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he categories offered on surveys and official documents to capture
key individual characteristics are often taken for granted and seen as
natural distinctions, despite the fact that they, like all classification
schemes, are socially constructed (Berger and Luckmann 1967; Zerubavel
1996). The question “Are you male or female?” is a case in point (Spade
2011). Most Americans are so used to seeing some version of this question
on forms that we rarely stop to think about what purpose it serves, how
we know which box to check, and why there are only two answer options.
Recently, in response to calls for recognition of sex and gender diversity and for more research on its correlates and consequences (e.g.,
Balarajan, Gray, and Mitchell 2011; Human Rights Watch 2011; Institute
of Medicine 2011), specialty surveys have begun to test alternative measures of sex and gender. Such studies find that transgender and gendervariant Americans face considerable discrimination and material hardship,
demonstrating that standard measures fail to capture important aspects of
inequality (GenIUSS Group 2014).
This new body of work has focused on how best to ask survey respondents about their sex and gender—and what answer options to provide—
but has not yet considered that assumptions about these concepts could
affect other aspects of survey design. Sex and gender are primary, almost
automatic, categorical distinctions through which we make sense of the
world and evaluate others, with important consequences for the maintenance of social inequality (Ridgeway 2011). Thus, we might expect surveys to not only prioritize recording such information for research
purposes, but also be unaware of how traditional understandings of sex
and gender have seeped into measurement practices. We cast a wider net
than previous research and scrutinize surveys in their entirety through a
systematic analysis of questionnaires, manuals, and other technical materials from four of the longest-running surveys in the United States. Our
examination of how sex and gender have been conceptualized and measured spans the six decades that large-scale social surveys have chronicled
American life (Igo 2007) and evaluates survey practices against both
contemporary gender theory and lived experience.
The results reveal potential problems in the survey measurement of
sex and gender beyond an unnecessarily limited set of answer options.
We find that large social surveys generally conflate sex and gender and
treat the resulting conceptual muddle as a starkly dichotomous, biologically fixed, and empirically obvious characteristic. This treatment
is not restricted to questions recording the respondent’s sex or gender;
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instead, it permeates the survey documents. These practices have
changed little over time and have important consequences for sociological knowledge about sex and gender disparities. Knowledge construction is a cyclical process: Beliefs about the world shape how
surveys are designed and data are collected; survey research findings,
in turn, shape beliefs about the world, and the cycle repeats (Bowker
and Star 2000). If major U.S. surveys continue to both essentialize and
dichotomize sex and gender, survey research will continue to produce
findings and reproduce beliefs that are disconnected not only from current social science theory but also from the diversity of gendered experiences in American society.
Aligning Theory and Method
Creating a survey questionnaire is both science and art (Schaeffer and
Presser 2003). Writing a single question requires as many as a dozen
separate decisions, from whether it should be closed- or open-ended to the
number of response categories and what they should be called (Schaeffer
and Dykema 2011). Some guidelines are commonly accepted, such as that
response options should be both exhaustive and mutually exclusive, while
others, such as the optimum length of a rating scale or whether to offer a
“don’t know” option, are still in dispute or vary depending on the question
being asked (Krosnick and Presser 2010).
Methodologists also differ in the extent to which they advocate keeping
the same questions, even if they are known to be suboptimal, in order to
maintain a continuous time series on a particular issue (Krosnick and
Presser 2010). Some argue survey measures should constantly be refined
and evaluated for their fit to both theoretical concepts and empirical
observation (Hox 1997). In line with Hox, we aim to consider not only
how major U.S. social surveys have measured sex and gender over the
past six decades, but also the extent to which their operationalization of
the concepts aligns with contemporary social science theory.
In doing so, we do not mean to imply that there is unanimity in how to
conceptualize sex and gender; theories of the “sex/gender system” (Rubin
1975) continue to evolve across the scholarly community. However, a
broad consensus currently exists, at least among sociologists, on several
key dimensions: (1) Although related, “sex” and “gender” are best understood as distinct concepts; (2) there are more than two sexes and more
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than two genders; (3) how people identify in terms of sex or gender may
not “match” how other people perceive and classify them; and (4) both
identities and classifications can change over a person’s life course.
Many contemporary gender scholars see sex and gender as distinct,
though the concepts are often conflated in both academic and nonacademic
contexts (Cowan 2005; Hammarstrom and Annandale 2012; Pryzgoda and
Chrisler 2000; Wickes and Emmison 2007). “Sex” refers to the division of
bodies into categories based on genitals, chromosomes, and/or hormone
levels (West and Zimmerman 1987). Although this schema draws on biological criteria, research demonstrates that the specific distinctions are
neither natural nor stable; our beliefs about sex have varied widely over
time, differ between cultures, and tend to erase naturally occurring differences in physical development such as “intersex” people (Fausto-Sterling
2000; Lorber 1993; Nicholson 1994). “Gender” typically refers to behaviors associated with membership in a sex category (West and Zimmerman
1987). However, gender is not determined by sex, and people can “do
gender” in a range of ways and/or identify with gender categories other
than the one associated with the sex they were labeled at birth. Thus, there
is significant gender diversity within both cisgender and transgender categories (Connell 1995; Halberstam 1998; Lucal 1999; Valentine 2007),1
