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Abstract: Whilst linguistic research on speakers of minority genders has increased in the past decade, much less
is known about how they can best be included in broader (socio)linguistic research. The current paper compares
the way a range of five different gender measures for survey research are filled out and evaluated by a sample of
LGBTQ+ people (N = 682). It finds that providing a larger range of answering options allows researchers to gain a
better view of the gender diversity in their sample, whilst preventing refusals and loss of participants. The gender
question that was least likely to be refused and was rated the most accurate, most inclusive, and clearest was a
six-option multiple-choice question which included a “prefer not to say” and a write-in option. This question
reconciles two competing interests in the treatment of queer data: it explicitly recognizes and names minority
genders and simultaneously carves out space for participants to refuse categorization or write out gender
identities beyond those preset by the researcher.
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1 Introduction

Linguistic research on language and gender has increasingly addressed the speech of people outside the

male-female binary, for example by studying the speech of non-binary speakers (e.g. Becker et al. 2022; Calder

2021; Gratton 2016; Jones 2022; Schmid and Bradley 2019; Steele 2019). However, much less has been written about

how to adapt methodological approaches to wider linguistic research in order to be inclusive and accurate

for participants with minority genders. This is relevant in participant-based studies which aim to report on

the gender representativeness of a sample, and especially relevant to sociolinguistic work that uses gender as a

predictor. For example, in a sociophonetic setting, miles-hercules and Zimman (2019) find that automated

measurements of vowel formants can be influenced by the gender label that researchers assign to non-binary
voices in an interview. Thus the selection of gender labels is able to influence how data are interpreted and read,
highlighting the importance of precision and accuracy in the use of those labels.

Furthermore, as Guyan (2021) points out in his sociological work on queer data, studies which do not include
(enough) options for minority genders may “design out” potential survey participants in a systematic way. This is
undesirable for two reasons:

(1) From a data-analytical perspective, a part of participant responses may be inaccurate if not enough options
are given (Guyan 2022), for example non-binary participants may indicate a binary gender even when they do
not have that gender.

(2) From an ethical point of view, the lack of inclusion of minority genders excludes and misrepresents people of
those genders in ways that may harm them (cf. Taylor et al. 2019).
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For example, as Taylor et al. (2019) report, the erasure of minority gender identities often plays a central role in
the experiences of discrimination that non-binary individuals face. In two focus groups of non-binary users of a
UK National Health Service gender identity clinic, they found that one of the main themes in the participants’
experiences was invisibility, which participants reported led to them being dismissed, erased, and misunderstood
(Taylor et al. 2019: 198-199). Including non-binary identities in survey questions allows researchers to make these
identities visible and carve out more space for minority genders within the scope of survey research, whilst also
allowing for more insight in the language of speakers with minority genders.

Finally, addressing these concerns by better including minority genders in survey research will allow for
sociolinguistic work to address language and gender research in a more refined and accurate way. As Zimman
(2020) argues, research on trans and non-binary speakers is able to engage in a new way with themes of linguistic
innovation, agency, and cognition in the context of language and gender, challenging the discipline’s knowledge
and creating new space for the knowledge of marginalized communities. Using more accurate measurements
which allow for the recognition and inclusion of non-binary speakers across sociolinguistic studies may be able to
ensure that such perspectives are more likely to be detected even when the object of the study is not specifically
the speech of non-binary speakers.

However, most of the research that has sought to address how to include non-binary identities into
demographic questions about gender has aimed to simply provide new guidelines for such questions (e.g.
Cameron and Stinson 2019; Ruberg and Ruelos 2020; Spiel et al. 2019; Vincent 2018), whilst only a smaller
number of studies (Bauer et al. 2017; Lindqvist et al. 2021; Medeiros et al. 2020) have investigated the effec-
tiveness of and attitudes towards these questions empirically (thus far, none of these are in the field of
linguistics). Even then, the findings from those studies are somewhat limited: whilst they find that asking
gender questions which go beyond a male-female binary does not cause any issues, the solutions they propose
only form a limited range of options and have their own potential issues with inclusivity and accuracy. For
example, the third gender option proposed by Medeiros et al. (2020), “other”, treats all minority genders as
identical, and Bauer et al.’s (2017) proposed gender questions focus on sex assigned at birth in a way that is not
always appropriate, especially outside of healthcare settings. Furthermore, the proposed new gender questions
have not yet been compared to each other.

