
Frontiers in Psychology 01 frontiersin.org

Are surveys blind to sexual and 
gender diversity? Reflections and 
an open proposal
Raquel Royo , Iratxe Aristegui  and Maria Silvestre *
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This article presents an open proposal on how to include questions that capture 
different gender identities and sexual orientations in quantitative research. Our 
theoretical framework is feminist theory and the evolution of feminist debates 
on identity categories, where the introduction of an intersectional gender 
perspective has been an important paradigm shift. We have compiled different 
previous categorization proposals and consider the consequences of not 
including categories that reflect identity diversity in surveys in order to finally 
offer our proposal for operationalizing identities. The proposal aims to ensure 
comparability in longitudinal studies and, at the same time, to incorporate 
new identity frameworks and an intersectional perspective in quantitative 
methodology research.

KEYWORDS

intersectionality, gender, sexualities, quantitative methodology, identities, indicators

1 Introduction

This article is based on the following research question: Is it possible to include new 
sociodemographic questions that capture diverse gender identities whilst maintaining the 
comparability of longitudinal studies? The initial response to this question was yes, 
however, another question immediately arose: How can this be done to not only capture 
the diversity of identities but also the feminist epistemological disparity in this area? Here 
the response was more complex. We have taken as a starting point the feminist debate on 
gender categories, sexualities and intersectionality. We consider that the incorporation of 
an intersectional gender perspective is an important milestone in feminist epistemology 
which involves taking on pending methodological challenges as, in most cases, the decision 
to include diversity and break with androcentrism has been made through qualitative 
methodologies. Nonetheless, quantitative methodology also needs to take on the challenge 
to measure, explain and consider identity diversity. The article goes on to examine the 
different ways of operationalizing sex and gender variables in surveys. We also consider 
the consequences of not including new variables and categories in surveys and for this 
purpose we  focus on the European Values Study. Finally, we  present our proposal of 
categories; a proposal that is open to scrutiny and debate.

2 Feminist debates on categories: gender, sexuality 
and intersectionality

The categories and concepts used in the social sciences and in everyday life are not mere 
neutral, natural and immutable definitions that reflect reality as if it were a mirror, but social 
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and historical constructs. This implies that such constructs have 
developed and evolved over time and hold a particular meaning in a 
specific historical place and time (Royo, 2012).1 In the field of gender 
and sexualities, the last decades have seen the questioning of relevant 
concepts such as sex, gender or women, and the popularization and 
proliferation of new categories, for example, intersexual, cisgender, 
heteronormativity, transgender, transexual, queer, non-binary. This 
has shaken the foundations of gender binarism and has turned the 
very subject of feminism into the object of debate, shaping one of the 
most controversial debates in feminist theory and praxis in the last few 
decades. This section provides a brief contextualization in order to 
understand the principal categories related to gender and sexualities 
and the debates around them.

The notion of gender has challenged biological determinism by 
revealing that feminine and masculine are not natural or biological 
facts but social constructs (Cobo, 1995). Although the development 
of gender as a concept is relatively recent, the idea that inequality 
between women and men does not come from nature has a long and 
hidden history, and refers to feminist theory (León, 2015). To name 
a few examples, we can turn to Poulain de la Barre who, as early as 
the 17th century, considered female inferiority a prejudice “as old 
as the world” (Poulain de la Barre, 1984, p. 9); to the enlightened 
Mary Wollstonecraft, who rejected the idea that sexual difference is 
arbitrary and would not occur “if women were not oppressed from 
the cradle” (Wollstonecraft, 2005, p. 313); to John Stuart Mill, who, 
similar to Wollstonecraft, asserted that the alleged “nature of 
women is an eminently artificial thing” (Mill, 2001, p. 171); and, of 
course, to the existentialist Simone de Beauvoir, and her 
paradigmatic maxim:

One is not born, but rather becomes, a woman. No biological, 
physic or economic destination defines the figure that the human 
female takes on in society; it is civilization as a whole that 
elaborates this intermediary product between the male and the 
eunuch that is called feminine (De Beauvoir, 1972, p. 13).

But one would have to wait for the “second wave” of feminism 
– in the second half of the 20th century – in order for its 
protagonist, radical feminism, to systematize and diffuse the 
concept of gender, which Millet understands as “personality 
structure in terms of sexual category” (Millet, 2000, p. 29).2 Thus, 
the notion of gender, that would later be used in United Nation 
conventions and in the institutional sphere, links feminist theory 
to the division of power and to the patriarchy, fundamental 
aspects of radical feminism (Oliva, 2005). The concept of gender 

1 As Platero notes, “our concepts of sex, sexuality and identity are constructed 

with many layers of history, geography, political relations, economic relations, 

etc.” (2013: 52).

