll found that 12% 
of adult respondents identified as LGBTQ+, and 20% of individuals between ages 
18–34 years identified as LGBTQ+, indicating that younger cohorts are more likely 
to identify as LGBTQ+ (GLAAD, 2017). Additionally, younger generations are 
more likely to know someone who identifies as gender-expansive, are more likely 
to support the rights of transgender people (GLAAD, 2017; Pew Research Center, 
2016), and may be more comfortable openly identifying with non-heterosexual and 
non-cisgender identities in surveys as a result. For example, children raised by same-
gender parents, such as lesbian mothers, may be significantly more likely to report 
sexual expansiveness across attraction, identity, and experiences compared to their 
peers raised by heterosexual parents (Gartrell et al., 2019). Coinciding with the 
increasing numbers of LGBTQ+-identifying populations, there has been growing 
scholarly and mainstream attention given to the experiences of LGBTQ+ people, 
such as their general wellbeing and life outcomes (Coulter et al., 2014), which further 
underscores the need for measurement accuracy in social science research. 

Despite increasing evidence for the growing prevalence of LGBTQ+ -identifying 
people, a barrier to capturing demographic patterns among gender and sexual minori-
ties is the lack of expansive, inclusive measures of gender and sexuality in critical 
data sources. Federal surveys and the census have been slow and uneven in adapting 
their instruments, with a few notable exceptions. For example, the Census provides 
critical demographic information on the US population every decade, however, the 
US Census Bureau ultimately decided to exclude gender and sexual identity measures 
in the 2020 census, only capturing cohabiting same-sex couples (US Census Bureau, 
2020). Globally, national census endeavors, such as in the UK, have adopted more 
expansive, subjective gender identity measures to allow for more inclusive, encom-
passing categories based on participants’ individual understandings (Sullivan, 2020). 
The United States lags behind gender and sexuality movements in social science 
survey research, and the lack of high-quality data serves as a barrier to tracking demo-
graphic change and conducting generalizable research that is representative of diverse 
individuals across various US contexts. One area where federal data collection efforts 
have become more inclusive are in health and criminal justice-oriented surveys, such 
as the Behavioral Risk Factor Surveillance System (BRFSS), the National Inmate 
Survey (NIS), and the Population Assessment of Tobacco and Health (PATH) where 
one-step gender questions include participants’ self-identification as Transgender 
(see FIWG, 2016a). The National Crime Victimization Survey (NCVS), the Survey 
of Prison Inmates (SPI), and the National Adult Tobacco Survey (NATS) also include
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a two-step design that asks for sex assigned at birth and current gender identity (see 
FIWG, 2016a). 

1.2 Binary Sex and Gender, Cisnormativity 

The gender binary model reinforces the existence of only two biological 
sexes/genders, male/men and female/women, and assumes one’s assigned gender 
(conflated with biological sex) at birth will neatly align with traditional, dominant 
social constructs of masculinity (men) and femininity (women) (Butler, 1999; Lorber, 
1993). Ideals of cisnormativity extend from the gender binary in that cisgender iden-
tities, or people who identify with their gender assigned at birth, go unquestioned and 
are upheld as the dominant standard, with gender expansiveness socially challenged 
and subordinated (Worthen, 2016). The dominant biological sex/gender binary is 
an inadequate framework for capturing the full diversity of not only biological sex 
assignment at birth, as evidenced by intersex traits that complicate dominant binary 
sex understandings (Davis, 2015; Fausto-Sterling, 1993), but also expansive and 
complex gender dynamics across identity, expression, and interactions that challenge 
and resist stereotypical expectations, including transgender identities and broader 
nonconformity (Butler, 1999; Halberstam, 2017). Cisnormativity, or the ideology 
that cisgender experience is assumed and idealized, is often embedded in major social 
science surveys, with responses framed around assumptions of cisgender identities 
and experiences (Westbrook & Saperstein, 2015; Worthen, 2016). The dominant 
model of the sex/gender binary and the resulting cisnormative ideologies are infused 
into and concertedly reproduced among modern Western societal contexts, such as 
the reinforcement of the binary gender structure in educational environments that 
privilege cisgender conformity (Martin, 1998) while subordinating and marginal-
izing gender expansive identities (Travers, 2019). Since researchers and developers 
of social science surveys are also embedded in the social dynamics of cisnormativity, 
it stands to reason that they too are susceptible to internalizing and reifying dominant, 
exclusionary gender ideologies within survey design (Hartung & Lefler, 2019). 

Although long theorized in the humanities and gender studies, awareness of the 
socially constructed notion of gender categories has only recently become more 
mainstream in the discipline of sociology (Brickell, 2006). Efforts to place gender in 
distinct categories have given rise to the development of the umbrella terms of non-
binary and gender nonconforming to include those who do not fit in the traditional 
binary sex/gender constructs of man/male and woman/female (Webb et al., 2016). 
We expect surveys to create more inclusive and expansive responses to meaning-
fully include people whose gendered realities resist the gender binary and exemplify 
gender as existing on a spectrum.
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1.3 Heteronormativity, Heterosexism, and Mononormativity 

Heteronormativity refers to the ideology that heterosexuality, predicated on gender 
binary norms and cisnormativity, is the most naturally occurring, and therefore ideal-
ized, expression of sexuality, thereby relegating non-heterosexual relationships and 
identities as abnormal or inferior (Jackson, 2006). The theory of heteronormativity 
and its union with binary gender creates a social understanding that the world around 
us is dictated by two genders, that gender is tied to sex, and that different-sex attrac-
tion is normative (Kitzinger, 2005; Schilt & Westbrook, 2009). Heterosexuality is 
normalized through deliberate social dynamics, often in mundane, everyday ways, 
including parenting strategies and media sources that repeatedly present heterosex-
uality as the norm and only viable, satisfactory outcome (Martin, 2009; Martin & 
Kazyak, 2009). Extending from heteronormative beliefs privileging heterosexuality, 
heterosexism (a more nuanced, complex construct related to homophobia, or fear of 
homosexuality) involves the systematic enactment of prejudice and discrimination 
against non-heterosexual identities, behaviors, and processes through both cultural 
and individual interactions at multiple social levels that assume heterosexuality and 
subordinate diversity (Herek, 1984). 

Through heteronormative and heterosexist social practices, expansive, diverse 
gender and sexual possibilities are rendered invisible, and even when non-
heterosexual identities are considered, they fall into the binary, homonormative realm 
of only validating gay men or lesbian women who otherwise meet heteronorma-
tive ideals (i.e., having children, being middle class, white, etc.) (Brown, 2012; 
Duggan, 2002). Similarly, the linkage of dominant gender and sexuality ideologies 
highlights the marginalization of sexual identities that challenge the gender binary, 
such as bisexuality and pansexuality defined by attraction to multiple genders and 
through binegativity and bi-erasure practices where bisexuality is framed as illegiti-
mate (Rodríguez Rust, 2000; Scherrer et al., 2015). Mononormativity also undergirds 
cis-heteronormative ideologies and systems by positioning monogamous intimate 
relationships as superior to non-monogamous ones and inherently natural (Ferrer, 
2018), which is reflected in widespread societal practices that instill privilege like 
the legal institution of marriage. 

