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To Whom it May Concern, 

Thank you for the opportunity to comment on the National Health Interview Survey (NHIS) Revision. As 
scholars dedicated to conducting research on sexual orientation and gender identity, we are writing to 
communicate the importance of sexual orientation and gender identity (SOGI) data collection in the 
National Health Interview Survey (NHIS). The Williams Institute has long analyzed governmental data, 
including NHIS data, and has worked with federal agencies to improve data collection on the U.S. 
population. We have also produced widely cited best practices for the collection of sexual orientation 
and gender identity information on population-based surveys. 
 
Only a handful of more than 150 data sources used to monitor progress towards Healthy People 2020 
objectives include sexual orientation and gender identity (SOGI) items (https://www.healthypeople.gov/
2020/data-search/Data-Sources). This limitation impedes researchers’ ability to measure progress 
towards improving the health and wellbeing of the estimated 13 million lesbian, gay, bisexual, and 
transgender (LGBT) people, and reducing SOGI health disparities, in the United States.i The NHIS is one 
of only eight data sources that include sexual orientation items, making it a vital source of population-
based information about trends in illness, healthcare access, and progress towards health objectives for 
this population. Since collection of these items began in 2013, this data has since been used in at least 
56 published studies. These publications cover a wide range of topics, including mental health, health-
related quality of life, cancer, tobacco use, and health care access (Table 1). Knowledge gained from 
NHIS data analysis has helped researchers identify health disparities experienced by sexual minorities 
across a range of health outcomes. For example, sexual minorities have higher odds of poor physical 
health, poor mental health, and chronic conditions.ii Research suggests that many of these disparities 
are rooted in societal stigma and discrimination. In particular, exposure to discrimination and violence is 
associated with higher rates of psychiatric disordersiii, substance abuseiv, and suicidev among LGBT 
people. Given the utility of this information in the NHIS survey, we strongly recommend that this 
measure is retained. 
 
The NHIS does not currently collect information on gender identity. We estimate that there are about 
1.4 million gender minority adults in the U.S. Gender minority people are at a high risk for poor health 
outcomes, including poor physical and mental health, higher rates of suicide,vi and lower rates of health 



care coverage.vii In order to better understand the health disparities experienced by this population, we 
recommend that the NHIS add survey questions which identify respondents’ sex assigned at birth as well 
as their current gender identity. Only two Healthy People 2020 data sources currently collect 
information about gender identity (the Population Assessment of Tobacco and Health (PATH) and the 
National Crime Victimization Survey (NCVS)). One of the Healthy People 2020 goals is to increase the 
number of data sources that collect this information from two to four. We recommend that the NHIS 
add survey questions that allow identification of gender minorities in the U.S. population. This will 
contribute to progress towards the Healthy People 2020 goals by improving understanding of health 
disparities experienced by gender minority (e.g., transgender) people. 
 
In summary, your efforts to sustain and expand sexual orientation and gender identity data collection in 
the NHIS will support the federal government in fulfilling its commitment to monitor, promote, and 
protect the public health and to reduce health disparities based on sexual orientation and gender 
identity. We thank you for your commitment to public health. 
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