2 The term “gender” was coined by John Money (New Zealand doctor and 

psychologist) in 1955 in the context of his research on hermaphroditism, to 

designate modes of behaviour, expression and movement as well as play and 

conversation preferences that characterised masculine and feminine identities 

(Puleo, 2008, p. 15).

arose in opposition to sex within a framework of binary 
opposition. It can be defined as a combination of practices, beliefs, 
representations and social norms that emerged from members of 
a human group based on the symbolization of the anatomical 
difference between women and men, whilst sex alludes to the 
anatomical and physiological characteristics that differentiate the 
human female from the human male (León, 2015).3

Over the last decades, the concept of gender has been the 
focus of intense debate (Oliva, 2005). Since the 1970s, Black and 
Chicana feminist voices from the United States (Combahee River 
Collective, 1981; Hooks, 1981; Moraga and Andalzúa, 1981; Davis, 
1983; Andalzúa, 1987; Hill Collins, 1990) have rejected the 
unambiguous use of the female category and the construction of 
the female norm “based on the experience of white, heterosexual, 
middle-class, Christian women” (La Barbera, 2016, p.  108). 
Awareness of the limitations of using gender as a sole analytical 
category has led to a broad consensus on the need to adopt an 
intersectional approach in feminist analysis (Nash, 2010, cited in 
Gandarias, 2017, p. 74), and intersectionality (Crenshaw, 1989) 
has become a mark of identity of the third and fourth waves of 
feminism (Silvestre et al., 2021). “Intersectionality is a method, a 
disposition, a heuristic and analytical tool” (Carbado et al., 2013, 
p. 303); a way of understanding and analyzing the complexity of 
the world, people and human experiences, that allows us to 
comprehend that social and political events, and one’s own 
subjectivity, are shaped by many factors or categories in diverse 
and mutually influencing ways (Hill Collins and Bilge, 2016), and 
impact an individual’s life and identity in ways that exceed the 
sum of its parts (Severs et al., 2017). In order to understand the 
complexity of relationships, social problems, people and the 
notion of identity itself, Platero proposes the image of a “tangled 
mess” (2013: 45) that provides us with a “multifaceted gaze.” This 
perspective allows us to appreciate the intersectional nature of our 
lived experiences and identify hidden experiences of subordination 
or privilege in a specific sociohistorical context (Platero, 2012).

Similarly, we  can also refer to theoretical developments that, 
rather than considering sex as something biologically determined and 
gender as something that is culturally acquired, affirm that both are 
socially constructed (Giddens, 2002, p. 158).4 From this perspective, 
sexuality emerges as a social and historical construction that 
constitutes a new field of study (Maquieira, 2001, pp. 173, 177). Rubin 
(1989) is one of the classical theorists that promotes this line of 
thought and argues that a politics of sexuality independent of a politics 

3 Gender Studies introduced by the North American academy and the term 

“gender” were not without their critics who highlighted that this term blurred 

the activist nature and the social transformation of the “demonised” term 

“feminism” (Rodríguez Magda, 2015, pp. 25, 32).

4 According to Laqueur (1994, cited in León, 2015), sex is a contextual 

construction – inseparable from the discursive medium – of the 18th century, 

when sexual differences between men and women were determined according 

to observable biological distinctions (previously it was thought that women 

had the same genitals as men inside their bodies).
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of gender is essential.5 According to Rubin there is “a hierarchical 
system of sexual value” (1989, 136) in modern Western societies that 
hierarchically classifies the following categories: monogamous 
heterosexual men and women, bound by a monogamous marriage 
with children; unmarried monogamous heterosexual men and 
women, with or without offspring, followed by most other 
heterosexuals; gays and lesbians in stable relationships, promiscuous 
gays and lesbians and, finally, the most despised sexual castes that 
includes, among others, transgender people, fetishists, sadomasochists 
or prostitutes. For Momoitio (2019), the idea that underpins this erotic 
pyramid is still current and can be summarized as “there are sexual-
affective relationships that are more valued than others” (2019: 55),6 
whilst Platero (2012, p. 18) points out that “sexualities stigmatized as 
“abject” or “belonging to the margins” or “dissident” (…) are exactly 
those that help us to understand how power and privilege work in all 
sexualities and in all individuals.”

