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Letter from the Editors: Sensitive Topics
by Matt Golder & Sona N. Golder
The Pennsylvania State University

Welcome to the Spring 2015 issue of the Comparative
Politics Newsletter. We are very happy to take over as editors, and would like to take this opportunity to thank the
previous editors at the Hertie Institute in Berlin, Mark
Hallerberg and Mark Kayser, for their excellent work
over the last three years. We hope to maintain their high
standards during our own editorial term.
One of the most important goals of the Comparative Politics Newsletter in our opinion is to engender a sense of community among comparative polim http://comparativenewsletter.com/

tics scholars around the world. To help with this, we
have created a webpage for the Newsletter at http:
//comparativenewsletter.com. Please take a look at
the webpage. You’ll find information about our editorial
team at Penn State, but, more importantly, you’ll also
find information about the contributors to our upcoming issues. As you’ll see, our next issue will include a
symposium on training graduate students in comparative politics. In addition, you’ll find links to previous
issues of the Newsletter. To make the website more useful, we also have a section on the Homepage that provides news and announcements that might be relevant
to the members of the Comparative Politics Section. If
you have anything that you would like to share with others, please contact us and we will be happy to post it
on the website. You can contact us through the Contact
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page or, alternatively, by using our Penn State email addresses (mgolder@psu.edu, sgolder@psu.edu). So that
you do not have to keep checking the website to see if
there have been any news updates, you can also follow
us on Twitter @cp_newsletter. We hope that by using
the webpage and our Twitter account, we can pass along
important news and announcements in a much more
timely manner than has been possible in the past. If
you have any suggestions for improving the utility of the
webpage or Newsletter, we’d be very happy to hear them.
In line with previous editorial teams, the Newsletter will include symposia on various substantive and
methodological issues, highlight new datasets of broad
appeal, and generally inform the community about fieldspecific developments. With the exception of our inaugural issue, all future issues will also include a new
section, tentatively called, Letters to the Editors. This
section will include selected short comments (less than
300 words) from our readers in response to the material
in the previous issue of the Newsletter. These comments
might critique or build on the contributions from the
previous issue, highlight some line of research or data
source that was overlooked, or more generally provide
additional information that might be of use to the Section membership. Our hope is that this new section can
help engender and sustain more of a dialogue amongst
comparative political scientists. We encourage you to
submit your thoughts about the content of our current
Newsletter using the Contact Page on the Newsletter
website.
Our current issue includes a symposium looking
at how researchers go about studying sensitive political
phenomena, a special topic on the ethics of experiments
in comparative politics, and an overview of the family of
Ethnic Power Relations (EPR) datasets.
Our opening contribution to the symposium on researching sensitive political phenomena comes from
Jesse Driscoll, an Assistant Professor in the School of
International Relations and Pacific Studies at the University of California, San Diego. Jesse spent over two
years conducting ethnographic research in Tajikistan
and Georgia for his forthcoming Cambridge University
Press book, Warlords and Coalition Politics in Post-Soviet
States. Many of the people Jesse interviewed were former combatants and militia members, some of whom
had engaged in violent criminal activity both on behalf
of, and against, the state. In his contribution, Jesse dem http://comparativenewsletter.com/

scribes some of the safety, methodological, and ethical
issues that he faced when conducting his research, particularly the tradeoff between promises of anonymity
and emergent norms of data replicability.
Our second contribution comes from David Laitin, a
Professor in the Department of Political Science at Stanford University. David’s essay looks at the relationship
between sensitive data and the French state, a topic covered in his forthcoming Harvard University Press book,
Why Muslim Integration Fails in Christian-Heritage Societies (co-authored with Claire L. Adida and Marie-Anne
Valfort). Historically, the French state has prohibited the
collection or processing of data that reveal the racial or
ethnic origins (or political, philosophical or religious
opinions, or union membership, or health, or sexual
life) of people living in France. This prohibition is currently a matter of hot political debate in France due to
social tensions in the immigrant banlieues and growing evidence of ethnic and religious discrimination in
the public sphere. The French Prime Minister Manuel
Valls recently went so far as to say that “territorial, social
and ethnic apartheid” existed in France (de La Baume,
2015). The January 2015 terrorist attacks carried out
by French-born radical Islamists on the offices of the
satirical magazine Charlie Hebdo, which occurred after David had submitted his piece, have added further
impetus to those calling on the French state to authorize the collection of ethnicity data. It’s not clear how
much will change, though. On February 5, the French
president, François Hollande, stated that collecting ethnic data would be “inutile” (useless) and would not help
solve social problems related to unemployment and educational underachievement (Baumard, 2015).
Our third contribution comes from Graeme Blair, a
Ph.D. Candidate at Princeton who will be an Assistant
Professor at UCLA from 2016. When scholars use survey
data, they implicitly assume that respondents have answered the survey questions truthfully. However, this assumption may be violated if respondents have incentives
to conceal the truth, something that is likely to happen
when the survey addresses sensitive topics. Graeme’s essay provides an overview of various methods — survey
administration protections, randomized response techniques, list experiments, and endorsement experiments
— that can be used to elicit more truthful responses. He
also discusses some of the critiques that can be made of
each of these techniques.
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Daniel Gingerich, an Associate Professor in the Department of Politics at the University of Virginia, provides our fourth contribution. Daniel offers an in-depth
look at how randomized response techniques can be
used to study sensitive behavior and attitudes. Among
other things, he describes several of the most commonly
used randomized response models, outlines key recent
developments in the use of these models, and discusses
the findings of validation studies that have examined
the performance of these models for a variety of sensitive topics both in political science and more generally.
He concludes with some practical advice for implementing randomized response surveys in the field.
Our last two contributions to the symposium come
from two of our colleagues who work on sensitive topics,
Elizabeth C. Carlson and Vineeta Yadav. Elizabeth is an
Assistant Professor in the Department of Political Science and the Program on African Studies at Penn State.
She uses survey and experimental methods to study political behavior and citizen preferences in Africa’s new
democracies. Some of her research attempts to identify
the conditions under which Ugandan voters prefer a
co-ethnic candidate for office, especially when that candidate is dubiously qualified. In her contribution, she
reports the results of an experiment in which she examines reported levels of co-ethnic voting when (i) the ethnicity of the enumerator and respondent are matched,
and (ii) when questions about co-ethnic voting are asked
through a secret ballot embedded within a larger faceto-face interview. She finds that matching the ethnicity
of respondents and enumerators exacerbates bias in reported co-ethnic voting, but that providing an opportunity for respondents to self-administer sensitive questions can lead to a more accurate reporting of co-ethnic
voting.
Vineeta Yadav is an Assistant Professor in the Department of Political Science at Penn State. Her research
focuses on the effects of institutions on economic development, with a particular emphasis on how institutions
influence lobbying, corruption, and judicial empowerment. In her contribution, Vineeta points out that many
of the survey methods developed for dealing with sensitive questions — randomized response techniques,
list experiments, and endorsement experiments — require a large sample size for successful implementation.
This can be problematic if one’s population of interest
is relatively small. Vineeta goes on to discuss this issue
in the context of a business elite survey that she conm http://comparativenewsletter.com/

