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Executive Summary

Survey researchers are working on updating the measurement of gender to be more
inclusive of transgender, non-binary, Two-Spirit, and gender minority respondents. In De-
cember 2020, Consortium of Electoral Democracy (C-Dem) Co-Directors Allison Harell
and Laura Stephenson commissioned this report on improving the gender questions on
C-Dem surveys. I conducted a review of the measurement of gender in the Canadian
Election Study (CES), along with current proposals for improving the measurement of
gender in survey questionnaires across disciplines, including political science, psychol-
ogy, computer science, and health research. I examined survey questions on the 2019
CES and alternative proposals across fields based on three normative standards: (1) dig-
nity for transgender, non-binary, Two-Spirit, and gender minority respondents; (2) ability
to identify transgender, non-binary, Two-Spirit, and gender minority respondents; and (3)
ability to adapt to future changes in identity labels.

The current C-Dem approach does not meet these three standards. It does not meet
the first standard because (1) respondents who are not men or women cannot refer to
themselves using the terms that they use for themselves and (2) the “Other” response
option literally otherizes respondents who are not men or women (Bauer et al., 2017). It
does not meet the second standard because it cannot disaggregate among respondents
who are not either men or women and because the 2019 CES gender identity question is
likely to undercount transgender men and transgender women. It does not meet the third
standard because there is no open-ended option to allow respondents to mention identity
labels that may not fit into researchers’ imposed categories. If new identity labels emerge
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or gain increased currency in the future, as they have in the past, the CES cannot record
and track them over time.

I recommend that C-Dem adopt a new standard for gender questions that includes

• a close-ended gender self-categorization question with an additional “Non-Binary”
response option that replaces the “Other” category with an open-ended “Another
gender, please specify:” response option,

• a close-ended transgender identity question (“Are you transgender?”), as in the
2020 U.S. Collaborative Multi-Racial Post-Election Survey,

• a separate Two-Spirit identity question (“Are you Two-Spirit?”) asked only of Indige-
nous respondents (Pruden and Salway, 2020), and

• two separate seven-point masculinity and femininity scales (Gidengil and Stolle,
2020).

In addition, I recommend that C-Dem undertake the following steps to evaluate com-
peting proposals to improve gender questions, including

• running question wording experiments to assess whether close-ended or open-
ended gender identity questions perform better (in terms of response times, non-
response, and missing data from hostile or bigoted responses) in the context of an
online election study fielded by commercial vendors,

• running a question wording experiment on whether it is necessary to include an
“explainer” of what transgender means in a question on transgender identity,

• asking gender minority respondents identified in the next CES’s campaign period
survey to evaluate proposed gender items in the post-election survey, and

• holding a workshop that includes both C-Dem partners and trans, non-binary, Two-
Spirit, and gender minority scholars across disciplines on how to improve gender
questions.

These steps will help inform future revisions to gender questions on C-Dem sur-
veys, provide opportunities for C-Dem researchers to contribute to the growing cross-
disciplinary literature on the measurement of gender in survey research, and capture
more faithfully the lived experiences of gender in society.
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1 Introduction

Survey researchers increasingly recognize the need for new questions to measure dif-
ferent aspects of respondents’ genders.1 However, there is no agreed-upon standard for
measuring gender in survey research. What are the best ways to improve the inclusion
of gender minority respondents, including transgender (or trans), non-binary, Two-Spirit,
and gender minority people, in survey research? And what additional information do we
need to make decisions about improving gender questions?

In this report, I review alternative approaches to measuring gender in survey re-
search across disciplines, including close-ended gender identity questions that include
non-binary response options (Medeiros, Forest, and Öhberg, 2020), open-ended gen-
der identity questions (Fraser et al., 2020; Lindqvist, Sendén, and Renström, 2020), the
“two-step approach” (Badgett et al., 2014), the “3x3 approach” (Bleischel et al., 2021),
separate Two-Spirit identity questions (Pruden and Salway, 2020), and masculinity and
femininity scales (Alexander, Bolzendahl, and Öhberg, 2021; Bittner and Goodyear-Grant,
2017a,b; Cassino, 2020; Gidengil and Stolle, 2020, 2021). I assess each of these alter-
native approaches in relation to three main standards – (1) dignity for gender minority
respondents (or dignity, for short), (2) the ability to identify gender minority respondents
(or identifiability), and (3) the prospects for using these questions over the long-run to
gather longitudinal data (or reusability).

Based on this review of the literature, along with my personal experiences as an active
member of trans communities for over a decade, I make a series of recommendations.
First, I propose a base set of gender questions for future C-Dem surveys, including

• a close-ended gender identity question that includes an explicit non-binary option
and an “another gender, please specify:” option,

• a transgender identity question (“Are you transgender?”),

• a separate Two-Spirit identity question (“Are you Two-Spirit?”) asked only of Indige-
nous respondents (Pruden and Salway, 2020), and

1Scholars of gender and political behaviour often draw a sharp distinction between “sex” and “gen-
der” (Bittner and Goodyear-Grant, 2017b; Cassino, 2020; Gidengil and Stolle, 2020, 2021; McDermott and
Hatemi, 2011). I avoid making a sharp distinction between sex and gender in this report because these two
broad concepts are not fine-grained enough to capture the specific aspects of sex and gender that matter
for trans, non-binary, Two-Spirit, and/or gender minority respondents. Instead, I focus on a series of more
specific concepts, such as assigned sex at birth, perceived gender, gender identity, gender modality, and
transgender identity, that help clarify which aspects of sex and gender are important to measure and how
they relate to one another, which I discuss in more detail below. I generally use gender as an umbrella term
rather than “sex/gender” to make the report more accessible to a variety of audiences.

5



• two separate seven-point masculinity and femininity scales (Gidengil and Stolle,
2020).

The full set of questions are available in Table 2. Second, I propose a series of studies
for C-Dem that can help resolve issues with the literature on improving gender questions
and provide opportunities for C-Dem partners and researchers. Third, I suggest holding
a workshop on improving gender questions in survey research. This workshop should in-
clude not only C-Dem partners but also trans, non-binary, Two-Spirit, and gender minority
researchers with interests in survey methodology across disciplines.

2 A Note on Terminology

Since this report draws on a number of specialized terms that may not be familiar to all
readers, this section provides a brief overview of key aspects of sex and gender that are
relevant for understanding different types of survey questions and their impacts on gender
minority respondents.