Theorists such as Rivera Garretas (1994, p. 168) have highlighted 
that the concept of gender – and specifically the emphasis on the 
relational dimension of femininity and masculinity – is primarily 
rooted in heterosexual sexuality. “Lesbian feminism emerges expressly 
as a challenge to the gender category, as a critique to the essentialist 
definitions that speak of women from a heterosexual experience”7 
(Álvarez, 2001, p. 275) and it rejects compulsory heterosexuality as a 
political institution (Rich, 1999; Wittig, 2009). Rich (1999) theorizes 
“the lesbian existence” in history and “the lesbian continuum,” a host 
of experiences that shape a sense of feminine homosexuality 
throughout a woman’s life (Rich, 1999), while Wittig (2009) affirms 
that the heterosexual norm oppresses by rejecting all discourse that 
escapes that logic. She sustains that “lesbians are not women,” as 
women “only have meaning in heterosexual systems of thought and 
heterosexual economic systems” (Wittig, 2009, p.  143), thus 

5 In her work “The Traffic in Women: Notes on the ‘Political Economy’ of 

Sex”, Rubin (1986) coined the concept sex/gender system which can 

be understood as “the set of arrangements by which a society transforms 

biological sexuality into products of human activity, and in which these 

transformed sexual needs are satisfied.” However, in her essay, “Thinking sex: 

Notes for a radical theory of the politics of sexuality,” although she admits that 

sex and gender are related, she considers it a mistake to have taken them for 

interchangeable cogs in the same process of social exclusion. She points out 

that gender, as a category of analysis, is insufficient to explain the sexual 

oppression that arises as a result of individuals’ sexual orientation (Rubin, 1989). 

She recounts that in the US from the late 1940s to 1960, alongside communists, 

homosexuals were the “object of purges and witch hunts throughout the 

country” (1989: 118–119). The questionable spectre of the sex offender that 

was applied to rapists and child molesters also functioned as a code for 

homosexuals, in this way blurring the distinction between sexual assault and 

illegal, although consensual, acts such as sodomy (Rubin, 1989).

6 For Rubin (1989) this is reflected in public policies and in cultural 

representations.

7 Nevertheless, part of lesbian theory proposes an essentialist vision of lesbians 

(Álvarez, 2001, p. 275).

advocating for “a political transformation of concepts” (Wittig, 2009, 
p. 141).8

Within the framework of radical anti-essentialism, queer theory 
proposes a complete break from identity categories and questions 
everything that hegemonic narratives consider valid, true and 
immutable. This perspective interrogates traditional categories of sex, 
gender and sexuality and assumes that, among other things, the term 
queer can not only be applied to lesbian women and gay men, but it 
also encompasses bisexual, transexual and intersexual individuals, 
even heterosexuals whose practices transgress normative models 
(Jackson and Scott, 2010, cited in Suarez, 2019).

Butler (1990), well known for their contributions to queer 
theory, describes gender as a parody and defends the inclusion of 
all discourses on sex (ironic games) to destabilize gender. For 
Butler (2022, p. 15), “performativity must not be understood as a 
singular or deliberate act, but rather as the reiterative practice by 
which discourse produces the effects that it names.” For Guerra 
and Fernández (2022), Butler’s most notorious and polemical idea 
is precisely the one that states that sex is a social construction, an 
historic category, so that, in Butler’s words, “the distinction 
between sex and gender is shattered,” that is, “what, if anything, is 
left of sex, once it has assumed its cultural character and has 
become gender?” (Butler, 2022, 19). Gender would emerge as a 
term that would absorb and displace sex, reducing it to fiction or 
linguistic fantasy. The regulatory norms of “sex” operate in a 
performative way to construct the materiality of the sex of the 
body (sexual difference), “in order to consolidate the heterosexual 
imperative” (ibid, 15). Thus, Butler does not interpret sex as 
something that one has, nor as an immutable description of what 
one is, nor as “a bodily given on which the construct of gender is 
artificially imposed, but as a cultural norm which governs the 
materialization of bodies” (ibid, 15).

The formation of the subject takes place by assuming a sex, that is, 
by identifying with the normative specter of sex by rejecting “abject 
beings,” those who are not subjects and constitute the outside of the 
subject’s world (and inside the subject as its very abhorrence that 
constitutes it) (ibid, 15). Therefore, as Bagiotto (2019) synthesizes, 
gender is a performative practice that does not start from the nature 
of sex/body, but it acts on this norm, determining its formation and 
characteristics. In repetition, gender generates itself as a – heterosexual 
– norm. By following the heteronormative gender, the sex/body in 
turn reinforces the norm and thus they are both culturally 

8 For this author, heterosexual society is based on the necessity of the other/

different, who is no other than the dominated. To construct and control 

difference is in itself an act of power, essentially a normative act. The concept 

of sex differences constitutes women as others/different; men are not different, 

in the same way that whites are not different, nor the masters (in contrast to 

blacks and slaves). “For us, this means there cannot any longer be women and 

men, and that as classes and categories of thought or language they have to 

disappear, politically, economically, ideologically. If we, as lesbians and gay 

men, continue to speak of ourselves and to conceive of ourselves as women 

and as men, we are instrumental in maintaining heterosexuality” (Wittig, 2009, 

p. 140).
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co-produced; “the norm regulates the body, and the body regulates the 
norm” (Bagiotto, 2019).9

