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W h y  a r e  d e m o g r a p h i c
q u e s t i o n s  i m p o r t a n t ?

D e m o g r a p h i c  C a t e g o r i e s  A d d r e s s e d  I n
t h i s  g u i d e :

-  Soc ioeconomic  Status

-  Race  and  Ethnic i ty

-  Gender  Ident i ty

-  Sexual  Or ientat ion

-  Disabi l i t y

   Ask ing  demographic  quest ions  a l lows  researchers  to  get  a

better  idea  of  the i r  subject  pool 's  compos i t ion  of  ind iv idua ls .

Data  obta ined  f rom  demographic  quest ions  can  help  in form

how  cer ta in  resu l t s  or  f ind ings  may  di f fe r  across  di f fe rent

demographic  groups ,  which  can  help  to  better  unders tand  the

interact ions  being  observed  with in  a  s tudy .  I t  i s  a lso  important

to  ask  quest ions  about  demographics  because  his tor ica l l y

sc ience  was  only  in terested  in  invest igat ing  research  quest ions

re levant  to  the  White  work ing  c lass ,  or  higher .  

   For  too  long ,  margina l ized  communit ies  had  been  exc luded

f rom  sc ient i f ic  research ,  inh ib i t ing  any  rea l  data  or

unders tanding  fo r  these  spec i f ic  groups ,  which  has  resu l ted  in

adverse  heal th  ef fects  fo r  these  groups  today .  Any  ef for ts  to

min imize  th i s  dispar i ty  in  sc ience  and  research  should  be

emphas ized  and  in tegrated  in to  sc ient i f ic  pract ice ,  which  i s

the  cur rent  a im  fo r  th i s  re ference  guide .  
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G e n e r a l  d e m o g r a p h i c
q u e s t i o n  t i p s
I f  applicable ,  al low for  mult iple selections 
E X A M P L E :  " S e l e c t  a l l  t h a t  a p p l y "

A l w a y s  A l p h a b e t i z e  A n s w e r s
* I n  m a n y  q u e s t i o n n a i r e s ,  t h e  o p t i o n s  a r e  o r g a n i z e d  b y  m a j o r i t y
i d e n t i t y ,  w h i c h  s u g g e s t s  t h a t  m a n y  o t h e r  r e s p o n s e  d e v i a t e s  f r o m
t h e  n o r m ,  a n d  t h i s  p e r p e t u a t e s  b i a s  i n  r e s e a r c h .  

I n c l u d e  a n  " o t h e r "  o p t i o n  t h a t  i n c l u d e s  a
s p a c e  t o  w r i t e  i n  a n  a n s w e r

E X A M P L E S :  " A n o t h e r  r a c e  n o t  l i s t e d , "  " O t h e r  I d e n t i t y  n o t  l i s t e d , "
" G e n d e r  I d e n t i t y  n o t  l i s t e d  h e r e , "  " A d d i t i o n a l  r a c i a l  i d e n t i t y , "  e t c .
A v o i d  l i s t i n g  t h i s  o p t i o n  a s  s i m p l y  " O t h e r . "  

P r o v i d e  c l a r i f i c a t i o n s  f o r  t e r m s  t h a t  m a y
n o t  b e  c l e a r

E X A M P L E S :  D e f i n e  w h o  m a y  b e  c o n s i d e r e d  e t h n i c a l l y  H i s p a n i c ,
c l a r i f y  w h a t  y o u  m e a n  b y  s e x  o r  g e n d e r ,  e t c .  