At birth, medical professionals, families, governments, and other social institutions
and actors coercively categorize all babies as “male” or “female,” largely based on the
appearance of babies’ genitalia. Indeed, if babies have “ambiguous” genitalia, medical
professionals may push for their genitalia to to conform more to normative views of how
“male” and “female” genitalia ought to look (Davis, 2015; Karkazis, 2008). Assigned
sex refers to the category assigned to individuals by these institutions – usually male or
female.

In everyday life, individuals learn to interpret others’ appearances as boys or girls or
as men or women (Kessler and McKenna, 1985). Individuals go through social spaces
categorizing other people into binary gender categories that shape how they interact with
those people. Perceived gender refers to categories assigned to people by using social
cues to ascertain an individual’s gender. Of course, in a society that takes cisgender
people as the norm, the usual assumption is that perceived gender and assigned sex are
the same. When survey interviewers classify respondents’ genders based on vocal cues
in telephone interviews or vocal and visual cues in face-to-face interviews, they are mea-
suring perceived gender – specifically, how the interviewer perceives the respondent’s
gender. Not all people in society will necessarily agree about how to classify the same
person in the same way.

Gender identity refers to a person’s self-conception of their gender. For example,
individuals may consider themselves to be men, women, non-binary, Two-Spirit, or some
other gender identity. Agender people may consider themselves as not having a gender
identity. Both cis (non-trans) and trans people have gender identities. Gender identities
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can be binary (man or woman) or non-binary (neither man nor woman). This view of gen-
der identity draws on social identity theory (Tajfel et al., 1971; Turner, 1975; Turner et al.,
1987). If gender identity is a social identity, then it is nearly impossible to understand and
talk about it without knowing whether and how an individual self-categorizes their gender
identity. Recent work on developing non-categorical gender questions in survey research
sometimes refers to individuals’ self-placements in relation to the concepts of masculinity
or femininity as gender identity. In this report, I follow the general practice in trans commu-
nities of using gender identity to refer to individuals’ self-categorizations of their gender.
These self-categorizations usually are not as transgender or trans.2 In trans communities,
these terms are commonly used as adjectives about someone’s gender identity but rarely
used as answers to the question, “what is your gender (identity)?” In order to distinguish
these self-categorizations from masculinity and femininity self-placements, I refer to the
latter as gender role self-conceptions.3

Gender modality “refers to how a person’s gender identity stands in relation to their
gender assigned at birth” (Ashley, 2022, 22). That is, an individual’s gender modality
can be cis (the same as their gender assigned at birth), trans (different from their gen-
der assigned at birth), or possibly something else entirely (Ashley, 2022). Despite the
term’s recent coinage, it is gaining currency as a way of discussing the aspect of gender
on which cis and trans people differ from one another without treating cisness as nor-
mal and unmarked and transness as abnormal and marked. Importantly, people whose
identities are different from their assigned sex at birth do not necessarily identify with the
term transgender. As a result, it is possible to distinguish between an ascriptive view of
gender modality and transgender identity. Transgender identity is a self-categorization
as transgender, using the same social identity approach as gender identities.

Sexual identity refers to how individuals self-categorize themselves in relation to their
sexual and romantic attractions.4 Just as cis people can have any sexual identity, trans
people can have any sexual identity. For example, trans men can identify as straight, gay,
bisexual, or any other sexual identity.

Not all respondents will necessarily accept the distinction between gender and sexual
identities. In particular, some Two-Spirit people may reject the idea that it is possible to
draw a sharp distinction between gender and sexual identities as settler thinking. Accord-

2Since the original writing of this report, Statistics Canada released early results from the 2021 Census
of Canada, which asked separate sex at birth and gender identity questions. It provides strong evidence that
few individuals use transgender as a primary gender identity term. Instead, about two-thirds of individuals
who aren’t men or women use the term non-binary to describe themselves (Canada, 2022).

3I acknowledge that some individuals may not place themselves on masculinity and femininity scales
purely based on how they relate to gender roles. However, masculinity and femininity generally refer to the
social roles associated with men and women–or gender roles.

4I do not use the term “sexual orientation” because it is important to distinguish between identity, attrac-
tion, and behaviour in studying sexuality (Sexual Minority Assessment Research Team, 2009; Geary et al.,
2018; Wolff et al., 2017).
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ing to Pruden and Salway (2020), “Two-Spirit is a term coined by Indigenous lesbian, gay,
bisexual, transgender, queer, and/or non-heterosexual (LGBTQ+) leaders at the Third An-
nual Intertribal Native American/First Nations Gay and Lesbian Conference in Winnipeg
in 1990.” Two-Spirit can refer to refer to both non-heterosexual and/or non-cisgender In-
digenous identities. It may also be a spiritual identity. While not all Two-Spirit people may
accept that they are “gender minority” respondents in the Western social scientific sense,
some do. As a result, it is important to pay particular attention to Two-Spirit respondents
in devising more inclusive gender questions.

3 Standards for Evaluating Gender Questions

The highest standard for evaluating gender questions is that they must respect the dig-
nity of gender minority respondents (the Dignity Standard). This standard leads to at
least two concrete recommendations. First, researchers should not ask respondents in-
vasive questions about their personal or medical history unless it is relevant to the study.
Gender identity, transgender identity, and sexual identity are all relevant for explaining
political outcomes, such as vote choice or political attitudes. Questions about assigned
sex, hormone use, genitalia, and other medical or “sex” information are not generally po-
litically relevant. Second, researchers should allow respondents to self-identify with terms
they actually use. Third, researchers should avoid otherizing language, such as forcing
respondents who are neither men nor women into an “other” gender category rather than
treating non-binary gender identities as a normal part of life (Bauer et al., 2017).

