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Demographic Questions

Almost all questionnaires include a section on demographic information such as sex, age, race or ethnicity, income, 
and religion. For many research studies, these questions are important independent variables. For example, research 
has shown that all five of these factors are related to the probability of victimization. Many researchers, however, 
include demographic questions that are not necessary for purposes of their research. Try to avoid this, particularly 
for questions on income because it makes the questionnaire more intrusive than necessary. In fact, many respondents 
feel that questions about their income invade their privacy. If you believe income is an essential variable for your study, 
providing fixed responses that include a range of values to select from is less intrusive than asking respondents for 
specific annual incomes. This format is utilized by the NCVS, as shown in Exhibit 7.5.

Exhibit 7.5 Question on Income From the NCVS

Including income from all sources, such as work, child support, and AFDC [Aid to Families with Dependent  
Children], how much income did you personally receive in 2015 before taxes? Stop me when I get to the  
category that applies. Was it:

12a.	 Household Income

	 1 £ Less than $5,000	   6 £ 15,000 – 17,499	 11 £ 35,000 – 39,999

	 2 £ $5,000 – 7,499	   7 £ 17,500 – 19,999	 12 £ 40,000 – 49,999

	 3 £ 7,500 – 9,999	   8 £ 20,000 – 24,999	 13 £ 50,000 – 74,999

	 4 £ 10,000 – 12,499	   9 £ 25,000 – 29,999	 14 £ 75,000 and over

	 5 £ 12,500 – 14,999	 10 £ 30,000 – 34,999	

Care should also be taken when writing questions about race and ethnicity. Many people are justifiably sensitive 
to these questions. Even the U.S. Census Bureau has been struggling with appropriate categories to offer respondents. 
In fact, the bureau still utilizes two questions, one of race and one for respondent ethnicity (Hispanic or non-Hispanic), 
which is obviously problematic. Most surveys now include the option of marking all categories that apply, so those with 
mixed race/ethnic backgrounds can be identified. The NCVS asks a question about Hispanic origin and then asks the 
following question about race:

Which of the following best describes your racial background? Please mark all that apply.

1 ——— White

2 ——— Black/African American

3 ——— American Indian/Alaska Native

4 ——— Asian

5 ——— Native Hawaiian/Other Pacific Islander

6 ——— Other – Specify                 

Allowing respondents to select “all that apply” is necessary when many respondents are from a mixed-racial 
background. Questions on marital status can also be tricky to compose. The traditional categories of Married, Single, 
Divorced, and Widowed, still used by novice researchers, can be interpreted very differently by respondents. Why? 
Well, isn’t someone who is currently divorced also single? And what about someone not officially divorced but sepa-
rated? To avoid confusing respondents, the U.S. Census Bureau adopted the following response categories: Married, 
Separated, Widowed, Divorced, and Never Married.