gender determinations made by others may not align with how people see
themselves (Westbrook and Schilt 2014), and a person’s sex category and/
or gender identity can change over time (Meyerowitz 2002).
The ability of survey research to capture this complexity has long been
questioned as part of a larger feminist critique of quantitative methods
(e.g., Stacey and Thorne 1985). Consequently, as Sprague (2005) and others have noted, many gender scholars dismiss statistical representations
out of hand, and work detailing feminist methodology often does not
describe quantitative research at all (Undurraga 2010). This has left the
measurement of sex and gender in surveys largely unexamined, despite
critical attention to the conceptualization of many other categories of difference in survey research, such as race, ethnicity, and sexuality (e.g.,
Powell and Bolzendahl 2010; Snipp 2003), and numerous articles that
offer new measures on other key population distinctions, from age structure (Settersten and Mayer 1997) to families and households (Randall,
Coast, and Leone 2011).
Some scholars maintain that survey research can be “rehabilitated”
because it is not inherently antithetical to feminist goals (e.g., Oakley
1998). From this perspective, careful attention to survey methods is necessary because the resulting research is vital for expanding our understanding
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of the gender system, working to reduce gender inequalities, and providing
entry into policy debates (e.g., Williams 2006). However, feminists working to improve surveys have thus far focused on issues such as the patriarchal definition of household “heads” (Oakley and Oakley 1979) or how to
incorporate intersectional perspectives in survey research (Harnois 2013)
rather than on the measurement of sex and gender itself.2
The recent push for new sex and gender measures has come largely
from activists and academics outside the social sciences, including legal
scholars and those in public health fields. A clear sense of best practices
for data collection has yet to coalesce (but see GenIUSS Group 2014),
with recommendations ranging from adding intersex, transgender, genderqueer, or open-ended response options to asking separate questions for sex
assigned at birth, current gender identity, and/or gender expression (Cruz
2014; Harrison, Grant, and Herman 2011; Schilt and Bratter 2015). Most
of this work takes issue with the fact that people outside current sex and/
or gender norms cannot select a response that reflects their identities and
lived experiences but stops short of presenting a broader critique of the
conceptualization of sex and gender in surveys. This research also tends
to focus on capturing diversity within the category of “transgender,” but
leaves the traditional categories of “male” and “female” unquestioned.
We agree that asking separate questions about sex and gender and
offering more than two answer options are important steps toward better
aligning survey research practice with gender theory and lived experience
(see Saperstein, Westbrook, and Magliozzi 2015). However, a systematic
investigation of how major social surveys conceptualize sex and gender is
also necessary to determine if survey research methods are simply in need
of a little renovation, or whether a more thorough rethinking of measurement practices is in order.
Methods
Our data come from a larger study of the materials pertaining to the
measurement of sex, gender, race, ethnicity, and sexuality from four of the
largest, longest-running, and most influential social surveys with national
sampling frames in the United States: the American National Election
Study (ANES), Panel Study of Income Dynamics (PSID), General Social
Survey (GSS), and 1979 National Longitudinal Survey of Youth (NLSY).
Long-running and well-regarded surveys are important to analyze because,
in addition to the wide dissemination of their findings, they serve as
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models for newer surveys and are often used to train students in statistical
methods. As the National Opinion Research Center advertises on its website, “more than 22,000 journal articles, books, and PhD dissertations are
based on the GSS; and about 400,000 students use the GSS in their classes
each year.”3
We collected all of the questionnaires, codebooks, interviewer instructions, and user’s guides produced by each survey and made available
online for every round of interviews from their inception to 2011, representing a total of 132 survey-years. The documents for each survey-year
ranged from 37 to more than 3,000 pages, with most being more than 200
pages. They capture all of the information the typical researcher would
have access to when using these surveys for secondary data analysis.
Thus, our investigation considers both what researchers can know about
how the major U.S. social surveys conceptualize and measure categories
of difference and what they cannot know because the information was
either not written down or not made publicly available. See Table 1 for
more details on each survey.
This study combines techniques from textual and discourse analysis
with those from traditional content analysis (Mills 1997; Neuendorf 2002;
Titscher et al. 2000). To explore the operationalization of sex and gender,
each document was examined in its entirety for passages and questions of
interest. We also searched each document for 30 keywords, including: sex,
gender, fe/male, wo/man, wo/men, masculine, feminine, boy, girl, son,
daughter, intersex, transgender, transsexual, and gendered pronouns (s/he,
him, her, etc.). To provide a sense of how common these terms were in
each survey-year, we kept counts for each of our gendered search terms
and 16 additional gender-neutral terms (including spouse, partner, parent,
and child). Table 1 provides the average number of each type of term per
page. Our counts demonstrate that all four surveys are packed with gendered language, with some (PSID) more strongly gendered than others
(GSS). This quantitative variation might suggest the four surveys differ in
their conception of sex and gender, but our qualitative analysis finds little
difference in measurement practices over time and across surveys.
Although the frequency of gendered terminology varies by survey, how it
is deployed does not.
Text was extracted for qualitative coding (in one or more pages) when
it related to the measurement of sex and/or gender. For the purposes of
this analysis, “measurement” includes any moment where respondents or others were put in a sex or gender category and counted. We also
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Table 1:

