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As societal conceptions of gender have evolved, so too have survey-based
approaches to the measurement of gender. Yet, most research innovations and insights
regarding the measurement of gender come from online or phone surveys in the Global
North. We focus on face-to-face surveys in the Global South, specifically in the Latin
America and Caribbean (LAC) region. Through in-person interviews, an online experi-
ment, and survey experiments, we identify and assess an open-ended approach to
incorporating respondent-provided gender identity in face-to-face interviews. Our results
affirm that the measure is comparatively effective in minimizing discomfort and does not
have substantial consequences for data quality across a diverse set of LAC countries. We
discuss the potential traveling capacity of our approach and identify paths for further
research on best practices in recording interviewee gender in face-to-face surveys in the

LAC region and beyond.

early every political science survey collects data

on gender. As societal understandings of gender

have evolved, researchers are giving consider-

ation to new measurement approaches (e.g,

Albaugh et al. 2023; Padgett et al. 2024). Scholars

in and outside political science have produced innovations, as well

as lessons in what does not work. Yet, most research has focused

on online or phone surveys in North America and Western
Europe.

We shift the focus to face-to-face surveys, which present unique
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challenges for incorporating gender questions, and to the Latin
America and Caribbean (LAC) region. Through in-person cogni-
tive interviews, an online experiment, and a survey experiment, we
identify and assess an effective approach to incorporating an
expansive gender question in these contexts. In so doing, we
consider potential trade-offs. Expansive gender questions can
yield more accurate data on gender minorities, but asking people
to self-identify their gender in face-to-face surveys—rather than
interviewers recording their inference on respondent gender—
could have the following downsides:

+ Causing discomfort (among cis and/or trans respondents and
interviewers)

+ Introducing missingness in a key variable (gender)

» Increasing attrition and item nonresponse elsewhere in the survey

+ Influencing responses to other questions (e.g., by provoking
backlash against LGBTQ+ inclusivity)

We show that most of these concerns can be mitigated by using
a carefully designed question. We present an expansive gender
question that minimizes (though does not eliminate) discomfort,
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and we show that this question does not increase attrition or item
nonresponse. It does introduce some missingness into the gender
variable, but the missingness rate is low (1.4%), especially when
weighed against the rate of error in interviewer-inferred gender
(up to 0.6%). We find some evidence that the gender question has
small effects on responses to questions about LGBTQ+ rights
among certain subgroups. In assessing these trade-offs, we identify
issues and approaches for researchers to consider as they extend
efforts to ask expansive gender questions across place and time.

use data from the online Canadian Election Studies (CES) to show
that response options matter: Including an “other” category that
mentions “trans, nonbinary, two-spirit, etc.” lowers the proportion
of individuals identifying as men or women because that wording
nudges man- and woman-identifying transgender individuals into
that catch-all category.

Research in Western contexts finds that asking about gender
typically does not evoke substantial discomfort, backlash, or
incomprehension (Bauer et al. 2017; Holzberg et al. 2019; Lagos
and Compton 2021; Medeiros, Forest, and (jhberg 2020). Yet,

We present an expansive gender question that minimizes (though does not eliminate)
discomfort, and we show that this question does not increase attrition or item nonresponse.

EXPANSIVE GENDER QUESTIONS

Many opinion scholars, among others, are interested in moving
beyond the gender binary, which requires that surveys adapt
traditional instruments (Albaugh et al. 2024; Medeiros, Forest,
and Ohberg 2020). Asking expansive gender questions can reduce
measurement error (Albaugh et al. 2023). Even when individual
samples contain too few gender-minority respondents for analy-
sis, it may be possible to pool multiple surveys to achieve leverage
for valid statistical analyses (Lagos and Compton 2021). Some also
consider that the inclusion of expansive gender questions has
legitimizing power (Browne 2016). Surveys serve both instrumen-
tal (disseminating facts) and symbolic (signaling public values)
roles (Herbst 1993). As such, expansive gender questions can
normalize and validate gender minorities. Although we focus on
gender in this project, these arguments apply to measures of other
LGBTQ- identities and to comprehensive considerations of the
LGBTQ+ community.