These overarching socially constructed and marginalizing understandings of 
sex, gender, and sexuality are consistently reflected and perpetuated in historical 
and contemporary social surveys. It is critical that social survey researchers avoid 
designing surveys that frame sex, gender, and sexuality in ways that reinforce only 
heteronormative and mononormative perspectives and experiences to avoid further 
marginalization of diverse experiences and enhance the rigor of researcher endeavors 
overall by utilizing accurate, inclusive measures.
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1.4 The Current Study 

This research expands upon previous research by detailing the evolution of gender, 
sex, and sexuality measures across time within surveys most commonly used in social 
science and policy research. In addition, this research explores hidden messaging 
embedded in historical and contemporary survey design that may continue to promote 
and produce heterosexist and cisnormative constructions of knowledge. Reducing 
bias and improving survey design is critical to furthering the accurate representation 
of underserved populations in research. However, survey quality not only shapes 
downstream research; government survey resources, such as the decennial Census, 
are integral to the development of social policy. Results of this study are critical 
to developing surveys that avoid re-enforcing binary gender and heteronormative 
ideologies and instead employ more inclusive gender and sexuality measures. Such 
surveys may potentially produce more accurate knowledge about these populations, 
and thus, provide more precise, evidence-based data to inform policy. 

2 Method  

To identify surveys for study inclusion, we employed a two-tier relevance sampling 
strategy (Krippendorff, 2019). First, we used the Inter-university Consortium for 
Political and Social Research’s (ICPSR) data on the most frequently downloaded 
U.S.-based data sources, (that is, their top-utilized surveys) to identify commonly 
used social surveys (primary sampling frame). We then surveyed 300 faculty across 
the disciplines of Sociology, Psychology, Political Science, Criminal Justice, and 
Health Sciences regarding their use of secondary data resources to create a secondary 
sampling frame. Combining the surveys identified in steps 1 and steps 2, we were 
able to identify 18 U.S.-based social surveys, most of them national in scope, longitu-
dinal, and/or using a panel/series design, that are frequently used in social and policy 
research. The following surveys were ultimately selected for analysis: the Amer-
ican Housing Survey (AHS), American National Election Studies (ANES), Fragile 
Families and Wellbeing Survey (FFWS), General Social Survey (GSS), National 
College Health Assessment (NCHA), National Crime Victimization Survey (NCVS), 
National Health and Nutrition Examination Survey (NHANES), National Health and 
Aging Trends Study (NHATS), The National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent to 
Adult Health (Add Health), National Survey on Drug Use and Health (NSDUH), 
New Immigrant Survey (NIS), National Youth Survey (NYS), Panel Study of Income 
Dynamics (PSID) and the Daily Use of Time Supplement (DUST), Monitoring the 
Future (MTF), The American Community Survey (ACS), The National Health Inter-
view Survey (NHIS), and the Survey of Income and Program Participation (SIPP). 
Table 1.1 includes descriptive information about each survey that was analyzed, 
including year of first and last data collection, type of data collection (e.g., interview,



Hidden (and Not so Hidden) Messaging … 19

self-report), target population, and the number of questions measuring sex, gender 
identity, and sexuality. 

After sample selection, codebooks or questionnaires were gathered for each survey 
from either ICPSR or the survey’s organization website for every year of admin-
istration until 2021, or when the survey was last administered. Survey question-
naires and codebooks served as the primary units of analysis, which were then orga-
nized by year/survey wave, and electronically hand-coded in a two-step approach, 
using a content analytic method modeled after Westbrook and Saperstein (2015). We 
examined codebooks and questionnaires in their entirety for any direct or indirect 
reference, or reliance upon, the concepts or measures of sex, gender, or sexuality, 
which emerged as the theoretically relevant analytic units of analysis. This approach 
utilizes a combination of both deductive and inductive content analysis approaches, 
as described below. 

2.1 Deductive Content Analysis: Explicit Measurement 
of Sex, Gender, and Sexuality 

Coding was completed in two steps. The first step of coding focused on identifying 
survey questions that explicitly sought to measure the participant’s sex, gender, or 
sexuality. We used pre-existing conceptual operationalizations of sex, gender, and 
sexuality as a guideline for inclusion following Westbrook and Saperstein’s (2015) 
analytic strategy. We began by employing 21 keywords, including, “sex, gender, 
sexuality, trans, woman, man, female, male, gay, lesbian, same-sex, straight, hetero-
sexual, homosexual, intersex, sister, brother, wife, husband, spouse, partner.” Most 
sex, gender, and sexual identity measures were identified through keyword searches, 
however, some older survey files were not searchable. Therefore, we also examined 
each codebook and questionnaire in its entirety. For each measure, exact wording 
and responses were recorded in an Excel spreadsheet along with any changes over 
time in question wording, the number of questions, or response options. The year 
that any changes occurred was also documented. 

2.2 Inductive Content Analysis: Hidden Messaging Through 
Assuming, Omitting, and Phrasing 

Additionally, survey content that indirectly or directly relied on conceptualizations 
of sex, gender, or sexuality, either through the structure of the survey (e.g., women 
were only asked a subset of questions) or questions themselves (e.g., “should an 
admitted homosexual be able to teach at a university?” (GSS, 2021) was identified 
along with the year or wave of survey, and other information (e.g., questionnaire or
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codebook section, page number). This information was compiled in an Excel spread-
sheet, with notes regarding patterns or impressions of survey structure and items. In 
this step, surveys were examined in their entirety, rather than using keywords, to allow 
codes and themes to emerge inductively. Codes were added to our research memo 
notes; example codes included, “binary gender options only,” “homophobic ques-
tion,” “biased language,” and “only asked to women.” After examining all surveys, 
we then grouped codes into the three major categories “assumption,” “omission,” and 
“biased,” which formed the basis for our final themes. We identified these distinct 
themes, which illustrated that surveys reinforce binary, cisgender stereotypes, and 
heteronormativity in three distinct ways: (1) through assumptive language, (2) ques-
tion or item omission that relied on binary gender, and (3) overtly biased priming and 
phrasing. We then revisited the most recent questionnaire year (typically between 
2018–2021) of all surveys to confirm our three themes. 

3 Results 

3.1 Content Analysis: Change in Sex, Gender, and Sexuality 
Measurement Over Time 

Sample characteristics including survey name, population under study, the data 
collection period, and survey type are presented in Table 1. This table also includes 
the number of measures for sex, gender, and sexuality in the most recent version 
of the survey and whether it is possible to identify whether the respondent is in a 
same-sex or same-gender relationship or household. 

In general, the trend across social surveys, especially in earlier surveys, is to 
employ a single measure that conflates sex and gender, then, the later inclusion of a 
measure of sexual orientation/preference/or identity, followed by a separate gender 
identity question decoupled from sex assigned at birth. Figure 1 depicts changes in 
sex, gender, and sexuality measurement over time by the number of questions asked 
in each survey (ranging from one to three separate questions). As evidenced in Fig. 1, 
many surveys began adopting a sexual orientation or preference question in the 1980s 
or 1990s (possibly in response to the HIV/AIDS epidemic). 

