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Abstract. We provide guidance on how to handle data collection with respect to LGBTQ+ char-
acteristics and reasons one may look to use such data. We then outline model questions, various
pitfalls one can introduce in questionnaires, and provide guidance on how to update one’s question-
naire over time.

1. Introduction

In recent years, there has been an increase in interest from professional organisations, funding
agencies, and academic institutions in inclusion of people with diverse sexual and gender identities
(LGBTQ+ people) in science, technology, engineering and mathematics (STEM). Over the last 40
years, the language for how people have identified in this area has evolved and it will continue to
evolve. Many organisations have adapted their own guidelines, or use those developed by others
but which are now outdated and no longer reflect best practice.

Such data collection is essential to measure progress against organisational equity, diversity
and inclusion (EDI) aspirations, evaluate change over time or in relation to initiatives, and to
communicate the diversity of a group to others within or outwith the organisation [Stonewall19].
This latter reason is beneficial to other LGBTQ+ workers who will see themselves reflected in the
organisation, which is an important aspect of professional belonging.

2. Why collect these data?

Historically, data on member or staff diversity was often limited to visible characteristics such
as sex, race, and disability. Indeed, it is only since 2015 that there has been a more concerted
effort to capture data on the LGBTQ+ identities of STEM workers [YM16]. Despite this, a lack of
data is consistently highlighted as a shortcoming [APPG21, HOC22], and organisations hesitate in
performing actions without having data that prompts a response. However, we note that without
proper data, LGBTQ+ people are by definition unrepresented (and hence underrepresented) in
one’s organisation and this requires action.

LGBTQ+ workers in STEM face many systemic barriers not faced by their straight counter-
parts, including career limitations, professional devaluation, and harassment [CW21]. Often, these
concerns are dismissed owing to a lack of data. Some professional organisations have started to
include data collection on their membership [RSC22, RAE23], while others do not include any data
on LGBTQ+ participation [RS21]. It is important to collect data with respect to gender identity,
sexual identity and trans identity to ensure equality over protected characteristics. Without data,
there is no representation.

In STEM, there are many ways in which inequity can present itself, and best practices involve
constantly overseeing and evaluating a body’s actions. For example, one can use data to evaluate:

• Whether certain groups in the LGBTQ+ umbrella are underrepresented in their community
or organisation.

• Whether the people they are platforming in their event or organisation properly represent
diverse genders and sexualities.

• If there is bias affecting their awarding of grants, prizes, honours, or peer-review processes.
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• If research opportunities, leave, or resources are disproportionately allocated to non-LGBTQ+
researchers.

• Whether there is an attainment gap in one’s industry or organisation with respect to
LGBTQ+ identities in promotion.

• Establishing whether or not there is an LGBTQ+ pay gap among people in similar roles or
across the entire organisation.

• If an organisation’s LGBTQ+ employees are disproportionately represented in non-research
roles, such as teaching, outreach, or administration.

• If LGBTQ+ people are disproportionately not applying to their job advertisements.
• If LGBTQ+ people have higher or lower success rates in job applications in senior academic
or administrative positions.

• How many badges of each set of pronouns one needs to purchase before a large event.

These are important questions that need to be addressed to ensure an inclusive community in
STEM and none of them can be answered without data.

Organisations that do collect data often do so in ways that exclude individuals based on their
identities or conflate gender and sexual identity. Such questions can unintentionally introduce bad
data. This is often not done maliciously, but a result of sometimes confusing and outdated guidance.

This document aims to provide a modern adaptable guide in order to help organisations ask ques-
tions with respect to gender, sexual and trans identities. In particular, we provide model questions
for asking about these characteristics and highlight potential pitfalls and misinterpretations to be
wary of. This document is primarily written for a UK audience, and we recognize that some terms
may differ in their use in other places (for example, we suggest adding two-spirit as an option for
sexual identity in North America). Data collection should always be done to reflect the audience
in question, and further adaptations to these recommendations should be made with that in mind
and in consultation with the groups about whom data collection is targeted.

Response rates can be lower for LGBTQ+ people who may not wish to volunteer information
about themselves, especially to organisations who have historically been less than supportive or even
actively harmful to LGBTQ+ people. Some may even consider signifying that they do not wish
to disclose information to be divulging that they do not fit with the (likely) majority response.
This is an issue of organisational trust rather of survey or question design. If organisations are
concerned about the potential for significantly lower response rates from LGBTQ+ respondents,
the root causes of that mistrust should be the primary focus.

3. Best practice for questionnaires

When asking about sexuality or gender in order to ensure equality or diversity in an organisation
and event, best practice gives respondents agency to identify as they see fit. While this may present
more challenges in terms of data analysis, it is the most inclusive approach and the least likely to
become outdated as user responses can vary freely. All questions should be optional, as individuals
may not wish to disclose certain aspects of their identity to the organisation.