In developing expansive gender questions, researchers must
consider context-specific understandings, lexicons, and norms.
The terminology people use to describe their gender identity
varies across subgroups (e.g., by age), time, and place (Puckett
etal. 2020). Individuals differ in how much they see sex and gender
as distinct constructs (Reisner et al. 2014). And contexts vary in
terms of norms and laws that stigmatize and create risk for gender
minorities (Holzberg et al. 2019).

In deve]oping expansive gender questions,
understandings, lexicons, and norms.

To date, survey innovations related to respondent-provided
gender identity have centered on industrialized Western coun-
tries, with many recommendations focused on phone or online
surveys. Experts have recently shifted to approaches that decouple
questions about gender identity from those about sex or trans-
gender experience (NASEM 2022). Multi-item modules provide
the benefit of identifying transgender respondents, and recent
work has provided guidance on how to word such questions (e.g.,
Albaugh et al. 2023; see also Puckett et al. 2020).

Scholars simultaneously have made strides in identifying best
practices for gender questions. For example, Albaugh et al. (2023)

researchers recognize potential traveling limitations for scholar-
ship that focuses on comparatively progressive, advanced-
industrialized democracies (Bauer et al. 2017; NASEM 2022).

Looking across regions, European countries are among the most
progressive on policies toward same-sex couples and gender recog-
nition, and clusters of African and Asian countries are among the
most conservative." As a region, the Americas occupies a shifting
and heterogeneous middle ground on LGBTQ+ legal frameworks
and public opinion (de Abreu Maia, Chiu, and Desposato 2023). As
such, discomfort and confusion may be comparatively prevalent
among Latin American respondents (see, e.g., Reisner et al. 2014).
By discomfort, we refer to a range of emotional unease that is
associated with sensitive survey questions (McNeeley 2012).

Another important consideration is the face-to-face mode,
which is common among surveys in less developed contexts
(Lupu and Michelitch 2018). Until recently, most face-to-face
surveys instructed interviewers to observe and record the respon-
dent’s apparent gender, asking for clarification only if needed
(Westbrook and Saperstein 2015). Relying on interviewers to code
various traits is not uncommon, yet interviewer-assessed gender
may produce errors (Lagos and Compton 2021; Westbrook and
Saperstein 2015).

To extend the state of the field, we developed an expansive
gender question for inclusion on face-to-face surveys. We focus
first on its use in the LAC region and later discuss its broader

researchers must consider context-specific

applicability. As a subregion, Latin America leans socially conser-
vative, but attitudes toward LGBTQ+ individuals have trended
more positive in recent decades (Daby and Rau 2024) and several
countries have recently passed progressive LGBTQ-+ rights legis-
lation. The contemporary region is significantly diverse, with
Central American countries (and Paraguay) comparatively anti-
LGBTQ-+ and the Southern Cone countries (Brazil, Argentina, and
Chile, among others) more progressive legally and attitudinally
(de Abreu Maia, Chiu, and Desposato 2023).

In assessing gender expansive questions, we focus primarily on
discomfort. Discomfort is not uncommon in surveys that include
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“sensitive” questions: items that provoke worry (e.g., about reper-
cussions from honest answers), motivate censoring, and/or result
in emotional unease (McNeeley 2012). Notably, discomfort can
have negative effects, including response bias, misreporting,
increased satisficing, increased mode effects, and interviewer
effects (Andreenkova and Javeline 2018; Tourangeau and Yan
2007). We define discomfort as a feeling of unease that, in theory,
may surface among interviewees or interviewers, and—in the case
of gender questions—may affect gender minorities, cisgender
individuals, or both. We further consider that including expansive
gender questions may prime individuals on LGBTQ+ issues,
whether positively or negatively, in ways that shape top-of-the-
head answers they provide to downstream survey questions (see
Medeiros, Forest, and Ohberg 2020).

