
Sample Size: n|500 per country (US, France, Germany) Ages 18+ 
Balanced to Census Proportions of:

Target audience

US: age, gender, HHI, ethnicity* 
Germany: age, gender, HHI 
France: age, gender, HHI

After conducting secondary research in understanding laws and 
best practices related to consumers’ profiling in the regions of 
interest, a 5-minute quantitative survey was developed to test 
di�erent ways to ask gender, sexual orientation, and country of 
origin questions.

Methodology

Disabilities and religious a�liation questions were also asked including a prefer not 
to answer option to gauge the proportion of people willing to answer the question.  
Then each seen trait question was evaluated by respondents in terms of comfort with 
answering, ease of understanding, the feeling of being included, and having all the 
expected options.  
Field Period: August – September 2022

Asking sensitive 

demographic questions
CROSS-CULTURAL RESEARCH

Objectives
To assess consumer comfort and the best method of asking sensitive trait 
questions such as gender, sexual orientation, ethnicity/country of origin, 
disabilities experience, and religious a�liation in Germany and France. 



Asking sensitive 
questions requires care 

across cultures
Our research o�ers insights into the best practices for asking sensitive 

demographic questions in cross-cultural settings. We recommend that 
measurement decisions should prioritize the survey respondent, followed by 
concerns for fair representation and statistical bias. Below are more detailed 

specifics for the di�erent kinds of questions.
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HIGHLIGHTS



Sensitive gender questions are important as traditional binary categories may 
not represent everyone’s experience with gender. Our research found that 
standard and non-binary gender options perform similarly in all three 
countries, with France showing a preference for the standard 2-option style. 
Pronoun questions were not as popular.

Going beyond binary: 

Approaching gender

It is important to ask sensitive sexual orientation questions because sexual 
orientation is a fundamental aspect of a person’s identity and can impact their 
experiences in society and health outcomes. We saw that willingness to answer a 
sexual orientation question was high in all three markets when asked upfront.

Gauging comfort: Questions 
on sexual orientation
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HIGHLIGHTS



Country of origin questions are important for understanding social and health 
disparities, as ethnicity and immigration status play a significant role. We found 
that Germans prefer immigration level over a specific list of origins, but both 
tested questions perform similarly.

Navigating nationalities: 
Asking country of origin

Sensitive questions like disabilities and religious a�liation are important as they 
can impact a person’s life experiences and health outcomes. Understanding the 
prevalence of these traits is crucial for ensuring that policies and services are 
inclusive and equitable. While French respondents were more comfortable 
answering disabilities questions than Germans, willingness to answer was high in 
both countries. A “prefer not to answer” option is important for both disabilities 
and religious a�liation questions.

Counting everyone: Disability 
and religious affiliation

HIGHLIGHTS



Standard method of asking gender (2 options) as well as one including non-binary 
and opt-out options, perform similarly in all three countries. France shows higher 
comfort with the standard, 2-option style. Pronouns question is least preferred. 

Gender

Use standard method of asking gender (2 options) OR one including non-binary and opt-out 
options as both are acceptable. Pronouns question does not perform as well.  
 
Hispanics find the regular 2-option question to be easiest to understand but are accepting and 
comfortable with the other options as well.

US RECOMMENDATIONS

Use standard method of asking gender (2 options) OR one including non-binary and opt-out 
options as both are acceptable. However, take note that France shows higher comfort with 
the standard, 2-option style.  
 
Pronouns question does not perform as well. 

FRANCE RECOMMENDATIONS

Use standard method of asking gender (2 options) OR one including non-binary and opt-out 
options as both are acceptable. Pronouns question does not perform as well. 

GERMANY RECOMMENDATIONS
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RESULTS



Including a willingness to answer a sexual orientation question prior to 
collecting the data resonates well in all three markets. 

Sexual orientation

Include a willingness to answer a sexual orientation question prior to collecting 
the data. Results in 6% opting out of question but promotes a significantly higher 
comfort with survey.

US RECOMMENDATIONS

Include a willingness to answer a sexual orientation question prior to collecting 
the data. Results in 4% opting out of question but promotes a significantly higher 
comfort with survey. 

FRANCE RECOMMENDATIONS

Include a willingness to answer a sexual orientation question prior to collecting 
the data. Results in 6% opting out of question but promotes a significantly higher 
comfort with survey. 

GERMANY RECOMMENDATIONS
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RESULTS



Both tested country of origin questions perform similarly so either method is suitable. 
Both the French and Germans feel comfortable answering both questions. Germans do 
feel that the immigration level question has more adequate number of options than the 
specific list of origins. 