For Coll-Planas (2010), there are three distinct ways of 
understanding sex and gender: (1) Gender as a product of sex, from 
biological determinism that claims that gender identity emanates from 
our sexual characteristics (chromosomes, gonads, hormones…); (2) 
Sex and gender are two relatively separate elements that distinguish 
the biological dimension (sex), and behavior and personality traits 
(gender), understood as a social construct. This assumes that sex is 
something immutable in an individual and gender is variable and can 
be  culturally modified, which infers that biology and culture are 
distinct elements;10 (3) Sex as a product of gender, which is the 
position that Coll-Planas takes, aligning with Butler’s contribution. 
Thus, gender can be  understood as “a social product that shapes 
human beings into men and women, not only in their behavior and 
subjectivity, but also in the physical dimension,” questioning the 
pre-social character of sex (Coll-Planas, 2010, p. 69).

Conversely, binary conceptualizations of gender have led to 
discourses and explanatory frameworks that capture diverse 
expressions of masculinity and femininity, such as Raewyn Connell 
(1995), who studied masculinities structured around hegemonic 
masculinity that occupy the pinnacle of the gender order and 
dominate all femininities11 or Velasco’s (2009) work on traditional and 
modern femininities and masculinities or those in transition. Marcela 
Lagarde refers to the “syncretism of gender” (Lagarde y de los Ríos, 
2000, p. 45), to describe how contemporary women – and men – are 
a mixture of traditional and modern gender traits, in a way that this 
simultaneity of gender cultures, with respect to sexuality or roles “can 
create contradictory situations, conflicts or subjective paradoxes” 
(López Sáez and García-Dauder, 2020, p. 22).

As already mentioned, the different theoretical perspectives on 
gender and sexualities has generated debate between those who, from 
queer positions, attempt to destabilize these categories that they 
understand as fluid (Platero, 2012, p. 37) and those who defend “we, 
the women” as a political subject “necessary to achieve visibility and 
attainment of rights” (De Miguel, 2014, p. 34).12 Similarly, the well-
known controversy “recognition or redistribution” that puts at odds 
the theorists Butler and Fraser (2000), raises discourses “difficult to 

9 Some of the objections to Butler’s theory have questioned the voluntarism 

or the radical deconstruction of the body that they confronts in their work 

“Bodies that Matter,” and whilst this theory focuses on the issue of recognition 

rather than redistribution, what is lacking is the connection between the themes 

that they address and the current economic reality of capitalist societies (Guerra 

and Fernández, 2022).

10 As Tubert (2003) questions, referring to sex at the biological level and 

gender as a cultural fact reproduces the nature-culture dichotomy.

11 We should also mention Azpiazu (2017) and his work “Masculinidades y 

feminismo”.

12 For Ana de Miguel (2014) only from a “we,” which allows us to theorise 

on “what unites women,” is it possible to develop the diversity and 

intersectionality of feminism and understand the ways in which oppression 

manifests in women’s lives (191). She considers that the proliferation of identities 

on which queer theory focuses weakens this political subject and that its claims 

do not represent the majority of women, as shown by its lack of meaning for 

“the millions of women in the world who cannot control men’s access to their 

bodies” (De Miguel, 2014, p. 199).

reconcile,” inasmuch as the former prioritizes the search for solutions 
to problems of social justice – considering that the politics of 
redistribution seem to take second place compared with the extension 
of policies recognizing diversity – whilst the latter defends the 
centrality of cultural problems, addressing social and political 
practices (in particular those that affect sexuality) and how these 
shape new possibilities for life (Galcerán, 2000, p. 8).

Delving deeper into the core of intersectionality, McCall (2005, 
cited in Platero, 2012), discusses three different ways to approach this 
perspective that she classifies as: anticategorical, intercategorical and 
intracategorical. For the first approach, the only way to eliminate 
discrimination is to abolish the same categories that differentiate and 
classify people into groups, deconstructing those categories that 
we consider unquestionable, aligning with the contributions of queer, 
postcolonial or crip theory. The intercategorical approach attempts to 
document and analyze inequality within the multiple dimensions and 
social groups that exist as a consequence of social categories. Finally, 
the intracategorical approach, which falls between the other two, 
critiques the usual social categories, without ignoring their importance 
in understanding society and relationships. The emphasis would be on 
those individuals who blur the boundaries of these categories to 
understand the complexity of lived experiences and the social norms 
that we consider natural (McCall, 2005, cited in Platero, 2012, p. 36).