RESEARCH DESIGN

Our goal was to design an expansive gender question for face-to-
face surveys that would be as unobtrusive as possible and then
assess whether it exerts more than minimal consequences on
survey quality. We used a multistage, multimethod approach.
Stage 1 (question design) comprised cognitive interviews with
small convenience samples drawn from the local population by a
survey firm. The objective was to assess two variants of an open-
ended gender self-identification question with a diverse group,
although there was no selection on LGBTQ+ identity to form this
group. Stage 2 (online experiment) compared the option that
worked better in the cognitive interviews with a two-question
sex and gender module in an online experiment in Guatemala.
Stage 3 (comparative study) included the gender self-identification
question in face-to-face surveys in 22 LAC countries alongside a
question order experiment in three of these countries (Argentina,
Brazil, and Chile) to test whether inclusion of the self-
identification question affected attrition and responses to other
questions; we then extended this experiment to two more socially
conservative countries (El Salvador and Honduras).

Stage 1: Question Design

We measured gender self-identity using an open-ended question
(coded in the field by the interviewer using a handheld device). We
tested two variants:

1. “For statistical purposes, could you please tell me your gender?”
2. “For statistical purposes, could you please confirm your gender?’

The phrase “statistical purposes” is common in discussions around
confidentiality (anonymity) and related privacy issues (e.g., NASEM
2022, 49). We adopted this language to emphasize that the data
would not be used in an identifiable form. The phrase “confirm
your gender” was used based on advice from experienced practi-
tioners on ways to assure respondents that their gender was not
being questioned.

Round 1 of cognitive interview pretesting centered on the first
variant. Evidence indicated that it elicited both interviewee and
interviewer discomfort. In Guatemala pretesting in 2022, cognitive
interviews were conducted with 20 individuals—i13 women and
7 men—ages 19 to 64. Eight respondents reacted to the gender
question, unprompted, either with discomfort, laughter, surprise
or with how they thought others would feel about the question.
Some interviewees became visibly uncomfortable. Others voiced
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concerns either for themselves (e.g., saying it was “strange” to be
asked) or for others (e.g., saying that others would be “offended” or
“upset”). Notably, interviewers also reported discomfort. This is
relevant because requiring interviewers to ask sensitive questions
can incentivize data fabrication (Logan et al. 2020).

Round 2 of pretesting centered on the second variant and
provided some evidence of improvement. A second Guatemala
pretest in 2022 included 10 new participants, 8 women and 2 men,
ages 19 to 58. Three respondents showed discomfort with the
gender identity question, but there appeared to be an improve-
ment in reactions. When probed, some noted surprise (e.g., laugh-
ter) or discomfort (e.g., you should be able to tell “just by
looking”). Yet, both interviewees and interviewers appeared more
willing to cooperate when the question asked “to confirm” the
respondent’s gender.

Stage 2: Online Experiment

The cognitive interviews identified a gender self-identification
question that appeared to reduce, but not remove, discomfort.
Our next step was to assess whether the remaining discomfort was
sufficiently large to decrease respondent cooperation or compro-
mise data quality. Given the aforementioned benefits of each
approach, as well as the dearth of research on expansive gender
questions in the LAC region, we focused this stage on both the
single gender question and a two-step instrument. We conducted
an online experiment in Guatemala in 2022 that compares the
“best” option from the field (“For statistical purposes, could you
please confirm your gender?’) to a two-step sex + gender module
recommended by NASEM (2022). Our regional expertise and
reading of the literature suggested that a two-step question would
provoke greater discomfort in a LAC context. We designed and
programmed a survey that was implemented via Offerwise to 2,634
respondents sampled using quotas from the firm’s opt-in panel.
The experiment had two treatment conditions: respondents were
asked, at the start of the survey, the field-tested single-item
measure (treatment 1) or a two-question module about their sex
at birth and their current gender (treatment 2).>

Post-treatment questions indicated that respondent levels of
comfort with the gender questions were high, albeit significantly
different from each other: on a o010 scale, averages were 9.11 for
the single-item measure and 8.93 for the two-question module.?
We did not find significant differences across treatments on
overall survey satisfaction, overall comfort, and reported confu-
sion with the gender question. In brief, the respondents evidenced
little difficulty comprehending the single-item gender question
and no major concerns regarding overall satisfaction and comfort
(see online appendix table A4). However, there are three limita-
tions. The sample skews toward higher levels of socioeconomic
status; the study was conducted online, a format that reduces
discomfort around sensitive questions; and we cannot assess
data-quality issues such as breakoffs or nonresponse rates, given
that online panel respondents are incentivized to complete the
questionnaire.