Some surveys (as recent as 2015 for the ANES and NCHA, with the NCVS 
following in 2016) have decoupled biological sex and gender measures, but many 
continue to conflate or rely on a single sex/gender measure that only provides 
male/female response options. For example, FFCWS (2018) and AHS (2019) still 
rely on a single sex measure, while the NCHA (2019) and Add Health (2018) include 
three separate questions on sex, gender, and sexuality in their most recent survey iter-
ations. In particular, the NCHA originally contained two questions from 2000 (its 
first year of administration) until 2015, then moved to three questions that measure 
sex, gender, and sexuality separately (see Fig. 2).
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Table 1 National survey characteristics 

Survey 
Name 

Population First year 
of data 
collection 

Last year 
of data 
collection 

Survey type Current 
number 
of 
questions 
on sex, 
gender 
identity, 
and 
sexual 
identity 

Can identify 
if same-sex 
household or 
have a 
same-gender 
partner? 

ACS National 2000 2020 Self-administered 1 Yes 

Add Health National 1994 2018 Interview 3 Yes 

AHS National 1973 2019 Interview 1 Yes 

ANES National 1948 2020 Interview 2 Yes 

FFCWS National 1998 2020 Interview 1 Yes 

GSS National 1972 2021 Interview 3 Yes 

MTF National 1975 2021 Self-administered 1 No 

NCHA National 2000 2020 Self-administered 3 Yes 

NCVS National 1973 2020 Interview 3 Yes 

NHANES National 1959 2020 Interview 2 Yes 

NHATS National 2011 2020 In-person survey 1 No 

NHIS National 1962 2020 Interview 2 Yes 

NIS National 1996 2009 Interview 2 Yes 

NSDUH National 1971 2020 Interview 2 No 

NYS National 1976 1987 Interview 2 Yes 

PSID National 1968 2019 Interview 1 Yes 

PSID-DUST National 2009 2013 Interview 1 Yes 

SIPP National 1984 2018 Interview 1 Yes 

ACS The American Community Survey, Add Health National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent to 
Adult Health, AHS American Housing Survey, ANES American National Election Studies, DUST 
Daily Use of Time Supplement, FFWS Fragile Families and Wellbeing Survey, GSS General Social 
Survey, MTF Monitoring the Future, NCHA National College Health Assessment, NCVS National 
Crime Victimization Survey, NHANES National Health and Nutrition Examination Survey, NHATS 
National Health and Aging Trends Study, NHIS The National Health Interview Survey, NSDUH 
National Survey on Drug Use  and Health,  NYS National Youth Survey, PSID Panel Study of Income 
Dynamics, SIPP Survey of Income and Program Participation 

While many surveys decoupled sex and gender measures, they still do not explic-
itly ask about non-binary sex, such as having intersex traits, or expansive gender 
identities, such as gender nonconforming or transgender identities. For example, 
in the Wave I of the 1994 Add Health survey, there was no option for the respon-
dent to report their gender identity, only an option to confirm their sex (excluding 
intersex) by the interviewer based on pre-loaded school data. In Wave 5 (2018), an
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Fig. 1 Change in measurement of sex, gender identity, and sexual identity over time by survey 

Fig. 2 Sex, gender, and sexuality. Sources Above (32 and 46), National College Health ssessment 
2000–2008 p. 6, 8. Below (47–48), National College Health Assessment (2019, p. 11)
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Fig. 3 Sex, gender, and gender presentation. Source Add Health (2018, Wave V, Section 1, 
Background, p. 11) 

explicit question about sex assigned at birth was added separate from gender identity. 
However, only two options were provided for biological sex, “male” or “female,” 
and gender identity included “male,” “female” or “unspecified,” thereby preventing 
the identification of intersex traits or people with expansive gender identities. They 
did, however, include an ordinal gender expression measure that asks respondents 
to rate how feminine or masculine others perceive their appearance (see Fig. 3), 
an important attempt to operationalize gender expression or gendered performance 
(West & Zimmerman, 1987).

In early surveys that include household rosters, such as the decennial census and 
ACS, cohabiting same-gender couples were often not easily identifiable, as evidenced 
in the example below from 1996 (see Fig. 4). The question also demonstrates incon-
sistency—son or daughter is used instead of child, but grandchild and foster child 
is an option. Many surveys, such as the ACS (2020), now allow respondents to 
actively identify that a member of the household is a same-sex spouse or partner. 
The adoption of explicit “same-sex” options in household rosters, particularly in 
government-affiliated surveys, began in the mid-2010s, likely in response to the 
legalization of same-sex marriage by the U.S. Supreme Court in 2015 (Oberge-
fell vs. Hodges, 2015). Previously, data on same-gender partnerships were inferred 
through an indirect matching procedure that used sex as a proxy for gender (e.g., 
Black et al., 2007). However, it is important to note that it is still not possible to 
identify same-gender relationships, as the focus on binary sex tells us little about 
how people identify in terms of gender, or their sexual identity. Indeed, these house-
hold rosters still largely reproduce a singular gay/straight two-person partnership 
dichotomy, reinforcing both homonormativity and mononormativity, and ultimately
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Fig. 4 Household rosters. Source ACS (1996, p. 90) 

result in the erasure of expansive sexual identities, such as bisexuality and pansex-
uality, as well as potentially polyamorous relationships. For example, an individual 
could personally identify as pansexual or bisexual, but be currently residing with an 
opposite- “sex” partner, thus potentially erasing the validity of their relationship and 
identity, as well as constraining accurate measurement of a respondent’s sexuality. 

In short, while some surveys have made the transition from single sex/gender 
measures to separate sex, gender, and sexuality measures (e.g., GSS and NCHA), 
and identify same-sex partners or spouses based on the household rosters (e.g., ACS 
and AHS), many surveys still fail to ask explicit questions about sexual identity 
and/or gender identity (e.g., SIPP). 

3.1.1 Recommendations and Best Practices 

First and foremost, if we are to accurately represent individuals of diverse gender 
and sexual identities, surveys should directly ask respondents a minimum of three 
separate questions about the respondent’s sex assigned at birth, gender identity, and 
sexual identity. This is especially important for government surveys that currently 
only allow for the identification of cohabitating same-sex couples (which stated 
above, is both limiting and problematic). Allowing respondents to self-identify their 
gender and sexual identities will enrich our understanding of diverse family struc-
tures and promote self-determination of identity among respondents to enhance 
participant autonomy and wellbeing. Further, this information will allow the insti-
tutions collecting this data to more accurately fulfill their goals which often include 
accurately measuring diverse perspectives, assessing needs (including health and
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economic), and informing policy guidance. If we are to improve our understanding 
of diverse groups on a population-level, it is critical that research treats gender and 
sexual identities as essential demographic characteristics alongside sex, household 
income, marital status, race, or ethnicity. While we encourage readers to explore the 
many best practice documents that currently exist, we will highlight a few here. 

