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To: Dr. Marcus Martin, CDO, and Diversity Council Members at the University of Virginia 

From: Seth Kaye, University of Virginia, CLAS 2012  

Date: November 2, 2011 

Subject:  Best Practices for LGBT Demographic Survey Questions 

 

Summary:  

Collecting LGBT demographic data is vital for the University’s administration to quantify productivity 

outcomes, retention and satisfaction rates, and contributes to a welcoming environment. Best-practice 

questions that are respectful, accurate, and inclusive of LGBT sexual and gender identities are attached 

on page 4. These questions should be included whenever demographics are asked in all University 

surveys. Data should be handled with care to ensure confidentiality. Communication with employees 

should explain the use of the data and privacy procedures to ensure accurate reporting. Follow up 

should be adequate to address any disparities to improve the climate for LGBT individuals. 

 

Background:  

For years a significant number of LGBT employees have informally let their concerns be known on 

employee and staff surveys, by writing in the comments that they would like to see an institutionalized 

method to hear their concerns and address employment issues like non-discrimination and partner 

benefits. These comments were shared with the Diversity Council by Ed Strickler. Hopefully new data 

obtained by consistent surveying will shed light on these disparities and bring about remedy. 

 

Why Ask At All? – Identifying trends & disparities for evidence based claims for improvement 

Just as with any other personal characteristic data like race or ethnicity, demographic data help identify 

trends and disparities among certain populations. These data can be used to highlight productivity rates, 

health disparities, and retention rates, etc. Asking for LGBT data specifically will help quantify the needs 

of this community especially in relation to employment satisfaction, workplace climate, student services, 

and patient care. Simply asking about the LGBT community expresses that the University cares about 

this population and will help improve the atmosphere by identifying areas of success as well as areas in 

need of improvement. But if the data do not exist, it is impossible to make evidence-based claims to 

address these concerns.  

 

Statistics: 

 35& of HRC CEI rated employers allow for SO/GID self-identification. 

 72% of LGBT employees say they would feel comfortable self-disclosing their SO/GID in an 

anonymous human resource survey along with other demographic questions.  

o 18% said no, 10% were unsure. 

 Half (51%) of LGBT employees are totally closeted or only open to a few at work.  

 Half (49%) of LGBT employees are fully out or mostly out at work. 

o 28% closeted, 23% open to a few, 22% open to half or most, 27% fully out at work. 

 The 72% willing to identify in surveys matches the number of partially to fully out employees. 

 89% of the Fortune 500 companies include SO in Non-Discrimination policy. 43% include GID. 
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The Department of Health and Human Services (HHS) will begin collecting LGBT demographic data on its 

National Health Interview Survey (NHIS) in 2013 to identify health disparities in order to inform areas for 

research and patient care. These findings will be tested and will likely become standard best-practice 

nationwide, but the University should not delay or defer implementation of LGBT surveys until then. 

 

How To Ask? – Best-Practice Questions: Respectful, Accurate, Inclusive 

Surveys must be affirming of LGBT identity. Questions should be optional, use proper inclusive 

terminology, ask about sexual orientation and gender identity separately, allow space for self-

identification and avoid otherization. 

 

Optional –  

18% of LGBT individuals do not want to report their sexual orientation, gender identity, or LGBT status 

(Degrees of Equality, HRC). Individuals should be allowed to skip these questions without penalty, and 

no assumptions should be made about this population. If questions are mandatory, individuals may feel 

forced to lie which will cause over-reporting of non-LGBT identity and is simply against our University’s 

values of Honor. An option for “Prefer not to answer” should be included to ensure that employees 

know the question is voluntary and that the data is being used in good faith. And the 72% who would 

like to volunteer their information should also be provided the space to do so. 

 

Proper Terminology– 

Sex, Gender Identity, and Sexual Orientation are all separate characteristics and should be treated as 

such. Sex and gender are not synonyms and are not predictive of other identities. Conflating these 

concepts makes questions unclear and difficult to answer. For example, asking for gender by listing 

“man” and “woman” is invalid, just as a question asking for sexual orientation would not list 

“transgender” as an option. For more information on specific terminology, see the appendix. 

 

Separate Categories – 

Each subgroup should be asked about individually. While both lesbians and gays could be classified 

together as “homosexual,” their needs and lives are very different, especially in terms of medical care. 

For example, lesbians are significantly more likely to be raising children than partnered gay men. 

Similarly, bisexuals often feel misunderstood and less accepted by both gay and straight peers. Because 

of these varying conditions and needs, it is important not to lump similar identities together. 

 

Write-In Answers –  

Questions should provide space to answer freely. Some LGBT people, especially those with non-

normative identities dislike labels, definitions, and concrete categories. Many queer individuals reject 

the gender dichotomy, even the concept of “LGBT,” and feel marginalized by the “alphabet soup,” if 

their identity is even represented at all. It is most respectful to let them describe their identity in their 

own words, on their own terms. Write-ins allow for the survey to capture the full diversity of the 

employees and are the best solution to be fully inclusive. 
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Otherizing – 

As a marginalized group, LGBT people are often “otherized” and isolated from mainstream society. It is 

important not to word questions to categorize identity as “Other.” Instead of listing “Other - please 

specify,” it is more respectful to mark uncommon answers as “Something Else - please specify.” This 

allows for full inclusion and avoids otherization. 