Stage 3: Comparative Survey and Question Order Experiment

We next inserted the single-item self-identification question into
the 2023 AmericasBarometer by LAPOP Lab. Interviewers coded
open-ended responses into an e-device, where the options were
woman, man, neither, don’t know, or no response. Before the self-
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identification question, interviewers also coded their inference
regarding the interviewee’s gender. This allows us to compare
responses across interviewer-inferred and respondent-provided
measures.

We also conducted a question order experiment. As noted
earlier, asking a gender self-identification question in face-to-
face surveys provokes some level of discomfort and other negative
responses. Firms working on the 2023 AmericasBarometer reported
that pretests in countries as varied as Chile, Guatemala, Jamaica,
and Peru revealed that individuals felt uncomfortable because
it was obvious by looking at them (Chile), it was disrespectful
(Guatemala), it was offensive (Jamaica), and it was strange
(Peru). In theory, this could cause individuals to refuse to answer
the question or to terminate (breakoff) the survey early. Asking
gender self-identification might also signal a progressive project
on LGBTQ+ issues. One pretest participant in Jamaica reacted by
referring to the survey as part of a “woke agenda.” For these
reasons, we designed the experiment to consider the following
potential consequences for data quality: item nonresponse, sur-
vey attrition (breakoff), and shifts in attitudes toward LGBTQ+
rights.

COMPARATIVE SURVEY

For the face-to-face AmericasBarometer surveys (22 countries,* N
= 34,459), 37 individuals (0.11%) self-identified in a way that was
coded “neither male/man or female/woman.” Of those who self-
identified outside the binary, 19 were coded as men, 17 were coded
as women, and 1 was coded as “don’t know” by the interviewer.
Ten respondents were coded as “don’t know” by the interviewer
but self-identified as either a man or woman. An additional
152 individuals who self-identified as women were initially coded
by the interviewer as men or vice versa.’ In total, the number of
respondents either misclassified or marked as “don’t know” by the
interviewer was 200, or 0.6% of the sample. The number who did
not respond to the self-identification question was 488 respon-
dents, or 1.4%. On the interviewer-assessed measure, the “don’t
know” option was used only 12 times (in one of these cases, the
respondent self-identified as nonbinary). These data yield two
conclusions: The number of individuals self-identifying outside
the conventional gender binary in LAC-region surveys is low, and
some individuals appear to be miscoded by interviewer-
determined measures of gender. We also see some nonresponse
to the gender self-identification question, although not at rates
higher than for other sensitive questions.®

QUESTION ORDER EXPERIMENT

To systematically test for unintended effects of the gender ques-
tion, we ran a preregistered experiment in three countries: Argen-
tina, Brazil, and Chile.” We subsequently extended the study to
national surveys in El Salvador and Honduras.® Individuals were
randomly assigned to one of two conditions: In the treatment
condition, the survey asked about gender at the beginning along-
side other basic demographic information, whereas in the control
condition, respondents received the gender question at the end of
the survey.

We examined whether the gender self-identification question
reduced engagement with the survey—via attrition and item
nonresponse rates—and whether (via a priming effect) it affected
expressed attitudes about LGBTQ+ rights. For this latter test, we

analyzed response patterns on six questions (of which each
respondent received four). These questions came after the gender
question in the treatment group and before it in the control group.
Each respondent was asked their approval or disapproval (on a o—
10 scale) of gay individuals’ right to run for office and of same-sex
marriage. Respondents were asked two additional questions about
equal rights and adoption, with random assignment to whether
those questions asked about sexual minorities (LGB) or gender
minorities (T).°