Sexuality 

The Sexual Minority Assessment Research Team (SMART) at the UCLA Williams 
Institute (2009) developed a best practices document that encourages researchers 
to consider what they mean by “sexual orientation.” Researchers should be aware 
of whether they are measuring sexual identity (e.g., “do you identify as heterosex-
ual”), sexual attraction (e.g., “are you attracted to male and females equally”), or 
behavior (e.g., “have your sexual partners been exclusively male”). We recommend 
that all surveys include a sexual identity measure, rather than rely solely on attrac-
tion or behavior to describe individuals. This is because while identity, behavior, and 
attraction are related, they are not synonymous. For example, a respondent might 
report same-gender attraction, but that they have had exclusively opposite-gender 
partners. Similarly, someone who has had diverse sexual partners might identify as 
heterosexual. Moreover, researchers should not assume that people necessarily have 
a primary interest in sexual activities or interactions, and provide space for iden-
tification along the asexuality continuum (Brotto et al., 2010). Scholars should be 
aware that people who identify as asexual may not categorize themselves within the 
LGBTQ+ community (Worthen & Laljer, 2021). Understanding the distinct dimen-
sions of sexual orientation, identity, behavior, and attraction, is critical to the accurate 
representation of diverse sexualities in survey research (Suen et al., 2020). Finally, 
individuals may identify as multiple categories within each dimension, so allowing 
multiple selections for each question or a “check all that apply” direction can provide 
the most comprehensive data for capturing these populations. 

Sex 

We recommend a two-step approach to capturing sex and gender identity. First, 
by asking about “sex assigned at birth,” followed by a “gender identity” measure. 
Examples of phrasing can be found in reports produced by the GenIUSS group at 
the UCLA Williams Institute (2014) and the Federal Interagency Working Group 
(FIWG, 2016a). However, we argue that it is important to acknowledge non-binary 
sex categories in sex measures. Because intersex erasure is common in population-
level research (see Davis, 2015; Davis et al., 2016), it is important for future survey 
research to validate intersex bodies and identities. Inclusive sex categories may help 
promote intersex people’s bodily autonomy and counteract the history of systemic 
oppressions endured by intersex-identifying people or people who identify as having 
intersex traits (Davis, 2015; Davis et al., 2016). Thus, we recommend that sex
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assigned at birth measures include an intersex option, in addition to male and female. 
Given that many persons with intersex traits or who identify as intersex were assigned 
either male or female at birth due to predominant historical medical and legal prac-
tices (Kennedy, 2016), population researchers could also consider implementing a 
two-step sex assigned at birth question; first they could ask about sex assigned at 
birth/as listed on original birth certificate (including male, female, intersex option), 
followed by a question about current identification as intersex or having intersex 
traits (with yes/no or intersex/non-intersex options). 

Gender 

Similarly, we recommend including transgender, and gender non-binary/genderqueer 
options in categorical gender identity measures to avoid reinforcing the gender 
dichotomy. Suen et al. (2020) provide important insights grounded in the perspec-
tives of gender and sexual minorities on the value of including a range of binary 
and non-binary gender identities in gender identity measurement. Some examples of 
option phrasing include “woman, man, transwoman, transman, gender queer, gender 
non-binary.” We also recommend always including an open-ended “something else” 
option for the respondent to accurately self-identity, and consider allowing individ-
uals to select all identity categories that apply to them, capturing those that identify 
with multiple gender identities. Relatedly, these measurement options should be 
reviewed and updated regularly to account for societal changes, and reflect new 
terms that are coined and when other terminology falls out of use. 

From a population science perspective, categorical measures that capture explicit 
gender identity are potentially more useful than gradient measures asking respondents 
how “masculine” to “feminine” they identify. Gender expression, which includes 
gender presentation, self-perception, and behaviors, often occurs on a continuum, 
and more continuous measures of gender expression could be used to effectively 
collect additional information about gender diversity. Similar to sexual orientation, 
we urge research teams to think more deeply about what aspects of gender expres-
sion they want to measure-that is, how they are operationalizing gender. Different 
aspects of gender expression may vary across settings and may not necessarily corre-
spond with a person’s stated gender identity (West & Zimmerman, 1987). However, 
we recommend that surveys always include a two-step approach to categorical sex 
and gender identities, in addition to other measures of gender expression. It is also 
understood that the collapsing or combining of categories may be necessary for 
statistical power and subsequent analysis, however, the inclusion of these categories 
to increase representation and visibility of these populations is vital to our under-
standing of future research on individuals that are often erased with non-inclusive 
measures of sex or gender. 

Scant large-scale, longitudinal data currently exist on individuals who identify 
outside of cisgender or heteronormative categories, particularly those who identify 
with multiple genders or sexual identities. From a data accuracy perspective, it is inap-
propriate to assume cis-heteronormativity due to lack of measurement on expansive
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identities. Even if future collapsing of categories is necessary in analyses, demog-
raphers should strive for accurate population measurement by providing exhaustive 
response options that allow individuals to more precisely self-identify. Not only is this 
practice inclusive, affording individuals whose identities have been rendered invis-
ible previously opportunities to make themselves visible, is better scientific practice 
and promotes methodological rigor. The best way to move toward accurate under-
standing of population diversity is to make expansive measurement standard practice 
in surveys. While multiple selection (e.g., “all that apply”) measures in particular 
may be more methodologically complex, there are many emerging studies testing 
and exploring “all that apply” multi-identity measures (Brenner & Bulgar-Medina, 
2018). Methodologically, there are many options for handling multi-gender or sexual 
identities, ranging from collapsing categories based on data structure to the creation 
of “typologies” through latent class analyses. Demographers and population scien-
tists seeking to describe rates of gender or sexual identities in the population could 
explore whether strategies implemented to handle multiracial identification could 
apply to multi-gender or multi-sexual identities (Allen & Turner, 2001). 

3.2 Content Analysis: Hidden Messaging 

Beyond issues of direct measurement of expansive gender and sexuality identities, 
social surveys have continued to utilize questions that perpetuate heteronormative 
and binary gender ideologies. As discussed earlier, our content analysis revealed 
three major themes: (1) assumptive language, (2) question or item omission that 
relies on binary gender, and (3) overtly biased priming and phrasing. Both historical 
and contemporary examples will be presented to highlight these themes. However, 
we focus on assumptive language, omission, and priming that exist in the most recent 
year of data collection for a selection of surveys to better illustrate how these themes 
persist in contemporary contexts. 

3.2.1 Assumptive Language 

Assumptive language was defined as any question or question wording that presumes 
something about a person without directly asking the participant. External imposition 
of identities or selves detract from participant autonomy and privilege outside percep-
tions rather than self-determination or identification. Examples include assuming a 
person’s sex, gender, identity, behaviors, or other family members’ identities. Entire 
surveys may be framed from a gender binary including questions around family 
and household rosters using only a “father/mother” and “brother/sister” binary to 
ask about relationships and experiences. While some surveys have adopted gender-
neutral terms such as “sibling,” or “partner,” or “parent” when discussing familial 
relationships, heteronormative and binary gender assumptions persist in the language 
of surveys.
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Fig. 5 Sibling question. Source GSS (2018, Ballot 1, p. 76) 

Examples of Assumptive Language 

Several surveys exhibited patterns of binary gender and heteronormative assumptions 
through the structure of survey questions or the surveys as a whole. For example, 
FFCWS surveys were framed entirely around a heteronormative framework, with 
separate surveys for “biological mothers” and “biological fathers,” with particular 
focus on mothers (Princeton University, 2020). In this way, “fragile” families were 
framed in the survey baseline as single biological mothers and biological fathers, 
limiting our ability to consider families outside of a heteronormative, standard North 
American family model (Smith, 1993). This is largely because FFCWS never explic-
itly asks the biological mothers or fathers about their gender or sexual identities, 
even at the most recent wave (15 year follow-up) (FFCWS, 2018). In recent FFCWS 
surveys, primary care givers were able to identify whether they were in a romantic 
relationship and the sex of that individual (male or female) (FFCWS, 2018, p. 31). 
However, similar to almost every other survey we reviewed, the only options avail-
able when answering questions related to household rosters, (e.g., list “People who 
currently live in your household”), or romantic partners, the responses were framed 
from a sex or gender binary. That is, they only include “male” and “female” response 
options for the identification of the person’s sex or gender identity (see NHIS, 2020, 
p. 27). While the inclusion of household rosters that allow for the identification 
of same-sex cohabitating couples is increasingly common, binary sex or gender 
constructs persist. 