ducted on corruption and lobbying in Brazil and India.
She suggests that it is important to take into account the
selection process that causes only some respondents to
provide answers to sensitive survey questions.
Our inaugural issue of the Comparative Politics
Newsletter also includes a special topics contribution
by Scott Desposato on ethics and experiments in comparative politics. Scott is an Associate Professor in the
Department of Political Science at UC San Diego. In
2013, he organized and hosted the NSF-funded Ethics
in Comparative Politics Experiments Conference. The
goal of the conference was to identify critical issues with
experiments in comparative politics, explore opinion in
the field, and propose practical strategies for moving forward. In his contribution, Scott summarizes the central
topics that came up during this conference, focusing on
the importance of taking context into account, the role
of local review, issues to do with deception and consent, and the impact that experiments can have in real
political situations. A more detailed account of the proceedings of the conference will be published later this
year in the Routledge Series in Experimental Political
Science.
Finally, Nils-Christian Bormann, Manuel Vogt, and
Lars-Erik Cederman describe the family of Ethnic Power
Relations (EPR) datasets. Nils-Christian and Manuel
are both post-doctoral researchers in the International
Conflict Research group at ETH Zurich; Lars-Erik is
Professor of International Conflict Research in the Center for Comparative and International Studies at ETH
Zurich. The EPR datasets integrate information on ethnicity, geography, and conflict for over 800 unique
ethnic groups in 165 countries from 1946 to 2013.
The individual components of the EPR dataset family
can be downloaded from the GROWup web portal at
http://growup.ethz.ch.
We hope that you enjoy our first issue of the Comparative Politics Newsletter. If you have ideas for possible symposia or special topics, or would like to publicize a dataset of broad appeal, please contact us. Again,
you can contact us through the Contact page of our
webpage at http://comparativenewsletter.com/
contact or simply use our Penn State email addresses
(mgolder@psu.edu, sgolder@psu.edu). We look forward
to working with you over the next four years.
Matt and Sona
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I. Symposium: Studying Sensitive
Political Phenomena
Can Anonymity Promises Possibly be Credible in
Police States? Interview Strategies in Post-War
Authoritarian Regimes
by Jesse Driscoll
University of California, San Diego

“I get it. I know what you want. I understand. You want to make up a list, on your
computer, of all our bad men. ‘Terrorists.’ You
want to cross names off the list when they were
killed or jailed. To see that we Tajiks can take
care of our own. But we can. We did. You’ll
see.”
Yuri, Dushanbe, 2007

In the course of researching certain topics — particularly topics related to civil war violence, criminality,
and terrorism — the best data tends to come from people who are implicated in violence and criminality. Researchers are required to construct credible protections
for terrible people to speak candidly about terrible things
that they have done. I put a great deal of energy into
worrying about the practicalities of how to protect the
identities of these people while conducting research for
my forthcoming book, Warlords and Coalition Politics in
Post-Soviet States. The book attempts to explain how stable authoritarian regimes emerged after state failure in
Central Asia and the Caucasus. This short essay, which
draws heavily on material from my book, is meant to
illuminate the practical trade-offs between anonymity
promises — which are necessary for the researcher to
get decent data in the first place, and to credibly present
herself as an academic and not as a spy — and emergent
norms of data replicability.

m http://comparativenewsletter.com/

I traveled to Central Asia for the first time in 2005
and proceeded to spend nearly 25 uninterrupted months
in Tajikistan and Georgia between 2006 and 2008. I employed ethnographic methods — including living in a
remote village on the Tajik-Afghan border — to gain
rapport with interview subjects. I gradually forged relationships with academics, journalists, expatriate professionals, current and former government employees, and
eventually many former militia members in both countries. I conducted over 300 interviews, 173 of which were
with former combatants.

At first, I naively tried to avoid implicating my respondents in descriptions of abjectly criminal activities.
It quickly became obvious that this was impossible. I settled for a policy of total anonymity for all respondents. I
recorded only the subject’s first name, or a pseudonym,
and interview date to preserve anonymity. In a few cases,
the subject insisted that I record his full name. For my
own safety, and that of my respondents, I never complied with these requests.

Many of my respondents used to be employed in the
police or the army. At the time of the interview, many
were marginally employed. Many of these men had paid
severe costs in order to “capture the state” and had succeeded in transforming themselves from paramilitaries
into uniformed members of state security services; later
they had themselves been purged. Many held bleak and
ironic attitudes, and could angrily recall the jarring transition from being “the law” to being “on the wrong side
of the law” in a few arbitrary weeks. In early interviews,
a strategy to collect individual-level characteristics to
predict which militia members joined the state, which
factions ended up with which jobs, and which factions
were “weeded out,” I had respondents sketch pictures
of the security structures at different periods of time.
Many early respondents gamely played along. Though
the exercises quickly devolved into incoherence — pages
filled with circles, lines, and scribbled names that I realized would never be coded or systematized — the process was intoxicating. Meandering conversation threads
gradually gave way to more structured discussions about
who was getting what, how and when side-switching between militia commanders was considered, and the like.
For a time, I was sure I was getting the real story. For a
time, this arcana made me feel cool, like I was a character on The Wire.
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But it did not stay cool for very long. I was living in
Kyrgyzstan in 2005 when the Andizjan events unfolded
across the border in Uzbekistan. There was an attempted
prison break that was put down with great violence by
Uzbekistan’s government. Many people died. For a few
very uncomfortable weeks, it was not clear whether the
refugees who had fled to Kyrgyzstan would spread a contagion of ethnic fear across the volatile Ferghana Valley
or if the war in Afghanistan was creeping north.1 I was
living in Kyrgyzstan’s capital city of Bishkek at the time,
many hundreds of kilometers away from the violence.
But I recall distinctly the feeling of vulnerability when
the internet stopped working correctly. I decided that if I
was going to continue operating in an unfriendly authoritarian environment, I needed to adapt. I quickly educated myself about how internet servers work. I stopped
assuming my email communications were private. For
important topics I began to rely upon pen and paper
(see Figure 1). But these realizations gradually transformed my relationship with “the field.” Especially in
Tajikistan, it meant proceeding very slowly over months
that turned into years. After a few frightening encounters, I was warned by a trusted advisor that my research
design was making me look quite a bit like a spy, and that
if I ran afoul of the wrong character in the wrong security bureaucracy, it could easily result in my permanent
disappearance. The risks to my local contact network
were, if anything, even more serious. I was asking the
questions that locals had learned not to ask.2
Certain subject matter was carefully filtered by the
respondents themselves. It was very rare for anyone to
discuss money in specific denominations. I learned a lot
about the banalities of racketeering, price-fixing, money
laundering, and other mainstays of the post-Soviet underworld, but specific information about the dispensation of family assets was carefully guarded. Details were
not volunteered and I never asked. Resentment towards

Figure 1: Why I Did Not Write Any Names Down On
My Fieldnotes, Or Take Notes On My Computer

Image source: http://xkcd.com/538/.

the current generation of “big men” was tempered by
the realities of the embedded favor economy. There are
strong norms against taking the side of outsiders against
the nation, tribe, or family. I never stopped being an outsider. My field interviews improved substantially when
I accepted the limits of my role. I acquired a reputation for being primarily interested in political stories and
having no particular local agenda. I also took conscious
steps to control the subject matter, intentionally shying
away from asking respondents about their own violent
activities. The main way I did this was to make it clear
that I was studying institutions — militia structures —
and not people. I overcame my skepticism of questions
like “in your group did you observe …” when I realized that respondents could describe their own actions
in the third person, with plausible deniability and emotional distance from actions that were regretted in retrospect.3 But interviews often sprawled, and what I ultimately ended up collecting were life histories. With time,
as I learned to ask the right questions, and behind the veil
of anonymity that my methods provided, I received rich
anecdotes.

