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Gender and sex in sexual health research: What should we measure and how? 
Methodological development work for Britain’s fourth National Survey of Sexual Attitudes and Lifestyles (Natsal-4)

Introduction
The Natsal surveys are decennial large-scale probability sample surveys of the British population. Like many 
social surveys, Natsals-1, -2. and -3 purported to measure ‘sex’, but this was through interviewers’ observation 
of outward appearance (e.g. clothing, name), and this was used to make assumptions about the respondents’ 
anatomy in the rest of the questionnaire. This is not appropriate and results in some misclassification. 
Although often used interchangeably, sex and gender refer to different concepts, and can differ. 

We describe development of questions for Natsal-4 to measure aspects of sex and gender relevant to a 
sexual health survey of the general population.

Methods
We undertook the following stages of development for the new questions:

Box 1: Questions in the face-to-face (CAPI) section & interviewer 
instructions
These questions are asked at the start of the interview

Q1
Which of the options on this card describes how you think of 
yourself?
[INTERVIEWER HANDS THE RESPONDENT A CARD WITH THE 
OPTIONS BELOW; RESPONDENT JUST RESPONDS WITH A LETTER]
INSTRUCTION TO INTERVIEWER: If a respondent explains that 
they identify as trans (trans man/ trans woman/non-binary), 
advise them that they can choose whichever option they feel best 
describes them. This will be used to make sure we ask them the 
right questions throughout this interview. If they choose 
to answer ‘In another way’, they will be asked what this is at the 
next question.

RESPONSE OPTIONS ON CARD:
D Man/boy
K Woman/girl
R In another way (please describe)

If respondent answered R ‘In another way’, they are asked Q1b
Q1b
Please tell me how you would describe your gender. If you prefer, 
you can type it in directly to the laptop.
[Text response of up to 150 characters]

Box 2: Questions in the self-completion (CASI) interview section 
These questions are asked part-way through the interview; the respondent reads them and types the answer directly into the 
laptop

Introduction
The next few questions are about your gender.
These questions are asked because not all people feel that the sex they were described as at birth matches how they feel 
about themselves today.
It is important to ask these questions to make sure you are asked the right questions throughout the rest of the survey. Your
answers will be completely confidential, and the interviewer will not be able to see them.

Q2
At birth, were you described as...
Please select one option.
1) male
2) female

Q3
Do you consider yourself to be trans, or have a trans history?
Trans is a term used to describe people whose gender is not the same as the sex they were described as at birth.
1) No
2) Yes

If the gender respondent currently identifies as is different to the sex assigned to them when they were born, or if they 
consider themselves to be trans or have a trans history (i.e. answered ‘yes’ to the question ‘TransHist’, then they are asked 
questions 4, 5 and 6.. If this does not apply, they skip to the question called ‘TransPart’. 
Q4
Have you gone through any part of a process to change from the sex you were described as at birth to the gender you identify 
with? 
Please select all that apply.
1) No
2) Yes – social changes (e.g. changing name, changing pronouns)
3) Yes – legal changes (e.g. changed gender on passport or birth certificate)
4) Yes – medical changes (e.g. surgery, taking hormones)
5) Yes – I am on a waiting list for a gender identity clinic 

Q5
Do you intend to go through any (part of a process/further processes*) to change from the sex you were described as at birth 
to the gender you identify with?
Please select all that apply.
1) No
2) Yes – social changes (e.g. changing name, changing pronouns)
3) Yes – legal changes (e.g. changed gender on passport or birth certificate)
4) Yes – medical changes (e.g. surgery, taking hormones)
5) Not sure
*Wording in brackets depends on answer at Q4 (if select no: ‘part of a process’, if select yes to any: ‘further processes’)

Q6
The next set of questions are about sexual activities you may have experienced at different points in your life. We are asking 
these questions so that we can better understand health risks people may be exposed to.
There are three options for answering these questions. Please choose the option that is applicable.
If you have had a penis or vagina surgically constructed at any time please answer option 3. 
1) Questions for people who have only ever had a penis
2) Questions for people who have only ever had a vagina
3) Questions for people who have had both a penis and a vagina
4) Prefer not to answer this question
Response options at Q6 determine which sexual practices respondents are asked about in the following set of questions about 
detailed sexual behaviour.

In addition,  all respondents are now asked about sexual experiences with transgender and non-binary partners. The full 
questionnaire is still subject to further development work and piloting, but if you would like to see a draft copy please email 
the research team (info@natsal.org).

Results
• Several questions from the literature had undergone extensive general population testing, however, there were no definitive or ‘harmonised’ questions for general population 

surveys. No existing set of questions captured the elements of sex and gender most relevant for a sexual health survey. We therefore combined questions from existing sources 
that had already undergone general population testing (particularly: [1], [2], [3]), with small adaptations, to create our own proposed set of questions. 

• Our proposed questions were found to be well understood and accepted by both trans and non-trans people in cognitive testing (cognitive testing report available on request). 
• See box 1 and 2 for the questions as finalised for the pilot, following cognitive testing and full community review.
• Few studies addressed how to tailor detailed sexual partnership questions to account for trans partners, therefore we developed our own approach to this, within the 

constraints of needing to maintain consistency with the questionnaire for the previous Natsal studies wherever possible (full draft pilot questionnaire available on request).
[1] https://www.equalityhumanrights.com/sites/default/files/collecting-information-gender-identity.pdf; [2] https://www.scotlandscensus.gov.uk/documents/census2021/Sex_and_Gender_Identity_Topic_Report.pdf;
[3] https://www2.gov.scot/Resource/0054/00547222.pdf
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Discussion
We used a multi-stage process to identify a set of 
questions that seem to balance the needs of a diverse 
group of participants. 

These questions are subject to further piloting 
(Spring/Summer 2021) before being finalised for 
inclusion in Natsal-4 (data collection scheduled to begin 
in 2022).
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