Nonetheless, “however imposing we  want to be  with sex and 
gender categories, they are constantly being rearticulated” (Platero, 
2013, p. 48) and this poses new challenges for the social sciences if it 
does not wish to use obsolete instruments in the face of a changing 
reality that it seeks to understand.

3 How to capture these categories in 
surveys

As we have just shown, we are faced with a major challenge when 
thinking about “how” to ask about these questions if we really want to 
adapt to new realities, and how we can measure them from both a 
quantitative and qualitative viewpoint.

Official datasets of population diversity in terms of gender are 
limited and deficient. Statistics are needed not only to capture data on 
individuals’ sex, gender and sexual orientation but also to bring to the 
fore new diversities and respond to the United Nations sustainable 
development objectives of the 2030 agenda to “leave no one behind” 
(Instituto Nacional de Estadísticas, 2022). Therefore, our aim is to 
contribute to the development of new questions and response 
categories that reflect the diversity of bodies, genders and sexual 
orientation (Stang, 2019).

It is important, therefore, to understand how to formulate survey 
questions on gender in such a way that all participants feel included 
and can respond comfortably. It is evident that sexual identity, gender 
identity and sexual orientation are not the same. Until relatively 
recently, and still today, a clear conceptual differentiation, and their 
measurement, are issues that are barely taken into account when 
developing sociodemographic questions in surveys.

We are interested in advancing and carefully addressing this question 
as it will allow us to conduct a more exhaustive analysis of respondents 
and their relationship with specific answers to different topics of study 
beyond the traditional MALE and FEMALE binary classification of the 
(biological) sex variable that usually appears in surveys and 
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administrative records. For example, the Center for Sociological 
Research (CIS), which is a reference at the Spanish level, continues to use 
the sex variable (M and H) in its studies. Most studies carry out an 
analysis by sex (female and male) and there are still few authors who have 
considered the importance of an analysis by gender (García-Vega et al., 
2005). In this sense, some authors consider that the inclusion of the 
independent variable “sex” in logistic regression models is not sufficient 
to explain the complexity of gender relations (Rohfl et  al., 2000). 
Therefore, it is necessary to include the category gender.

As we have shown, the use of identification variables (sexual and 
gender) has evolved, and we find ourselves faced with new sociological 
realities to which the ways of questioning need to be adapted in order to 
capture all possible responses. Current research in the social sciences, 
gender-related issues, the increasing awareness of equality, and the 
growing literature make it clear that to categorize human beings into two 
options is outdated and ethically incorrect. Further, depending on each 
survey’s objective, analyses can be  much more accurate if the 
demographic data are divided into more than two categories.

Nonetheless, given the broadness of the concept of GENDER, it 
can be difficult for researchers to develop appropriate questions and 
responses of gender options. What is clear is that when a question is 
drafted, it must be done in a respectful and inclusive manner.

There is now considerable consensus on the need to differentiate 
between the concepts of sex and gender. Gender, categorized as 
feminine or masculine, defines the stereotypes that a given culture at a 
given time considers to be associated with one or the other sex (Blanco, 
2016). Thus, there are two relevant questionnaires that have been 
generated from the perspective of the double factor: the BSRI (Bem, 
1974) and the EPAQ (Spence et al., 1979). These two scales continue to 
be the most widely used for the assessment of gender identity, although 
they are not free from criticism. Exempt from criticism, for example, 
the validity of the items at present or the disregard for the 
multidimensionality of the gender construct (Guerrero and Mirón, 
2016). If we take into account sex-gender differentiation, we see that 
the most traditional concept that the various measurements from 
surveys and administrative records seek to approximate is that of 
biological sex. This concept, which refers to the body, indicates the 
sexual characteristics that people are born with, which are determined 
by their genital organs (internal and external), hormones, 
chromosomes and genes. The categories used to refer to this concept 
are: “Female” and “Male” (Instituto Nacional de Estadísticas, 2022).

Currently, the options that are most used in relation to the sex 
variable can be seen in the following examples:

V. SEX MALE FEMALE Other

The Basque Immigration Observatory (IKUSPEGI), for example, 
uses the option “Others” in its studies. Other studies such as one 
conducted by the Spanish Equality pf Ministry (2022) include the 
non-binary category.

V. SEX MALE FEMALE Non-binary

This is the simplest way of posing the question which aims to 
include a third response option, beyond the binary, without making 
the classification too long and that enables everyone to position 

themselves. However, using the term “other” or “non-binary” does not 
address or name new realities nor would individuals be given the 
visibility they deserve if they were included in a third, neutral or “not 
identified” group. Moreover, the “other” category seems to suggest a 
definition of otherness or peripheral of anything that does not fit the 
gender binary. For this reason, some surveys have started to include 
as another possible option the intersex category.