1

Akiner (2005) went to Andizjan two weeks after the uprising to conduct interviews and concludes that the demonstrations were a “carefully prepared” attack on the Uzbek government organized by armed militants (part of the “Akromiya movement”) who were multi-national in
composition (30-31, 27-29). Her version of events is contradicted by the OSCE (2005), Ilkhamov (2006), Kendzior (2006), Bukharbaeva (2005),
and Daly (2005). Although relations between the West and the government of Uzbekistan deteriorated significantly as a result of the Andizjan
events, I am certain that most of the readers of this essay have never even heard of Andizjan; central Asia is very remote from American national
interests.
2
A Tajik doctoral student and personal friend was recently placed under house arrest in Tajikistan pending a trial for charges of treason and
espionage associated with qualitative observational research (conducting interviews in Badakhshon) on behalf of a non-Tajik Principal Investigator. He was allowed to leave the country and currently resides in Canada, but he may never be allowed to return. Journalists and writers
are routinely intimidated in Central Asia. Independent of each other, both of my regular translators in Tajikistan (both aspiring journalists)
requested that I omit their names from my book and all future publications.
3
I acknowledge that there is some risk that the leading structure of the interview questions biased respondents towards remembering the
worst in their counterparts, which may mean that the book’s argument over-emphasizes the role of criminal sociopathy in small unit organizations. On the other hand, I am absolutely confident that the war brought a lot of sociopaths out of the woodwork in both Georgia and
Tajikistan.
m http://comparativenewsletter.com/
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Not everyone trusted me at first. Some respondents left the interview not trusting me at all (and who
could blame them?!). It is reasonable to second-guess
the motives of networked strangers who arrive from far
away states to ask questions about a war. Having extended conversations about post-Soviet security structures occasionally led respondents to ask pointed questions about my actual goals, leading to uncomfortable
and conspiracy-laden conversations about whether old
Russian phone taps had been replaced with American
post-9/11 security assistance. I took notes but did not
record interviews (Derluguian, 2005), and I am sure that
if I had started taping voices I would have received less
access and very different kinds of data. Though there is
technically an amnesty law on the books, many respondents became visibly uncomfortable when the conversation turned to certain topics, especially their opinion of
Tajikistan’s long-sitting president Emomalii Rakhmon.
But strange as it sounds, many of the respondents who
assumed I was a spy, or affiliated with the U.S. military,
were often more willing to engage with me. I can only
speculate why this was the case. Perhaps they saw me as
being part of the same fraternity of warrior-defenders,
or they believed that we shared the experience of making bad youthful decisions and getting in over our heads.

After a few frightening encounters, I
was warned by a trusted advisor that
my research design was making me
look quite a bit like a spy, and that if I
ran afoul of the wrong character in
the wrong security bureaucracy, it
could easily result in my permanent
disappearance.
It is also the case that some of my respondents were
sociopathic liars, and that some respondents misrepresented basic facts about events, their beliefs, and their
roles. Still, I listened hard, asked follow-up questions
when I could, and usually stayed until the person wished
to stop talking. But sometimes I got scared. The interview subjects always noticed. The interview ended
shortly afterwards. That I conducted so many interviews
is evidence that, from my perspective, the participants in
these wars were not all thugs, gangsters, and sociopaths.

I could not have created the necessary intimacy if they
were. Obviously there were strategic reasons to present
distorted and self-serving versions of certain facts, but
most respondents seem to remember doing what they
thought was appropriate at the time — and some of
it was horrible. After a few uncomfortable conversations, I tried to enforce a policy of stopping interviews
when subjects divulged personal memories of violence
or war crimes. But this was not always possible. Many
interviews had a confessional aspect to them. Some men
tried to shock me with graphic descriptions of tactics
— inflicted or received — in order to test, embarrass,
or entice me. As an author, I have learned that there is
no catharsis to be gained by seeing these descriptions in
print. Lurid descriptions of mutilations, written from
the safety of the ivory tower, cheapen the horror of
the experiences for participants. The deepest scars —
post-traumatic stress and survivor guilt — are invisible. Ethnographers working in conflict zones eventually
learn what police detectives and competent military professionals have understood for time immemorial: there
are serious mental and emotional costs associated with
treating sociopaths as subjects.4
Authoritarianism is more a set of practices than a
kind of state, and sometimes fears that originate in authoritarian environments follow researchers home to
their “open access” societies. I spent a lot of time worrying about what I would do if my field notes were subpoenaed by the FBI to assist the Russian or Tajik government in dismembering the networks that I accessed for
my research. It is clear that even liberal states can, and if
they deem it necessary will, deploy the law to place academics in horrible double-binds.5 After returning to the
United States, and participating in conversations with
a few West Point professors who teach classes that specialized in network analysis, I realized that to limit my
own liability it was necessary to physically destroy all of
my field notes that could be used to reconstruct contemporary networks (including all those pages of circles,
sketches, and names described above). Some unlucky
PI will likely be forced to choose between “protecting
his sources” (e.g., releasing data that was acquired under explicit promises of confidentiality) and spending
time behind bars, and I did not want it to be me. I suspect that in the future every researcher — qualitative

4

I occasionally wonder how my life would be different if I had really read and absorbed E. Valentine Daniel (1996) before going into the
field.
5
Human subjects protections promised by Boston College were more or less moot once Northern Ireland police decided that
they needed access to the names in the researcher’s archive to prosecute the killing of Jean McConville. For more details, see
https://bostoncollegesubpoena.wordpress.com/.
m http://comparativenewsletter.com/
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or quantitative — who collects data related to contemporary terrorism, criminality, the drug war, or civil war
violence in general is going to have to self-define their
role with a great deal more self-awareness.
People do not, as a rule, like to be studied. And as
Jarvis Cocker observed, “everybody hates a tourist.” People do, as a rule, like the idea that their stories will be
recorded for posterity. Ethnographers — by their invasive presence — force these decision heuristics into conflict. As the line between researcher and subject blurs,
what occasionally emerges is a crucible for creative, cooperative theory-building. People can tell when their
words are being received with empathy (i.e., when they
are being treated as subjects) and when their words are
being clinically recorded for some other purpose (i.e.,
when they are being treated as objects). I found that once
a subject decides that the researcher is actually listening
— and taking anonymity promises seriously — the researcher gets much better data.
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Sensitive Data and the French State
by David Laitin
Stanford University