 

How To Implement Survey? – Ask Always, Preserve Privacy, & Understand Usage 

Using LGBT status data respectfully is just as important as asking for it respectfully – individuals need to 

trust that the data is going to a good purpose and will not be misused or leaked.  

 

Consistency – 

Trust is built as LGBT questions are consistently asked whenever demographic questions such as 

race/ethnicity are asked. LGBT data collection will become part of the norm and should be asked on all 

surveys – of faculty, staff, and students. Employees will be more likely to answer honestly and fully when 

the institution indicates that it consistently values equity in the workplace and this data is not being 

collected as a one-time curiosity. 

 

Confidentiality -  

Preserving the integrity of LGBT data is key. For closeted individuals, a breach in privacy could be 

devastating. Consequences could include being fired, or losing financial support from parents. 

Whenever data is collected, it should be well known how and where the data is stored, whether LGBT 

status and name will be associated, and who will have access to the data. It is best if LGBT data is 

encrypted and treated with the same care and limited access as medical and financial (HIPAA/FERPA) 

data, though not required by law. If the University cannot guarantee a high standard of confidentiality, 

survey takers should be informed.  

 

Reporting - 

The method for reporting and display of this data should also be known before the survey is given. 

Breakdowns for small units like departments (N < 25) should not be reported so that individuals cannot 

be identified. Aggregate numbers are best, and should be public.  

 

Communication -  

The survey process should be effectively communicated and transparent to respondents so that they 

know how and why the data is being collected. Employees should know whether the data is being used 

anonymously or stored in confidential employee records such as in the Integrated System or SIS. 

Respondents should be reminded of the University’s non-discrimination policy and positive intentions to 

encourage complete answers (though the University unfortunately does not currently protect for 

“gender identity” and AG Cuccinelli’s March 2010 opinion makes dubious protections for “sexual 

orientation”). Adequate follow up should address issues brought to light.  
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Recommendation: Survey Questions 

 

The following questions should be asked on every survey at the University that asks for demographic 

data for all populations including faculty, staff, and students. 

 

1. Do you identify as lesbian, gay, bisexual or transgender (LGBT)?  

[ ] Yes 

[ ] No 

[ ] Prefer not to answer 

 

2. Gender Identity – Do you consider yourself to be: 

[ ] Male 

[ ] Female 

[ ] Transgender 

 [ ] FTM 

 [ ] MTF 

[ ] Something Else – please specify ______________ 

[ ] Prefer not to answer 

 

3. Sexual Orientation – Do you consider yourself to be: 

[ ] Heterosexual / Straight 

[ ] Lesbian 

[ ] Gay (male) 

[ ] Bisexual 

[ ] Something Else – please specify ______________ 

[ ] Prefer not to answer 
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Appendix 

 

Sources: 

1. Bob Witeck, Witeck-Combs Communications, University of Virginia, CLAS ’74 

2. “Corporate Equality Index 2011,” HRC  

3. “Degrees of Equality,” HRC (2009) 

4. “LGBT Self Identification Report - Where are our LGBT employees?” Out & Equal Conference (2009) 

5. The Washington Post 

 

Sex/Gender/Orientation Terminology: 

Sex is based on biology and anatomy. Sex categories are typically male and female; man and woman. 

However some people are born with ambiguous genitalia and sex markers and identify as intersex. 

Gender is the social manifestation of masculinity and femininity and can be thought of as a spectrum. 

Gender Expression is the way an individual presents themselves to indicate their gender by their dress, 

behavior, speech, and mannerisms, among other factors. 

Gender Identity (GID) is the gender a person feels and believes they are. GID has been colloquially 

described as “the gender between your ears, not between your legs.” When sex and gender identity 

match, a person is considered to be cisgender. Gender identity can be described as male, female, 

transgender, female-to-male (FTM), male-to-female (MTF), genderqueer, or androgynous. Transgender 

is an adjective and umbrella term for multiple other identities. “Transgendered” with an “ed” is 

inappropriate (unless an individual uses the term themselves). 

Sexual Orientation (SO) is a set of emotional, romantic, and sexual attractions to people based on their 

sex and gender. These attractions also constitute a person’s identity. Typically we think of 

heterosexuality (attraction to the opposite sex/gender - straight), homosexuality (attraction to the same 

sex/gender – gay or lesbian), bisexuality, and asexuality, though other orientations and identities exist as 

well. “Gay” applies to both men and women, but “lesbian” is just for women attracted to other women. 

The term “homosexual” has a negative connotation and should be avoided.  

Sexual Preference is generally considered pejorative because it indicates that sexual orientation is a 

choice and changeable. (However, bisexuals may have a degree of preference for males or females.) 

 

http://www.witeckcombs.com/
http://www.hrc.org/files/assets/resources/CorporateEqualityIndex_2011.pdf
http://www.hrc.org/files/assets/resources/DegreesOfEquality_2009.pdf
http://outandequal.org/documents/LGBTSelfIdentificationReport.pdf
http://www.washingtonpost.com/national/health-science/main-federal-health-survey-will-ask-about-sexual-orientation-gender-identity/2011/06/29/AGMZwMrH_story.html