The General Social Survey (GSS) (2021) also features assumptive language within 
their survey. Questions such as, “Were you living with your own mother or father 
when you were 16?” highlight the survey’s assumptions of heteronormative family 
structures and cisnormative identities (p. 58). There are no options for participants to 
denote living with same-gender parents, transgender parents, or other types of family 
structures when aged 16 (GSS, 2021). Figure 5 highlights the persistence of binary 
gender language in the GSS (2018). The question, “How many brothers and sisters 
did you have?” again frames siblings as only occupying either side of the gender 
binary: brothers or sisters. 

The PSID (2019) also displayed this trend in sections of the survey that asked 
participants information about their own or their partner’s parents (see Fig. 6). Ques-
tions like, “Where did (your/her/his) father grow up?” and “Where did (your/her/his) 
mother grow up?” (p. 231) demonstrate that the survey is built around the heteronor-
mative, cisnormative experience of having a father and a mother, and partners being
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Fig. 6 Father and mother question framing. Source PSID (2019, Questionnaire. p. 231) 

Fig. 7 Wife income. Source PSID (1968, Questionnaire, p. 57) 

a “him” or “her.” No options are included for other types of family structures for 
either the participant or their partner. 

Surveys such as the PSID and FFCWS that are completed by a single member 
of the household (often on behalf of the whole household) perpetuate assumptive 
cisgender and heteronormative language through the structure and execution of the 
survey itself. For example, while not included in the 2019 version of PSID, the 1968 
version included a series of “head of household” questions about “wives” (PSID, 
1968, p. 57). Figure 7 depicts this question series. The head of household, an assumed 
“husband,” is expected to answer on behalf of their “wife.” If the family has children, 
the respondent is expected to detail how the children were taken care of and answer 
how much childcare cost them in terms of “you,” the husband. If the wife is working 
and has children, the cost of childcare is presented as a “cost” that the “head of 
household” has to pay, while the wife works rather than viewing both the assumed 
wife and husband as contributing partners. While this is a striking historical example, 
it is important to consider how assumed heteronormativity, and assumed compliance 
with cis and binary gender and mononormative structures, are still perpetuated in 
contemporary surveys. The most recent FFCWS, for example, assumes the biological 
mother as primary caregiver, only stipulating biological fathers as primary caregivers 
if they meet certain criteria (e.g., primary caregiver is only father if the child lives 
with them >50% of the time AND with their mother <50%). In cases where the child 
lives with their mother and father equally, the mother is considered primary caregiver 
(FFCS, 2021, p. 14).
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Recommendations and Best Practices 

Surveys should consider overall structure when framing questions and the survey. 
It may be best to no longer frame surveys from “head of household” perspectives 
or only survey one household member. These structures may reinforce patriarchal, 
breadwinner-homemaker models that are largely inaccurate and not encompassing of 
the breadth of family diversity. We recommend considering rephrasing to “any adult 
in household contributing substantially to finances or household decision-making,” or 
surveying all adults involved substantially in household decisions. When surveying 
individuals about their household, along with directly asking participants about their 
sex and gender identity, inclusive language such as, “partner,” “sibling,” or “parent” 
could be used instead of terms that reinforce the gender binary for families and utilize 
heteronormatively-coded categories. For example, many household roster questions 
have the respondent select if a household member is a “mother or father” or “sister 
or brother.” Since the question itself does not allow the researcher to distinguish 
whether the respondent is referring specifically to a “mother” or “father,” detail in 
the question would not be lost by adopting the more gender-neutral language of 
“parent,” “sibling,” or “caregiver.” 

While there are contexts in which researchers are interested in the influence of 
mothers on children, or having a sister on sibling outcomes, surveys should allow 
respondents to identify the gender of their parents or siblings in ways that do not limit 
the respondent to the gender binary. For example, the GSS (2021) asks participants, 
“Were you living with both your own mother and father around the time you were 16?” 
(p. 58). Instead, this question could be written as, “Were you living with both of your 
own parents around the time you were 16?” Or better, “Which parent or parents were 
you living with around the time you were 16?” and allow respondents to select from a 
variety of parent and gender options (such as, “adoptive mother”, “biological father”), 
including expansive gender options (such as, “baba” or “non-binary parent”) and 
open-ended options for individuals to accurately describe parents or other guardians 
(see Frank et al., 2019). Additionally, household roster questions should be structured 
in a way that allows for the inclusion of multiple types of family structures such as 
poly/non-monogamous relationships/families (Manley et al., 2015). This could be 
done in a multi-step approach, where the respondent is provided a set of questions 
about each household member they identify. Single-question household rosters are 
arguably simpler than a multi-step approach (e.g., asking a respondent to select from 
a list of who currently resides in their home), so it is likely that researchers will 
need to consider multiple strategies to foster inclusivity, whether it is through more 
inclusive language choices or question structure. 

3.2.2 Question or Item Omission 

Several surveys exhibited question or item omission through; (1) the inclusion of 
certain questions framed around a single binary sex or gender identity (female or 
male; woman or man) or, (2) only asking certain questions to a specific respondent
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Fig. 8 Husband as main earner, woman as caretaker. Source FFCWS (1998a, Codebook item f1d3c) 

based on their binary sex or gender identity. For example, surveys may only ask 
questions to a specific sex on the topics of work, family, income, behaviors, or other 
information such as specific health information related to menstruation or other 
sex-specific experiences. Question omission reinforces the gender binary by reaf-
firming assumptions of “impossibility” or “unlikelihood” of all genders experiencing 
or participating in similar types of activities and experiences. 

Examples of Question Omission 

For example, in the baseline (Wave 1) Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing Study 
(FFCWS) (1998a), questions such as “Is it better if (a) husband earns the main living 
and (a) woman cares for (a) family” (item f1d3c) are not asked in the other direc-
tion to measure if a woman earns the main living and a man cares for the family 
(see Fig. 8). The survey omits responses from an alternative gendered perspective. 
Relying on cisgender and heteronormative assumptions that husbands serve as the 
main income earner for the family and the woman as the family caretaker, the survey 
fails to acknowledge alternative possibilities (such as the possibility of other types 
of family structures, such as same-gender partnerships, or polyamorous relation-
ships) and perpetuates stereotypes that women should only be caretakers, and not the 
primary income providers for the family. Similarly, the American National Election 
Studies (ANES) (1996), includes questions such as “What is your occupation,” with 
responses such as “housewife,” without a “househusband” response for men who 
may work in the home as well (p. 15). 

