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ABSTRACT. In this editorial, we encourage authors to rethink and update the 
demographic questions they use in their research surveys. We argue that 
this is important for ethical and professional reasons (i.e., inclusion and 
advancing diversity) and also for research integrity reasons (i.e., accurately 
describing samples for the purposes of clarity, which impacts generalization 
of findings and possible replication of findings). We give information about 
the 5 most commonly used demographic questions in survey research (i.e., 
gender identity, age, ethnicity and race, education, and location) and other 
additional demographic questions often found in research (i.e., questions 
about children, disability, employment, relationship status, religion, sexual 
orientation, and social class). We list questions and answer choices that we 
selected after reviewing the research literature, and we include our 
additional, more inclusive answer choices and coding categories. These 
modified questions better reflect the complexity of respondents’ identities 
and provide clarity as to how to assess those identities.

In this editorial, we will encourage authors to 
rethink and update the demographic questions 
they use in their research surveys. We argue 

that this is important for ethical and professional 
reasons (i.e., inclusion and advancing diversity) and 
also for research integrity reasons (i.e., accurately 
describing samples for the purposes of clarity, which 
impacts generalization of findings and possible 
replication of findings).

Researchers often collect demographic infor-
mation in research surveys for two reasons. The 
first reason concerns collecting information to 
answer their research questions, which can involve 
analyzing demographic information to determine 
whether identity is causing an individual to do 
a specific thing (i.e., independent variable) or 
if something is causing an individual to adopt a 
certain identity (i.e., dependent variable; Abdelal, 
Herrera, Johnston, & McDermott, 2009). It should 
be noted that identity can explain why people 
behave in certain ways, but just because someone 
has a certain identity does not mean that the person 
will act in a certain way (Abdelal et al., 2009).

The second reason researchers collect demographic 

information is to accurately describe their sample. 
It is important to accurately describe a sample for 
the following reasons. First, by doing this, authors 
can determine if the participants they wanted to 
recruit responded to the survey and if those who 
responded comprehensively represent the popula-
tion the researchers wanted to study. Second, it is 
important for researchers to describe their samples 
so readers are better able to account for similarities 
and differences across studies. Third, by describing 
their sample, other researchers will have a better 
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participants have more than one gender identity, 
some lists do not have options that fit the partici-
pant, and the order in which options appear can 
be interpreted as an order of researcher preference 
and thereby influence how participants respond. 
Moody et al.’s (2013) open-ended response item 
helps with these problems because participants 
with multiple gender identities can write multiple 
answers, the respondents do not have to select off 
a list, and the researchers do not show a preference 
for gender identity by listing the response options in 
a certain order. If a researcher wanted to list choices 
for the participants, they could manage some of 
the above issues by alphabetizing the options or 
randomizing the response option. They also could 
allow for multiple responses to be selected and 
offer an other option for participants’ who are not 
represented on the available list.  

Age
Age is one of the easiest demographics to assess 
and can be assessed the same way in most countries 
with the exception of some Asian countries. In most 
countries, when children are born, they start their 
age at zero. However, 

in the traditional East Asian age reckon-
ing system, originating in China and still 
widely used in some East Asian countries 
such as Korea, newborns start life outside 
the womb at one year old (becoming two 
years old on the first day of the subsequent 
lunar New Year’s day; Meinlschmidt & 
Tegethoff, 2015, p. 85). 

We suggest that, when asking about age, research-
ers use an open-ended response format (see Figure 
2). This allows researchers to know specific ages 
of their participants. Historically, researchers 
used categories such as the ones written by the 
U.S. Department of Education (2009) including  
(a) 16–18 years, (b) 19–24 years, (c) 25–44 years, 
(d) 45–59 years, and (e) 60 and older. However, 
we think these categories are arbitrary, and some 
of the categories span what could considered to be 
a large developmental range (i.e., 25 to 44 years). 
In addition, they group those in their 60s, 70s, 80s, 
90s, and 100s into one category.

Ethnicity and Race
It is important to collect information about eth-
nicity and race because it can help researchers 
to assess disparities in health and environmental 
risks (U.S. Census Bureau, 2013) and the United 
States is becoming more diverse in terms of ethnic-
ity and race with the 2010 Census reporting just 
over one-third of the U.S. population identifying 
as something other than non-Hispanic White 
(U.S. Census Bureau, 2011). However, ethnicity 
and race have been difficult to assess because of 
confusion with the terminology (Roller & Research 
Design Review, 2016). Using focus groups, the U.S. 
Census (2013) found that many Americans did 
not know the difference between 
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Krogstad, 2014). We suggest for the option some 
other race, ethnicity, or 

, 
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She suggested that researchers should ask ques-
tions about the number of children, their ages, 
and whether or not they live in the household. 
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Employment 
If researchers target employed participants, they 
may want to report several types of information. 
That information could include: full-time vs. part-
time employment, type of employer, and type of 
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FIGURE 17
Do you consider yourself to be:

❏ Heterosexual or straight

❏ Gay or lesbian

❏ Bisexual

❏ Fluid

❏ Pansexual

❏ Queer
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of income, occupation, or education, 
but may have high standing within their 
social groups such as a religious or local 
community (para. 2). 

The MacArthur Scale of Subjective Social Status 
uses a drawing of a ladder with 10 rungs (MacAr-
thur Research Network on SES and Health, 2008). 
The directions ask participants to: 

Think of the ladder as representing where 
people stand in their communities. People 
define community in different ways, please 
define it in whatever way is most meaning-
ful to you. At the top of the ladder are the 
people who have the highest standing in 
their community. At the bottom are the 
people who have the lowest standing in their 
community. Where would you place yourself 
on the ladder? Please place a large ‘X’ on 
the rung where you think you stand in this 
time in your life, relative to other people in 
your community (MacArthur Research Net-
work on SES and Health, 2008, question 1).

Researchers typically score the ladder from 1 
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Best practices for asking questions about sexual orientation on 
surveys. Retrieved from http://williamsinstitute.law.ucla.edu/wp-
content/uploads/SMART-FINAL-Nov-2009.pdf
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