T a i l o r  t h e  l i s t  o f  o p t i o n s  t o  c h o o s e  f r o m
t o  t h e  s p e c i f i c  c o m m u n i t y
E X A M P L E S :  I t  i s  c o m m o n  f o r  I n d i g e n o u s  c o m m u n i t i e s  t o  u s e  t h e
t e r m  " t w o - s p i r i t e d "  a s  a  g e n d e r  i d e n t i t y ,  i f  y o u r  c o m m u n i t y  h a s  a
l a r g e  C u b a n  c o m m u n i t y  i t  m a y  b e  b e n e f i c i a l  t o  h a v e  a  s p e c i f i c
o p t i o n  t o  c l a i m  t h a t  i d e n t i t y  w h e n  a s k i n g  a b o u t  e t h n i c i t y ,  e t c .  
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E D U C A T I O N

H O U S E H O L D
I N C O M E

O C C U P A T I O N

F A M I L Y  S I Z E /
R E L A T I O N S H I P S

Household  income  i s  a  s ign i f icant  ind icator  of

soc ioeconomic  s tatus  and  when  eva luat ing  economic

pressure .  Income  should  be  assessed  at  the  ind iv idua l

leve l ,  as  wel l  as  the  household  as  a  whole .  Measurements

of  income  can  inc lude  wages  and  sa la r ies ,  soc ia l

secur i ty ,  unemployment  insurance ,  div idends  and

interest ,  etc .  

Understanding  the  nature  of  an  ind iv idua l 's  job  or

occupat ion  i s  important  when  measur ing  soc ioeconomic

status  and  should  be  asked  about  to  unders tand  the

di f fe rent  ways  an  occupat ion  can  af fect  an  ind iv idua l .

This  can  be  asked  with  a  s imple  f i l l - in - the -blank  and /or

a  quest ion  that  a l lows  the  part ic ipant  to  se lect  the

indust ry  they  work  in .  Addit iona l  in format ion  may  be

obta ined  l i ke  how  many  hours  they  work  and  what

benef i t s  are  rece ived  i f  re levant  to  the  s tudy .  

When  spec i f ica l l y  ca lcu lat ing  whether  an  ind iv idua l  or

fami ly  fa l l  below  the  pover ty  l ine ,  you  must  inc lude

fami ly  s ize  and  compos i t ion  in  order  to  unders tand  how

many  people  th i s  household   supports .  These  quest ions

can  ask  who  l i ves  in  the  home ,  and  how  many  people  l i ve

in  the  home  annual l y .  

Educat ion  i s  inc luded  in  measures  of  soc ioeconomic

status  because  higher  l eve l s  of  educat ion  are  f requent ly

assoc iated  with  greater  access  to  soc ia l  resources  and

economic  outcomes .  Recommended  techniques  of

ask ing  about  educat ion  inc lude  ask ing  about  complet ion

of  high  school ,  then  ident i f y ing  how  many  years  of

co l lege  have  been  completed ,  and  i f  there  was  any

degree  atta inment  

S O U R C E D  F R O M :  A P A  ;  M E A S U R I N G  S O C I O E C O N O M I C  S T A T U S  A N D
S U B J E C T I V E  S O C I A L  S T A T U S
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E x a m p l e s   o f  s o c i o e c o n o m i c
s t a t u s  q u e s t i o n s
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H i g h e s t  e d u c a t i o n  l e v e l  c o m p l e t e d ?

ho
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W h a t  w a s  y o u r  g r o s s  a n n u a l  h o u s e h o l d
i n c o m e ?  I n c l u d e  a l l  s o u r c e s  o f  i n c o m e  ( w a g e s
a n d  s a l a r i e s ,  s o c i a l  s e c u r i t y ,  u n e m p l o y m e n t ,
e t c . )

1 - B e l o w  6 t h  g r a d e
2 - P a r t i a l  j u n i o r  h i g h  ( 6 t h  o r
7 t h )
3 - J u n i o r  h i g h  s c h o o l  ( 8 t h )
4 - P a r t i a l  h i g h  s c h o o l  ( 9 t h - 1 1 t h )
5 - G . E . D
6 - H i g h  s c h o o l  ( p r i v a t e ,
p a r o c h i a l ,  p r e p ,  t r a d e  o r
p u b l i c )
7 - S o m e  c o m m u n i t y  c o l l e g e  o r
v o c a t i o n a l / s p e c i a l i z e d  t r a i n i n g
c o u r s e s