The measurement standards proposed by the Australian Bureau of 
National Statistics (ABS, 2021) and New Zealand (Stats NZ, 2021) have 
discouraged the measurement of intersex as a third sex. Instead, they 
propose that it should be addressed by means of an additional question 
to probe for the presence of variations in people’s sex characteristics. 
Thus, one of the basic principles of measurement is self-declaration, i.e., 
that it is the person himself/herself, whether or not he/she experiences 
the attribute, who provides the answer. This decision is based on the need 
for further research into the correct way to include the measurement of 
intersex, either as a third category in the “sex” variable or as an additional 
question (Instituto Nacional de Estadísticas, 2022).

V. SEX MALE FEMALE INTERSEX

Bayond sex, gender identity may or may not “match” with the 
biological sex or the sex assigned at birth. Internationally, the terms 
“transgender” and “cisgender” are used to classify people according to 
the relationship between sex and gender. In the case of direct 
respondent operations, this would be self-perceived gender (Instituto 
Nacional de Estadísticas, 2022).

In relation to the gender with which we identify, some response 
options are as follows:

GENDER with 
which 
you identify

MALE FEMALE

GENDER with which 

you identify

MALE FEMALE OTHER

GENDER with which 

you identify

MALE FEMALE BIGENDER

Another classification is as follows (García et al., 2019):

GENDER with 

which you identify

Male Female Androgynous Undifferentiated

Bearing in mind that a person’s gender may or may not correspond 
with their sex assigned at birth, there are other, somewhat more 
developed options (Instituto Nacional de Estadísticas, 2022):

GENDER 

with which 

you identify

Male Female Bigender Transgender Not 

sure

None Prefer 

not to 

say

Some surveys include the variables listed above by incorporating 
a “time” element (at birth, or at the present time) (Instituto Nacional 
de Estadísticas, 2022).
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Biological sex 
you were born 
with

Female Male Intersex

Gender assigned at 

birth:

Female Male

According to your gender identity, you currently identify yourself as:

Female Male Transgender Bigender None

Where until recently the term sex was used, there is now a 
widespread tendency to replace it with gender and its derivatives, or 
for sex and gender to share space in scientific work, referring to two 
distinct domains. It is important to stress the need for a model capable 
of integrating both complex realities, that of sex and gender, as this 
approach can have important consequences in the field of research, in 
education, in the experience of women, men and ambiguous people, 
and in the clinical field (Fernández, 2010).

For those who do not feel comfortable or do not wish to 
be classified as a closed and specific option, there is also the option to 
leave the gender question open-ended so that each individual may 
express their own gender identity more freely. Another option is to use 
a continuum on a scale of 1 to 10. The difficulty then would be to 
quantitatively interpret the responses or establish classifications to 
capture patterns of behavior according to gender.

Finally, in relation to sexual orientation, some surveys capture this 
aspect as follows:

According to your sexual orientation, you identify yourself as:

Heterosexual Homosexual Bisexual

Heterosexual Gay Lesbian Bisexual Not sure Prefer 

not to say

In any case, what is clear is that the formulation of questions and 
answers should be adapted to the changes and new realities according 
to current times.

The Questionnaire of Attitudes towards Gender Equality (CAIG), 
elaborated by De Sola et al. (2003) includes the right to free choice in 
sexual orientation. According to the Instituto Nacional de Estadísticas 
(2022), in the context of the standard, the dimension that needs to 
be addressed is that of self-identification, in line with the need to make 
sexual diversities visible based on the self-perceived orientation of the 
informant at the time of the interview. Sexual orientation is also 
widely collected in the UK’s National LGTB Survey or in the 
EU-LGTBI Survey II.

4 The consequences of limiting 
sociodemographic variables: the case 
of the European values study

In addition to demonstrating how questions and answers relating 
to identities are formulated in surveys in general, it is interesting to 
present an example from a specific survey and examine how questions 
are posed and the limitations that these may impact the subsequent 
analyses, given they continue to follow a traditional format. To do this, 
we have chosen as a case study the European Values Study whose 
application in Spain is coordinated by our research team.

The European Values Study (EVS), that began in 1981 and has 
nearly 40 participating European countries, has not significantly 
evolved in the way sociodemographic identity questions are 
formulated. It only includes a question about the “sex of the 
respondent” with a binary response option: 1. Male 2. Female. It also 
includes “do not know,” “no response,” but only as a “spontaneous 
response,” that is, it is not asked by the interviewer and the reasons for 
the lack of response are not recorded.

