
 

 

Introduction 

The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) are a universal call to action to end poverty, protect the 

planet and ensure that all people enjoy peace and prosperity by 2030. As the UK’s national statistics 

institute, the Office for National Statistics (ONS) is responsible for monitoring the UK’s progress towards 

achieving the SDGs. Part of this role includes putting the data into context. This article is the first in a 

series of explainer pieces looking at concepts that are important to the SDGs; future articles will explore 

race and ethnicity, and disability. For more information about SDGs, please see our online reporting 

platform. 

 

What is the difference between 

sex and gender?  

 









Office for National Statistics (ONS) does not currently collect data on gender identity in any social 

surveys and there are no harmonised questions across the Government Statistical Service (GSS). 

However, data collection methodology and question designs are being explored, and work is currently 

continuing into whether information on gender identity, as well as sex, could be collected in the census. 

There is a dedicated web page outlining the work carried out and further work planned. The devolved 

authorities for Scotland and Northern Ireland are also considering the issue in the context of their data 

collection. 

During the consultation for the 2021 census and a gender identity workshop, it was confirmed that 

information about gender identity for all ages was needed to inform government policy and to allocate 

resources and service planning. With the 2010 Equality Act specifying gender reassignment as a 

protected characteristic and the government agreeing to assess how to measure the size of the UK trans 

population, there is increasing demand for data on gender identity (Government Response to the 

Women and Equalities Committee Report on Transgender Equality). The 2021 Census topic research: 

December 2017 outlines the latest position regarding gender identity questions in the 2021 census. 

The UK Government Digital Service states that, for administrative use, sex or gender questions should 

only be asked if absolutely necessary. If there needs to be a question about gender then include three 

categories: male, female and unspecified, and avoid pronouns such as ‘he’ or ‘she’, and use ‘you’ 

instead. In surveys, this data is required so that the researcher can amass a balanced sample of people 

which is representative of the target group or population. This means that the results of the survey are 

more likely to benefit the target group. Also, it will outline whether there are any sex or gender 

inequalities, and allows a comparison of males and females to assess whether there are any differences 

between the two groups. Sex and gender data shows the response rates of both males and females and 

determines whether there is a skew in either direction (i.e. whether there were more males or females 

that responded) and how this can be addressed. However, most existing surveys collect binary gender 

identity, and many surveys that claim to be collecting sex data are actually collecting gender data. 

 

Data collection: benefits and complexities 

There are many positives in collecting gender identity data. The Equality and Human Rights Commission 

indicate people welcome inclusion in surveys as it provides opportunities to express their opinions and 

to raise important questions in society. The ONS gender identity workshop suggested that gender 

identity data would be useful to monitor discrimination and equality, and to inform policy. It would: 

assist with allocation of funding and specialist services; provide education and awareness of gender 

identity; and be beneficial to have official, reliable data about the size of the trans population. 

However, there are many different challenges in collecting and reporting gender information. Gender 

identity is subjective, and collection needs to be more detailed than simply male man and womanand 

female. There are the issues of confidentiality, privacy, context, which information is appropriate to ask 

for and whether people would answer truthfully. Respondents need to be able to self-identify, and to 

feel comfortable doing so. It was suggested in the gender identity workshop that people may not wish to 