This pattern is continued with questions such as “Fathers play a more important 
role in raising boys than in raising girls, agree/disagree?” (item f1d3g) and “Can (a) 
mother receive welfare if she is married and living with (a) husband?” (item f1f8) 
(see Fig. 9). These questions are presented with a focus on a single gender and are 
not asked with the gender roles reversed, or with the possibility of same-gender or 
polyamorous family dynamics and roles. 

The New Immigrant Survey (NIS) (2003) demonstrates omission with questions 
such as “Does (the) child ever see (a) father, stepfather, father figure?” (NIS, 2003,
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Fig. 9 Fathers raising boys. Source FFCWS (1998b, Codebook item f1d3g) 

Fig. 10 Fathers and outdoor time. Source NIS (2003, version 1, Codebook Section M, p. 24)

question MA11, p. 3). In both Versions 1 (implemented in 2003) and Version 2 (imple-
mented from 2007–2009) (Hall, 2020), this question is not supplemented with an 
additional question asking the child’s relationship with a maternal figure, illustrating 
an assumption that children are less likely to see fathers than mothers, perpetuating 
the stereotype of fathers as “absent.” Additionally, the survey includes questions 
that ask, “About how often does [child] spend time with (their) father, stepfather, or 
father-figure in outdoor activities?” (p. 24) (see Fig. 10). This same question is not 
asked of the mother figure revealing attitudes that limit the activities shared between 
children and mother figures. Furthermore, questions about children regarding care-
giving (e.g., affection) and education (e.g., grades) appear to assume the mother 
figure is the survey respondent. For example, the NIS (2003) asks, “In the past week, 
how many times have you shown your child physical affection?” (question MC24f, 
p. 19). Questions regarding the “father” are not, by default, phrased directly to the 
respondent as if the father figure is responding. Questions regarding the father figure 
also centered around certain activities such as outdoor time and leisure (e.g., family 
meals), rather than caretaking and affection. 
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Examples of Omission through Survey Structure 

Most striking is complete question omission in sex or gender-stratified surveys, or the 
use of binary gender to prompt possible response options. For example, the NCVS 
(2019) asks, “which of the following best represents yourself?” But displays “Lesbian 
or gay” if sex is “female” and “gay” if sex is “male.” This means that transwomen 
are not able to self-identify as lesbian, as they would be given male prompt options, 
despite their gender identity as a woman, due to the survey display structure. 

In some contexts, men and women are given different sex-stratified surveys; 
for example, in the FFCWS, biological mothers and biological fathers were given 
different surveys at baseline (1998–2000), year 3 (2001–2003), year 5 (2003–2006), 
and year 9 (2007–2010) (Princeton University, 2020). The most recent wave, year 
15 (2014–2017), only included questionnaires for the child’s primary caregiver 
(Princeton University, 2020). While there is overlap in the mother and father ques-
tionnaires, fathers were asked more extensive questions about sources of income 
relative to mothers in the baseline survey (1998–2000). For example, fathers were 
asked specifics about their work and employment, including whether they made addi-
tional income, “selling stolen goods, selling or delivering drugs, or other hustles” 
(FFCWS, 1998, Section J, p. 43). Mothers were not asked about their occupation and 
were only asked about their general sources of income such as welfare, social secu-
rity, earnings, and/or friends/family (see FFCWS, 1998, Section J). While the fathers 
and mothers surveys became more similar across waves—for example, the income 
section (Section J) at year 9 was nearly identical for mothers and fathers (FFCWS, 
2011)—complete item omission often reflected and reinforced assumptions about 
gender-stratified activities. 

Recommendations and Best Practices 

Question Omission 

At bare minimum, surveys should refrain from asking questions to participants 
framed solely from a single sex or gender identity whenever possible. As noted above, 
the measurement of demographic characteristics like gender identity and sexual iden-
tity are already problematic and inadequate, and this issue is further compounded in 
questions based around sex or gender identity. Consistent, parallel, questions should 
be asked for people of all sexes, genders, family roles, and activities, allowing for 
more complete understanding of roles and couple dynamics. For example, if a survey 
includes questions on activities such as work, time with children, or other caregiving 
actions, these could be asked of every participant using gender-neutral language. 
Instead of, “A working mother can establish just as warm and secure a relationship 
with her children as a mother who does not work,” (from the GSS, 2018, p. 57), use 
“A working parent can establish just as warm and secure a relationship with their 
children as a parent who does not work.” While it is important to acknowledge that 
the ultimate goal of some of these measures may be their use as proxy measures for
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“traditional” or gender-based discriminatory attitudes (for example, “do you think 
a woman’s place is in the home?”), survey researchers should consider how these 
gendered-conventions of measurement omission may ultimately reinforce the very 
attitudes they are trying to measure, and act as a missed opportunity to capture 
changing attitudes or roles. For example, it is well established that stay-at-home 
fathers are more commonplace (see Chesley, 2011), and it may be worth “flipping 
the script” to reflect some of these important changes in gender roles and couple 
dynamics. 

Omission through Survey Structure 

The notion of “separate surveys” or separate response options for participants by a 
single demographic characteristic such as sex or gender is deeply flawed, reinforces 
sex or gender essentialism, family composition, and role stereotypes, and should be 
discontinued in practice. Researchers should consider the possibility of polyamorous, 
and same-gender family dynamics when considering “separate surveys”; the FFCW 
study for example, administered separate surveys for “biological mothers” and “bio-
logical fathers,” which reinforces heteronormative and mononormative assumptions 
around childbearing and rearing. Participants should be given the same surveys that 
prioritize gender-neutral terminology where appropriate. Relatedly, Analysts and 
scholars can stratify results later by certain characteristics such as sex or gender, 
or family roles, for comparison, still achieving the same goal of measurement 
while removing problematic survey structures that perpetuate assumptions about 
individuals or exclude certain types of populations. 

3.2.3 Priming 

The third pattern examined was priming or explicitly biased phrasing. Priming refers 
to the conscious or unconscious effect that wording or placement of questions may 
have on the attitudes, beliefs, or other responses reflected in survey selections by 
participants. Examples of overt bias priming and phrasing were most commonly 
found in survey questions seeking “opinions” about individuals with particular 
gender or sexual identities. Many surveys included language that could shape partic-
ipants’ perspectives and experiences when completing a survey. Priming was more 
commonly identified in historic surveys; however, several contemporary surveys 
continue to display these patterns of biased priming and phrasing. 

Examples of Priming 

The General Social Survey (GSS) starting in 1973 until present (2021) asks the  
question, “And what about a man who admits that he is a homosexual… Suppose 
this admitted homosexual wanted to make a speech in your community. Should he be 
allowed to speak, or not?” (GSS, 1973, p. 13; 2018, p. 89; 2021, p. 102) (see Fig. 11).
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Fig. 11 Homosexual community speech. Source GSS (2021, Release 1a, p. 102) 

This line of questioning potentially reinforces the same social prejudices that the 
survey is intending to capture: negative attitudes toward individuals who identify as 
homosexual. The survey itself primes the respondent that “admitted” homosexuals 
are potentially “bad” or “dangerous.” The question about public speaking is located 
in a question block that explicitly employs the heading “There are always some 
people whose ideas are considered bad or dangerous by other people” (GSS, 1973, 
p. 12; 2018, p. 87; 2021, p. 91). While the GSS clearly seeks to gather public attitudes 
towards individuals socially defined as “bad” or “dangerous,” the survey is priming 
participants to think about these populations in a negative and deviant way. Such 
priming can introduce possible bias in survey responses. Or worse, enact harm on 
participants within those groups who must confront questions that frame people like 
them as potentially “bad” or “dangerous.” 