The next standard for evaluating gender and sexuality questions is that they must
be able to identify gender minority communities (the Identifiability Standard). If re-
searchers do not include questions that identify these communities, then they are erasing
them from research (Namaste, 2000). For example, an important step in addressing the
Dignity Standard is allowing trans men and trans women to identify as men and women
(respectively). This approach allows them to use the language they use for their gen-
der identities. However, it would not allow survey researchers to study inequalities fac-
ing them or analyze their attitudes and behaviours separately from cis men and women,
which effectively treats transness as irrelevant to research.5 Researchers should pay par-
ticular attention to several groups traditionally under-represented in research, including
(1) trans men and trans women; (2) people who are neither men nor women (such as
non-binary, genderqueer, and agender people); and (3) Two-Spirit people. Researchers
need to adopt different approaches to including these communities in survey research and
identifying respondents from these communities because they diverge in different ways

5Indeed, it is possible that not meeting the Identifiability Standard might also mean necessarily not
meeting the Dignity Standard. I thank Elizabeth Goodyear-Grant for making this point.
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from the prevailing societal assumptions about gender. Trans men and women people
challenge the expectation that assigned sex and gender identity are the same. For that
reason, it is impossible to identify trans men and women people with a single gender ques-
tion. Both gender identity and transgender identity are necessary to identify these people.
Non-binary people challenge the presumption that everyone is either a man or a woman.
Binary gender categories are inadequate for including non-binary people in survey re-
search. Two-Spirit people challenge the distinction between gender and sexual identity
and the presumption that sexual identities are universal across cultures. Two-Spirit iden-
tities highlight the importance to be aware of cultural contexts in designing gender and
sexual identity questions.

Finally, an ideal set of gender questions for C-Dem would be reusable over time
(the Reusability Standard). Resuability is important for generating longitudinal data on
gender minority respondents, along with allowing for comparisons across provincial and
territorial studies. The CES has traditionally provided a long time series of data, and C-
Dem has begun conducting provincial and territorial election studies. Unless there are
good reasons to change questions – as in this case – it is useful to ask the same question
in all C-Dem surveys to allow for comparisons over time and across provinces. For the
gender questions to meet this standard, they need to be able to evolve with changing
language and understandings of gender. We know that the language individuals use to
describe their gender and that understandings of gender can change over time (Stryker,
2017). For example, although people who did not see themselves as either men or women
have existed for a long time (Bornstein, 2016), the term non-binary rose in prominence
during the 2010s. For this reason, survey questions about gender must be able to adapt
over time as new identity labels emerge. If they are not able to capture new identities
as they emerge, then survey researchers will have to revise their questions again in the
future, which makes it difficult to conduct longitudinal analyses. It is almost certainly
impossible to design entirely close-ended response categories that will last through the
coming decades (Magliozzi, Saperstein, and Westbrook, 2016).

When there are multiple sets of questions that meet all three standards, then it is
reasonable to shift the discussion to matters of survey methodology. For this reason,
I discuss whether each proposal meets these standards before discussing matters of
response times, non-response, or missing data biases. Given that my review suggests
that there may be multiple approaches that meet these three standards, I conclude by
proposing a series of C-Dem initiatives that may help in assessing the trade-offs between
different approaches for survey methodology.
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4 Existing Proposals for Measuring Gender in Surveys

In this section, I discuss different approaches to measuring gender in survey research,
including the traditional approach in face-to-face and telephone surveys (interviewer cod-
ing) and six recent proposals to improve upon the traditional approach. Each of these
proposals has some advantages. A summary of whether each approach meets this stan-
dard is in Table 1. However, as Table 1 shows, no single existing approach identifies
trans, non-binary, Two-Spirit, and other gender minority respondents at the same time.
Ultimately a combination of approaches is likely to be necessary to meet the three stan-
dards of interest in this report – dignity for gender minority respondents, ability to identify
gender minority communities, and reusability over time.

Table 1: Summary of Evaluation of Approaches to Measuring Gender Based on Dignity,
Identifiability, and Reusability Standards

Standard
Approach Dignity Identifiability Reusability
Interviewer Coding Not Met Not Met Not Met

Three-Option Close-Ended Gender
Identity Question

Not Met Not Met Not Met

Open-Ended Gender Identity
Question

Met Not Met Met

Two-Step Model (Version 1: Assigned
Sex + Gender Identity)

Not Met Not Met Not Met

Two-Step Model (Version 2: Gender
Identity + Transgender Identity)

Met Not Met Met

3x3 Approach Met Not Met Met

Two-Spirit Identity Question (for Two-
Spirit Respondents only)

Met Met Met

Masculinity and Femininity Scales Met Not Met Met
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4.1 Interviewer Coding of Respondents’ Perceived Gender

Since the early years of survey research, survey interviewers have generally coded re-
spondents’ perceived genders – as men or women – based on visual or vocal cues. In
2019, the CES telephone survey still used this approach. However, this method falls short
on all three standards outlined above:

Dignity Standard (Not Met) It does not respect the dignity of gender minority respon-
dents because it forces respondents who are not men or women into those categories
and does not allow respondents to self-identify at all. This approach misgenders many
trans and non-binary respondents, which is psychologically harmful (McLemore, 2015,
2018).

Identifiability Standard (Not Met) It does not allow researchers to identify trans, non-
binary, Two-Spirit, and gender minority respondents. As a result, it effectively erases
those identities as meaningful topics of study (Namaste, 2000).

Reusability Standard (Not Met) Interviewer coding already does not reflect changes in
language and understandings around gender because it treats gender minority respon-
dents as if they do not exist. As a result, interviewer coding is only going to become more
out of step with society.

Many of these problems with interviewer coding also take place when researchers
use self-reported binary “sex” questions. These approaches share the same problem is
slotting everyone into two binary categories. More importantly, however, it is often unclear
what a “sex” question actually measures. Sex refers to a variety of differences in bodies –
including chromosomes, hormones, primary and secondary sex characteristics, prenatal
testosterone exposure, and so forth – that do not all go together.6 For trans and intersex
respondents, it is often unclear how to respond to a “sex” question, especially one that
does not specifically mention assigned sex at birth. Many trans people respond to sex
questions with their gender identity rather than their assigned sex (as researchers may
assume). In addition, intersex people with similar bodies may provide different answers
from one another.

6For this reason, it’s useful to think of sex as a social construct that categorizes people based on their
bodies (Butler, 1990).
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4.2 Three-Option Close-Ended Gender Identity Questions

One solution to the problems with binary interviewer coding is to allow three-option close-
ended gender identity questions (Medeiros, Forest, and Öhberg, 2020). These questions
have become increasingly prevalent in the shift from telephone to online surveys. Online
surveys do not have interviewers and, as a result, cannot rely on interviewer coding of
respondents’ perceived gender. However, these close-ended gender identity questions
also present pitfalls in meeting the standards outlined above. In particular, on their own,
they cannot meet the dignity and identifiability standards.