The main justification for this approach given by surveys that have 
been conducted over decades, as is the case of the EVS, is the need to 
maintain the wording of the questions to guarantee comparability in 
longitudinal studies. This is a valid argument but does not justify the 
failure to include new question forms that allow for adaptation to 
theoretical and methodological developments and to a rapidly 
changing reality. One of the most relevant advances in critical social 
theory is the notion of intersectionality and the demand to apply an 
intersectional gender perspective in social research. This approach 
tends to be associated with a qualitative methodology; for example, 
when Sandra Harding defends Feminist Stand Theory, she notes three 
criteria that any feminist and inclusive investigation should meet 
(Silvestre et  al., 2020). Firstly, it should provide new empirical 
resources based on the experiences of women and minorities, 
traditionally excluded from knowledge. Secondly, the investigation 
should bring new proposals to the field by positioning itself in favor 
of women, opposed to the traditional androcentric privilege, which 
implies a commitment for social transformation. Thirdly, it should 
provide a new object of study, situating the researcher on the same 
level as the object of study (subject/object of research relationship). 
The first and third criteria also challenge quantitative research. In the 
first case, the “experiences” of women and minorities are usually 
collected through qualitative techniques, however, quantitative 
research should not be excluded from this data collection and, to do 
this, it is necessary to understand the diversity of gender identities. In 
the third case, placing the subject and object of study on the same 
plane implies not only legitimizing the inclusion of diversity between 
those who research and theorize, it also entails legitimizing and 
including diversity in what is observed. To capture the diversity in 
what is observed, it is important to anticipate it in advance, as what is 
not sought is not found. This is where it becomes necessary to include 
a series of sociodemographic variables that include the different 
vectors of inequality that condition people’s lives, as those inequalities 
can be explanatory elements and significant predictors of the reality 
we are studying. In this sense, when the EVS asks about the degree of 
agreement of the statement “Homosexual couples are as good parents 
as other couples,” it cannot ignore that sexual orientation can be an 
explanatory variable in this question, as it also surely is when being 
asked to explain the degree of justification of “homosexuality.”

In this respect, the EVS, heir to the theoretical and methodological 
legacy of Ronald Inglehart, contains a set of questions that aims to 
study the change of values in society and the impact of modernity. 
Inglehart (1977) spoke of the “silent revolution” which associated 
socialization in the contexts of economic growth, with a change of 
values that entailed a shift from materialist values to post-materialist 
values. This process of modernization has also been linked to the 
process of secularization and, for example, in Spain, the relationship 
between moral permissiveness or openness and the process of 
secularization is very evident. Where religion is less important or less 
present there is greater moral permissiveness. In contrast, those who 
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are more aware of religion and its dogmas tend to be governed by 
these and to be  more morally strict, which is also linked to a 
conservative ideology (Silvestre et al., 2022). In summary, we know 
that changes in values are interwoven with religiosity, age and 
ideology but we cannot know if there is a relationship with gender 
identities, ethnicities or sexual orientation because this is not part of 
the question set.

5 Proposal of sociodemographic 
questions that include the categories 
of sex, gender and sexual orientation

It is a fact that certain questions may infringe on privacy and 
cause discomfort to respondents, but this is also the case in political 
questions such as vote recall. Ensuring anonymity and confidentiality 
of surveys, whilst meeting the required ethical criteria, is a way of 
promoting a climate of trust and honesty in respondents’ answers. In 
this regard, an approach to data collection that can guide us is the one 
proposed by the United Nations (2018) based on human rights to 
leave no one behind in the 2030 Agenda for sustainable development. 
This proposal upholds six principles: participation, data 
disaggregation, self-identification, transparency, privacy and 
accountability (United Nations, 2018, pp. 1–20).

 1. Participation of relevant population groups in data collection 
exercises, including planning, data collection, dissemination 
and data analysis, that includes the assurance that the opinions 
of vulnerable and marginalized groups who are at risk of 
discrimination are represented.

 2. Disaggregation of data allows users to compare population 
groups and to understand the situation of specific groups. On 
this point, it is noted that the collection of data to allow 
disaggregation may require alternative sampling and data 
collection approaches.

 3. Self-identification: for the purposes of data collection, 
populations of interest should be  self-defining. Individuals 
should have the option to disclose or withhold information 
about their personal characteristics. This point is key for the 
categories that we are dealing with and justifies the inclusion of 
open-ended questions that allow sexual and gender identity to 
be freely expressed (or not).

 4. Transparency implies that data collectors should provide clear 
and accessible information about their operations, including 
the research design and data collection methodology. Further, 
data collected by State organizations should be accessible to 
the public.

 5. Privacy is ensured when data is protected and kept private, 
ensuring confidentiality of individuals’ responses and 
personal information.