The data from the Southern Cone countries are from the 2023
AmericasBarometer. These countries—Argentina, Brazil, and
Chile—have some of the most progressive laws and attitudes on
LGBTQ+ issues in the LAC region. In the 2023 AmericasBarom-
eter, support for equal rights for gender minorities was 64% in
Argentina, 63% in Chile, and 60% in Brazil. In only three other LAC
countries was there majority support (Lupu et al. 2023). We might
expect comparatively lower risk of backlash and attrition in such
contexts. In 2024 we implemented the same experimental design
in face-to-face national surveys conducted by LAPOP in El Salva-
dor and Honduras. Central Americans hold more conservative
attitudes on LGBTQ+ rights: Support for same-sex marriage in El
Salvador and Honduras is only 14% and 16%, respectively, com-
pared to 49% to 61% support in Argentina, Brazil, and Chile (Lupu
et al. 2023; see also de Abreu Maia, Chiu, and Desposato 2023). The
2024 surveys in Honduras and El Salvador did not include ques-
tions on LGBTQ+ rights, but they do enable us to test for attrition
and nonresponse bias.

Attrition and Nonresponse

Survey attrition (aka breakoff or early termination of the survey)
and item nonresponse reflect survey disengagement and can
create survey bias (RofSmann, Blumenstiel, and Steinbrecher
2015). Figure 1 shows the estimated treatment effect on attrition
and overall nonresponse rates across all questions in the survey.
The treatment did not increase attrition or item nonresponse in
any of the five countries.™

Attitudes toward LGBTQ+ Rights

We next consider whether the treatment affected attitudes toward
LGBTQ+ rights. Figure 2 shows the estimated average treatment
effect (ATE) for each outcome question in the Southern Cone
countries. In only one instance does treatment affect aggregate
opinion: It has a positive effect on Adoption (LGB) for Brazil.

We also preregistered analysis of heterogeneous effects by age
and education. Whereas we do not find evidence that our gender
identity question shifts aggregate opinion on most LGBTQ+ rights
questions, we do find evidence that it affects some individual-level
responses. We observe heterogeneous effects by age on four
questions in Argentina and on one question in Brazil and in Chile.
Across all LGBTQ-+ rights questions, younger respondents are
more supportive than older respondents. The treatment (receiving
the gender identity question at the start of the survey) widens this
gap: It causes younger respondents to express even more support
for LGBTQ+ rights and older respondents to express even less
support.™

CONCLUSION

We set out to identify an approach to measuring gender in face-
to-face surveys, with a focus on the LAC region and with the
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Figure 1
Attrition and Overall Nonresponse

Attrition Overall non-response
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Estimated Treatment Effect

Treatment effects are estimated from linear regressions, controlling for interviewer ID. The estimated effects are presented with 95% confidence intervals.

Figure 2

Average Treatment Effects

Run for office - —

Marriage

Equal rights (T) -

Equal rights (LGB) -

Adoption (T) 4

O
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_
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Adoption (LGB) - I
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Average Treatment Effect
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Treatment effects are estimated from linear regressions, controlling for age, urban/
rural residence, interviewer ID, and whether any other individuals were present at the
time of interview. The estimated effects are presented with 95% confidence intervals.

goals of (1) allowing respondents to self-identify, rather than
relying on interviewer perceptions; (2) minimizing discomfort;
and (3) not introducing data-quality problems. Through a mul-
tistage process, we developed question wording that improves
the measurement of gender (some respondents identified with
a gender different from that perceived by the interviewer),
comparatively minimizes discomfort, and does not introduce
major problems for attrition or nonresponse bias across five
experiments. Although there is some (but comparatively low)
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missingness on the self-identified gender question in some
countries, the absence of attrition and response-rate effects
holds in both liberal and conservative countries. This suggests
that our approach may be useful across a range of contexts,
including face-to-face surveys in advanced industrialized set-
tings. We caution, however, against generalizing to much more
conservative settings, especially to contexts where disclosing
certain gender identities would pose legal or other risks.