Characteristics of Studied Surveys
American
National
Election Study
(ANES)

National
Panel Study
Longitudinal
of Income
Survey of
Dynamics General Social
(PSID)
Survey (GSS) Youth (NLSY)

Years active
Survey design

1948–present 1968–present 1972–present 1979–present
Cross-sectional, Longitudinal Cross-sectional; Longitudinal
three-wave
pre- and
panel studies
post-election
post-2006
interviews;
occasional
multiyear
panel studies
Sample size
About 1,500
Began with
About 1,500 Began with
12,686
U.S. eligible
4,800
U.S. adults
14-to-22
voters
households
living in
year olds
households
Research impact*
>6,300
3,760
>22,000
>6,000
Survey-years
39
39
30
24
Pages of
35,470
17,539
8,689
8,462
documentation
Sex/gender
454
436
326
145
excerpts
Gendered terms
0.93
4.2
0.85
1.26
per page
(average)
Gender-neutral
0.90
1.41
0.60
2.81
terms per page
(average)

*Research impact is defined as the number of books, journal articles, book chapters, dissertations, and reports listed on each survey’s website.

collected content that indicated the range of sex and gender categories in
each survey-year, such as when the questionnaire provided examples of
possible pronouns or included terms such as “husband/wife” and “brother/
sister.” Beliefs about gendered behavior are also evident in the survey materials (such as what jobs men or women should have, who should do housework, etc.), but we did not analyze aspects of the surveys that reflected
gendered beliefs without directly affecting the measurement of sex or gender because they have been documented elsewhere (e.g., Brewster and
Padavic 2000). We instead focus on what often gets taken for granted even
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in such studies—the implicit first step in any gendered analysis: What are
the available categories and how do surveys decide who belongs in them?
To capture trends in how each survey conceptualized sex and gender,
we extracted one example of each type of gendering present in a given
survey-year.4 For example, in 1993, the NLSY included more than 300
questions about the respondent’s “husband/wife,” but we extracted only
the first example for coding because the number of categories and the
criteria for membership in those categories were the same for each question. If, in the same year, the same survey also used a different conceptualization, such as referencing the respondent’s “husband/wife/partner,” we
collected that example as well to capture the range of conceptualizations
that existed in the same survey-year. Following the parameters described
above, we collected and analyzed 1,361 extracts—an average of about 10
distinct types of gendering per survey-year.
Gendering takes diverse forms in these surveys. About one-fifth of the
excerpts relate to the direct determination of the respondent’s sex or gender.
The remaining four-fifths consist of more hidden gender categorizations.5
These include the use of gendered pronouns and gendered answers to questions about with whom the respondent lived as a child (e.g., aunt or uncle).
Each question, variable description, or text excerpt (all of which will
be referred to as “excerpts” in this article) was coded using Atlas.ti, a
qualitative data analysis software program ideal for handling projects
with a large number of primary documents. Codes were developed inductively to respond to patterns that emerged from the data. We generated a
total of 217 codes, clustered into 25 questions, including whether the
terms “sex” or “gender” were used explicitly, who determined the sex or
gender of the person in question (i.e., respondent, interviewer, etc.), how
many categories were given (i.e., male and female only, or were there
other options), and how much (if any) instruction was provided for how
to make the categorization.
Our data are limited in the sense that we cannot speak directly to the
motivations of the survey designers unless explanations were provided in
the available materials. Nevertheless, it is equally if not more important to
consider the consequences of such design decisions in terms of the surveys’ abilities to reflect current gendered experiences and gender theories.
Our analysis of the methodological decisions made by four major U.S.
social surveys as to which aspects of sex and gender to measure, how to
measure them, and which gendered ways of being to acknowledge illuminates a broader set of issues that should be taken into account by those
seeking to improve social surveys.
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MEASURING Sex and Gender
in Social Surveys
The surveys we examined all operationalize sex and gender as binary,
composed of males and females only, and as givens rather than socially
constructed systems of classification. The answer options for direct determination of the respondent’s sex or gender are always “male” and
“female.” There are never additional sex options (such as “intersex”) or
additional gender options (such as “transgender”). Although such findings
are not particularly surprising, they stand in contrast to other commonly
asked demographic questions. Characteristics from race to political affiliation are no longer counted as binary distinctions, and possible responses
often include the category “other” to acknowledge the difficulty of creating
an exhaustive preset list of survey responses (Krosnick and Presser 2010).
By always providing the same two-answer options, surveys imply that the
categories “male” and “female” cover all possible ways of being.
The limited answer options should be a concern for those seeking to
improve surveys, but we find additional ways in which these surveys
reflect understandings that are not in line with contemporary gender theory or lived experiences. All four surveys conflate sex and gender, do not
distinguish between self-identified and other-determined gender, treat sex
and gender as obvious, and do not allow a person’s gender to change over
time. These essentialist conceptions are not limited to direct questions
about the respondent, but instead are found throughout the documentation. Binary categorization is both ubiquitous and hidden, emphasizing
the need for a careful examination of entire surveys as an important step
on the path to rehabilitation.
Conflating Sex and Gender
Unlike gender theories that treat sex and gender as analytically distinct,
the surveys we examined tend to treat sex and gender as synonymous.
Even when surveys say they are measuring gender, they are actually
measuring sex or some unstated combination of the two. Questions that
reference the respondent’s gender always use the sex terms “male” and
“female” as response categories (see Figure 1), rather than gender terms
such as “man,” “woman,” “masculine,” “feminine,” “cisgender,” and
“transgender.” Surveys also conflate the two concepts by using the word
“sex” in the question wording but “gender” in the variable name and vice
versa, or using the terms interchangeably in the same paragraph. The
excerpt in Figure 1 is typical, where the variable is called “SEX,” but the
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Figure 1: Conflating Sex and Gender
Source: GSS, 2008, Ballot 1, p. 23.

