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To Whom It May Concern:
We are grateful for the opportunity to provide comments to the Department of Commerce
(the “Department”) on its proposed revisions to the Household Pulse Survey. See 86 Fed. Reg.
33,214 (June 24, 2021).
The undersigned are scholars affiliated with the Williams Institute, a center at the UCLA
School of Law dedicated to conducting rigorous and independent research on sexual orientation
and gender identity (“SOGI”), including on disparities experienced by lesbian, gay, bisexual, and
transgender (“LGBT”) people. The Williams Institute collects and analyzes original data, as well
as analyzes governmental and private data, and has long worked with federal agencies to
improve data collection on the U.S. population. These efforts include producing widely-cited
best practices for the collection of SOGI information on population-based surveys.1
In February of this year, we wrote the Department to discuss the importance and
feasibility of including SOGI measures on the Household Pulse Survey and other surveys it
conducts that monitor the impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic.2 More specifically, we noted
there that research conducted prior to the pandemic indicates that LGBT people are particularly
vulnerable to the health and economic impacts of the pandemic,3 and similarly noted that
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available data from private sources indicate that the pandemic has indeed had such impacts on
LGBT people.4
We estimate that there are nearly 13 million LGBT people ages 13 and older living in the
United States,5 including approximately 11 million adults (4.5% of the U.S. adult population).6
However, as administered thus far, the Household Pulse Survey excludes SOGI measures from
the demographic data it collects from respondents. Other federal data collections related to
COVID-19 do the same. As a result, it has been impossible to track the impact of the pandemic
on the millions of LGBT people in the United States using federal data, despite these sources
otherwise serving as invaluable resources on the impacts of the pandemic on many Americans’
employment, income loss, food and housing security, mental health and access to health care,
and educational outcomes. And, in particular, despite the Household Pulse Survey existing
specifically to provide “near real-time data” intended to “guid[e] the response and recovery from
the pandemic.”7
Through its most recent proposal, the Department has added SOGI measures onto the
Household Pulse Survey questionnaire, specifically questions on sex assigned at birth, current
gender identity, and sexual orientation.8 Therefore, here we write to commend the Department
for its addition of these SOGI measures to the Household Pulse Survey, and to provide recentlypublished research in continued support of same.
I.

Economic, Health, and Other Disparities Facing LGBT People Prior to the COVID19 Pandemic

As indicated across our research, LGBT people—and particularly LGBT people of
color—have consistently reported economic, health, and other disparities when compared to their
cisgender, heterosexual peers, well before the COVID-19 pandemic.9 These disparities in turn
have likely left many LGBT people vulnerable to the impacts of the pandemic.
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The Williams Institute recently developed the first LGBTQ10 population-based national
dataset for the United States, developed through our Generations and TransPop studies on sexual
and gender minority people, respectively.11 Using these data, we found that LGBTQ people
prior to the pandemic were more likely to report unemployment when compared to the national
average (8.1% of LGBTQ people vs. 4.1% of all people nationally at the end of 2017).12
Similarly, LBQ cisgender women (48.3%) and transgender people (47.7%) were more likely
than GBQ cisgender men (31.5%) to be living in a low-income household, with all three groups
reporting rates higher than that of the general U.S. population (30.4%).13 Additionally, we found
that 16.9% of non-transgender sexual minority adults report having experienced homelessness in
their lifetimes, compared to 6.2% of the general population.14 LGBTQ people reported
experiencing a number of stressful events in the year prior to the survey, including 29.4% who
reported a “major financial crisis,” declaring bankruptcy, or being unable to pay bills on time
more than once.15 Finally, 39% percent of transgender people, 32% of LBQ cisgender women,
and 18% of GBQ cisgender men reported having symptoms consistent with serious mental
illness, including depression, anxiety, and substance use disorders.16
Of course, these data offer only a limited view of the disparities faced by LGBT people
relevant to their experiences during the pandemic. For example, in past studies, we’ve found that
LGBT people consistently report high rates of food insecurity (26.7%), in particular among
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women (30.7%) and Black (37.3%) and Latinx (31.8%) LGBT people.17 A 2020 Williams
Institute report looking specifically at the transgender population found that 319,800 transgender
adults in the U.S. have one or more medical conditions that put them at increased risk of serious
illness related to COVID-19, including asthma (208,500), diabetes (81,100), heart disease
(72,700), and HIV (74,800), and approximately 217,000 transgender adults in the U.S. are ages
65 or older.18 In addition, we found that 137,600 transgender people lack health insurance and
that 450,000 had not gone to a doctor in the past year because they could not afford it.19 Finally,
in a study on LGBT adults in California, we found that 361,000 were in fair or poor health
overall before the pandemic began, and that many LGBT adults reported underlying health
conditions that put them at increased risk of serious illness related to COVID-19, such as asthma
(216,000), diabetes (114,000), and heart disease (81,000).20 A significant number of LGBT
people in California are ages 65 and older—an estimated 162,000 LGB and 9,000 transgender
people—many of whom also suffer from asthma, heart disease, and diabetes.21
II.