8  - P a r t i a l  4 - y e a r  c o l l e g e  ( l e s s
t h a n  o n e  y e a r )
9 - P a r t i a l  4 - y e a r  c o l l e g e  ( a t
l e a s t  1  y e a r )
1 0  -  S p e c i a l i z e d / v o c a t i o n a l
t r a i n i n g  c o m p l e t e d
1 1  -  C o m m u n i t y  c o l l e g e
d e g r e e  o r  c e r t i f i c a t i o n
1 2 - S t a n d a r d  4 - y e a r  c o l l e g e  o r
u n i v e r s i t y  g r a d u a t i o n
1 3 - S o m e  g r a d u a t e  c o u r s e s
1 4  -  G r a d u a t e  d e g r e e

1 -  L e s s  t h a n  $ 4 , 9 9 9
2 -  $ 5 - 9 , 9 9 9
3 -  $ 1 0 - 1 4 , 9 9 9
4 -  $ 1 5 - 1 9 , 9 9 9
5 -  $ 2 0 - 2 4 , 9 9 9
6 -  $ 2 5 - 2 9 , 9 9 9

7 -  $ 3 0 - 3 9 , 9 9 9
8 -  $ 4 0 - 4 9 , 9 9 9
9 -  $ 5 0 - 5 9 , 9 9 9
1 0 - $ 6 0 - 7 9 , 9 9 9
1 1 -  $ 8 0 - 9 9 , 9 9 9
1 2 -  $ 1 0 0 , 0 0 0  +

S O U R C E D  F R O M :  A P A  B I A S - F R E E  L A N G U A G E  G U I D E
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E x a m p l e s   o f  s o c i o e c o n o m i c
s t a t u s  q u e s t i o n s
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W h a t  i s  y o u r
c u r r e n t
o c c u p a t i o n ?

I f  “ r e t i r e d ”  “ d i s a b l e d ”  o r
“ u n e m p l o y e d ,  w r i t e  d o w n
p r e v i o u s  o c c u p a t i o n  a s
w e l l .  I f  “ o w n s  b u s i n e s s , ”
n o t e  w h a t  k i n d  o f
b u s i n e s s  a n d  e s t i m a t e d
v a l u e .

H o w  m a n y  c h i l d r e n  a n d  a d o l e s c e n t s
( u n d e r  a g e  1 8 )  l i v i n g  i n  y o u r  h o u s e h o l d ?

H o w  m a n y  a d u l t s  ( 1 8  a n d  o v e r )  l i v i n g  i n
y o u r  h o u s e h o l d ?

D o  a n y  o f  t h e s e  o t h e r  a d u l t s  a c t  a s  a
p a r e n t  o r  c a r e g i v e r  t o  y o u r  s t u d e n t ?  Y e s
o r  N o .

W h a t  w a s  y o u r  w o r k
s t a t u s  i n  t h e  l a s t
m o n t h ?

a . W o r k i n g  f u l l - t i m e
b . W o r k i n g  p a r t - t i m e
c . S t u d e n t
d . H o m e m a k e r
e . U n e m p l o y e d  ( l o o k i n g  f o r
w o r k )
f . U n e m p l o y e d  ( n o t  l o o k i n g  f o r
w o r k )
g . U n e m p l o y e d  d u e  t o  C O V I D - 1 9
h . R e t i r e d
i . O t h e r  n o t  l i s t e d  h e r e

W r i t e  i n  a n s w e r  h e r e

S O U R C E D  F R O M :  A P A  B I A S - F R E E  L A N G U A G E  G U I D E
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R A C E  A N D  E T H N I C I T Y
S E L F - R E P O R T  T W O  Q U E S T I O N  F O R M A T

    Ask ing  quest ions  about  race  and  ethnic i ty  can  be  t r icky  due  to  the

evo lut ion  of  def in i t ions  regard ing  di f fe rent  race  and  ethnic  ident i t ies .

Researchers  typ ica l l y  have  to  report  race  and  ethnic i ty  in  a  spec i f ic

way  in  order  to  be  compl iant  with  report ing  s tandards  ident i f ied  by

the  NIH ,  FDA ,  or  other  organizat ions .  