The 2019 CES online panel provides a useful example of these pitfalls. The 2019 CES
online panel was the first CES survey to offer respondents the opportunity to identify as
neither men nor women. It used a three-category gender identity question:

Are you...?
1. A man
2. A woman
3. Other (e.g. Trans, non-binary, two-spirit, etc.)

This question treats these survey responses as mutually-exclusive. For instance, a
trans man must choose between selecting “A man” or “Other (e.g. Trans, non-binary, two-
spirit, etc.).” It also does not provide an open-ended response for the “Other” response
category to allow respondents to specify their identities. It was mandatory for all respon-
dents to the 2019 CES online panel because of the desire to weight the sample on gender
identity. Unfortunately, the 2019 CES question does not meet the standards outlined in
the previous section.7

Dignity Standard (Not Met) The 2019 CES online panel’s three-option close-ended
gender identity questions typically does not meet the standard of dignity for gender mi-
nority respondents for two reasons. First, it does not allow gender minority respondents to
use explicit language that reflects their identities. Second, it uses otherizing language for
gender minority respondents by lumping them in an “Other” category (Bauer et al., 2017).

7While the 2019 CES online panel does not meet these standards, it at least avoids certain pitfalls in
designing gender identity questions with more than two categories. For example, some surveys include
three-option Male/Female/Transgender questions. Trans respondents do not react well to these response
options. For example, in 2016 and 2017, the U.S. Census Bureau conducted focus groups with trans and
non-binary people to improve data collection on the Current Population Survey. One focus group participant
said, “If I have to take another study where it says ‘male/female/transgender’ I might just rip out all my
hair” Holzberg et al. (2017, 37). I immediately stop responding to any survey when I see these response
categories, as do many other trans academics and activists.
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Identifability Standard (Not Met) The 2019 CES online panel’s three-option gender
identity question does not meet the standard of identifying gender minority communi-
ties. Since the gender categories are not mutually exclusive, this gender identity question
forces trans men and women to choose between identifying as trans or identifying as
men or women. Trans men and trans women may quite reasonably select “A man” or
“A woman” rather than “Other.” Since the 2019 CES online panel did not include a trans-
gender question, trans men and women respondents are largely invisible in the survey
responses (Namaste, 2000). While it is very likely that there were trans men and trans
women, we do not know who they are or how they answered. The exceptions are the rare
few respondents who provided that information in open-ended responses to the sexual
identity question. The same problem can arise for Two-Spirit respondents, who may also
identify as men or women. This invisibility of trans and Two-Spirit men and women re-
spondents is particularly problematic given that the 2019 CES online panel aims to allow
researchers to study small populations, such as gender minority communities (Stephen-
son et al., 2021).

Reusability Standard (Not Met) The 2019 CES online panel question does not meet
the standard of adapting to future changes in language and culture. It is possible that
some of the identities explicitly mentioned in the other category will fall out of use in the
future.

Ultimately, while additional categories besides “man” and “woman” are certainly nec-
essary and feasible (Medeiros, Forest, and Öhberg, 2020), they are not enough to ensure
the inclusion of gender minority communities in survey research (Westbrook and Saper-
stein, 2015).

4.3 An Open-Ended Gender Identity Question

Other scholars advocate including an open-ended gender identity question, usually “What
is your gender?” (Fraser et al., 2020; Fraser, 2018; Lindqvist, Sendén, and Renström,
2020). Open-Ended gender identity questions generally meet the Dignity Standard and
the Reusability Standard but fall short on the Identifiability Standard.

Dignity Standard (Met) Of all the possible gender identity questions, an open-ended
gender identity question performs the best in allowing respondents the freedom to use
language they prefer. When the U.S. Census Bureau conducted focus groups with trans
and non-binary people on updating the gender questions on the Current Population Sur-
vey, trans and non-binary participants generally preferred this option because it allowed
respondents to use language that resonated for them (Holzberg et al., 2017).
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Identifiability Standard (Not Met) First, it does not meet the standard of identifying
gender minority respondents because it does not measure transgender identity. That is,
like the three-category CES question, it may under-count trans men and women respon-
dents who respond as M/male/man or F/female/woman without mentioning their trans
identities. If transgneder identity is politically relevant, then it is important to identify trans
men and women respondents.8

Reusability Standard (Met) Of all the possible gender identity questions, an open-
ended question is the most well-suited to adapting to changes in language and culture
over time, since it does not have preset categories. If the socially understood categories
change, respondents can still use the labels they prefer, and researchers can change
their coding of the open-ended questions.

There are two main objections to open-ended gender identity questions that rely on
claims about survey methodology. The first is that they require researchers to code open-
ended responses, which can take some time and expert knowledge. However, recent
studies show that it is not very costly to code responses to an open-ended gender identity
question (Fraser et al., 2020; Lindqvist, Sendén, and Renström, 2020). With relatively
minimal costs in terms of time, C-Dem can provide a ready-to-use coding of the open-
ended gender identity questions and guidance on how to use the various items. The
second is that online survey respondents may not answer the question cooperatively or
even provide hostile or bigoted responses (Jaroszewski et al., 2018; Saperstein and West-
brook, 2021), which create missing data problems. However, it is unclear whether these
findings of hostile or bigoted findings apply to the C-Dem surveys. Jaroszewski et al.
(2018) found these problems were much more common in surveys fielded through Fan-
tasy Football than through Tumblr in 2016, and Saperstein and Westbrook (2021) found
similar results in GfK samples of American adults from 2014 and 2016. Given the differ-
ences in the time and geography of the samples, it is unclear how frequent these hostile
or bigoted responses would be on C-Dem surveys. As a result, it is difficult to assess
the trade-offs between close-ended and open-ended gender identity questions. For this
reason, I recommend that C-Dem conduct a study designed to examine the prevalence of
hostile and bigoted responses and identify which respondents are likely to provide hostile
or bigoted responses.

Even if these methodological critiques make purely open-ended gender identity ques-
tions undesirable in practice, they still suggest a need to include an open-ended response
category within a close-ended gender identity question. Close-ended gender identity
questions that do not allow respondents to use the language they prefer are unlikely to

8As with other gender identity questions, it is possible to mitigate this downside by adding an additional
transgender identity question after an open-ended gender identity question. I discuss this possibility below.
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ever meet the dignity and resuability standards.