interviewer is told to “SELECT GENDER OF CHOSEN RESPONDENT.”
We use the term “sex/gender” in the remainder of the article to refer to the
surveys’ fuzzy operationalization of these concepts.
Further evidence of conceptual conflation is the absence of questions
that capture the separate concepts of sex and gender; the surveys we
examined only ever ask about a person’s sex or their gender without
acknowledging the potential difference between the two. This is a problem because it means researchers cannot disentangle which concept is
actually being captured by the variable. For example, although most
health research has focused on biological difference (sex), social expectations for behavior (gender) also shape health outcomes, and failing to
distinguish between the two results in missed opportunities for understanding health disparities (Bird and Rieker 2008). Whether sex and gender have similar or different effects on a particular outcome is an important
empirical question, but that question cannot be answered with a single
measure of sex/gender.
Encouraging the practice of distinguishing between sex and gender
(while recognizing both as socially constructed) is an important step
toward capturing population diversity and facilitating the use of survey
data to study sex and gender as social systems. One such method is to ask
separate questions about a respondent’s sex and gender, a practice that has
become common among surveys seeking to identify transgender respondents (GenIUSS Group 2014).6 Depending on the purpose of the survey,
this could include questions about sex at birth, current gender identity,
and/or assessments of how respondents rate themselves on scales of masculinity and femininity.
Essentializing the Respondent’s Sex/Gender
In addition to conflating sex and gender, these surveys treat the
resulting mash-up of sex/gender as a natural or essential characteristic
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INTERVIEWER’S SUPPLEMENT
D25. Respondent’s sex is:

1. Male

2. Female

D26. Respondent’s race is:

1. White

2. Negro

Other:__________________

D27. Relationship of R to head:

1. Is head

2. Is wife

Other:__________________

Figure 2: Interviewer Determination of Respondent Characteristics
Source: ANES, 1966, Post-election Questionnaire, p. 42.

of all people. We highlight three essentialist practices that are typically
overlooked in previous research: Respondents are rarely allowed to
self-identify, sex/gender is assumed to be “obvious,” and there is little
to no acknowledgement that an individual’s sex/gender can change
over time.
Who Determines Gender? Gender scholars highlight distinctions between
self-identification of gender and other people’s determinations of a person’s gender. “Determining gender” is the corollary to “doing gender.” We
all “do gender” so as to be read as members of a gender category and
others “determine” our gender, placing us into the category they perceive
to be most appropriate (Westbrook and Schilt 2014). However, self-identified gender and other-determined gender do not always “match.” For
example, transgender women and masculine cisgender women both identify as women but might be seen as men by others in public restrooms
(Cavanagh 2010). Ideally, to align with contemporary gender theory,
research should distinguish between these two methods of categorization
by measuring both self-identified gender and how others perceive the
respondent. The surveys we examined do not do so.
The interviewer determines the sex/gender of the respondent without
asking in nearly every survey-year we examined. This count includes
instances when it is explicitly stated that the interviewer should code the
respondent’s sex/gender “by observation,” when the interviewer classifies
the respondent after completing the interview in a special section titled
“interviewer remarks” or “interviewer’s supplement” (Figure 2), and
survey-years where the respondent’s sex/gender was carried forward from
a previous year when the past classification was done by observation.
Only the 2008–2009 ANES allowed all respondents to self-identify in
response to a direct sex/gender categorization question (Figure 3).
However, this does not appear to represent a long-term change in practice.7 If anything, the measurement modification was prompted by a
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Figure 3: Self-Identified Sex/Gender on an Internet Survey
Source: ANES, 2008–2009, Questionnaire (Wave 1), p. 53.

change in interview mode. The ANES typically employs in-person and
some telephone interviews, but respondents completed the portion of the
2008–2009 survey that included their sex/gender categorization online.
Interviewer classifications cannot be collected in a self-administered
Internet survey—a point that has important implications for research on
sex and gender as other surveys make the switch to online modes over
traditional telephone and face-to-face interviews.
The current reliance on interviewer-determined sex/gender raises several other issues for those seeking to rehabilitate surveys and makes it
clear that adding answer options to sex/gender questions will not fully
address the limitations of current survey practices. When interviewers
record their perceptions without asking, respondents are unlikely to know
that they are being categorized and so cannot challenge the interviewer’s
determination or opt-out of the practice of sex/gender classification. Also,
if only new answer options are added, it is the interviewer’s perception of
the respondent’s intersex or transgender status would be recorded, rather
than the respondent’s self-identification.
Sex/Gender as Obvious. Recording respondents’ sex/gender based solely
on interviewer observation implies it is an obvious characteristic.
Interviewers are expected to be able to look at respondents, or listen to
their voices over the telephone, and easily categorize them as male or
female. Further evidence of this essentialist conception of sex/gender is
the general lack of instruction regarding how to decide whether a person
is male or female. Sex/gender is treated as obvious to everyone: to the
interviewer, who is rarely given criteria to use in labeling the respondent;
to the respondent, who is given no instructions for how to determine the
gender of others; and to the researcher, who is seldom told how sex/gender is operationalized under any circumstances. As a result of these omissions, researchers interested in studying the effects of sex or gender on
other processes have no way of knowing which criteria were used to make
the categorization (i.e., secondary sex characteristics, gendered behavior,
voice timbre, clothing, etc.).
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Figure 4: Instructions for Determining Sex
Source: NLSY, 1978, Interviewer Instructions, Household Screening, p. 93.

