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EDIScotland@outlook.com 

 

16 February 2021 

 

 

 

Dear Statistics Canada 

 

Consultation on gender and sexual diversity statistical metadata standards 

 

I welcome the opportunity to provide feedback on the measure, definitions and 

classifications for the new standards proposed by Statistics Canada on gender and sexual 

orientation. 

 

I am a researcher and writer based in Edinburgh, Scotland and am engaged in several 

projects in the UK related to the collection, analysis and use of gender, sex and sexuality 

data. I have recently published a peer-reviewed article in the Journal of Gender Studies on 

the design of the sexual orientation question in Scotland’s 2022 census and presented 

research at a meeting of Canada Infoway’s Sex and Gender Working Group in November 

2020. I present my feedback on the proposal below: 

 

Gender 

 

The proposal offers a comprehensive definition of gender that articulates the concepts of 

gender identity and gender expression and, importantly, underscores the interrelatedness of 

concepts of gender and sex. I also welcome Statistics Canada’s clarification that: 

 

The variable 'Gender of person' and the 'Classification of gender' are 
expected to be used by default in most social statistics programs at Statistics 
Canada.  

 

This statement emphasises that in the vast majority of data collection activities, the data 

required does not pertain to an individual’s sex at birth or biological sex and therefore the 

variables on 'Sex of person' and 'Classification of sex' will not return the information required. 

Statistics Canada’s proposal therefore mirrors that of Stats NZ (New Zealand’s National 

Statistical Office), which has proposed an approach that ‘defaults to the collection of gender 

data as opposed to sex at birth’ with the ‘collection of sex at birth information [viewed] as an 

exception where there is a specific need’ and the wording of draft guidance published by the 

Scottish Government’s Sex and Gender in Data Working Group, which notes ‘In most cases 

[…] data should be collected on the basis of gender identity rather than sex’. 

 

However, I wish to express concern about the approach to the calculation of trans and cis 

populations. Statistics Canada’s proposal to produce this data through cross-classifying the 

categories of the 'Classification of sex' (male and female) with the 'Classification of gender' 

https://www.statcan.gc.ca/eng/concepts/consult-variables/gender#a11
https://www.statcan.gc.ca/eng/concepts/consult-variables/gender#a11
https://doi.org/10.1080/09589236.2020.1866513
https://infocentral.infoway-inforoute.ca/en/resources/docs/sex-gender/sex-gender-presentations/3467-sex-and-gender-nov-10-presentation-dr-kevin-guyan-scotland
https://www.stats.govt.nz/consultations/sex-and-gender-identity-statistical-standards-consultation
https://www.gov.scot/publications/sex-and-gender-in-data-working-group---collecting-data-on-sex-and-gender-draft-guidance-for-feedback/
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(male gender, female gender and non-binary gender) seems like a convoluted path to arrive 

at the required information. It is important to note that the Treasury Board of Canada 

Secretariat and the Department of Justice Canada’s Policy Direction to Modernize the 

Government of Canada’s Sex and Gender Information Practices explains, ‘Departments and 

agencies should only collect or display sex information by exception, when biological 

information is necessary to fulfill the specific needs of programs or services (for example, for 

health-related purposes or to record vital and demographic statistics’. I am unconvinced as 

to whether the uses of data from a national-level census require the collection of biological 

information. 

 

Scholars including Ruberg & Ruelos (2020) have described a two-step approach as 

‘inappropriate, because it requires trans and non-binary folks to report their sex assigned at 

birth’ (p. 6). In addition, this framing weakens Statistics Canada’s description of sex and 

gender as ‘interrelated’. Although distinct, concepts of gender and sex rely on each other for 

meaning: sex is not exclusively biological (as it is understood through gendered ideas about 

bodies), just as gender is not exclusively a social or cultural phenomenon (how we 

experience our sexed bodies is informed by gender). The parsing of sex and gender 

concepts might problematise the analysis and use of this important data. Although I strongly 

support the classifications proposed for transgender status and wish to highlight the value of 

collecting data about cis and trans populations, I would encourage Statistics Canada to 

continue to investigate the potential strengths of questions asked in UK censuses, being 

conducted in 2021 and 2022, that do not require respondents to disclose their sex at birth.  

 

Sexual orientation 

 

Statistics Canada also provides a comprehensive definition of sexual orientation that 

articulates its multiple dimensions. I welcome that the proposal notes, ‘The minimum age for 

responding to sexual orientation questions depends on which component of sexual 

orientation is targeted. The minimum age for asking about sexual identity is 15 ’. This 

guidance is one year younger than census questions on sexual orientation in the UK (to be 

asked of respondents aged 16 and older) but in line with many other studies of LGBTQ 

young people in the UK. 

 

Statistics Canada provides detailed information on the ‘Classification of sexual orientation –

sexual attraction’ and ‘Classification of sexual orientation – sexual attraction, variant’, though 

it is unclear what research activities associated with the work of Statistics Canada might 

require this information. This section would therefore benefit from the inclusion of real-world 

examples to illustrate when this data might be collected. 

 

* 

 

Overall, Statistics Canada’s proposals present a good basis for the future collection of 

gender, sex and sexuality data. As a researcher engaged in the use of collection, analysis 

and use of quantitative data, I understand the need for clear rules that standardise 

approaches when working with different groups in a range of contexts. However, at the 

intersection of data and identity characteristics, it is rare to find categories that are discrete 

or fixed in time and space. For this reason, I encourage Statistics Canada to further explore 

https://www.canada.ca/en/treasury-board-secretariat/corporate/reports/summary-modernizing-info-sex-gender.html#p-ss3-3
https://www.canada.ca/en/treasury-board-secretariat/corporate/reports/summary-modernizing-info-sex-gender.html#p-ss3-3
https://doi.org/10.1177%2F2053951720933286
https://www.ons.gov.uk/census/censustransformationprogramme/questiondevelopment/genderidentity/census2021finalguidanceforthequestionwhatisyoursex
https://www.ons.gov.uk/census/censustransformationprogramme/questiondevelopment/sexualorientation
https://www.lgbtyouth.org.uk/news/2018/february/life-in-scotland-report-launch/
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options that do not require cross-analysis of data on the 'Classification of sex' and 

'Classification of gender' to produce data about trans and cis populations. 

 

I believe the proposal signals a promising start and encourage Statistics Canada to give 

serious consideration to the points raised in my submission. Please do not hesitate to be in 

contact if I can provide any further information on this topic. 

  

Yours sincerely 

 

 

 
Dr Kevin Guyan 

EDI Scotland 