4.4 The Two-Step Model

One of the major problems with surveys that rely on a single gender identity question–
including both close-ended and open-ended questions–is that many trans men and women
people do not answer these questions by self-identifying as trans men or trans women
but simply as men and women. When researchers do not include additional questions to
identify trans men and women respondents, they may under-count trans people by only
counting trans men and women who will go out of their way to identify trans in a gender
identity question. Trans activists in Philadelphia developed the “two-step model” to avoid
this problem of under-counting. The “two-step model” involves asking at least two gender
questions to identify trans respondents. The first step is to ask about assigned sex at
birth. The second step is to ask about current gender identity. Researchers then iden-
tify transgender respondents by coding whether respondents’ assigned sex matches their
current gender identity.

Today, the two-step model can take two forms. The first is the original version devel-
oped in Philadelphia, which asks about assigned sex and gender identity. This version
does not meet any of the three standards.

Dignity Standard (Not Met) The original two-step approach poses unnecessary harms
to the dignity of gender minority respondents. The two-step approach originally focused
on identifying trans people in health-care settings. Health researchers and medical providers
typically argue that assigned sex provides relevant information for understanding health.
However, there is simply no reason to ask about assigned sex in most political surveys.9
Gender identity and transgender identity are relevant for political behaviour as social iden-
tities, not as externally enforced categories. If political behaviour scholars accept that it is
more appropriate to identify sexual minority respondents based on their identities rather
than based on their attractions or behaviours, then we should also accept that we should
identify gender minority respondents, based on their identities. In addition, some gen-
der minority respondents view assigned sex questions as invasive (Badgett et al., 2014;
Holzberg et al., 2017).

Identifiability Standard (Not Met) The original two-step approach identifies trans re-
spondents by looking for respondents whose gender identities do not “correspond” to
their assigned sex at birth. However, some individuals whose gender identities do not

9For scholars of biopolitics, it is often more useful to have more specific biological indicators, such as
hormone levels.
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correspond to their assigned sex at birth reject the idea that they are transgender. For
example, many gender-diverse youth do not necessarily see themselves as transgender
(Kidd et al., 2021). For this reason, some researchers argue that the original two-step
approach (assigned sex + gender identity) is superior on measurement grounds to al-
ternative approaches that include a transgender identity question because it identifies a
larger number of transgender respondents, including both people who identify as trans-
gender and people whose gender modalities are transgender (Saperstein and Westbrook,
2021). However, this argument relies on the idea that being transgender is something for
researchers to ascribe onto respondents (as in health research) rather than a social and
political identity. For the same reasons that political behaviour researchers measure the
identities of racial or sexual minority respondents rather than ascriptively categorizing
them, we need to measure the identities of gender minority respondents. The alternative
risks categorizing people whose gender identities do not correspond to their assigned
sex at birth as transgender even though they would not identify as such. That is, it risks
inflating the number of respondents categorized as transgender to include people who ex-
plicitly reject that identity label. This decision is likely consequential for political attitudes
and behaviour. If someone takes on the transgender identity label, that identity is likely
to shape the development of their attitudes and behaviours. By contrast, if someone has
medically transitioned but does not identify as transgender, they may respond to politics
in ways that resemble cisgender men or women.

In addition, if C-Dem includes an assigned sex question, it is possible that many po-
tential gender minority respondents will not participate in C-Dem surveys. If gender mi-
nority respondents view assigned sex questions as invasive, they may conclude that the
researchers who use those questions do not have their best interests at heart and stop re-
sponding. This concern is particularly acute because gender minority communities have
had negative experiences interacting with many social institutions, including researchers.
Anecdotally, my conversations with other trans and non-binary people indicate that many
of them refuse to participate in surveys that do not use inclusive language.

Reusability Standard (Not Met) At first glance, this version of the two-step approach
seems well-suited for use over time. In 2018, Statistics Canada adopted this measure-
ment approach as its new standard for measuring sex and gender and used this approach
on the 2021 Census, which would make it possible to weight the CES to questions that
mirror the 2021 Census questions. However, it is debatable whether the 2021 Census will
provide high-quality data on gender minority communities. It uses a single questionnaire
for an entire household, rather than private individual survey responses, which makes it
likely that it will dramatically under-count gender minority respondents who may not have
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disclosed their identities to their families or roommates.10 In addition, earlier this year,
Statistics Canada engaged the public in another round of consultations on improving its
standard for measuring sex and gender. If C-Dem adopted a similar approach to Statistics
Canada, it may have to change the questions again, which would make it difficult to gather
longitudinal data. As a result, this approach might not meet the reusability standard.

The second version of the two-step approach is to ask about gender identity and
transgender identity. This approach comes closer to meeting the dignity, identifiability,
and reusability standards than past work.

Dignity Standard (Met) This approach meets the dignity standard because it asks
about gender identity and transgender identity in ways that allow respondents to use
identity labels they use and does not include invasive questions, such as assigned sex at
birth.

Identifiability Standard (Not Met) When researchers combine a gender identity ques-
tion with a transgender identity question, they are able to identify trans men and trans
women. In addition, unlike the original two-step approach, this approach does not cate-
gorize respondents as transgender if they do not identify with that language. However,
this approach may undercount Two-Spirit people who do not see Two-Spirit identity as
strictly a gender identity to write into the open-ended response category. For this reason,
it may be necessary to add an additional question on Two-Spirit identity.

Reusability Standard (Met) This combination of questions is likely to be reusable for
the foreseeable future. While it is possible that the term transgender will go out of fashion
or come under critiques in the future, it is socially well-understood, and another term is
likely to take its place.

As a result, I recommend using a version of the two-step approach that includes a
transgender identity question rather than an assigned sex question.

10Although the 2021 Census technically offered an option for individuals to request a separate, private
questionnaire, it required calling a telephone help line to request a separate questionnaire code in the
mail. Many trans people do not like to make phone calls where they may interact with someone who may
misgender them based on their voice, and receiving a separate code by mail may raise unwanted questions
about why someone wants to fill out their Census questionnaire in private.
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4.5 The 3x3 Approach

In February 2021, a team of psychologists proposed an alternative approach – that mea-
sures gender identity, gender modality (as identities), and gender “binarity” in three sep-
arate questions (Bleischel et al., 2021). These three questions allow researchers to cat-
egorize respondents into a 3x3 table. The first question asks about gender identity using
a single open-ended item. The second questions asks about gender modality (allowing
responses of transgender, cisgender, or something else). The third questions asks about
gender binarity (binary, non-binary, or something else). Of all these options, the 3x3
model allows respondents the most options to self-identify. For example, this approach
allows respondents to refuse to classify themselves as either transgender or cisgender.

