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  Try This Now

In the question “How many times a day do you text?” what assump-
tion about the user’s habits is assumed? How could you improve on 
that question?

Writing Demographic Items and Social Sensitivity

Researchers who are administering a survey typically obtain some background information 
about their sample, as a way to both characterize the sample and rule out alternative expla-
nations (see Chapter 3). Usually this category of information is called demographics and 
includes such characteristics as the age, gender, race, educational level, relationship status, 
and income level of the participant (as defined in Chapter 2). Often, options are listed 
and instructions to the participant are to “Circle the appropriate response for each item.”

With regard to gender, a common method is to print the variable name and the 
choices as follows:

Gender: M F

  Try This Now

What problems do you see in giving participants these response 
options for gender?

Many possibilities for gender extend beyond male and female. Given these possi-
bilities, a recommendation is to let people self-report their gender. Remember that the 
research experience is an interpersonal one. By providing the opportunity for people to 
self-report their background characteristics, you show sensitivity to the fact that people 
define themselves in many different ways. For example, one gender-related term that 
some individuals now use is “gender fluid.” To accommodate all possibilities, when ask-
ing about gender the item would look like this:

Gender: _______________

In general, obtain the most specific information possible (from the open-ended format), 
which can later be collapsed into categories if desired. The recommendation is to use the 


