Best Guide to LGBTQ Survey Design: Practical Tools for Local Data Collection
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Shoppers of data and community advocates are turning to a new practical guide from the Williams Institute to close glaring gaps in local LGBTQ information, helping governments, researchers and grassroots groups collect inclusive, policy‑relevant data that actually reflects people’s lives.
Practical focus: The guide offers step‑by‑step advice for community‑centred surveys that work in real life, not just in theory. 
Inclusive measures: Uses tested questions for sexual orientation and gender identity so results are comparable and trustworthy. 
Targeted insight: Enables breakdowns by age, race, immigration status and gender identity to spotlight underserved groups. 
Policy-ready: Designed to answer state and local policy questions now that many federal surveys no longer ask SOGI items. 
Easy to adopt: Includes sample questions and examples from California and Los Angeles County studies, making adoption straightforward.
Why this guide matters now: federal gaps leave a vacuum
The strongest hook here is timing: many federal surveys have removed sexual orientation and gender identity items, leaving planners and advocates without the basic counts they need. That absence makes local data collection not optional but essential, and the Williams Institute’s guide aims to fill that gap with a clear, usable playbook. It’s a practical response to a policy problem that feels urgent for health, housing and social services planners.
According to advocacy groups and recent reports, when governments stop asking, communities lose visibility. That invisibility translates into missed funding, overlooked needs and policies that don’t reflect the real make‑up of populations. The guide helps make sure local questions capture who people are and the challenges they face.
What to ask and how to ask it: inclusive SOGI measures that travel
The guide leans on measures the Williams Institute has tested over decades to make sure questions about sexual orientation and gender identity are clear, respectful and comparable across surveys. That’s crucial if you want to compare LGBTQ and non‑LGBTQ populations or track trends over time.
Practical tip: include separate, plain‑language items for sexual orientation and gender identity, offer nonbinary response options, and add an open text field when useful. These choices reduce misclassification and make respondents feel seen, which improves response quality.
Designing community‑centred surveys: more than just questions
Good survey design is also about who you involve and how you recruit them. The guide emphasises partnering with community organisations, testing questions in the field, and using sampling strategies that reach youth, elders, immigrants and people of colour. Those steps help avoid the usual bias of online or convenience samples.
If you’re running a municipal survey, piloting the instrument with local LGBTQ groups and offering multiple modes of completion , paper, online, phone , will widen participation and produce richer, more representative data.
Turning data into policy: comparability and relevance
One big benefit of using the guide’s tested measures is comparability: your local numbers can be meaningfully compared with other jurisdictions or past studies. That comparability makes it easier to argue for resource allocation or legal protections, because you’re speaking the same statistical language as researchers and policymakers.
For example, having reliable SOGI items lets officials compare health outcomes between LGBTQ and non‑LGBTQ residents, or identify needs among transgender and nonbinary people specifically. Those distinctions matter for targeted programmes and funding bids.
Real examples and quick wins: learning from California and LA County
The Williams Institute includes case studies from work in California and Los Angeles County that show how these methods play out on the ground. Those examples are useful models if you’re launching a survey in a similar urban or state context and want tested question wordings and sampling tactics.
Quick wins include copying sample SOGI items, adapting recruitment language used in successful pilots, and using the guide’s checklists to avoid common pitfalls like duplicating existing data or asking questions that don’t map to policy levers.
It's a small change in practice that can make local governments and community groups far better equipped to serve LGBTQ people.
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