    Many  s tudies  opt  fo r  a  two -quest ion  fo rmat ,  however  th i s  i s  not

necessar i l y  requi red .  Other  researchers  may  opt  to  combine  the  two

quest ions  so  that  Hispanic  ethnic  ident i ty  i s  inc luded  in  the  l i s t  of

race  opt ions .  This  i s  f ine  a l though  i t  may  compl icate  the  report ing  of

demographics ,  so  researchers  should  cons ider  that  before  combin ing .

E X A M P L E  Q U E S T I O N  1  -  E T H N I C I T Y

Hispanic /Lat ino  re fers  to  a

person  of  Cuban ,  Mexican ,

Puerto  Rican ,  South  or

Centra l  Amer ican ,  or  other

Spanish  Cul ture  or  or ig in

Do you consider  yoursel f
Hispanic/Lat inx?

-No ,  not  of  Hispanic ,  Lat ino /a ,

or  Spanish  or ig in

-  Yes ,  Mexican ,  Mexican

Amer ican ,  Chicano

-  Yes ,  Puerto  Rican

-  Yes ,  Cuban

-  Yes ,  another  Hispanic ,

Lat ino /a ,  or  Spanish  or ig in

E X A M P L E  Q U E S T I O N  2  -  R A C E

What is  your  race?
Select  a l l  that  apply .

-  Amer ican  Ind ian  or  Alaska

Nat ive

-  As ian  or  As ian  Amer ican

-  Black  or  Afr ican  Amer ican  

-  Middle  Eastern  or

Northern  Afr ican

-  Nat ive  Hawai ian  or  other

Pac i f ic  I s lander

-  White

-  Another  ident i ty  not  l i s ted

here :  

*Make sure  to  appropr iate ly  capita l ize  rac ia l  and ethnic  ident i t ies
and consider  providing c lar i f icat ion on who is  considered

Hispanic/Lat inx*  

S O U R C E D  F R O M :  F D A ,  N I H
R E P O R T I N G  S T A N D A R D S ,  J A M A
N E T W O R K



    Another  opt ion  to  cons ider  when  ask ing  quest ions  about  race  and

ethnic i ty  i s  to  have  an  extended  l i s t  that  inc ludes  more  spec i f ic  rac ia l

ident i t ies ,  then  categor ize  them  In to  the  genera l  groups  fo r  report ing

standards .  This  i s  typ ica l l y  prefer red  among  part ic ipants  and  many

researchers  as  you  can  analyze  data  fo r  spec i f ic  sub -groups  to  better

unders tand  the  ef fects  fo r  a  cer ta in  populat ion .  The  FDA  prov ides  an

example  of  th i s  type  of  quest ion :  

2 0 2 1

A  R E F E R E N C E  G U I D E

R A C E  A N D  E T H N I C I T Y
S E L F - R E P O R T  T W O  Q U E S T I O N  F O R M A T

Note: In this example from

the FDA, the list is not

alphabetized, and racial

identities from North Africa

and the Middle East are not

included



Pronouns (Select all that
apply):
- she/her

- he/him

- they/them

- other pronouns not

listed here: 

    Gender  ident i ty  i s  someone 's  personal

sense  of  hav ing  a  part icu lar  gender .

There  are  many  di f fe rent  gender

ident i t ies ,  but  idea l l y  a  survey  would  be

ta i lo red  to  inc lude  the  most  re levant

gender  ident i t ies  to  the  community

be ing  surveyed .  This  i s  helpfu l  because

di f fe rent  communit ies  use  di f fe rent

terms  or  ident i t ies  f rom  other  groups ,  so

unders tanding  what  te rms  would  be  most

fami l ia r  to  your  featured  subject  pool  wi l l

min imize  any  confus ion  regard ing  the

terms .  

    Sex  and  gender  re fer  to  di f fe rent

const ructs ,  and  unders tanding  these

nuances  i s  cruc ia l  in  demographic  data .