Country of origin

Americans feel comfortable answering the immigration level question. Hispanics’ 
comfort is consistent with the rest of the US sentiment. 

US RECOMMENDATIONS

Use any of the 2 country of origin questions tested. French feel comfortable 
answering both questions.

FRANCE RECOMMENDATIONS

Use any of the 2 country of origin questions tested. Germans feel comfortable answering both 
questions, however only half of them state the questions make them feel included, despite 
majority feeling it has all the expected options. Germans do feel that the immigration level 
question has more adequate number of options than the specific list of origins. 

GERMANY RECOMMENDATIONS
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RESULTS



The French are more comfortable than Germans in answering the disabilities question, 
but overall willingness to answer the question is high across both countries, especially 
when compared to the US. Including prefer not to answer option is especially important 
for the disabilities and religion a�liation questions.

Disability and 
religious affiliation 

Disability:  Include a “prefer not to 
answer” option.  US shows higher 
hesitancy to answer the question. 

Religion: Include a “prefer not to answer” 
option. US shows higher hesitancy to 
answer the question

US RECOMMENDATIONS

Disability:  Include a “prefer 
not to answer” option. 

Religion: Include a “prefer 
not to answer” option. 

FRANCE RECOMMENDATIONS

Disability:  Include a “prefer not to 
answer” option. Overall comfort with 
answering is high but Germans do seem 
less comfortable than French.

Religion: Include a “prefer not to answer” 
option. Overall comfort with answering is 
high but Germans do seem less comfortable 
than French. 

GERMANY RECOMMENDATIONS
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RESULTS



An appropriate measurement of a construct today might not be an appropriate 
measure of the same construct tomorrow. Researchers are not simply moving to a 
more diverse way of coding certain demographics, but instead a recognition that a 
particular construct may be perceived as a di�erent construct from others.  
 
The challenge increases when we attempt to apply the same measurement to 
di�erent countries, where cultural characteristics and inheritance play a role as well.

The measurement of specific 
demographics may represent 
a particular challenge to 
researchers because some 
demographics may change 
definitions over time.
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IMPLICATIONS



The present research only scratches 
the surface of the complexities 

associated with the measurement 
of sensitive demographic questions.

The current study does not attempt to make broader recommendations for one best way to 
measure the demographic characteristics in question.  

 
Larger scale research is needed to identify the respondents who did not feel comfortable 

answering the questions and understand the ethical and emotional considerations associated 
with their preference to not provide a response. Additional research will be helpful to potentially 
identify specific demographic clusters and socio-economic characteristics of such respondents.  

 
It is also important to recognize that there will be statistical consequences from nonresponse 

rate and non-binary gender (e.g., weighting). Therefore, any measurement decisions should be 
based on consideration for the survey respondent, followed by concerns surrounding fair 

representation and statistical bias.
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FUTURE RESEARCH CONSIDERATIONS



We o�er end-to-end services to support the 
production of survey data. With over 20 years of 
experience conducting research, we have built a 
reputation as experts in the field. 

About aytm
A MARKET RESEARCH AND  
INSIGHTS TECHNOLOGY COMPANY

Our team includes statisticians, researchers, 
and developers who have worked on 
sampling automation and algorithms for 
more than a decade.  
 
We continuously work on improving our 
predictive modeling and multi-layer fraud 
detection mechanisms, ensuring speedy and 
high-quality sample survey completion.

At aytm, we don’t just support the production of 
survey data, we also produce our own data through 
our proprietary panel. PaidViewpoint unique 
community of global respondents who are eager 
to share their opinions and insights. 

PaidViewpoint
OUR PROPRIETARY PANEL

We rely on our panel to provide high-quality, 
representative samples for our research 
studies, and nurture our community through 
fair and transparent incentives.  
 
Our Panel Opps team are experts in sample 
design and sample management, and we 
regularly expand our sampling knowledge 
through research-on-research initiatives 
and unique surveys that require advanced 
sampling strategies and solutions.

Looking for a consultative partnership that meets you 
where you are? Let’s talk about how aytm can help you 
empower your insights with our automated platform.

Check us out

GET IN TOUCH

We’ve developed a fully automated platform that 
streamlines the research process, ensuring quality 
results from start to finish. 

Our automated 
insights platform

STREAMLINES RESEARCH PROCESSES

Sample design  |  Survey design  |  Programming  |  Fielding 
Data collection  |  Data processing  |  Insights Analysis  |  Reporting
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https://aytm.com/resources/contact-us