We do not identify substantive effects of the question on
aggregate opinion toward LGBTQ+ rights—an important finding
for survey projects that want to improve their measurement of
gender while maintaining the ability to track shifts over time in
public opinion on LGBTQ-+ issues. We do find evidence that the
gender question affects some individual responses on the LGBTQ+
rights questions, with heterogeneous effects by age on certain
questions.**

Our question invokes comparatively lower levels of discom-
fort, but it does still make some respondents uncomfortable.
Discomfort is not necessarily a reason to abandon important
questions, but it should be consciously considered and weighed
in the context of the survey’s goals (Amaya, Vogels, and Brown
2020; NASEM 2022). Some pretest reports of discomfort appear
to be instances in which socially conservative gender norms were
challenged in ways that provoked discomfort. At the same time,
we also saw evidence that some interviewees became unsettled
in terms of their gender presentation or sexuality. In the 2023
AmericasBarometer pretests, one Peruvian respondent asked
whether she was asked the gender identification question
because the interviewer thought she was gay. Given that con-
ventional surveys have asked gender only “if not obvious”
(Westbrook and Saperstein 2015), it is not unreasonable for a
respondent to think their gender is uniquely being questioned.
Future research might consider ways to further minimize these
various types of discomfort.

Another direction for future research is to drill more deeply
into heterogeneous effects by interviewee or interviewer traits.
Yet still another pathway for future research is to design and test



alternative ways of collecting data on gender and related topics.
One approach could be to ask respondents to fill out a brief
demographic form (on paper or via an e-device) that includes
gender alongside other questions. Compared to asking directly,
this approach ought to reduce discomfort and would avoid
the issues of interviewers assigning a gender based on
their perceptions. Filling out a demographic sheet is a familiar
activity for many people; yet, it may not always be feasible in
face-to-face surveys because of illiteracy or logistical issues in
the field.

Although we focused on gender, we hope that our study
contributes to discussions on methods for measuring various
LGBTQ+ identifications. Even though measures of trans identity
and sexual orientation are not used as widely across surveys as
measures of gender, a growing number of projects have started to
collect data on LGBTQ+ identification (see, e.g., Padgett et al.
2024). Our gender question can be combined with additional
questions about LGBTQ+ identity, including whether the respon-
dent identifies as transgender (see Albaugh et al. 2023 and Puckett
et al. 2020 on question wording). As with gender identity, extant
research often focuses on online surveys in advanced industrial-
ized democracies; our study’s multistage approach offers one
template for designing and assessing LGBTQ+ self-identification
questions across various contexts.

In addition to offering a recommendation for how to ask a
gender self-identification question in a face-to-face survey that
“works” across a range of sociolegal contexts, we also raise a set of
considerations and approaches relevant to testing and improving
measurement strategies. Within the confines of this study, what
we can state with confidence is that (1) interviewers sometimes
make mistakes in describing respondents’ gender, which can be
corrected by allowing the respondent to self-identify and (2) even
if some respondents express discomfort, we find no evidence
(in the contexts we studied) that this gender self-identification
question poses a considerable threat to data quality.

SUPPLEMENTARY MATERIAL
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NOTES
1. See https://database.ilga.org/en.
2. See appendix section I for question wording.
3. Two-tailed p-value for the difference in means: 0.03.

4. Appendix table A6 contains country-level descriptives; full technical information
is at https://www.vanderbilt.edu/lapop/studies-country.php. We exclude the two
AmericasBarometer surveys conducted by phone (Haiti, Nicaragua).

5. We assume that the interviewer’s determination was inaccurate.

[=2

. The highest rate of nonresponse on the gender self-identification question was
4.72% in Paraguay, and the lowest was 0% in El Salvador. Appendix table A6 has
more information on missingness by country. For comparison, item nonresponse
for the 2023 AmericasBarometer income question in the same countries is 12.95%
(ranging from 3.7% to 29% at the country level). For education, a less sensitive
question, item nonresponse was 0.67% (ranging from 0% to 2.6%).

. Preregistration available at https://osf.io/cysrp/.
. See appendix section 2 for survey details.

o o N

. See appendix table A5 for question wording.

10. For analysis of nonresponse for LGBTQ+-related questions, see appendix figures
A1 and Aa.

11. See appendix figures A5—Aso for full details.

12. These heterogeneous effects do not necessarily imply data quality problems. The
opinions expressed in the treatment condition could be more sincere than those
in the control condition (e.g., younger respondents might hold more strongly
positive views than they express in the control condition and take the expansive
gender question as a signal that they can comfortably express those views to the
interviewer).
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