Sex  re fers  to  the  ass igned  sex  at  bi r th ,  as

reported  on  one 's  bi r th  cer t i f i cate .

Inc luding  th i s  def in i t ion  may  help  those

less  fami l ia r  with  the  di f fe rent

terminology .  Poss ib le  responses  fo r  sex

inc lude  in tersex ,  female ,  and  male .  

2 0 2 1

A  R E F E R E N C E  G U I D E

E X A M P L E S :  

G E N D E R  I D E N T I T Y
H O W  S E X  A N D  G E N D E R  D I F F E R

S O U R C E D  F R O M :  W I L L I A M S  I N S T I T U T E ,  A P A  B I A S - F R E E  L A N G U A G E  G U I D E ,
V A N D E R B I L T  U N I V E R S I T Y

    Although  most  report ing  s tandards

don ' t  requi re  i t ,  researchers  may  f ind  i t

use fu l  to  a lso  ask  what  pronouns  are  used

by  the  subject  to  ensure  they  are  being

proper ly  re fer red  to  throughout  the

study .  

Sex assigned at birth (sex
reported on birth
certificate): 
- Intersex

- Female

- Male

Gender Identity (Select all
that apply):
- Agender

- Genderqueer or Genderfluid

- Man

- Non-binary

- Questioning or Unsure

- Transgender male/man

- Transgender female/woman

- Woman 

- Gender identity not listed

here: 
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A  R E F E R E N C E  G U I D E

S E X U A L  O R I E N T A T I O N
B E I N G  I N C L U S I V E  O F  D I V E R S E  S E X U A L  I D E N T I T I E S  

    Sexual  or ientat ion  re fers  to  the  ind iv idua l 's  preferences  regard ing

sexua l  att ract ion  to  di f fe rent  gender (s ) .  Di f fe rent  te rms  have  di f fe rent

def in i t ions  expla in ing  who  an  ind iv idua l  may  be  sexua l l y  att racted  to

based  on  the i r  gender  ident i ty .  As  with  gender  ident i ty ,  researchers

should  ta i lo r  the i r  opt ions  to  match  the  community ,  and  should  a lso

be  sure  to  update  te rminology  as  i t  cont inues  to  evo lve .  I t  i s  a lso

important  fo r  researchers  to  emphas ize  the  use  of  th i s  demographic

data ,  as  revea l ing  some  of  these  personal  deta i l s  may  fee l  vu lnerable

to  cer ta in  ind iv idua ls .

E
X

A
M

P
L

E
: 

- Aromantic

- Asexual

- Bisexual 

- Fluid

- Gay 

- Lesbian 

S O U R C E D  F R O M :  W I L L I A M S  I N S T I T U T E ,  A P A  B I A S - F R E E  L A N G U A G E
G U I D E ,  V A N D E R B I L T  U N I V E R S I T Y

- Pansexual

- Queer

- Questioning or unsure

- Same-gender-loving

- Straight (heterosexual)

- Another identity not listed

here: 

Please identify your sexual identity
/sexual orientation (select all that apply):
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A  R E F E R E N C E  G U I D E

Person-First  v .  Ident i ty-F i rst  Language

D I F F E R E N T  C O M M U N I T I E S  P R E F E R
D I F F E R E N T  L A N G U A G E

    Di f fe rent  communit ies  with  disab i l i t ies  may  prefer  di f fe rent

terminology  when  being  addressed  because  of  the  connotat ions

assoc iated  with  the  l anguage .  When  in  doubt ,  you  should

a lways  re fer  to  what  the  spec i f ic  community  has  ident i f ied  as

the i r  preference ,  however  i f  th i s  i s  not  readi l y  ava i lab le  t ry  to

be  as  object i ve  as  poss ib le .  Two  di f fe rent  approaches  most

f requent ly  used  are  person - f i r s t  l anguage  and  ident i ty - f i r s t

language .  

Person-f i rst  language -
re fer r ing  to  an  ind iv idua l  with

a  disab i l i t y  by  focus ing  on  the

person  f i r s t ,  then  the

disab i l i t y .