The current paper addresses this gap in the field by comparing five different gender questions for survey
research with different response options in a sample of LGBTQ+ participants, focusing specifically on trans-
gender, non-binary, and genderqueer participants. We present data on the gender diversity that is lost when
gender questions present too few response options, the degree to which LGBTQ+ participants (and trans,
non-binary, and gender non-conforming participants in particular) self-report refusing to answer those
questions, and the way these participants evaluate the different questions.

Below we review the previous approaches that have been taken in empirical research on non-binary gender
questions. We address the potential tension between their respective advantages and disadvantages, including
concerns over essentialism and invisibility. We then test five possible ways of asking about gender, as detailed in
the methodology and results. We end with some recommendations based on our findings.

2 Previous approaches to non-binary gender questions
2.1 Including an “other” option

One of the principal existing studies to investigate the inclusion of further genders beyond male and female in
gender questions is that of Medeiros et al. (2020). This study’s main aim was to test whether including a third
gender option “other” would be confusing or undesirable to nationally representative samples of the population
in Canada, the US, and Sweden. They found that participants did not differ in survey satisfaction rates based on
the inclusion of an “other” option. They posited that the addition of non-binary options at the very least provides
data on a vulnerable population without posing any adverse reactions to the survey itself. This was also found in
an exploration of a non-binary sex question for the census in Scotland (National Records of Scotland 2021), where
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the question included the option “in another way” (as opposed to identifying as a man or a woman), which did not
negatively affect response rates.

One major drawback of the approach taken by Medeiros et al. (2020) is that by framing the third gender
option as “other” compared to the binary options of “male” and “female”, it frames those minority gender
identities as essentially and most importantly in opposition to binary genders, grouping all other genders as one
and the same. This reinforces the situation in which non-binary individuals must always contend with the
domination and centring of the notion of a gender binary (cf. Taylor et al. 2019; but also Dembroff 2020).
Furthermore, the phrasing “other” quite literally others participants with minority genders (English 2022).
Finally, the singular “other” option has a particularly high risk of erasing minority genders outside of Western
contexts: minority genders such as hijra (see e.g. Goel 2016), two-spirit people (Robinson 2020), and travestis
(Jarrin 2016) have different histories, contexts, and meanings that are more specific than “anything outside the
binary”.

2.2 The two-step approach

Bauer et al. (2017) focused on Canadian LGBT+ people’s own responses to questions about gender and trans status
for health-based population surveys. They explored how different sets of questions were evaluated within
gender-diverse groups, whilst separating questions on sex assigned at birth from questions on gender identity.
They found that non-responses were rare for such questions (only one out of 311 survey respondents) and that
comprehension was good. They recommended a specific two-step question with two options for sex assigned at
birth — “male” or “female” — and four options for gender identity — “male”, “female”, “indigenous or cultural
minority identity (e.g. two-spirit)”, or “something else (e.g. gender fluid, non-binary)”.

Still, trans populations in Bauer et al.’s (2017) study run the risk of misclassification, as a number of trans
respondents did answer that their gender identity is in line with their sex assigned at birth. This suggests that
asking for participants’ sex assigned at birth is not an effective way to determine whether a participant is trans.
For example, some people who have medically transitioned do not see themselves as having a differentiation
between their sex and their gender (Bauer et al. 2017: 15). This may also be the case for many trans people who
have not undertaken medical steps to transition. In these cases it may be better to ask directly about trans status
and leave questions about sex assigned at birth to more specialist healthcare settings. Furthermore, the term “sex
assigned at birth” may simply not be a familiar term to all participants.

2.3 Open questions

To address the issues with potential erasure and misclassification discussed above, Cameron and Stinson (2019)
proposed leaving the categorization up to participants themselves: they argued that the best way to ask partic-
ipants about their genders is to ask an open question using a text box into which participants type their answers.
The open text box option offers complete autonomy and control for participants to name their gender identity,
rather than having to pick an option that is “close enough”. Whilst such text box data may seem difficult to treat,
Lindqvist et al. (2021) found that most responses to an open gender question are easy to code (99 % of cases in their
sample of 794 US participants in the general population were entries like “male”, “female”, “f”, “m”, “woman”, and
“man”).