Studies on the Impact of the COVID-19 Pandemic on LGBT People

As previously reported to the Department, both state governments and private entities
have begun to include SOGI measures in their surveys and other data collection activities related
to COVID-19.22 However, these efforts continue to be limited in their scope—both in terms of
the populations being surveyed, and the questions being asked of those populations—and in turn
limit our collective ability to understand and respond to the full extent to which LGBT people are
being impacted by the pandemic.
This year, the Williams Institute has published two reports based on data collected
through an Ipsos-Axios survey of a nationally-representative sample of over 12,000 adults
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conducted between August and December 2020.23 Our first report, looking at LGBT people in
the U.S. generally, found that LGBT people of color have disproportionately experienced the
health and economic impacts of COVID-19.24 For example, among those who reported
undergoing COVID-19 testing, an estimated 14.5% of LGBT people of color tested positive
for COVID-19, compared to 7.3% of White non-LGBT people.25 About one-third (32.1%) of
LGBT people of color personally knew someone who died of COVID-19, compared to one-fifth
of White LGBT and White non-LGBT people (21.3% and 19.8%, respectively).26 In addition,
LGBT respondents were more likely than non-LGBT respondents to have been laid off (12.4%
vs. 7.8%) or furloughed from their jobs (14.1% vs. 9.7%), report problems affording basic
household goods (23.5% vs. 16.8%), and report problems paying their rent or mortgage (19.9%
vs. 11.7%).27 These economic disparities were even greater when comparing LGBT people of
color to White non-LGBT people: 28.7% of LGBT people of color reported having less ability to
pay for household goods and 26.3% percent reported problems paying their rent or mortgage,
compared to 14.2% and 8.8% of White non-LGBT people, respectively.28
Our second study drawing from this dataset found that older LGBT people (ages 45 and
older) are more likely to report experiencing the economic impacts of the pandemic than older
non-LGBT people (ages 45 and older).29 For example, older LGBT respondents were more
likely than older non-LGBT respondents to have been recently laid off (10.7% vs. 5.9%) or
furloughed from their jobs (13.3% vs. 9.2%), report problems affording basic household goods
(20.6% vs. 14.4%), and report problems paying their rent or mortgage (14.9% vs. 8.3%).30 And,
consistent with our other studies, our analysis here found that race plays a role, as among those
who were recently laid off, older LGBT people of color reported the highest rates (18.7%),
followed by older non-LGBT people of color (7.3%), older White LGBT people, (6.3%) and
finally older White non-LGBT people (4.3%).31 Similarly, older LGBT people of color were
also significantly more likely than other groups to report that their ability to afford household
goods (30.8%) and to pay their rent or mortgage (24.5%) got worse due to the pandemic—and in
particular were twice as likely to report these problems as compared to older White LGBT
people (15.3% and 10.0%, respectively).32
Some private studies on the impact of COVID-19 have focused on very particular
subpopulations in the U.S., including our Access to Higher Education Survey (“AHES”), which
asked a nationally representative sample of adults ages 18 to 40 to report on their lifetime
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experiences in schools in January and February of 2021.33 We recently published an analysis of
AHES data focused on the experiences of LGBTQ students enrolled in an institution of higher
education during the pandemic, including findings that more LGBTQ students experienced a
housing disruption due to the pandemic than their non-LGBTQ counterparts (30.9% v. 16.9%).34
Specifically, more LGBTQ than non-LGBTQ students lost access to student housing (15.4% vs.
5.6%), moved into their own apartment (8.2% vs. 1.8%), or found shared off-campus housing
(5.9% vs. 0%), with an estimated 3.0% of LGBTQ and 0.8% of non-LGBTQ students reporting
having nowhere to live during the pandemic.35 Consistent with our other studies, our analysis
suggests that the intersection of race and SOGI can produce particular vulnerabilities among
students, with over a quarter (27.7%) of LGBTQ students of color reporting that a family
member had been seriously ill with COVID-19, followed by 23.1% of non-LGBTQ students of
color, 17.4% of White LGBTQ students, and 10.0% of White non-LGBTQ students.36 Similarly,
AHES data suggests that gender minority people are experiencing disproportionate impacts from
the pandemic, with transgender students being six times more likely to report having been
seriously ill or hospitalized with COVID-19 than their cisgender peers (5.5% vs. 0.9%).37
III.

Conclusion

Federal and other efforts to address the ongoing impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic on
particular marginalized or otherwise vulnerable populations are limited by the data currently
being collected by the Department and other agencies, with the exclusion of SOGI measures
from those collection activities likely meaning the exclusion of LGBT people from many
targeted interventions. While existing private studies demonstrate that LGBT people have been
disproportionately impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic across a variety of contexts and in a
number of ways, the data sources on which they were based are often limited in sample size and
scope—including from being conducted at only one point in time—and therefore cannot provide
as comprehensive a look as compared to sources originating through the federal statistical
system, including in particular the Household Pulse Survey.
We therefore commend the Department for its addition of SOGI measures to the
Household Pulse Survey, and recommend that the Department continue to consider the addition
of SOGI measures in its other collections related to COVID-19. The Department’s specific
proposal here is consistent with the recommendations of the Interagency Technical Working
Group on Sexual Orientation and Gender Identity Items in the Household Pulse Survey,38 which
are themselves consistent with our recommendations on SOGI measures for self-administered
surveys, including the use of a two-step question to measure gender identity alongside a
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confirmation question.39 As such, we also write to echo the working group’s call for the
implementation of these measures without testing specific to the Household Pulse Survey given
existing research on SOGI measure response rates.40
Finally, we write to note our concern with potential harm to respondents of COVID-19
data collection activities due to breach of confidentiality. We urge the Department to ensure that
the data are collected and reported using all appropriate privacy standards and to maintain
confidentiality of respondents’ medical and demographic information. Where confidentiality is
breached, LGBT individuals ought to be protected from discrimination and in medical and other
settings.
Thank you for your consideration. Please direct any correspondence to
vasquezl@law.ucla.edu.
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