Ident i ty- f i rst  language -
re fer r ing  to  an  ind iv idua l  with

a  disab i l i t y  by  s tat ing  the

disab i l i t y  f i r s t .  This  i s  usua l l y

pre fer red  by  groups  who  have

rec la imed  the i r  disab i l i t y  as  a

part  of  the i r  cul ture  and

ident i ty .

Person  with  substance -

use  disorder  

Aut i s t ic  person

E X A M P L E S :  

Person  with  a  disab i l i t y

Deaf  person

E X A M P L E S :  

S O U R C E D  F R O M :  A P A  B I A S - F R E E  L A N G U A G E  G U I D E



D I S A B I L I T Y  C A T E G O R I E S

Disabi l i ty  Categor ies  Ident i f ied by  the
U.S .  Census
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A  R E F E R E N C E  G U I D E

The  United  States  Census  Ident i f ies  6  di f fe rent  categor ies

of  disab i l i t y  that  they  report  under .  These  inc lude :  

D I F F E R E N T  C O M M U N I T I E S  P R E F E R
D I F F E R E N T  L A N G U A G E

Sel f -care  d i f f iculty ,  Hav ing

di f f icu l ty  bath ing  or  dress ing

(DDRS ) .

Hear ing di f f iculty ,  deaf  or

hav ing  ser ious  di f f icu l ty

hear ing  (DEAR ) .

Vis ion di f f iculty ,  bl ind

or  hav ing  ser ious

d i f f icu l ty  see ing ,  even

when  wear ing  glasses

(DEYE ) .

Cognit ive  d i f f iculty ,

Because  of  a  phys ica l ,

menta l ,  or  emot iona l

problem ,  hav ing  di f f icu l ty

remember ing ,  concentrat ing ,

or  making  dec is ions  (DREM ) .

Ambulatory  d i f f iculty ,

Hav ing  ser ious  di f f icu l ty

walk ing  or  c l imbing

sta i r s  (DPHY ) .

Independent  l iv ing
di f f iculty ,  Because  of  a

phys ica l ,  menta l ,  or  emot iona l

problem ,  hav ing  di f f icu l ty

do ing  er rands  a lone  such  as

v i s i t ing  a  doctor 's  of f ice  or

shopping  (DOUT ) .



R E F E R E N C E S / U S E F U L
R E S O U R C E S

APA Bias-Free Language Guide:
https : / /apasty le .apa.org/sty le-grammar-
guidel ines/bias- f ree- language

APA Measur ing Socioeconomic Status  and
Subject ive  Socia l  Status :
https : / /www.apa.org/pi /ses/resources/c lass/
measur ing-status

FDA:
https : / /www.fda .gov/media/75453/download

ITHAKA S+R:  https : / /sr . i thaka.org/blog/four-
strategies- for-craft ing- inclus ive-and-
effect ive-demographic-quest ions/

JAMA Network:
https : / / jamanetwork.com/journals/ jama/ful l
art ic le/2783090

NIH Race and Ethnic i ty  Categor ies :
https : / /grants .n ih .gov/grants/guide/not ice-
f i les/not-od-15-089.html

UC Davis :
https : / /health .ucdavis .edu/medresearch/gra
nts- fac i l i tat ion/nih-updates .html

United States  Census Bureau:
https : / /www.census .gov/topics/health/disab
i l i ty/guidance/data-col lect ion-acs .html

Vanderbi l t  Univers i ty :
https : / /www.vanderbi l t .edu/ lgbtqi / resource
s/how-to-ask-about-sexual i ty-gender

Wil l iams Inst i tute ,  UCLA:
https : / /wi l l iamsinst i tute . law.ucla .edu/publ ic
at ions/geniuss-trans-pop-based-survey/

https://sr.ithaka.org/blog/four-strategies-for-crafting-inclusive-and-effective-demographic-questions/
https://williamsinstitute.law.ucla.edu/publications/geniuss-trans-pop-based-survey/