The open question may also have its drawbacks however, as Bauer et al. (2017) argued: the approach leaves
space open for ambiguity in a way that may not always be easy to resolve when it comes to queer data. Whilst
combining the answers “male”, “man”, “Man”, and “just a man” may be low-stakes, it becomes more difficult to
decide whether the answer “trans man” should be categorized within that same category, or whether this
participant specifically wanted to stress the trans aspect of his gendered experiences and wanted to be classified
separately. Guyan (2022: 129) pointed out that what may be perceived as an “error” in data cleaning, may in fact be
a conscious subversion of the rules and expectations of data collection practices. For example, if one of the
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participant responses to a gender question is the entry “gay”, this could be read as an error (with the participant
misinterpreting the question as a sexuality rather than a gender question). However the participant may have
intentionally given this response to say their gendered experiences are best captured as being read as gay and this
matching their internal sense of gender.

The open question proposal has not yet been tested evaluatively by means of a demographic survey, although
English (forthcoming) found that in focus groups many queer people report that they would find open questions
the most desirable.

2.4 De-essentializing and essentializing minority genders

All efforts to categorize and ask about gender as a demographic measure encounter the problem that they
essentialize the gender identities involved in the question. This runs counter to a shift within queer linguistics
where researchers are moving away from treating LGBTQ+ speakers as essentialized or as a homogeneous group
(see e.g. Jones 2021). Rather, current research tends to shed light on the complex nature of queer identities and
how they are negotiated in different contexts (Barrett 2017; Borba 2019; Jones 2018). This movement speaks to a
tension in the collection of queer data that Guyan (2022: 127) has described: researchers have to balance being
precise about the nuances, complexities, and porous boundaries of different identities and experiences with the
sometimes strategic use of essentializing terms or identities to pursue policy goals and mobilize action. The latter,
coined “strategic essentialism” by Spivak (1988), constitutes a temporary presentation of a group as having a
shared essence to pursue specific goals (e.g. in this case making visible and normalizing genders outside a
male-female binary by introducing a “non-binary” option), rather than a universal conceptualization of this
group as having a shared essence (e.g. many second-wave feminist approaches establishing women as different
from men based on a shared cultural essence; e.g. Bucholtz 2014: 31). As Guyan (2022: 128) pointed out, strategic
essentialism has its pitfalls in that it erases differences within marginalized groups — especially for those within
the groups which are already most likely to be erased.

In the case of survey research, the explicit mention and labelling of a minority gender category like
“non-binary” carves out space for participants for whom this label fits well, countering some of the invisibility
that non-binary participants may otherwise face. At the same time, it may erase the diversity of minority genders
beyond this label, which open questions would be less likely to do. To be more fully inclusive of participants of
minority genders, survey research needs to take both interests into account.

2.5 Research questions

Whilst it has been shown that improving gender questions by adding response options beyond the gender binary

does not hinder participant comprehension (Bauer et al. 2017; Medeiros et al. 2020), alternative questions and

response options have rarely been tested, and even less so in comparison to each other. The current paper

compares a range of five gender questions, including those proposed in these previous studies, by asking the

following research questions:

(1) How well do different gender questions represent gender diversity among LGBTQ+ participants? (insight into
diversity)

(2) Which questions are LGBTQ+ participants most likely to refuse? Which ones are they most likely to answer?
(refusal rates)

(3) How are the different gender questions evaluated in terms of their accuracy, inclusivity, and clarity?
(evaluation)

For the first two questions we focused on data from all LGBTQ+ participants, in order to map gender diversity
across questions, as well as refusal rates for the wider community. This was to ensure no gender diversity was
missed for participants who do not use the label “trans”, as well as to assess if cisgender participants refused to
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answer any questions they perceived as less inclusive. For the issue of evaluation, we centred non-cisgender
perspectives. This was to ensure the appropriate weight was given to their experiences taking into consideration
the frequent marginalization of their knowledge (see Fricker and Jenkins 2017 on epistemic injustice harming
trans individuals as knowers). It is also for this reason that no cisgender heterosexual participants were invited to
the survey; note that Medeiros et al. (2020) found that for general populations the inclusion of a non-binary option
in gender questions was not a problem. It is of course possible that this depends on the elaborateness of the
question, and may differ if the range of responses is more complex than that proposed by Medeiros et al. (2020),
but this was beyond the scope of the current paper.