Organisations can provide example terminology, but should not restrict responses. Organisa-
tional, national, or other guidance may require infrequent responses to be pooled to ensure individ-
uals are not identifiable. Such decisions should be made in consultation with LGBTQ+ community
members, and organisations must recognize that such decisions may not be clear-cut, and may vary
over time.

It is most useful to divide questions into three broad categories: gender identity, sexual iden-
tity, and trans identity. Often the terms used for these three areas are conflated, confused, and
intermixed, leading to lower data quality, and feelings of exclusion. For example, “cis gay man”
combines the identity “cis” (where one’s gender identity matches that assigned at birth), the sexual
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identity “gay” with the gender identity “man”, and therefore artificially reduces the subset of indi-
viduals who would select this option. Similarly, questions that ask if individuals “are members of
the LGBTQ+ community” or “identify as LGBTQ+”, though well-meaning, conflate these three
concepts, and result in poor quality data that is not fit for purpose.

It is important to inform respondents the reasons for which the organisation is collecting these
data and how it will be accessed or processed. For example, in some cases, aggregate data may be
appropriate, while in other circumstances, individual-level data are required. Organisations should
have an objectively justifiable reason for collecting data, and articulate that at the outset of the
survey.

Finally, if a defined vocabulary of terms must be used, these should be presented as multiple
choice options, allowing respondents to select more than one option. It is important to list the
options in a non-prejudicial way—typically putting options in alphabetical order is a common
solution. Moreover, the options of “I do not know” and “prefer not to say” must be included so
that individuals are not forced to choose between responding and potentially putting themselves
in a harmful situation. Lastly, there must be a free-text option that allows respondents freedom to
identify how they see fit.

3.1. Gender identity. Gender identity refers to a personal sense of one’s own gender and concept
of self. The first question we recommend is:

Question 3.1. What term best describes your gender identity?

If a set vocabulary of options is required, we recommend the following:

Please check all that apply:
□ agender / no gender
□ female
□ genderqueer
□ male
□ non-binary
□ I do not know / questioning
□ prefer not to say
□ I am:

Cautions. A variety of approaches have been used in the scientific community to collect data on
gender identity. Below, we outline why we discourage some relatively common approaches.

• Do not use perceived gender identities. While a person may express behaviours,
attitudes and appearances that are aligned with a particular gender in your interactions
with them, there are multiple reasons that this may differ from their gender identity. It
is important to accurately capture an individual’s own gender identity rather than how
another may perceive their gender identity. We thus highly discourage trying to deduce
this for yourself rather than asking a question, as then one is just creating bad data.

• Do not assign automated gender. Automated assignment of gender based on databases
of first names has been a common tool in examining gender bias, for examine in journal
authors or editorial boards, grant or award recipients, or other groups of individuals. These
approaches use large volumes of data (typically birth records) to assign a probability of a
name referring to a female or male, and then assign that probability to the individual [Wai16,
Mul20, Elm13]. In these cases, individuals’ inability to self-identify, the geographically-
restricted set of names used (often North American or western European), and use of
a binary gender are not inclusive and actively misgender individuals. Though there are
often disclaimers included both in the processes themselves and the resulting publications,
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these are most often dismissive and there is little or no attempt to address the biases and
shortcomings [FBM16, TS16].

• Do not use sex unless truly required for your purposes. Many organisations have
aimed to apply the UK’s census questions about gender directly. The UK census used
the following questions around sex and gender: “What is your sex?” and “Is the gender
you identify with the same as your sex registered at birth?” The census’ needs probably
differ from those of scientific or research organisations (e.g., a learned society is probably
not aiming to understand how many urologists or gynaecologists are needed to serve a
geographic area effectively). This would mean that your organisation probably does not
need information about individuals’ biological sex. In most situations, organisations are
truly seeking information on respondents’ gender.

• Make it possible to let a trans person to provide their gender identity without
disclosing their trans identity. Another issue with the UK census questions is that
it is impossible for a trans person to provide their gender identity without also providing
their trans identity. For example, this effectively does not allow trans women to identify as
women. This does not give your respondents full agency when answering your questions.
There are many reasons that a trans person may not want to divulge their trans identity
in your questionnaire. This issue can be resolved by separating the questions about trans
and gender identity as we outline here.

3.2. Sexual identity. Sexual identity refers to one’s personal sense of romantic and/or sexual
attraction to others. We recommend the following question:

Question 3.2. What is your sexual identity?

Recall that best practice provides an open text box for respondents to best describe their identity.
However, if a set vocabulary of options must be used, they should allow multiple choices to be
selected, and we recommend the following:

Please check all that apply:
□ asexual
□ bisexual
□ gay
□ lesbian
□ pansexual
□ queer
□ straight or heterosexual
□ I do not know / questioning
□ prefer not to say
□ I am:

Cautions.