In most direct sex/gender questions, the interviewer is simply instructed
to record the respondent’s sex/gender “by observation.” In rare cases, this
is accompanied by the prompt to “ask if not obvious.” The most extensive
instructions appeared in the field manual for the NLSY79 screening interview (Figure 4). Yet even this relatively detailed passage tells us little
more than the criteria that should NOT be used (person’s name), giving no
indication of what factors the interviewers used to determine a person’s
sex/gender. The passage makes explicit the understanding of sex/gender
we found throughout these surveys—if a person is present, sex/gender
“should be obvious.” This treats sex/gender as visible and easily knowable, making sex/gender categorization seem straightforward, static, and
natural rather than complex, variable, and socially constructed.
Out of all the documents we examined, interviewers were instructed to
ask about an individual’s sex/gender if it was “not obvious” in just 14 of 132
survey-years. Most of these were related to determining the gender of someone who was not present for the interview. The implication that sex/gender
is not necessarily obvious first appears in the GSS (1975), followed by the
NLSY (1979), and the ANES (2000), but it does not appear regularly or
follow any apparent pattern. Although infrequent, the inclusion of the possibility that sex/gender categorization might not be obvious is notable
because it demonstrates some alignment with contemporary gender theory.
The ANES is the only survey to include an “ask if not obvious”–type
instruction for a direct question about the respondent’s sex/gender, and it
did so just twice (in 2002 and 2008). The 2008 version occurred in a
validation survey follow-up conducted by telephone, and is worth examining in detail (see Figure 5). In this excerpt, the ANES implies sex/gender
is usually obvious, even over the telephone. At the same time, interviewers were instructed to tell respondents they are “required to ask” for a sex
category response, despite the fact that they do so only if they were unsure
of the person’s sex/gender. We cannot speak to the specific motivations
for this choice of question wording, but it appears to result from thinking
that asking about sex/gender is “awkward” (e.g., ANES 2008–2009 user’s
guide, Appendix C, 239). The belief that asking about a person’s sex/
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Figure 5: Rare “Ask If Not Obvious”–Style Question
Source: ANES, 2008–2009, User’s Guide (Appendix E), p. 266.

gender is “awkward” likely stems from a conviction that everyone’s sex/
gender should be obvious, and the perceived implication that there might
be something wrong with a person if it is not.8
Notably, Figure 5 presents the only example in our data where survey
answer options explicitly indicate whether the sex/gender responses were
the result of interviewer determination or self-identification. By typically
not distinguishing between these two different measurements of gender,
surveys treat them as equivalent. In contrast, measuring them separately
allows researchers to explore the relationship between self-identified and
other-determined gender, an analytical strategy that has been fruitful in
studies of racial inequality (Saperstein 2012).
Sex/Gender as Static Across the Life Course. As Garfinkel (1967) noted,
before what were then called “sex-change operations” became available
in the 1950s, Americans conceived of the world as comprised solely of
people whose current sex category was the same as the sex they were
assigned at birth (see Figure 6). Since then, Americans have begun to
recognize the possibility, and the legitimacy, of changing sex and gender
(Meyerowitz 2002; Schilt and Westbrook 2009).
Despite this cultural shift, the surveys we examined continue to reproduce
the same two-by-two table understanding that Garfinkel debunked more than
half a century ago. Not only are transgender possibilities not provided in
moments of gender determination, the words “transgender” or “transsexual”
do not appear anywhere in their documentation. Moreover, three of the four
surveys explicitly state in their materials that any change in sex/gender categorization from one interview to the next is considered an error. The NLSY
user’s guide stated that sex/gender categorizations of respondents “are subject to a small degree of error from erroneous interviewer observation and/or
recoding and data entry error. Therefore, when using this series of variables,
a small number of respondents may appear to ‘change’ sex across surveys”
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Figure 6: A Static Understanding of Sex
Source: Garfinkel (1967), p. 117.