The version of the ANES administered in 1994 included direct questions that 
exemplified overt biased priming and phrasing. Questions such as, “Some people 
find the very idea of homosexuality disgusting, while others don’t have that partic-
ular reaction. What about you?” (ANES, 1994, p. 851) prime participants to see 
“homosexuality” from a negative perspective before even answering the question. 
Even the term “homosexual” (versus “gay” or “lesbian”) can carry negative, pathol-
ogizing connotations (Rios, 2013), and contribute to the negative priming toward 
those in same-gender relationships.1 This may then influence their attitudes, which 
are then reflected in their responses. Instead of offering an open-ended question to 
understand how participants may feel about a certain population, the survey includes 
language that frames sexual minorities as negative (see Fig. 12). 

The ANES (2012) survey included several questions that may prime participants 
concerning gender. When asked the question, “Do you think it is easier, harder, or 
neither easier nor harder, for mothers who work outside the home to establish a warm 
and secure relationship with their children than it is for mothers who stay at home?” 
(p. 1452) respondents are presented with a question that reinforces gender stereo-
types about working mothers, stay-at-home mothers, and their relationships with their

1 This may be why the GSS introduced the experimental question replacing the term “homosexual” 
with “gay” in 2021 asking, “Suppose this gay person wanted to make a speech in your community. 
Should this person be allowed to speak, or not?” (p. 102). 
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Fig. 12 Idea of homosexuality as disgusting. Source ANES (1994, p. 851) 

Fig. 13 Woman president. Source ANES (2012, p. 1159) 

children. While this question also illustrates omission (there was not an equivalent 
question regarding fathers who work outside the home), it also primes participants 
to compare working mothers to stay-at-home mothers, rather than compare working 
mothers to working fathers. This type of priming is reinforced by the very next survey 
question, “Do you think it is better, worse, or makes no difference for the family as a 
whole if the man works outside the home and the woman takes care of the home and 
family” (ANES, 2012, p. 1456). Asking all questions regarding women’s employ-
ment in a way that directly challenges the appropriateness of women’s employment, 
and assumes a heteronormative family structure, likely reinforces gender stereo-
types, mononormativity, and introduces response bias. The extent to which the ANES 
(2012) survey relies on gender stereotypes about employment, is further illustrated 
by the question, “Would it be good, bad, or neither good nor bad if the United States 
has a woman President in the next 20 years?” The survey introduces the idea of a 
woman president as an option for the respondent, but phrases it in such a way that 
it appears controversial, thus potentially eliciting negative responses. No questions 
are asked about opinions on men as presidents (see Fig. 13). 

Many surveys utilize questions surrounding controversial social issues that include 
biased phrasing or priming, because researchers are seeking to understand individual 
perceptions, attitudes, and experiences regarding topics that are controversial at the 
time. For example, the ANES (2020) asks respondents whether “transgender people” 
should “have to use the gender of the bathroom they were born as” (see Fig. 14). 
While it is logical for the ANES (2020) to consider the topic of transgender bathroom 
bans, which garnered enormous attention in the public and political arenas in 2016 
after the passage (and later repeal) of the Public Facilities Privacy & Security Act
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Fig. 14 Transgender question. Source ANES (2020, p. 88) 

Fig. 15 Measures to deal with AIDS. Source GSS (1988, pp. 70–71) 

in North Carolina (House Bill-2, 2016), the ANES (2020) primes their participants 
with an essentialist perspective of gender by stating in the question itself that gender 
is something one is “born as,” which conflates sex assignment and gender identity. 
It is important to consider how the marginalized group—in this case transgender-
identifying respondents—are interpreting questions that frame people like them as 
problematic. 

Further evidence of priming is found in survey language that reinforces social 
prejudices about certain populations without specifically naming the group that may 
be framed as at-risk or problematic. For example, a historic version of the GSS (1988) 
included the following question: “Do you support or oppose the following measures 
to deal with AIDS?” which was accompanied with possible answers such as “Prohibit 
students with the AIDS virus from attending public school,” “Conduct mandatory 
testing for the AIDS virus before marriage,” and “Require people with the AIDS 
virus to wear identification tags that look like those carried by people with allergies 
or diabetes” (pp. 70–71) (see Fig. 15). This question frames those with AIDS as a 
possible danger to those around them, including spouses, classmates, and the general 
public, priming a negative response from survey participants. Considering the timing 
of the question (1988), when both people of color and sexual minorities remained 
the focus of the AIDS crisis, phrasing persons with AIDS as worthy of separation, 
identification, and “othering” could lead the respondent to develop biases against 
those with the disease. This type of framing may prompt respondents to consider 
perspectives they had not previously (e.g., “these populations are dangerous”), and 
adopt exclusionary, stigmatizing opinions towards already marginalized groups of 
people.
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Finally, survey structure should also be considered in its priming effects. Add 
Health, for example, has traditionally included sexual identity questions in its section 
on sexual health titled “Sexual Experiences and Sexually Transmitted Diseases,” not 
its demographics section (Add Health, 2003, Section 16). This practice potentially 
primes respondents to view sexual identity as a “health behavior,” or “health risk 
factor,” rather than a valid identity, thus reinforcing mainstream pathologizing of 
the LGBTQ+ community (Schmitz et al., 2020) and sexualities as an inherently 
problematic topic in general (Jones, 2019). 

Recommendations and Best Practices 

Results of this study suggest that bias is often introduced in questions that seek 
to examine public opinions of LGBTQ+ people. While it is important to examine 
changing public opinions on LGBTQ+ rights (Flores, 2014), we need to take an 
inventory of the unintentional adverse impacts of biased priming inherent to the 
measurement of (marginalizing) public opinions. For example, prior research illus-
trates that gender norms intersect with sexual identity when measuring public opinion 
of LGBTQ+ people; public attitudes toward lesbian women differ from public atti-
tudes toward gay men (Kuyper et al., 2018). Survey researchers are potentially 
misrepresenting public attitudes by introducing bias in question phrasing. 

Researchers should critically examine question stems and section headings and 
consider whether they are priming participants to report negative attitudes toward 
LGBTQ+ people or groups. Surveys should never use biased terms like “dan-
gerous,” “negative,” or “problematic,” either in the survey headings or questions, 
to prime participants when seeking public opinion. We recommend that scholars 
and policy researchers employ pilot surveys, collaborate with LGBTQ+ -identifying 
scholars, engage in focus groups with gender and sexual minorities to receive feed-
back on potential limitations of survey and question design, and implement LGBTQ+ 
community advisory boards (see Matthews et al., 2018; Suen et al., 2020). Too often, 
surveys are created without external input from potential participants of diverse back-
grounds. These types of inputs can be critical to identifying and addressing potential 
bias within surveys. Finally, questions about sexual identity should be placed in 
the demographics section of a survey, not in sections on public opinion or “sexual 
health,” as this relegates sexual identity to a behavior and erases identity. 