Much attention has been directed at the obligations of
scholars in protecting individuals from assaults on their
privacy. Indeed, the entire IRB apparatus has been constructed on that concern. Less attention has focused
on states and their obligations to protect their citizens
from the data collection they sponsor and the use of
those data for social analysis. In France, the tables are
somewhat turned. There has been little attention to IRB
approval of individual research projects, but the rules
for the scientific use of state-collected data are a matter
of high public concern. This is especially the case concerning data about the ethnic composition of France’s
population.
This essay will first review France’s approach toward
official ethnic data. It will then discuss the political pressures for change. Finally, it will describe the outlines of
the new regime. This emerging regime seeks to balance
an ideology of republicanism and a concern for the privacy of its citizens. In so doing, it recognizes the need to
understand ethnic processes so that public officials can
better address fundamental social, political, and economic problems.
I. The French Republican Tradition1
French republican ideology emphasizes that the state
has no interest in knowing the ethnic past of any of its
citizens, as from the state’s point of view, all citizens
are equally French. The nation, according to the French
sociologist Dominique Schnapper is a “community of
citizens” (Schnapper, 1998, 16–17). It is not, she has insisted, an ethnic group.2 In her republican framework,
ethnic attachments are irrelevant for national membership. Furthermore, state recognition of ethnic groups
undermines national solidarity. As a member of the
Constitutional Council (the highest constitutional authority in France) that had authority over issues of national accounting, her views had considerable sway.
Schnapper’s views on citizenship, ethnicity, and the
nation, which she partially revised after retiring from the

1
This section draws from the Appendix of Adida, Laitin and Valfort (2015). Thanks to Patrick Simon for his comments on an earlier draft
of this section.
2
She moderates her position in Schnapper (2007).
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Constitutional Council and returning to research, are
deeply shared across the political spectrum in France.
They are associated with the radical republican ideals
that reached ascendance in France in the early twentieth century when the principal social divide was transformed from class conflict to religious conflict. The
early 20th century divide between the seculars and the
church reflected battles going back to the Reformation,
as France moved back-and-forth between full support of
the Catholic Church and then issuing edicts proclaiming toleration for all cults.3 The republican focus on a
secularism, called laïcité, entailed a reining in of the
gains made by the Church in getting full control over
public education during the period of the Second Empire (1852-70). As the Second Empire collapsed amid
the Paris Commune of 1871, and in a fit of republican
frenzy signaling their hatred of the Church, radicals executed the Archbishop of Paris.
The Republicans won the first elections of the 3rd
Republic in 1879 and began a “grande laïcisation de
l’État”. Laws were passed repealing the Sunday closings of businesses, ending Church control over hospitals,
and secularizing cemeteries. A law formally separating
church and state was passed in 1905 granting freedom
of conscience to all, with restrictions that could only be
justified by need for public order. While only four “cults”
(Catholic, Lutheran, Calvinist and Jewish) received official recognition, all others were free to practice. For
the next century, Republicans made further assaults on
Church subventions, though by the 5th republic (while
the religious cleavage still revealed typical voting patterns) there were no more outstanding substantive issues on the republican agenda. But suddenly the issue of
laïcité took on new meaning in 1989 with the “foulard,”
or “headscarf ”, incident in which confessionals and lays
united as “seculars” against the public display of Muslim
identity (Bowen, 2006).
One implication of the republican consensus is that
the collection of ethnic data by the state has long been
an anathema. This has severely restricted careful social analyses of immigration patterns. For example, in
an important study seeking to measure intergenerational inequalities linked to immigration led by the state-

affiliated research group INSEE (Institut National de la
Statistique et des Études Économiques), the researchers
could not distinguish between descendants of French
nationals born abroad (the “pieds noirs”) and descendants of immigrants from the same country. The authors
confessed that “the fact that they cannot be distinguished
in our data leads to an underestimation of the negative
effects of inadequate social capital among immigrants”
(Meurs, Pailhé and Simon, 2006, 676).
The issue of ethnic data and its collection has continued to be debated among state statisticians and social scientists. The flavor of this debate has been nicely
captured in a special issue of French Politics, Culture
and Society. Its history is convoluted.4 In the grand
republican era, official statistics recognized only those
who were “French”, those who were “French by acquisition” (though with no legal status differentiating them
from the first category), and those who were “foreigners.” However, in the Vichy era (for Jews) and today (for
Arabs), republican principles were compromised as the
state differentiated them from Catholic-heritage French.

Researchers in INED, as well as INSEE,
were split between those who felt
that republican ideals could best be
met by addressing discrimination
through the analysis of ethnic data
and those who felt republican ideals
would best be met with a state that
did not recognize its citizens through
an ethnic lens.
Despite these deviations, considered a stain on republican principles, French law continues to be resolutely republican. A 1978 law prohibited the collection
or processing of data that reveal the racial or ethnic origins (or political, philosophical or religious opinions, or
union membership, or health, or sexual life) of persons.
The French Data Protection Authority (CNIL) was then
established to assure more assiduous implementation of
the law. In 2005 HALDE (High Authority for Antidiscrimination and Equality) was created and funded by
the state, but it was unable to infer general trends of discrimination since it could not collect systematic data on

3
See Bertossi (2012) for an analysis of the changing foci of republican thinking in France vis-à-vis the immigrant “other” over the past
century. The following account relies on Zuber (2008).
4
For a comprehensive discussion of that history, as the state statistical bureaus navigated between a desire for objectivity of categories and
one that could accurately depict the legal and historical aspects of the French population, see Simon (1999).
5
HALDE is now institutionally embedded in “Défenseur des Droits,” an independent constitutionally-mandated authority (since 2008)
charged with ensuring the protection of citizens’ rights and liberties, and promoting equality (see http://defenseurdesdroits.fr). It appears it has
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the employment of different ethnic or religious groups.5
II. Political Pressures for Change
With the obvious facts of discrimination (supplemented by a number of sociological investigations that
skirted legal constraints) in the public realm, INED (Institut National d’Etudes Démographiques) researchers
collected more socio-cultural information on the French
population. Their survey in 1992, called “Mobilité Géographique et Insertion Sociale,” asked respondents about
native language, something that served as a proxy for
what they called “ethnic belonging.” This created a storm
of protest within INED. Opponents to these surveys argued that the survey instrument made arbitrary judgments. Kurds, for example, were distinguished from
Turks, but not Catalans from Spaniards (Blum and
Guérin-Pace, 2008). Researchers in INED, as well as INSEE, were split between those who felt that republican
ideals could best be met by addressing discrimination
through the analysis of ethnic data and those who felt
republican ideals would best be met with a state that did
not recognize its citizens through an ethnic lens.6
The controversy has not abated. On the one hand,
exceptions to the restrictions from 1978 were granted
in the recognition of a need for a clearer understanding
of the diverse nature of the population. A law passed
in 2006 (“loi pour l’égalité des chances”) had provisions
that opened the possibility for tests of discrimination
that would allow researchers to indicate through subtle
signals the ethnicity of job or housing applicants. On
the other hand, there were public outcries against the
relaxation of republican principles. An inflammatory
petition published in the leftist newspaper Libération
argued that ethnic data were not necessary in the battle
against discrimination (Amadieu et al., 2007). Data, the
article stipulated, could only provoke inter-ethnic confrontations (“affrontements communautaires”). Patrick
Simon and co-authors from their perch as INED researchers responded in Le Monde, bringing the battle
of the statisticians into the public realm. Simon then
criticized the radical republicans for making a “choice
of ignorance” by seeking “equality through invisibility”
(Simon, 2008, 8). Amid this brouhaha, the provision in
the 2007 law that allowed for a census of the ethnic/racial