(NLSY 2000, 153). The user’s guide for ANES 2008–2009 similarly noted
that “data on the respondent’s sex, age, country of birth, and other ‘invariant’
characteristics have been found to be inconsistent after repeated measures”
(ANES 2010, 88). Thus, for the ANES, a person’s sex/gender should be as
fixed as one’s year or country of birth. To avoid these “errors,” panel surveys
often require interviewers to double-check that the sex/gender recorded for
each member of the respondent’s household is the same at time 2 as it was
at time 1. When a discrepancy is found, the old data appears to be treated as
erroneous while the new statement of sex/gender is treated as “true.” This
further demonstrates the treatment of sex/gender as obvious; rather than
recognize that different interviewers could categorize someone’s sex/gender
differently, or that changes can occur, the inconsistent codes are assumed to
result from an error at time 1.
Panel studies also treat sex/gender as static over the life course by simply carrying forward sex/gender categorizations from previous years, as
three of the four surveys do at various points in their history. The PSID
stopped recording the respondents’ sex/gender in 1989, the NLSY stopped
its annual categorizations in 1998, and the ANES sometimes carries forward the respondent’s sex/gender in its panel studies and sometimes does
not. To justify implementing a “summary” variable, the PSID said that it
had “encountered only one legitimate sex change case throughout the history of the study” (PSID 1992 manual, 419).
Thus, the world constructed by these surveys is cisnormative (Bauer
et al. 2009), meaning that it assumes that everyone is cisgender (e.g., that
people do not change sex/gender over time). This practice not only stands
in contrast to current theories of gender, it also does not reflect lived experiences. Transgender people of all sorts exist in the United States, but they do
not exist in the picture of society painted by the surveys we examined and
so cannot exist in analysis and published research that draws from these
data. When all changes over time are considered errors that must be “fixed,”
transgender experiences are literally erased from survey data collection.
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One explanation for why sex/gender changes are not explicitly recorded
in these surveys is that, if such changes are very rare, including that information could compromise the anonymity of the respondents. Of course,
treating all changes in categorization as coding mistakes that need to be
corrected and failing to recognize sex/gender diversity in the first place
(e.g., by offering intersex and transgender response options or asking
separate questions about sex at birth and current gender identity) also
guarantee that large social surveys will continue to find sex/gender diversity to be rare or nonexistent.
A related objection to including questions that would identify sex/gender variant respondents is that, given the sample size of most surveys, the
number of people identified would be too small for multivariate analysis
(GenIUSS Group 2014). However, without including such questions in
national surveys, it is difficult to estimate the size of a population in the
first place (Gates 2011). Moreover, with a national estimate, small populations can be intentionally oversampled in future studies and, in crosssectional surveys with repeated data collection (such as the ANES and
GSS), data can be pooled across years to facilitate analysis. Surveys also
regularly offer categories for which counts will be too small for most
research purposes, such as American Indians and Native Hawaiians, or
Buddhists and Muslims, when doing so is seen as important for representation. Given that statistical classification schemes often become takenfor-granted depictions of the social world (Urla 1993), excluding intersex
and transgender possibilities has consequences well beyond the practice
of a single survey.
The Hyper-Gendered World of Social Surveys
Gendering moments in surveys are not confined to direct categorizations of the respondent’s sex/gender. Direct categorization of the
respondent—when the respondent’s sex/gender is being determined
—accounts for just 22 percent of the 1,361 gendering moments we
examined.9 The remaining 78 percent represents a wide variety of other
forms of sex/gender categorization, including the gendering of household residents or family members, sexual partners, the interviewers
themselves, and hypothetical people in vignettes. Some of these are
phrased as direct questions about the other person’s sex/gender (i.e.,
“What sex is [hh member name]?”). However, most sex/gender determination is not done through direct categorizations, nor is it signaled by
the term “sex” or “gender.” Instead, gendering in these surveys generally occurs in more subtle ways.
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Figure 7: Gendered Relationship Terms
Source: PSID, 2011, Questionnaire, p. 182.

Figure 8: Mixed Gendered and Gender Neutral Terms
Source: PSID, 1970, Study Design, Procedures, Available Data, p. 245.

Gendering through Relationship Terms. Surveys often record information
about other people in the respondent’s life, and these people are typically
labeled using gendered terms. For example, rather than count how many
grandchildren a person has, surveys will ask about grandsons and granddaughters. This occurs for all relatives and other relationships for whom
there is a gendered term in English, as illustrated in painstaking detail by
the 2011 PSID (Figure 7). This use of gendered relationship terms is a tool
for recording a person’s sex/gender without having to ask (which, as noted
earlier, might be perceived as awkward or rude), but surveys often use
gendered relationship terms even when the data cannot be disaggregated
by sex/gender (Figure 8). Although the PSID codebook could have used
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“sibling” for category 4 and “parent” for category 5, it used instead a pair
of gendered terms for each. It is easy to miss the gendering happening
here compared to a more explicit sex/gender categorization question, and
these moments are rarely, if ever, critiqued by those seeking to improve
surveys. Yet, these hidden moments employ the same conception of sex/
gender as the more explicit survey items, including being binary, determined by someone other than the person being gendered, seen as obvious,
and not allowed to change over time.
This is not to say that there are never options included beyond binaries. Gender-neutral terms for some relatives or other relationships
occur frequently, but they are often included in a list of categories along
with pairs of gendered terms. For example, in Figure 8, siblings and
parents are referred to in gendered terms, while children are not (i.e., the
category for children is not called “son or daughter”). It is unclear why
the surveys include lists with mixtures of gendered and gender-neutral
terms, as they follow no perceptible pattern. Gendering of category
labels is unnecessary if the underlying data are undifferentiated, because
it cannot contribute to knowledge about any relationship between gender and other life outcomes. Moreover, with the exception of the term
“partner” (discussed below), gender-neutral terms are never added to
gendered pairs (i.e., there is never a “brother, sister, sibling” nor “son,
daughter, child” answer option). Instead, gender-neutral options stand
alone, presumably functioning as umbrella terms for pairs of gendered
relationship terms.
Gendering through Pronouns. The conception of gender as binary is
also scattered throughout these surveys in the form of gendered pronouns. Often, interviewers (and, increasingly, computers) are expected
to supply a pronoun based on what is known about a given individual.
For example, the 2008 computer-assisted GSS inserted either masculine or feminine pronouns depending on the category recorded for the
respondent in the variable “SEX” (Figure 9).10 Even when the surveys
ask about topics unrelated to gender or household composition,
respondents and other survey actors are constantly gendered through
these binary pronoun fills. Although the practice likely exists to help
interviewers and respondents follow the referents in the survey questions, it has the consequence of constraining responses and reinforcing
traditional categories. Gendering through pronouns reproduces an
understanding that sex/gender is binary and the world is composed of
only “hes” and “shes.”
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Figure 9: Assigning Gendered Pronouns
Source: GSS, 2008, Ballot 1, p. 24.