3 Methodology
3.1 Survey questions

The survey used was built in Qualtrics and approved by the ethics committees at Utrecht University and the
University of Edinburgh. Participants were asked to fill out five gender questions with different response options
as they would if they were presented with one in a different research survey. The questions that were tested,
together with the response options provided, are given in Table 1.

For each of the multiple-choice questions, an option was added where participants could indicate that they
“would refuse to answer this question and leave a survey that included it”. This was then coded in the analysis as a
refusal. It was also possible to simply not select any option, which was coded as a non-response. For the open
question, participants were instructed to not write anything in the text box if they wanted to indicate they would

Table 1: Survey questions and the responses that were provided.

Question Responses

1 Two options

What is your gender? Male
Female
2 Three options; following Medeiros et al. (2020)
What is your gender? Male
Female
Other
3 Six options
What is your gender? Man
Woman
Non-binary

Indigenous or cultural minority identity (e.g. two-spirit)
Prefer not to say
Other, please specify: [Open text box]
4 Two-step question; following Bauer et al. (2017)
What is your sex assigned at birth, meaning on your original birth certificate? Male
Female
What is your current gender identity? Male
Female
Indigenous or cultural minority identity (e.g. two-spirit)
Something else (e.g. gender fluid, non-binary)
5 Open question; following Cameron and Stinson (2019)
What is your gender? [Open text box]
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refuse to answer this question. The five questions were presented in randomized order. After each question
participants were asked to evaluate the relevant question by indicating on three 5-point Likert scales the degree to
which they found the question clear, inclusive, and accurate to themselves.

Finally, participants were asked some demographic questions, including about trans status (“cisgender”,
“transgender”, “neither”, or “unsure”), sexuality, country of residence, age, university education, and whether
they considered themselves a person of colour.

3.2 Distribution and sample

The survey was distributed through our own personal networks and a range of LGBTQ+ networks in the United
States, the United Kingdom, and the Netherlands, as well as through social media. It was advertised to anyone with
an LGBTQ+ identity, rather than just trans and non-binary people, in order to include any participants who feel
they do not quite fit the gender binary but may not use the trans and/or non-bhinary labels.

As is shown in Table 2, a total of 682 participants filled out the survey, 233 from the Netherlands, 224 from the
UK, 172 from the US, and 47 from other countries; three participants did not indicate their location. Of the sample,
242 participants were cisgender, 271 were transgender, 95 were neither, and 68 were unsure; three participants
did not indicate their trans status.

The sample was less balanced for university education and race. Only 60 participants were not attending
and had never attended university, and only 47 participants considered themselves a person of colour, with 595
participants indicating they did not, 30 participants indicating the term “person of colour” did not adequately
describe them, 6 participants selecting “other”, and 4 participants not answering the question. Young people
made up the largest share of the participants, as can be seen in the age distribution given in Figure 1.

Table 2: Participant sample by trans status and location.

Netherlands United Kingdom United States A different country Total
Cisgender 87 86 56 13 242
Transgender 83 95 76 17 271
Neither 26 29 30 10 95
Unsure 37 14 10 7 68
Total 233 224 172 47 682

Note: The grand total of 682 includes the six participants who did not respond to one of these demographic questions; they are excluded from
the rest of the table.

4001
3001
N I
0 ..

18-27 28-37 38-47 48-57 58-67 68-77

Count
N
o
o

Age Figure 1: Age distribution of the sample.
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4 Results
4.1 Overview

The results of the survey questions showed that the inclusion of more than two gender options greatly increased
accuracy to the diversity of gender identities within LGBTQ+ populations and reduced the number of participants
refusing to partake in a survey or giving non-responses. Larger numbers of response options also substantially
improved participants’ evaluations of the questions. The highest rated and least refused gender question was the
six-option multiple-choice question.