 6. Accountability: data should be used to hold States and other 
actors to account on human rights issues. This refers to the 
second characteristic of Feminist Stand Theory which calls for 
a commitment to social transformation to achieve fairer and 
more egalitarian societies.

Not all surveys need to include an extensive set of 
sociodemographic questions; this should be determined by the object 

of the research, its objectives and stated hypotheses. However, if the 
study applies an intersectional gender approach, a broader set of 
questions may be  beneficial to provide new empirical evidence. 
Finally, to achieve representativeness and reliability in every category 
undoubtedly makes sampling more complex and costly which is why 
the possibility of alternative sampling and data collection approaches 
are discussed.

Our proposal includes different ways of asking about sexual 
and gender identity to maintain comparability in longitudinal 
studies and official statistics. We  recommend including the 
proposed set of questions in the same block with the following 
introductory text: “Below we  ask you  to answer a series of 
questions that aim to find out about your sexual and gender 
identity and your sexual orientation as we  believe that these 
identities may shape and explain your ways of thinking and acting. 
Feel free to respond or not.

 - Sex assigned at birth (female/male/“intersex”): this question aims 
to ensure longitudinal comparison with previous studies. In 
Spain, for real and effective equality of transgender people and to 
guarantee the rights of LGTBI people, the 4/2023 Law of 28 
February delays sex assignment at birth to 12 years of age when 
there are doubts. In this case, the category “intersex” should also 
be included as there could be situations in which the male/female 
sex is not assigned.

 • Gender identity:

 o Transgender
 o Bigender
 o Female
 o Male
 o Androgenous
 o Non
 o Do not know
 o Prefer not to say
 o Prefer to define myself as ………

 • Do you identify as trans? (Instituto Nacional de Estadísticas, 2022)

 o Yes
 o No
 o Do not know
 o Prefer not to say

 • Sexual orientation: we  chose to open up the category 
“homosexual” to make visible lesbian women who often remain 
hidden behind this category.

 o Gay
 o Lesbian
 o Bisexual
 o Asexual
 o Heterosexual
 o Do not know
 o Prefer not to say
 o Prefer to define myself as ……….

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2024.1369214
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org


Royo et al. 10.3389/fpsyg.2024.1369214

Frontiers in Psychology 08 frontiersin.org

6 Discussion and conclusion

As reflected above, the categorization of the population according 
to demographic data such as sex and/or gender is a very common 
practice, especially from a binary, cisgender, heteronormative 
approach. This dichotomous categorization, oversimplifying human 
diversity and its realities and reducing it to these two possibilities can 
have serious consequences and may compromise the scientific rigor 
of the entire research process, from sampling to the collection and 
analysis of information and, also, its results and conclusions. In 
addition, it renders non-normative groups and realities invisible.

It is for this reason that we  consider it necessary to make a 
proposal such as the one presented here, applied to the European 
Values Survey or to any other survey.

We have formulated a proposal that aims to grasp different sexual 
and gender identities and diverse sexual orientations. We  have 
combined closed and open-ended questions that favor self-assignment, 
as well as offering a non-response option. We  believe that it is 
important to alternate the order of response options to avoid always 
asking about normative identities first. Our proposal allows 
comparability with previous studies and opens up the opportunity for 
in-depth intersectional analyses. One of the fears in introducing new 
ways of asking about identity is the loss of information for 
comparability with previous studies. Our proposal retains sex and 
introduces gender and thus allows comparability with previous studies. 
In other words, the potential use of this proposal is that it allows us to 
cross variables by sex and continue making diachronic comparisons, 
while at the same time introducing the analysis in terms of gender 
identity and sexual orientation, which is essential if we want to achieve 
an adequate understanding of the current social reality. Family 
dynamics, political experiences, or the phenomena of inequality and 
violence faced by these groups are just some examples of this. This 
would contribute to alleviating the scarcity of data on the lives of 
LGBTI people, which, as stated by the World Bank (2024), constitutes 
a fundamental obstacle to addressing stigma and exclusion based on 
sexual orientation and gender identity in different parts of the world.

It should also be noted that this proposal and the selection of the 
aforementioned categories is not based on statistical validity criteria, 
but on the epistemological issues discussed above. Statistical validity 
will be an a posteriori consequence of its application. To conclude, 
we believe that it is necessary to continue working on the current 

debate on this issue from a quantitative as well as a qualitative 
perspective as it is essential to continue measuring social reality in a 
way that is appropriate and adapted to the present times. A future line 
of research derived from our proposal could be the validation of its 
content by mixed techniques such as interviews or the validation by 
expert judgement. It should also be noted that statistical validity will 
be a posteriori consequence of its application.
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