backgrounds of the French population was subsequently
declared unconstitutional by the Constitutional Council.
Having experienced the tensions in the immigrant
banlieues in his role as Minister of Interior, Nicolas
Sarkozy, on becoming French President, sought to give
France the “statistical tools permitting it to measure its
diversity.” He demanded that these tools be “objective
and uncontestable.” Yazid Sabeg — an Arab born in Algeria, educated by the Jesuits, with a Ph.D. from the Sorbonne, and subsequently a successful businessman —
was appointed Commissioner of Diversity and Equality of Opportunity (Smith, 2005). Rather than drafting
a new law, he appointed François Héran, at that time
Director of INED and president of the European Association of Population Studies, to draft a report addressing the president’s charge (Eeckhout, 2009). Ultimately,
the report sought a balance between “tout ethnique” and
“l’ethnicité zero.” The balance would be in defining the
circumstances and the guarantees that can make the
collection of any such data useful and legitimate.7
The trend, then, became greater openness to ethnic
data collection. In 2008-2009 a collaboration of INED
and INSEE researchers constructed a super-sample of
immigrants from diverse backgrounds in order to measure their trajectories of integration into French society
(Beauchemin, Hamel and Simon, 2010). Second generation migrants were identified even though 95% of
them were French citizens and, by republican standards,
should not be distinguished from those French with
deeper roots. Furthermore, the religion question was
asked. While the data are heavily guarded and released
only to members of the scientific community, this was
a big step forward for data collection on ethnicities in
France.
There is yet another force pushing France down this
same path — European research institutions. The European Convention on Human Rights demands fulfillment
of anti-discrimination regulations that will likely require
France to produce data on its record in combating racial
and religious discrimination. Also, EU scientific bureaus provide substantial research funds to academics
who collect cross-national data, with ethnic issues get-

broader investigatory powers than did HALDE.
6
Thomas (2012) describes how Chirac’s Nationality Commission (1988) and the subsequent loi Méhaignerie, which changed the nationality
law, were able to create an uneasy compromise among the strands of republicanism that ran across France’s political system.
7
Oddly, given the circumstances of the time with the Muslim question dominant in public debate, this report analyzed data collection for
six types of ethnic discrimination but not that of religion. Religion, it is evident, was a cleavage too politically hot to handle.
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ting substantial attention. Being part of Europe, in other
words, has slowly pushed France toward a European
norm of sociological investigations and surveys on ethnicity. Even Dominique Schnapper, as I pointed out
earlier, has accommodated to these European pressures
and now argues that it is “impossible, politically and
morally, for researchers to renounce their role in the
creation of the self-awareness of a democratic society by
establishing knowledge that is as objective as possible”
(Simon, 2008, 29).
III. A New Regime for Disseminating Secret Data
Access to sensitive data that is considered potentially threatening to individual privacy is now facilitated
through a simple bureaucratic process by the French
Data Archives for Social Sciences (Réseau Quetelet).
The Quetelet network is under the responsibility of the
Consultative Committee for Data in the Social Sciences
(CCDSHS). It was created by decree in 2001 by the
French ministries of the economy, employment, and national education and research. It reports directly to the
minister in charge of research, and it has the responsibility to accede access to sensitive micro-data, to provide
support for its utilization, and to document (through
archiving and documentation) those data so that they
are useful for research. Researchers register their scientific projects with the Réseau Quetelet and, if approved
for meeting standards of scientific objectivity, can receive columns of data that are withheld from the public.
In a collaborative project with Jens Hainmueller in
our new Laboratory of Migration and Integration at
Stanford, we sought to re-analyze data from the Trajectoires et Origines dataset. However, the answers to the
question of the professed religion of a survey respondent
were not publicly available. Since our project was certified as scientifically objective by the Réseau Quetelet, we
were quickly sent those data linked to an identification
number for each respondent, thereby permitting easy
merging.
However, with more sensitive data, there are imposed strict rules of confidentiality requiring accreditation from the Committee on Secret Statistics (Comité
des Secrets). This committee, created in 1984, is an organ of the National Council of Statistical Information
(CNIS); its mission is to give its opinion on whether
these research projects have safeguards to ensure privacy, and whether they have sufficiently important ends
m http://comparativenewsletter.com/

to justify any risks to individual privacy. In 2008, there
was a modification of the law that allowed individual
researchers to have access to a wide range of government statistics so long as their research purposes were
truly scientific (or historical). The role of the committee is to assess whether the scientific purpose can be
achieved in any way without using the sensitive data
that was requested, to monitor the required promise
that researchers will destroy the files containing the data
shortly after the research project has been completed,
and to assess whether the researcher has any personal
stake in the findings. The committee meets every three
months to review proposals, and researchers must appear before the committee to support their scientific
claims.
Heavy fines are imposed for any misuse of the data
provided to researchers. If approval is granted, the researcher is given a data box to store all of the results
from the statistical models, and this can be done with
remote access from selected locations within France.
However, the final files with statistical tables must get
reviewed by a representative of the Committee on Secret
Statistics before downloading. But under no conditions
would it be possible to download the raw data, as these
data never leave the server and are encrypted. This limit
may make it impossible to publish work in those journals that demand a replication dataset.
While getting the professed religion of survey respondents took only days to receive (though requiring
a hard copy application sent to France), we needed to
apply to the Comité des Secrets when we sought data
on the precise department and year of arrival of immigrants in the French census. We proposed doing a
regression discontinuity design on a program called
the Contract of Welcoming and Integration (Contrat
d’Accueil et d’Intégration), which was rolled out at different times across departments. We wanted to know if
those immigrants who were subject to this Contrat integrated into France more successfully than those who
were not subject to it (i.e. those who arrived in France
months before the Contrat was imposed). Here, clearly,
the disaggregation of the data could conceivably allow us
to identify subjects as individuals rather than statistical
observations, and thus extra provisions were necessary.
After waiting several months to get onto the Comité’s
calendar, our proposal was accepted, and we now have
access to those data.
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Now that we have been granted permission, what are
the implications for publication in political science journals demanding access to the raw data as a condition for
publication? There needs to be some accommodation,
and a precedent for such an accommodation already
exists. In a paper that is now in press at the Journal of
Political Economy (JPE), my co-authors and I relied on
data considered sensitive by INSEE and thus required
an official authorization to get access to them (Algan,
Hémet and Laitin, Forthcoming). Indeed, the nature of
the data (information about individuals’ national origins) and the very local geographic level at which the
study is conducted (housing block) could, if used improperly, violate the privacy of French citizens. As a
consequence, these data are not public and we got access to them as part of a convention between INSEE and
Sciences Po, the institutional home of my co-authors.
We were required to make use of these data within the
confines of INSEE and we had to use a secured access
point to analyze them. The JPE (after accepting the paper) questioned whether we could publish it without
access to the raw data by other researchers that would
permit replication. We stressed to the editor that these
data are available to any researcher once INSEE agrees
to the scientific merits of the project through a remote
secured system (called CASD) that has been developed
over the past five years in France. The JPE agreed to an
exemption to its replication requirement after we agreed
to provide all the necessary information explaining how
to get access to these data through the CASD.
France has not lost touch with its republican traditions, and its focus on state responsibility towards its
citizens rather than individual researcher responsibility to their subjects represents the French statist tradition. Yet French authorities are slowly coming to terms
with the need to know more about their diverse populations. Their evolving policy around a high state council
of secrets may sound highly bureaucratic to American
ears. However, French concern that their citizens not be
thought of as “Muslims” or “Africans” or “of immigrant
background,” but rather as “French,” is not an ignoble
concern. It is nonetheless an approach to the right to
privacy that is increasingly cognizant of the need for the
objective evaluation of its integration policies, much to
the benefit of the social scientific community and public
policy attempting to confront discriminatory processes.
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Survey Methods for Sensitive Topics