4.2 Participant diversity and question refusal
4.2.1 Diversity

The sample of LGBTQ+ participants in our study showed a much wider range than just two gender labels.
Increasing the number of response options allowed for this population’s gender diversity to be more accurately
represented. This is summarized in Figure 2, which shows the answers given across the multiple-choice questions
with two, three, and six response options available. As can be seen in the figure, the two-option multiple-choice
question was met with a high number of refusals and non-responses (38 %), whilst a large group of participants
indicated “other” in the three-option question (37 %). In the six-option question, further diversity came to light:
34 % of respondents selected “non-binary” as their gender, 0.4 % selected a culturally specific minority gender,
and 9% of respondents made use of the write-in option “other, please specify”. Generally speaking, these
respondents were the same ones that refused to answer the binary question. However, the number of people
indicating one of the two binary genders went down from 62 % in the binary question to 54 % in the three-option
question and to 50 % in the six-option question, which implies that some participants who may not have refused a
two-option question actually did have a gender identity that was better represented by one of the other response
options offered. This suggests that studies which work with binary gender questions do not just lose participants,
but also gather data which is inaccurate to participants’ genders.

When participants were given the option to answer the open question with no preset responses, we see even
more diversity. Figure 3 shows the range of repeated answers after removing all spaces, punctuation, and

600 1
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. Male/man
Non-binary

. Cultural minority gender
Other

400 1

Count

Prefer not to say

200 Non-response
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Figure 2: Responses to gender questions with an increasing number of multiple-choice questions.
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Figure 3: Recurring answers to the open gender question, with no preset responses. The total number of unique answers is shown to the
right of the graph, as well as the number of empty responses.

capitalization. Three things stand out in the figure. First, a considerable part of the sample gave a unique answer
which no other participants gave (16 %). Second, many participants gave a combination of multiple gender
markers (e.g. “non-binary/male”). Both highlight the possible complexity and nuance of participants’ identities
beyond one-word labels. Third, when given the open question, many participants included information about
their trans status (e.g. “trans man”, “cis female”). This suggests that participants were unsure about which types of
gendered information the researchers were interested in. This also comes to the fore in participants’ evaluations
of the open question, which was ranked relatively low for clarity (see Figure 7).

4.2.2 Question refusal

As can be seen in Figure 4, a considerable number of participants refused to answer some of the gender questions,
depending on which response options were given. This was especially true when only two options were given
(38 % refusals and non-responses), or when participants were asked about their sex assigned at birth in the two-
step question (22 % refusals and non-responses). The open question received a relatively large number of non-
responses, despite leaving the classification of one’s gender up to the participants themselves entirely (11 %,
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Figure 4: Response refusals across different question types.
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which is higher than the more limited three-option question, which was refused or not responded to by 10 % of
participants). The six-option question was refused or not responded to by only 3 % of participants, whilst 4 %
selected the option “prefer not to say”. Although the latter option meant that no information about a participant’s
gender was given, it meant participants were still willing to continue a survey or experiment which included this
question (which was not the case for the other refusals). No respondents refused all questions.

4.3 Question evaluations

To investigate how the different gender questions were rated we focused on non-cisgender participants’ evalu-
ations (i.e. those who indicated being transgender, neither cis nor trans, or those who were unsure). Participants
rated these questions for three parameters: accuracy, inclusivity, and clarity. We tested the differences by means
of Kruskall-Wallis tests and tested comparisons between groups by means of Benjamini-Hochberg adjusted
Dunn’s tests.

The ranked evaluations for accuracy are shown in Figure 5, created using the likert() function in the HH
package in RStudio (Heiberger and Robbins 2014). As can be seen here, the most highly rated question type for

| I

T T T T
200 0 200 400

Open question I

Count

Strongly disagree Bl Somewhat disagree Neutral Somewhat agree Strongly agree Il

Figure 5: Non-cisgender participants’ Likert scale ratings for accuracy evaluations (ranked).

accuracy is the six-option multiple-choice question, followed by the open question. These were both rated very
positively. Then, the two-step question was perceived somewhat more neutrally with some high and some low
evaluations. The three-option multiple-choice question was rated quite negatively, although not as negatively as
the binary multiple-choice question, which was rated mostly negatively. The differences in ratings were highly
significant (x* = 999.41, p < 0.001), with Benjamini-Hochberg adjusted Dunn’s tests showing all comparisons being
significant. Most comparisons were significant at the level of p < 0.001, with the exception of the one between
the six-option question and the open question, which was significant at the level of p = 0.017 (below the
Holm-Bonferroni corrected a = 0.025).