Dignity Standard (Met) The 3x3 meets the dignity standard because it allows respon-
dents to use their preferred language in describing their gender identities. The addi-
tional questions on gender modality and gender binarity may actually be better at en-
suring dignity for gender minority respondents than more established approaches be-
cause they make it easier for gender minority respondents to report more complex self-
understandings of themselves in relation to transgender or non-binary identity labels.

Identifiability Standard (Not Met) The 3x3 approach meets the identifiability standard.
In fact, the 3x3 standard arguably performs better than the two-step approach in making it
easier to identify respondents who may identify as non-binary, transgender, and women,
for example. It remains unclear whether the 3x3 approach would identify Two-Spirit re-
spondents. While they can report their Two-Spirit identities in an open-ended gender
identity question, this approach may still under-count Two-Spirit respondents who use
other terms when reporting their gender identities to survey researchers because they
see Two-Spirit identity as something other than a gender identity.

Reusability Standard (Met) Given that the 3x3 approach uses an open-ended gen-
der identity question, the 3x3 approach is likely to be reusable in the face of changing
language around gender. As with the two-step approach, it is likely that the terms trans-
gender and non-binary will be socially understood – especially within gender minority
communities – for the foreseeable future. While these terms may fall out of favour, the
3x3 approach is likely to be reusable over time.

Given the relatively little data on how this set of questions performs in practice, it likely
requires additional testing to see how different groups respond to these questions in prac-
tice. For example, these questions may seem strange to survey respondents, which may
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increase response times or produce non-response biases. As a result, I recommend test-
ing the 3x3 approach against other possible models. In addition, I recommend including
an additional question to help identify Two-Spirit respondents.

4.6 A Two-Spirit Identity Question

As discussed above, traditional survey questions, along with many of the proposed alter-
natives, may not allow Indigenous respondents to identify as Two-Spirit. It is important for
C-Dem to be inclusive of Indigenous respondents, given the understandable lack of trust
many Indigenous people have in academic research. These concerns are particularly
important for Two-Spirit respondents who face intersecting systems of marginalization.

Some surveys, such as the 2019 CES online panel, make reference to Two-Spirit
identity within a gender identity question. This approach poses two main problems. First,
it requires researchers to impose a conception of Two-Spirit identity as either a gender
identity or sexual identity that will not work for all Two-Spirit people. Second, it risks
the possibility that non-Indigenous people will either appropriate or mistakenly select an
Indigenous identity label.

Pruden and Salway (2020) recommend asking a Two-Spirit identity question (“Are you
Two-Spirit?”) that is separate from both the gender identity and sexual identity questions.
Pruden and Salway (2020) also propose only presenting this question to Indigenous re-
spondents. The risk in offering a Two-Spirit identity option within a standard gender self-
categorization question is that non-Indigenous respondents will either mistakenly select
the Two-Spirit option or appropriate the term Two-Spirit. The Two-Spirit identity question
should therefore come after a full race/ethnicity question or after an Indigenous screener
early in the questionnaire.

Dignity Standard (Met) This approach allows Two-Spirit respondents to identify as such
without forcing them to do so in a gender identity or a sexual identity question, which im-
poses a settler understanding of gender and sexual identities as analytically separate on
Indigenous respondents. More importantly, it helps avoid potential harms to Indigenous
communities that may exist in alternative approaches that allow non-Indigenous respon-
dents to appropriate the term.

Identifiability Standard (Met) A Two-Spirit identity question makes it possible to iden-
tify Two-Spirit respondents who may also identify with other gender identity terms. This
question also avoids over-counting Indigenous respondents by preventing non-Indigenous
respondents from appropriating the term.
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Reusability Standard (Met) A Two-Spirit identity question is likely to be reusable over
time, given that the term has become increasingly prominent over the past three decades.
It is unlikely to require an overhaul in the foreseeable future.

4.7 Masculinity and Femininity Scales

The final approach for improving the measurement of gender in survey research focuses
on measuring respondents’ self-conceptions in relation to masculinity and femininity. Usu-
ally, these studies rely on one or two question masculinity and femininity scales as a way to
tap into gender role self-conceptions without allocating survey space to a lengthy battery
(Bittner and Goodyear-Grant, 2017a,b; Cassino, 2020; Gidengil and Stolle, 2020, 2021).
These gender role self-conceptions provide useful information on how respondents of the
same gender identity see themselves differently in relation to established gender roles.
For example, these questions can allow researchers to identify “hyper-masculine men,”
who exhibit different attitudes and behaviour from other men (Gidengil and Stolle, 2021).

While these studies have demonstrated that self-conceptions of masculinity and fem-
ininity have considerable predictive power for many outcomes of interest, the usual ap-
proach of combining these masculinity and femininity scales with interviewer coding of
perceived gender (Cassino, 2020), self-reported binary “sex” (Bittner and Goodyear-Grant,
2017a,b), or three-option gender identity questions (Gidengil and Stolle, 2020, 2021) does
not meet the three standards outlined above.

Dignity Standard (Met) When researchers include separate masculinity and femininity
scales, they allow respondents to say that they do not feel masculine or feminine. Gender
minority respondents who reject these concepts altogether can respond “Not at all” to both
questions. It may help to add an explicit “Don’t know” for gender minority respondents –
and those questioning their gender – to provide them an opportunity not to answer, though
it is unclear from past work how many respondents would choose this option.

Identifiability Standard (Not Met) Although masculinity and femininity scales move be-
yond a purely binary view of gender, they cannot identify gender minority respondents on
their own. For example, non-binary respondents may perceive themselves as (1) not
masculine and not feminine, (2) both masculine and feminine, (3) more masculine than
feminine, or (4) more feminine than masculine. As a result, additional questions are nec-
essary to identify gender minority respondents.

Resuability Standard (Met) Masculine and feminine gender roles are so deeply en-
trenched as social constructs. As a result, masculinity and femininity scales will likely
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remain useful for the foreseeable future.

Given the evidence that these questions are useful for understanding political be-
haviour, C-Dem should include them alongside other questions that are important for
meeting the three standards outlined above.