I. Survey Administration Protections

by Graeme Blair
Columbia University

When comparativists rely on survey data, they implicitly invoke an important assumption: that respondents
answered truthfully. This assumption may be violated
when there are incentives to conceal the truth. Social
pressures, fears of retaliation, and possible legal sanctions may drive respondents to answer questions in the
least revealing way rather than entirely honestly. These
incentives can operate when the topic is unmistakably
sensitive — for example, in surveys about participation
in protests or support for an unpopular policy — but
they may also affect seemingly innocuous subjects like
voter turnout. When there are incentives to conceal, our
inferences about respondents (e.g. what proportion of
them shared information with a militant) will be biased.
Moreover, in some cases it will be difficult to determine
the size or even the direction of the misreporting bias.
Incentives to conceal may even affect whether respondents agree to participate in a survey or to offer a response to a sensitive survey question. If the responses of
participants — even truthful ones — differ from those
of non-participants, then inferences about the population from the survey data (e.g. what proportion of Nigerians shared information with a militant) will suffer from
nonresponse bias.
What can we do about these misreporting and nonresponse biases? In what follows, I review four survey
techniques used by comparativists to address incentives
to conceal truthful responses.1 I first review survey administration practices designed to protect sensitive responses. For contexts in which these are insufficient, I
review three experimental methods that can be used in
addition that avoid soliciting exact answers to sensitive
questions altogether. The experimental methods enable
comparativists to ask survey questions that could not
otherwise be asked due to ethical concerns and the risk
of bias. However, these methods require additional assumptions that are often not testable, necessitating careful design and pilot testing. I conclude with a discussion
of common critiques of the experimental techniques.

The first and most common approach is to build
trust with respondents by implementing and communicating measures to protect sensitive answers through
changes in how the responses are collected and stored.
If respondents find these confidentiality measures convincing, they may be more likely to respond, and to
respond truthfully. Specific approaches used by researchers include:
• Separating sensitive items from names, contact details, and questions that identify individuals such as
exact age or family size (permanently, or via codes that
can only be accessed by the researcher);
• Locking up paper surveys or encrypting electronic
surveys;
• Ensuring that interviews take place in private locations without bystanders;
• Using interviewers who share the age/social
group/gender/etc. of the respondent to address fears
of outsiders asking sensitive questions;
• Self-administration on paper; via a recording
(Chauchard, 2013); by touch-tone telephone; or on
a smartphone, tablet, or computer.
In each case, the sensitive survey questions themselves are not modified. As a result, the great advantage
to these measures is the simplicity of interpretation and
analysis. The “yes” and “no” answers to a sensitive question can be directly analyzed with standard techniques
such as means and logit or probit regressions. No additional assumptions beyond truthful responses are required.
II. Randomized Response Technique
The randomized response technique protects respondents by introducing random noise into their responses, so the responses could either reflect a truthful
answer to the sensitive question of interest or an irrelevant response. To implement this technique, several design variants exist (Blair, Imai and Zhou, 2015). For example, in the forced response design, a randomization
device such as a coin or a die directs each respondent to
either automatically answer “yes” or “no,” or to answer
the question of interest truthfully. An example on estimating support for coalition forces in Afghanistan illustrates the technique (Blair, Imai and Zhou, 2015):