The frequency of using gendered pronouns varies across surveys, but
all are peppered with them, because every real or hypothetical person
mentioned in the third person by the interviewer needs, following English
grammar rules, some referent. ANES, the longest-running survey, used
gendered pronouns more than 22,000 times in the documents we examined—an average of more than 560 per survey-year. This occurs in ubiquitous yet subtle ways, as most interviewers, respondents, and researchers
are so used to hearing and using gendered pronouns and gendered relationship terms that they are unlikely to notice this reinforcement of the
norm. Thus, overall, these national surveys reflect and produce a hypergendered world—in both explicit and implicit ways, binary, essentialist
gendering is everywhere.
Change Over Time
Current question wording often reflects understandings of a concept
from the year the survey began, because surveys tend to reuse questions
in order to maintain comparability across years, unless subject to external pressure. Over the past several decades, changes in the survey
measurement of race and ethnicity, sexuality, and family structure have
occurred in response to public challenges (e.g., DaCosta 2007; Powell,
Bolzendahl, Geist, and Steelman 2010; Presser 1998). Yet, there has
been far less change in national surveys when it comes to measuring
sex and gender, perhaps because similar concerted efforts are just
beginning to organize. Most of the changes we found were differences
in terminology, and many were superficial in the sense that they were
not employed consistently and did not affect actual measurement practices. Nevertheless, they are important to highlight, both to recognize
the steps surveys have taken and to help point the way to future
improvements.
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One promising change is the introduction of the term “gender,” which
signals some attention to contemporary gender theory. The word first
appeared in the 1978 ANES and was later included in the PSID (1982),
NLSY (1993), and GSS (1996).11 However, gender appears sporadically
even in the most recent surveys and is almost always conflated with sex.
An important step toward the rehabilitation of surveys would be consistently incorporating gender and aligning its operationalization with contemporary gender theory.
Another area of improvement is the use of sex/gender-neutral terms,
which have the potential to challenge normative binary distinctions.
“Spouse” first appeared early in the history of the surveys (ANES 1952),
and “partner” was added to all four surveys in the 1970s. This formulation is typical: “During 1978, did (your husband/wife/partner) receive
any unemployment compensation?” (NLSY 1979, 155). The most dramatic shift in terminology in this area occurred in the NLSY: As late as
1993, “husband” and “wife” each appeared 388 times in the survey materials; by 2010, they appeared three and five times, respectively, replaced
by 129 uses of “partner” and 261 of “spouse.”12 Although the switch to
“partner” may have been prompted more by the rise of cohabitation after
1970 (Smock 2000) than a commitment to sex/gender neutrality per se,
the use of “partner” or “spouse,” particularly when used instead of, rather
than in addition to, “husband” or “wife,” has the potential to destabilize
both sex/gender binaries and the heteronormativity previously reinforced
by survey terminology.
A third important change in language involves the use of gendered
pronouns: shifting from primarily masculine pronouns to a mix of masculine and feminine pronouns, and occasional attempts to provide sex/gender-neutral alternatives. In the 1948 ANES, across 62 pages of
documentation, there were 63 masculine pronouns and just three feminine
pronouns—each referring to Germany or Russia as “her” (see pre-election
questions 7 and 32). By 2006, the ANES had a more even distribution of
masculine and feminine pronouns at 206 and 165, respectively.13 The GSS
was the only survey to explicitly note changing its gendered terminology.
In 1984, the GSS reworded a question about traits “most desirable for a
child.” The old question prompted respondents to think only of a boy
(e.g., “that he is honest”), while the new version offered “gender-neutral”
language (GSS 2011, 3314). Yet, even in the revised version, normative
understandings of sex/gender remained; item 9 continued to gender the
hypothetical child as masculine and item 7 asked about gender conformity
in binary terms (see Figure 10).
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Most
Desirable
A.
B.
Three
One
Most
Most
(CODE
(CODE
THREE)
ONE)

HAND
CARD
I

Least
Important
C.
D.
Three
One
Least
Least
(CODE
(CODE
THREE)
ONE)

1.

that a child has good manners.

2

1

4

5

2.

that a child tries hard
to succeed.

2

1

4

5

3.

that a child is honest.

2

1

4

5

4.

that a child is neat and clean.

2

1

4

5

5.

that a child has good sense
and sound judgment.

2

1

4

5

6.

that a child has self-control.

2

1

4

5

7.

that he acts like a boy or
she acts like a girl.

2

1

4

5

8.

that a child gets along well
with other children.

2

1

4

5

9.

that a child obeys his
parents well.

2

1

4

5

10.

that a child is responsible.

2

1

4

5

11.

that a child is considerate
of others.

2

1

4

5

12.

that a child is interested in
how and why things happen.

2

1

4

5

13.

that a child is a good student.