The body of work on masculinity and feminity scales suggests some possible best
practices for C-Dem. Studies using masculinity and femininity scales differ in the num-
ber of responses options offered to respondents, including six (Cassino, 2020), seven
(Magliozzi, Saperstein, and Westbrook, 2016; Gidengil and Stolle, 2020, 2021), and one
hundred and one (Bittner and Goodyear-Grant, 2017a,b). However, a small number of
response categories – such as seven categories – is likely more appropriate to C-Dem’s
purposes. Cassino (2020) demonstrates that a six-response question can be feasible in
a telephone context. Since C-Dem has run both telephone and online surveys, a seven-
category question is likely to be adaptable to both telephone and online survey modes.

Past studies also differ in putting masculinity or femininity on opposing ends of one
response scale (Bittner and Goodyear-Grant, 2017a,b; Cassino, 2020) or in two separate
response scales (Magliozzi, Saperstein, and Westbrook, 2016; Gidengil and Stolle, 2021).
However, Magliozzi, Saperstein, and Westbrook (2016) and Gidengil and Stolle (2021)
correctly point out that masculinity and femininity are conceptually separable. That is, it
is possible for someone to see themselves as both very masculine and very feminine and
not at all masculine and not at all feminine. On a single response scale, these are not
distinguishable. For this reason, if researchers have an interest in measuring gender role
self-conceptions, two questions are more appropriate than one.

5 Recommendations for Future C-Dem Surveys

In this section, I outline my recommendations for future C-Dem surveys, including the next
CES. I pull together insights from different existing proposals into a set of questions that
meet the the three criteria outlined above – dignity for gender minority respondents, ability
to identify gender minority respondents, and adapting to changes in understandings and
language around gender over time.

Table 2 displays the five proposed gender questions, as formatted for online surveys.
(While all five items should appear on both online and telephone surveys, telephone sur-
veys require some adaptations to make response options clear to respondents.) The first
asks about gender identity. This question uses the two most common responses – a
man or a woman. It also includes the option to identify as non-binary, which is by far the
most common identity label used by individuals who identify as neither men nor women
today. This recommendation follows the longstanding practice in survey research of pro-
viding more commonly-used terms as close-ended response categories. In order to allow
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Table 2: Proposed Items for Gender Identity, Transgender Identity, Sexual Identity, and
Gender Role Self-Conceptions for the Next CES

Variable Question Response Options
Gender Identity Are you...? A man

A woman
Non-binary
Another gender, please specify:
[open-ended text box]

Transgender Identity [Immediately after the Gender
Identity question on the same
screen:] Are you transgender?

Yes
No
Don’t know

Two-Spirit Identity [If respondent is Indigenous:]
Are you Two-Spirit?

Yes
No
Don’t know

Masculinity Scale
(Self-Appraisal)

How masculine do you feel? 1-7 scale from 1 (“Not at all mas-
culine”) to 7 (“Very masculine”)
with an explicit Don’t know

Femininity Scale
(Self-Appraisal)

How feminine do you feel? 1-7 scale from 1 (“Not at all fem-
inine”) to 7 (“Very feminine”) with
an explicit Don’t know
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respondents to use the language they use to describe their gender, which is important
for preserving the dignity of gender minority respondents, this question also includes an
open-ended gender identity option. This open-ended option uses the language “Another
gender” rather than “Other” to avoid literally othering gender minority respondents (Bauer
et al., 2017). This option allows researchers to identify gender minority respondents by
giving them the option to identify as non-binary or with another gender identity. The “an-
other gender, please specify” option also helps the question meet the standard of being
able to adapt to future changes in understandings or language around gender by allowing
gender minority respondents to write in their own self-descriptions.

The second question asks about transgender identity. This question uses a simple
yes-or-no question (“Are you transgender?”). Other large-scale collaborative political
science surveys, such as the 2020 Collaborative Multiracial Post-Election Survey, have
adopted this question. This question does not include an explainer of the term “transgen-
der,” as suggested in some past work (Badgett et al., 2014), because the term transgender
has become increasingly common in public discussions in recent years. It is unlikely that
there are many respondents who have no sense of what the word means, and it can
take survey time to write longer questions. (As I discuss later in this report, I recommend
running a question-wording experiment in a future C-Dem survey to test this possibility.)
This question includes a “Don’t know” option out of a concern that some gender minority
respondents may not feel like either response option applies to them.

The third question asks about Two-Spirit identity (“Are you Two-Spirit”). Based on rec-
ommendations from Two-Spirit researchers, only Indigenous respondents would receive
the Two-Spirit identity question (Pruden and Salway, 2020). This approach recognizes
Two-Spirit identity as an Indigenous identity and prevents non-Indigenous respondents
from appropriating the label. If the racial identity question is toward the end of the ques-
tionnaire, the “Another gender, please specify:” option in the gender identity question
would allow Two-Spirit respondents to self-identify early in the survey if that is how they
would prefer to describe their gender identity. The “Another gender, please specify:” op-
tion would also allow Indigenous respondents who use other terms from their own lan-
guage or nation if they so choose.

The fourth and fifth questions present respondents with separate masculinity and fem-
ininity scales. Two separate scales are better than one combined masculinity-femininity
scale on both theoretical and practical grounds (Gidengil and Stolle, 2020). Scales with
a handful of response options are more suitable for telephone surveys than 0-100 scales
(Cassino, 2020), which would allow the scales to appear on both telephone and online
surveys. I recommend testing an explicit “Don’t know” option in online surveys to examine
the extent to which it produces missing data for these scales.

All five questions should appear in all C-Dem surveys, including the telephone and
online CES surveys, provincial and territorial election studies, and Democracy Checkups.
While it may seem that there will not be enough transgender or Two-Spirit respondents to
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make it worthwhile to ask these questions on all C-Dem surveys, there are three reasons
to include these questions. First, these questions are necessary to ensure the dignity of
gender minority respondents. Second, it is likely that these populations will increase over
time, given that young people are increasingly likely to take on gender minority identities.11

Third, these questions will allow C-Dem researchers to pool data across surveys to gather
enough survey responses to study these populations on their own. These will contribute
to C-Dem’s existing goal of gathering data on small populations (Stephenson et al., 2021).