4 Discussion 

The present study’s findings revealed that highly value-laden language is included 
throughout many national surveys when it comes to asking questions regarding sex, 
gender, and sexual identity. Findings from this study suggest there are widespread 
patterns in survey design practices, including hidden and coded language, that reflect 
exclusionary and marginalizing sex, gender, and/or sexuality-biased attitudes and
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beliefs resulting in the inadequate documentation of broader social diversity. Our 
findings demonstrate how social surveys may not simply collect objective social 
information, but they may also actively perpetuate inequalities by reproducing domi-
nant cis-heteronormative ideals grounded in hierarchies of sex, gender, and sexu-
ality. Social scientists are bound by professional and ethical imperatives to conduct 
research that is rigorous, valid, and reliable, therefore improvements in survey design 
surrounding the measurement of sex, gender, and sexuality are integral to the goal 
of achieving high-quality research standards and data that is at once accurate and 
representative of social populations (Ziniel et al., 2019). 

National surveys are an essential tool for gathering representative data on diverse 
populations. The use of assumptive language, item or question omission, and 
priming risks altering participant responses with exclusionary language and methods. 
Reviewing surveys for their practices in questions regarding sex, gender, and sexual 
identity is an example of how their practices may not reflect including marginalized 
identities. Outlining best practices on gathering data and counting sexual and gender 
minorities can be difficult. While some research has proposed more fluid gender 
models that involve dynamic models that break down constructs of assigned sex, 
gender identity, gender expression, and sexual orientation (Jourian, 2015), surveys 
do not often include expansive and representative options to capture a respondent’s 
gender and sexual identity. The continued use of limiting options and exclusionary 
language can be seen from several different perspectives. Those developing surveys 
may follow historical practices of excluding inclusive sex, gender, and sexuality 
measures, and relying on assumptive, heteronormative language, simply out of tradi-
tion, convention, and a lack of recognition of the potential negative impact of these 
practices. Those developing surveys may choose to exclude inclusive gender and 
sexual identity measures out of fear that expansive measurement will add complexity, 
and thus confuse participants. Research on this area of “confusion” for cisgender 
participants has been shown to not occur as more complex models of sex/gender 
have been used (Bauer et al., 2017), questioning why surveys maintain certain uses 
of measurement and language in their surveys. Additionally, researchers may not 
want to deal with the challenges presented at data analysis with small numbers 
of individuals in certain categories, or when individuals select multiple categories, 
suggesting more guidance is needed on how to appropriately analyze and report this 
data. However, while it is possible to establish best practices around collapsing data 
into larger categories and/or make decisions about how to handle multiple categorical 
selection, it is impossible to expand data at a level that is not measured. 

Furthermore, with changing structures in families and the rise of same-gender-
parented and LGBTQ+ families broadly (Goldberg & Conron, 2018) along with 
developing understandings of gender and sexual identities, surveys should keep pace 
with changing social structures and realities. While previous research has called 
into question survey practices surrounding inclusion of gender and sexual minorities 
as well as the use of assumptive language practices (Magliozzi et al., 2016; West-
brook & Saperstein, 2015), research has not fully examined the impact of exclu-
sionary language even as demographic models of sex, gender, and sexuality have 
expanded and progressed. By continuing to utilize survey language and practices that
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constrains respondents’ self-determination, surveys risk collecting and compiling 
data that is biased and unrepresentative. 

From not being able to identify outside of a heteronormative/mononormative 
family structure, to being presented with homosexuality as “bad” and “dangerous,” 
respondents are not only passively participating in, but forced to reflect, social 
constructs that maintain gender and sexual inequality. Surveys exist not as a neutral 
tool for representation in this way, but risk gathering data and producing informa-
tion that maintain systems of inequality. From a pragmatic perspective, collecting 
accurate, inclusive data on sex, gender, and sexuality through enhanced, more encom-
passing measures on surveys will also result in higher-quality data and subse-
quent analytic results (Guyan, 2022), which can demonstrate a more effective use 
of economic resources invested in the survey process as well as promote future 
funding opportunities and increase overall research impact (Jacob & Lefgren, 2011; 
Karr & Last, 2006). As terminology is ever-shifting, surveys targeting a younger 
demographic should consider extensive pre-testing and allowing open-text entries. 
Evidence suggests that current sexual orientation and gender identity measures for 
whose inclusion we argue, may not fully capture their identities and experiences or 
be applicable to younger generations in the future (Morgan, 2013; Suen et al., 2020; 
Watson et al., 2020). 

5 Conclusion 

The present study revealed how national surveys deploy dominant social constructs 
in measurements tied to sex, gender, and sexuality, thereby reifying structures of 
cis-heteronormativity, which serves to maintain gender and sexual inequalities. 
Language found within surveys is not value-free or neutral, but rather is imbued with 
socially constructed, marginalizing, and hierarchical understandings of sex, gender, 
and sexuality. As a result, surveys often incorporate language that limits identifi-
cation with experiences that fall outside of the traditional, dominant male/female, 
cisgender, mononormative, and heterosexual model. 

Indeed, the persistent practices documented in the present study of problematic, 
exclusionary strategies of national social science surveys related to the measure-
ment of sex, gender, and sexuality has the potential to further health and wellbeing 
inequalities among LGBTQ+ people by constraining and restricting their perspec-
tives in major population study endeavors, particularly government-funded surveys 
that are key to shaping public health programming and resources (Naylor, 2020). 
Prejudicial ideals reflected in major surveys show not only how survey design is 
not objective and value-free, but also how prejudiced beliefs seemingly held by the 
survey design stakeholders (i.e., researchers, gatekeepers, funders) can directly trans-
late into tangible discrimination among LGBTQ+ people, for example, by a lack of 
survey data reflecting their very existence and lived experiences or data that pathol-
ogizes queer identities. Furthermore, resistance to survey endeavors emulating more 
inclusion and equity can actually constrain progress towards social justice by failing
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to reflect broader social and legal realities. Our findings underscore the potential 
of survey research’s impacts in both perpetuating social inequalities and shaping 
(or inhibiting) future social change through the complex, layered messaging they 
communicate in survey design. 

Understanding the utilization of language and measurement practices throughout 
survey design can serve as a critique of surveys as a whole, as language dynamics 
can inadvertently shape respondents’ answers and experiences, as well as directly 
exclude their perspectives through inaccurate identity measures. Specifically, using 
assumptive language reinforces a mononormative and heteronormative standard and 
prevents the full documentation of families and people with expansive gender and 
sexuality identities, experiences, and relationships, thus forcing them to settle for 
inaccurate responses and resulting in invalid data. Surveys can also directly omit 
responses by privileging the binary sex/gender ideal grounded in mononormative 
heterosexism when respondents are asked questions based on their binary sex/gender 
designation, or precluded from response options allowing for polyamorous or non-
heteronormative relationships and family dynamics. Lastly, surveys may also prime 
respondents to think about particular populations from a stereotypical and patholo-
gizing perspective, which runs the risk of skewing responses on entire survey sections. 
Overall, these practices create and maintain inequalities through survey language and 
practices, revealing that the seemingly simple act of, “checking a box” (or not) may 
have more far-reaching influence and potential harm than a singular respondent and 
survey team could fathom. 
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