1

I will discuss how they can enable researchers to solicit truthful answers to binary “yes” or “no” questions, though most of these techniques
can be extended to other kinds of outcomes such as numerical responses.
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For this question, I want you to answer yes
or no. But I want you to consider the number of your dice throw. If 1 shows on the dice,
tell me no. If 6 shows, tell me yes. But if another number, like 2 or 3 or 4 or 5 shows,
tell me your own opinion about the question that I will ask you after you throw the
dice. [ TURN AWAY FROM THE RESPONDENT ] Now you throw the dice so that I
cannot see what comes out. Please do not forget the number that comes out. [ WAIT TO
TURN AROUND UNTIL RESPONDENT
SAYS YES TO: ] Have you thrown the dice?
Have you picked it up? Now, during the
height of the conflict in 2007 and 2008, did
you know any militants, like a family member, a friend, or someone you talked to on a
regular basis? Please, before you answer, take
note of the number you rolled on the dice.
Individual responses are protected because a “yes”
or “no” answer may be a truthful answer or it may indicate that the respondent rolled a 1 or a 6. To identify
how many respondents said “yes” to the sensitive question, the “yes” and “no” responses are combined with
properties of the randomizing device (i.e. a standard die
has approximately a 1/6 probability of landing on each
side).
Noise can also be introduced in other ways. In the
mirrored question design, a coin or die rolled by the
respondent in private assigns her to answer either the
sensitive question or its inverse (“yes” and “no” flipped).
In the unrelated question design, respondents answer
the sensitive question or an unrelated innocuous question.
The chief advantage of the randomized response
technique is that no individual response can be exactly
identified by anyone. In addition, the level of protection
— how much can be learned about sensitive individual responses — is directly controlled by the researcher,
who chooses the randomizing device (coin, dice, spinner, etc.). The strong protection and control do come
at a cost: compliance with the instructions is assumed,
and this may be a strong assumption with low-education
respondents or in contexts in which saying “yes” is itself
sensitive. There are, however, designs and models to adjust for non-compliance.
For design and analysis advice, see Gingerich (2010)
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and Blair, Imai and Zhou (2015).
III. List Experiments
The list experiment conceals individual responses to
a sensitive survey item by aggregating those responses
with responses to several other control questions. The
respondent replies to a list experiment question with a
count of the number of “yes” responses to a list of questions that includes the sensitive item. In this way, each
individual’s “yes” or “no” response to the sensitive question is hidden within the “yes” and “no” responses to
other questions.
A second experimental group is used to estimate the
proportion of respondents who said “yes” to the sensitive
item (the quantity of interest). In this group, an identical
question is asked, except that the list excludes the sensitive item. The average response in this control group
is subtracted from the average response to the original
question to identify the proportion of respondents who
said “yes” to the sensitive item. An example on estimating support for coalition forces in Afghanistan illustrates
the technique (Blair, Imai and Lyall, 2014):
I’m going to read you a list with the names
of different groups and individuals on it. After I read the entire list, I’d like you to tell
me how many of these groups and individuals you broadly support, meaning that you
generally agree with the goals and policies
of the group or individual. Please don’t tell
me which ones you generally agree with; only
tell me how many groups or individuals you
broadly support.
Sensitive Item Condition
Karzai Government
Foreign Forces
National Solidarity Program
Local Farmers
Control Item-Only Condition
Karzai Government
National Solidarity Program
Local Farmers
Now, please tell me how many of these groups
or individuals do you broadly support?
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Several list experiment applications have revealed
increased respondent willingness to answer sensitive
questions. However, a key disadvantage of the list experiment is that some individual responses are not protected.
A respondent in the treatment group who answers that
she supports all four groups is identified as a supporter
of foreign forces in the example and a respondent who
says no groups is identified as a non-supporter of foreign
forces. Neither attitude is protected. As a result, some respondents may answer dishonestly to avoid having their
views identified. There are methods to detect and adjust for this behavior (Blair and Imai, 2012), but the lack
of complete protection may make all respondents more
cautious.
For applications in comparative politics, see
Corstange (2009), Gonzalez-Ocantos et al. (2012), and
Meng, Pan and Yang (Forthcoming). For design and
analysis advice, see Corstange (2009), Imai (2011), Blair
and Imai (2012), Kramon and Weghorst (2012), Glynn
(2013), Aronow et al. (2013), and Imai, Park and Greene
(Forthcoming).
IV. Endorsement Experiments
The endorsement experiment is useful for measuring attitudes toward a political actor such as an elected
official (see Rosenfeld, Imai and Shapiro (Forthcoming) for an inversion of the design to measure attitudes
toward a policy). The method protects individual attitudes toward the sensitive actor by combining them
with attitudes towards one or more public policies. In
the endorsement condition, randomly assigned respondents are asked a question about a policy and told that
the sensitive political actor endorses the policy. An individual’s affect toward the actor is protected because
a positive response could reflect affinity for either the
policy or the actor.
To separate affect toward the actor from policy preferences, randomly assigned respondents are asked an
identical question, but without the endorsement. This
identifies policy preferences alone. Affect toward the actor is identified by subtracting average policy preferences from the average response to the endorsement
question. This is the “endorsement effect.” An example
from Lyall, Blair and Imai (2013) that solicits attitudes
toward the Taliban illustrates:
Policy-Only Condition
A recent proposal …
m http://comparativenewsletter.com/

Endorsement Condition
A recent proposal by the Taliban …
In both conditions underlined above:
…calls for the sweeping reform of the Afghan
prison system, including the construction of
new prisons in every district to help alleviate
overcrowding in existing facilities. Though
expensive, new programs for inmates would
also be offered, and new judges and prosecutors would be trained. How do you feel
about this proposal? Do you strongly agree,
somewhat agree, are you indifferent, do you
disagree, or do you strongly disagree with this
policy?
The endorsement technique is perhaps the most protective of the methods because the direct sensitive question is not asked. Endorsement questions are also easy
for enumerators and respondents to understand. There
are two main downsides. First, the level of protection
for respondents depends on the policies. In the example above, if most respondents disagree with the prison
policy, an answer of “strongly agree” would indicate Taliban support. Second, the indirect nature of the question
means that the magnitudes of endorsement effects are
not directly interpretable without a behavioral assumption.
Examples of applications in comparative politics include Blair et al. (2013) and Lyall, Blair and Imai (2013).
For design and analysis advice, see Bullock, Imai and
Shapiro (2011) and Blair, Imai and Lyall (2014).

By mitigating the biases from
incentives to conceal truthful
responses, these four methods
enable comparativists to ask
questions that could typically only
be asked before by building trust
over long periods of time with small
pools of respondents.
V. Analysis of the Experimental Methods
Regression and other standard analyses can easily
be conducted for the randomized response, list, and endorsement techniques using free software in the R statistical environment with the “rr,” “list,” and “endorse”
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packages (Blair, Imai and Zhou, 2015; Blair, Zhou and
Imai, 2015b; Blair and Imai, 2010; Shiraito and Imai,
2013). The rr and list packages also enable researchers
to use randomized response and list experiment questions as predictors in a regression. Analysis is no more
complicated than running a regression in Stata or R. For
example, the list experiment regression command is:
ictreg( y.variable ~ x.variable, treat =
“treatment.variable”, data = my.data )

VI. Critiques of the Experimental Methods
I now discuss five critiques that have been leveled at
the experimental methods described above.
1. There is still no incentive for respondents to answer
truthfully. This is an empirical question, and one for
which there is not yet conclusive evidence. Nevertheless, in the small number of validation studies that have
taken place, respondents have been more forthcoming
with sensitive information and the estimates of known
population parameters were closer to the truth using
some of these methods compared to questions without
protections (Rosenfeld, Imai and Shapiro, Forthcoming).
2. The list experiment and randomized response technique
are confusing to enumerators and respondents. This is undoubtedly a problem. Carefully developing and pretesting instructions for respondents, directly training all
enumerators, and identifying points of confusion by asking respondents a practice question can help.
3. Respondents see through the designs and do not comply
with them to avoid any risk. An example illustrates this
issue: in a list experiment in Afghanistan, zero of 2,754
respondents reported that they supported none or all
of the groups mentioned — and these are the two responses that are not protected by the design (Blair, Imai
and Lyall, 2014). This problem may be avoided by piloting different designs to find one that provides sufficient
protection to encourage participation and compliance.
4. Low power. Each method requires a larger sample size
than do direct questions. To improve power, researchers
can use the “double list experiment” (Glynn, 2013), ask
each control question separately in the list experiment
control group (Corstange, 2009), ask multiple policy
questions for the endorsement experiment, or combine
responses from multiple measurements (see Aronow
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et al. (2013) on direct questions and list experiments,
and Blair, Imai and Lyall (2014) on list and endorsement experiments).
5. Difficult to design. Intensive fieldwork is needed to
identify appropriate question designs and instructions.
Multiple pilot tests are also often needed to design the
control items for list experiments and the policies for the
endorsement experiment.
VII. Discussion
By mitigating the biases from incentives to conceal
truthful responses, these four methods enable comparativists to ask questions that could typically only be asked
before by building trust over long periods of time with
small pools of respondents. The choice of which method
to use will depend on the context, but the choice can be
informed by the theoretical differences discussed here
and by careful pilot testing. Moreover, the methods are
not mutually exclusive. Survey administration protections can be combined with the experimental methods, and multiple experimental methods can be used for
measurement (Blair, Imai and Lyall, 2014). Future research should validate these methods in contexts studied by comparativists in order to increase confidence in
them and provide more concrete advice on the choice of
techniques.
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Randomized Response: Foundations and New
Developments
by Daniel Gingerich
University of Virginia