For the inclusivity evaluations, the ranked options are identical to the accuracy rankings, with the six-option
question being rated most positively and the binary question most negatively. Here, the differences in ratings
were also highly significant (x* = 1,232, p < 0.001), with Benjamini-Hochberg adjusted Dunn’s tests showing all
comparisons being significant at the level of p < 0.001, other than the comparison between the six-option question
and the open question, which was significant at the level of p = 0.036 (below the Holm-Bonferroni corrected
a = 0.05). The ranked evaluations are shown in Figure 6.

As can be seen in Figure 7, patterns for the clarity-based evaluations differed in two ways from the
inclusivity- and accuracy-based ones: the open question was rated lower than the two-step question, and the
ratings for the two-option and three-option questions were much less overwhelmingly negative than those for
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Figure 6: Non-cisgender participants’ Likert scale ratings for inclusivity evaluations (ranked).
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Figure 7: Non-cisgender participants’ Likert scale ratings for clarity evaluations (ranked).

inclusivity and accuracy. Still, ratings all differed significantly between the question types (x* = 318.08, p < 0.001),
with Benjamini-Hochberg adjusted Dunn’s tests showing all comparisons being significant at the level of
p <0.001.

5 Recommendations

The current study has presented evidence that the most desirable way to ask about gender in the US, the UK, and
the Netherlands is to use a six-option multiple-choice question with the following options:

— man

— woman

— non-binary

— indigenous or cultural minority identity (e.g. two-spirit)

— other, please specify: [text box]

— prefer not to say

This allowed LGBTQ+ participants to much more accurately describe their own genders than in the binary,
three-option, or two-step multiple-choice questions, and meant participants were least likely to refuse a survey or
to not respond to a question. The six-option question was deemed to be much clearer than an open question,
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where participants were not always sure which exact aspects of their gender, gender history, and gender
experience they were being asked about.

One important advantage of the six-option question is that it includes a write-in option. This way, it carves out
space for participants who face the greatest potential alienation from the specific structure of a gender survey
question (e.g. participants whose gender is not captured by any listed options, participants who may resist gender
categorization altogether, and participants who value specifying the description of the nuance and complexity of
their gender).! This allows the question to list preset minority gender categories, like “non-binary”, explicitly
recognizing this minority gender label, without treating it as wholly exhaustive. It balances the strategic
essentializing of minority genders (Guyan 2021; Spivak 1988) for the purpose of making this gender category
visible, with the possibility for participants to specify a more complex or nuanced gender identity or to resist
categorization. This means minority genders which fall outside of the scope of “non-binary” are able to be
recognized and made visible — as the most likely group to face disadvantage from the essentializing.

As our findings are based on a sample that is mostly based in Western, white-majority countries and based
mostly on highly educated participants, they are not universally applicable. However, for similar samples, they
offer a potential blueprint for gender questions in survey research. The recommended six-option multiple-choice
question builds on and improves work by Medeiros et al. (2020) and Bauer et al. (2017), who provided some of the
first evidence that more inclusive gender questions are possible, and it incorporates calls to include open text box
answering options (Cameron and Stinson 2019; English 2022), whilst still providing the clarifying framework of a
multiple-choice question. Using the six-option multiple-choice question has the advantage of providing more
accurate data, being more inclusive to trans, non-binary, and gender non-conforming participants, being clearer,
and more generally preventing the loss of representativeness that follows from some LGBTQ+ participants
refusing to take part in surveys.

Finally, the use of this recommended gender measure may be able to strengthen sociolinguistic research and
research on language and gender more broadly by ensuring that participants of minority genders are not missed.
As Zimman (2020: 15) argued, the perspective of trans, non-binary, and gender non-conforming language users
pushes linguists to look beyond deterministic and homogenizing accounts of social practice to consider how
language users may exceed normative categories, act in their margins, or travel between them. Using an accurate
and inclusive gender measure ensures the potential insights from participants of minority genders for wider
language and gender research are not missed, and it recognizes their gendered experiences and practices as
equal, rather than erasing, misrepresenting, or knowingly or unknowingly excluding them.
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