2

1

4

5

Figure 10: Partial Gender Neutrality
Source: GSS, 1984, Questionnaire, p. 31.

It is clear from these examples that surveys can and do change.
However, the changes thus far seem sporadic and ad hoc rather than
concerted attempts to align surveys with contemporary gender theory
and lived experiences. Indeed, some changes actually widen the gap
between theory and methods, as when the PSID and NLSY both
switched from recording annual categorizations of sex/gender to treating sex/gender as static by carrying it forward from a single previous
year. As surveys continue to evolve, a systematic effort should be made
to assess whether the incorporation of sex and gender, in both direct
measurement and terminology, is justified by specific research goals.
We do not advocate removing sex and gender from surveys in their
entirety, as that would make it impossible to study their role in inequality; rather, we encourage an acknowledgment of sex and gender fluidity
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and diversity within, as well as beyond, traditional categories. The occasional moments of sex/gender-neutrality we observed demonstrate how
easy it would be to change binary language in these texts when its inclusion does not further knowledge. Change—even to large-scale, longrunning surveys—is possible.
Conclusion
Gender scholars cannot simply dismiss survey research, as many have
in the past; a thorough examination of the operationalization of sex and
gender in U.S. social surveys is overdue. Even the most recent scholarship, focused on inclusion for transgender respondents, critiques only
direct questions about the respondent’s sex and gender. These efforts point
to important avenues for improvement, including asking separate questions about sex at birth and current gender identity, expanding the number
of answer options beyond “male” and “female,” and acknowledging
diversity in gender expression (GenIUSS Group 2014). However, our
findings indicate that, while these changes will help surveys better represent the diversity of lived experience, they do little to close the gap
between contemporary gender theory and survey practices. To do so,
surveys must also consistently distinguish between the concepts of sex
and gender, incorporate self-identified sex and gender, provide clear criteria or instructions for how to determine sex and gender, acknowledge
change in sex and gender over the life course, and rethink the necessity of
employing binary sex and gender categories throughout the survey materials.
Making these additional changes should allow for a clearer understanding of the sex/gender system and improve the effectiveness of
research working to reduce inequality. For example, recording variation
over time for both sex and gender will facilitate research into both the
prevalence and correlates of sex and gender fluidity over the life course.
We hesitate to outline more specific guidelines for the rehabilitation of
surveys, in part because we aim to encourage rather than constrain creativity in designing new methods of measurement. New ways of operationalizing sex and gender also need to be thoroughly tested before being
widely adopted.
We do not expect survey measures to be perfect, nor do we hold them
to a higher standard than we would other research methods. But the influence of data from large-scale social surveys in undeniable, and the gap
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between our theory and our methods yawns more widely for sex and
gender than for many other core social science concepts. We will never
know what we may have sacrificed, in terms of deeper understanding of
inequality and the sex/gender system, until we address these enduring
problems.
Notes
1. Cisgender people identify with the same sex and gender categories to which
they were assigned at birth (Schilt and Westbrook 2009).
2. There is a long-running related debate in psychology about how to measure
“masculinity” and “femininity” (Auster and Ohm 2000; Constantinople 1973),
but an underlying assumption of binary sex categorization remains, because these
traits are generally considered characteristic of people who are easily distinguished as males and females (cf. Spence 2011).
3. See http://www.norc.org/research/projects/pages/general-social-survey.
aspx (accessed May 17, 2014).
4. We use “gendering” for all instances when sex and/or gender categories,
including pronouns, are applied to the respondent or others within the
survey.
5. Given our strategy for selecting excerpts, we expect that these figures
underestimate the hidden gendering in these surveys, because we coded every
direct categorization of the respondent’s sex or gender but extracted only unique
examples of other genderings (i.e., we did not extract and code every reference to
he/she, brother/sister, or husband/wife in the text).
6. Surprisingly, these specialty surveys also use wording that conflates sex
and gender. For example, the GenIUSS Group (2014, v.) recommends
using “male” and “female” as answer options for “current gender identity”
questions.
7. The 2010 ANES was a panel recontact study that did not remeasure the
respondent’s sex/gender. In 2012 (which was not part of our original data set), the
ANES reverted to interviewer determination of the respondent’s sex/gender “by
observation”; although interviewers could mark “DK” (don’t know) if they were
“unsure.” If the interviewer did not enter a sex/gender classification, respondents
were later asked whether they were “male or female” in the computer-assisted
self-interviewing portion of the survey.
8. This logic quickly becomes circular: the question will seem “awkward”
as long as surveys avoid asking it and, when they do ask, apologize for doing
so.
9. This number (299 of 1,361) is greater than the total number of survey-years
because we collected variable frequencies along with questionnaires, and respondents are occasionally gendered more than once within a survey (such as when
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interviewers are instructed to skip a series of questions for particular types of
respondents, such as pregnancy histories for males).
10. Note, too, the heteronormativity in this excerpt; in it, only females have
husbands and only males have wives.
11. The first use in the ANES described a code for open-ended responses given
to a question about reasons for liking or disliking a political candidate (“0461.
Gender e.g. ‘She’s a woman’”).
12. By the mid-1980s, “partner” is used frequently in all of the surveys except
for the PSID, which uses the term 12 times total.
13. Interestingly, in the 1980s and 1990s, the PSID included many more
feminine pronouns, as it assumed a male respondent and had questions about the
respondent’s wife or heterosexual partner written in the third person.
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