When there are multiple waves within the same survey, as in the CES, the first three
questions – gender identity, transgender identity, and Two-Spirit identity – should all ap-
pear on the campaign period survey (CPS). Given the small percentage of gender minority
respondents in the general population, it is particularly important to avoid losing respon-
dents to attrition between survey waves. I have no specific recommendation about the
masculinity and femininity scales, though it may be useful to present the same respon-
dents with these scales in different survey waves to examine their response stability.12

6 Next Steps in Improving Gender Questions

While I have proposed a set of questions that meets the three standards, my review of the
existing proposals for improving the measurement of gender in survey research suggests
that there are some unresolved debates around different sets of questions that may also
meet these standards. As a result, I propose three main C-Dem initiatives to improve
gender questions in survey research, including a series of question wording experiments,
asking gender minority respondents to evaluate gender questions, and bringing together
researchers from other major political science survey teams and from other disciplines to
discuss alternative proposals.

6.1 Question Wording Experiments

C-Dem should consider running question wording experiments to evaluate new questions
on gender and sexual identity. These question wording experiments would help resolve
outstanding questions from the literature on gender questions:

1. How well does an open-ended gender identity question perform in compari-
son with a close-ended gender identity question? Open-ended questions allow

11For example, in a survey of high school students in a school district in the northeastern United States,
over nine percent of respondents reported a gender identity that did not correspond to their assigned sex
at birth. (Kidd et al., 2021).

12I thank Michael Donnelly for this suggestion.

24



respondents more freedom to self-identify their gender identities, and they are par-
ticularly well-suited to adapt to changes in gender identity terms over time. Past
research on open-ended gender identity questions suggest that the costs of asking
these questions are minimal. However, survey researchers in practice report that
some respondents provide hostile responses.

2. Is it necessary to include an “I don’t understand the question” option in trans-
gender identity or gender modality questions? Researchers started including
these question options several years ago, before the rise in “trans visibility.” As a
result, it is unclear how many cis respondents actually do not understand the term.

3. How well does the 3x3 approach to asking about gender perform in compari-
son with more traditional approaches? Psychologists have recently developed a
new approach to measuring gender that asks about gender identity, gender modal-
ity, and gender binarity as three dimensions for understanding gender identity. While
it is promising, the format of the questions may strike respondents as unusual, and
there is little evidence of its effectiveness in population surveys like the CES. An ex-
periment would allow for a comparison of this approach with more traditional mea-
sures of gender identity and transgender identity.

C-Dem should examine these questions with a series of question-wording experiments
on the next CES online panel. I propose to address the first question – close-ended or
open-ended – by randomly assigning respondents to receive the close-ended and the
open-ended responses in different waves of the survey. This would allow both a between-
subjects comparison of responses within the CPS and a within-subjects comparison of
responses across different gender identity questions. I propose to address the second
question – the “transgender explainer” question – by randomly assigning respondents to
receive or not to receive a version of the transgender identity question that includes an
explainer. Finally, since the 3x3 approach includes a pre-existing series of questions on
gender identity, gender modality, and gender binarity, I propose to compare the entire
3x3 approach with more traditional two-step approaches. If we fully cross the gender
identity and gender modality experiments, that produces a 2x2 of conditions, along with
one additional condition for the 3x3 approach. Table 3 displays the five experimental
groups.

These question wording experiments can examine response times for each question,
item non-response, and total non-response after the question as outcomes to evaluate the
various conditions. For the 3x3 approach, I propose to evaluate response times across
the entire set of questions in each condition, rather than each question separately.

For the open-ended questions, I recommend starting by coding the most common re-
sponses to open-ended gender questions – M/Male/Man and F/Female/Woman – using
an automated dictionary-based approach. These six most common responses account
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Table 3: Proposed Question Wording Experiments for Gender Identity and Transgender
Identity/Gender Modality Items

Variable Group 1 Group 2 Group 3 Group 4 Group 5
Gender
Identity

CPS: Close-
Ended
PES: Open-
Ended

CPS: Open-
Ended
PES: Close-
Ended

CPS: Close-
Ended
PES: Open-
Ended

CPS: Open-
Ended
PES: Close-
Ended

3x3
Approach

Transgender
Iden-
tity/Gender
Modality

No
Transgender
Explainer

Transgender
Explainer

No
Transgender
Explainer

Transgender
Explainer

3x3
Approach

Gender
Binarity

(Included
in Gender
Identity)

(Included
in Gender
Identity)

(Included
in Gender
Identity)

(Included
in Gender
Identity)

3x3
Approach

for the overwhelming majority of respondents (Fraser et al., 2020; Lindqvist, Sendén, and
Renström, 2020). Two researchers can then code each of the remaining open-ended re-
sponses manually. I propose to code these responses into the following categories: (1)
Men, (2) Women, (3) Non-Binary People, (4) Two-Spirit People (if they give Two-Spirit
as a gender identity label), (5) Hostile or Non-Cooperative Responses, and (6) Other
Responses. If several respondents choose the same gender identity terms, then it is pos-
sible to add additional categories as needed. The between-subjects and within-subjects
design will allow for two different approaches to assessing the prevalence of hostile or
non-cooperative approaches, as well as providing data on which respondents engage in
hostile or non-cooperative respondents.

6.2 Asking Gender Minority Respondents to Evaluate the Questions

The views of gender minority respondents are particularly important for understanding the
extent to which gender questions preserve their dignity. One way to elicit their views would
be to ask questions that allow researchers to identify gender minority respondents in the
campaign-period wave of the CES (as discussed above) and then present a series of
open-ended questions that ask gender minority respondents to evaluate the close-ended
and open-ended gender identity questions, along with the 3x3 approach. After these
open-ended questions, the survey could ask gender minority respondents to pick which
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of these approaches they would prefer in a close-ended question.

6.3 A Workshop on Measuring Gender in Survey Research

After C-Dem researchers finish collecting and analyzing the data from these question
wording experiments and questions for gender minority respondents, C-Dem should hold
a workshop on how to improve gender questions for future C-Dem surveys. This workshop
should include presentations from C-Dem researchers who evaluate the gender questions
from the CES. However, the invitees should not only be C-Dem researchers. In particular,
C-Dem should ensure that the workshop attendees reflect the particular interests of gen-
der minority respondents by inviting trans, non-binary, and Two-Spirit researchers who
work on measuring gender across fields. This workshop could lead to a special issue of
a journal or an edited volume on measuring sex and gender in survey research.

Based on this research, C-Dem can adopt an updated set of gender questions that will
ensure the dignity of gender minority respondents, identify gender minority respondents,
and allow for the collection of comparable data across C-Dem surveys.
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