• Question the standard usage of gay man and gay woman for sexual identity.
Many standard templates use these terms to distinguish between gay men and women. The
issue with using these options is that renders a nonbinary person unable to identify as gay
without misgendering themselves, and conflates two concepts: a sexual identity (gay) and
gender identity (woman or man). The questions above are made so that they decouple these
two aspects, while enabling data to be cross-tabulated to obtain intersectional information
if required.

• Don’t be afraid of the word queer when used appropriately. While historically the
term queer has been used as a slur, many people in the LGBTQ+ community have since
reclaimed it as a term of identity and empowerment. It is often used as an umbrella term for
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people that identify not in the majority with respect to sexual identity. Grammatically, this
reclaiming has repurposed the word to be an adjective or a verb (e.g., “I am a queer woman”;
“queering the curriculum”), rather than that using it as a noun which is typically regarded
as offensive.1 Despite the fact that many use it as an umbrella term, many members of the
LGBTQ+ community do not identify with the term and would prefer to identify with more
well-established terminology.

3.3. Trans identity. Broadly speaking, a transgender person (or trans person) is an individual
whose gender identity does not match the one that they were assigned at birth. There are multiple
ways to ask one about their trans identity, depending on the purposes the organisation is trying to
accomplish. We recommend giving multiple choices and clarification on what the purpose of asking
the question. An example of such a question is as follows:

Question 3.3. Is your gender or gender identity different to that assigned at birth?

□ no
□ yes
□ prefer not to say
□ custom response:

Cautions.

• Do not mix gender identity and trans identity questions. For a variety of reasons,
one may want to disclose their gender identity but not their trans identity or vice versa.
For this reason, mixing the questions to have options such as “cis man” and “trans man”
can lead to less data than what one could obtain with two questions.

• Consider if you need a more bespoke question. Our guidance typically relates to
questions concerning representation or climate in a professional body or research commu-
nity. If an organisation is looking to understand if their support for trans colleagues during
transition are serving this community appropriately, employers may want to consider alter-
native questions such as “Is your gender identity that which you were assigned at birth?”
Such questions should be developed with the trans community’s input.

3.4. Pronouns. Organisations may want to ask about individuals’ pronouns. Pronouns often
relate to one’s gender identity, but they do not uniquely map onto various gender identities. Indi-
viduals can have multiple pronouns, which may reflect diverse aspects of their identity. This should
be a free text field for respondents to complete, but if one cannot do this, we provide options below.

Question 3.4. What pronouns should be used to refer to you?

Check all that apply
□ he/him
□ she/her
□ they/them
□ any pronouns
□ no pronouns
□ prefer not to say
□ I use:

As with all questions, it should only be included if capturing this data is required and is not
covered by other questions in the survey. We remind the reader this question should be optional,
as is the case for all of the above.

Cautions.

1We leave an example as an exercise for that controversial uncle you try to avoid during holidays.
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• Reminder: Be clear with respondents how this information will be used. It is
good practice to include pronouns on conference badges at events so that correct pronouns
are used and gender-diverse individuals feel that they are in a safe space. However, it
is important when asking respondents for their pronouns that its usage in such ways is
clear. Many people are not ready for their pronouns to be known broadly or may use
different pronouns in different contexts, and this may put event attendees in uncomfortable
situations, so it is important this question stays optional.

• Do not ask respondents for their preferred pronouns. In the past, personal pronouns
were referred to as “preferred pronouns,” implying that other pronouns were acceptable even
if not preferred. This is an outdated term that is not used and can cause offense.

3.5. Titles. Titles, such as the gendered ”Mr” or ”Mrs”, or gender neutral ”Dr” or ”Prof” are
often collected alongside personal information, such as names, though should not be used in any
analysis. Titles may not reflect the gender of respondents. Given the breadth of potential titles, it
is simplest to ask respondents to fill in a free text field. This ensures those who may prefer titles
such as ”Mx” can include them, while not requiring an exhaustive list for data that is primarily
administrative.

4. Discussion

Data collection about individuals’ identity must be done in a secure, thoughtful way, and each
question asked with a specific reason in mind. The autonomy of respondents must trump concerns
about comparability, and data analysis methods must be flexible enough to accommodate changes
in terminology over time. It is important to note that LGBTQ+ identities can be fluid and change,
and people should have the agency to update how they identify in data over time.

Moreover, language changes over time. If your organisation is using a multiple choice option and
is seeing multiple respondents provide the same custom response, then consider adding it to the
list of options.

Many organisations have institutional bodies or groups that represent their LGBTQ+ staff,
membership, or constituents. Working with those groups in survey design and implementation will
improve the quality and quantity of the data collected. This can include trialling responses with a
subset of individuals, refining questions to reflect cultural or geographic differences in terminology,
or providing a critical eye into the purpose of data collection in the first place.
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