I. Overview
Randomized response refers to a family of survey
techniques designed to alleviate bias due to social desirability and legal concerns in studies of sensitive behaviors and attitudes. The distinguishing feature of randomized response surveys is the introduction of a randomizing device into the survey response process in order to
guarantee the confidentiality of responses to potentially
jeopardizing survey items. In a randomized response
survey, a respondent’s observed response about a sensitive trait is jointly a function of the sensitive trait in
question as well as the private (i.e. known only to the
respondent) realization of the randomizing device.
The dependence of the observed response on the
privately viewed realization of the randomizing device
makes it impossible to deduce the respondent’s trait status based on the information she divulges to the enumerator. As a consequence, concerns about social approbation or potential legal sanctioning are hopefully
alleviated, thereby liberating the respondent to respond
freely about the sensitive trait. Indeed, each respondent’s
trait status remains unknown to all actors involved in
the collection and analysis of the survey, so there is no
condition under which a court order or other form of
government action could be used to compel researchers
to reveal the sensitive behaviors of their respondents.
While the realization of the randomizing device viewed
by any given respondent is unknown to the analyst, the
distribution of realizations generated by the device is
known prior to conducting the survey. This a priori
knowledge makes it possible for the analyst to estimate
the proportion of individuals who bear the sensitive trait
and develop a better understanding of the factors that
contribute to its incidence.
Randomized response came into being nearly fifty
years ago with the publication of a seminal paper written by the statistician Stanley Warner (Warner, 1965). In
recent years, applications of the technique have included
studies of topics as varied as abortion (Lara et al., 2006),
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social security fraud (Lensvelt-Mulders et al., 2006), corruption within public bureaucracies (Gingerich, 2010,
2013), the prevalence of xenophobia and anti-Semitism
(Krumpal, 2012), cheating by undergraduates (Scheers
and Dayton, 1987; Kerkvliet, 1994a; Fox and Meijer,
2008), drug use (Kerkvliet, 1994b; Dietz et al., 2013),
demand for pornography and prostitution (De Jong,
Pieters and Fox, 2010), sexual attitudes (De Jong, Pieters
and Stremersch, 2012), and the impact of anonymity
on altruistic behavior in a laboratory setting (List et al.,
2004; Franzen and Pointner, 2012). Given the growing
interest within comparative politics in sensitive forms of
political behavior such as corruption, clientelism, vote
brokerage, violent anti-government protest, and support
for extremist groups, the technique is one which may be
of utility to much future work in the subfield. Moreover,
randomized response data lends itself fairly straightforwardly to multivariate statistical analysis, thereby allowing researchers to better comprehend the factors that
drive such sensitive forms of political behavior.
II. Examples of Randomized Response Models
As mentioned above, randomized response models
refer to a family of survey questioning strategies as opposed to any specific technique. In order to give a sense
of how randomized response surveys work, I concentrate here on describing several variants of randomized
response surveys appropriate for studying a sensitive
trait that is binary in form.1 The key assumption that
allows the analyst to identify the proportion of individuals bearing the sensitive trait based on the observed
responses generated by these techniques is called honesty given protection (Gingerich, 2010). This assumption
requires that, given the privacy guarantee provided by
randomized response, respondents answer truthfully as
prompted by the randomized response survey design.
Throughout the discussion that follows, I will assume
that the honesty given protection assumption holds.

noted ∑
by the binary outcome variable Yi ∈ {0, 1}, with
n1 = ni Yi .
Warner Model. In the original Warner model, a randomizing device prompts respondents to respond “true”
or “false” to one of two statements. The two statements
are identical, save for the fact that one is in the positive
form and the other is in the negative form. The particular
statement to which the respondent is directed to respond
depends on the private realization of the randomizing
device, thereby ensuring confidentiality. Figure 1 on the
next page gives an example of a question asked using the
Warner variant of the randomized response technique.
The sensitive trait of interest is whether or not the respondent would be willing to pay a bribe to avoid a traffic ticket. The respondent is given a spinner divided into
two regions A and B (with the probability that the spinner lands in region A equal to p, where p ̸= 12 ). Prior to
answering the question, she is directed to spin the spinner, observing the section where the spinner lands in
private. If the spinner lands in section A, she is directed
to respond true or false with respect to statement A (the
statement in the positive form). If the spinner lands in
section B, she is directed to respond true or false with respect to statement B (the statement in the negative form).
The confidentiality of respondents’ responses is provided by the fact that an observed response of “true” or
“false” could refer to either the statement in its positive
form or negative form, and, ipso facto, could in each case
be either an admission of possession of the trait or denial
of possession of the trait.
Let Yi = 1 (Yi = 0) denote the event that respondent i’s observed response is “true” (“false”). Given the
structure of the Warner response process and the honesty given protection assumption, the probability of each
type of observed response is:
P(Yi =1) = pπ + (1 − p)(1 − π)

Notation. Consider a setting in which each respondent i in a randomly selected sample of size n is queried
indirectly about her status on an unobservable sensitive
trait, θi ∈ {0 (“absent”), 1 (“present”)}. Our initial interest resides in estimating π = E[θi ] = P(θi = 1), the
proportion of individuals who bear the trait of interest;
later though we will also consider means of estimating
the impact of determinants of the sensitive trait. The
observed randomized response of a respondent is de-

(1)
P(Yi =0) = p(1 − π) + (1 − p)π.
Letting I(x) be an indicator function equal to 1 if x is
true and 0 otherwise, the likelihood of the observed data
in the sample is written,
∏n
i

P(Yi =1)I(Yi =1) P(Yi =0)I(Yi =0) ,

(2)

1

More comprehensive descriptions of the varieties of randomized response surveys, including techniques appropriate for multivalued or
continuous sensitive traits, can be found in Fox and Tracy (1986), Chaudhuri and Mukerjee (1988), Gingerich (2010), and Blair, Imai and Zhou
(2015).
m http://comparativenewsletter.com/
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Figure 1: An Example Warner Randomized Response Item

with corresponding log-likelihood equal to,
n1 ln P(Yi =1) + (n − n1 ) ln P(Yi =0).

(3)

Maximizing Eq. (3) with respect to the prevalence rate,
π, gives the maximum likelihood estimate of the proportion of individuals who bear the sensitive trait:
π
bW =

+p−1
.
2p − 1

n1
n

(4)

The above shows that the prevalence of the sensitive
trait can be deduced from the observed proportion of
affirmative responses to the randomized response question in conjunction with the known properties of the
randomizing device (i.e. the probability that the spinner
lands in region A).
Forced Response Model. A commonly used alternative to the Warner model is the so-called forced response
model (Boruch, 1971). In the forced response model, respondents are given a randomizing device that generates
one of three different outcomes, 1,2,3, say, having corresponding probabilities p1 , p2 , and 1 − p1 − p2 . The
respondent begins by drawing a realization from the
device. If the first outcome obtains, the respondent is
directed to answer “true” or “false” to a statement indicating possession of the sensitive trait. If the second
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outcome obtains, the respondent is directed to simply
answer “true.” If the third outcome obtains, the respondent is directed to simply answer “false.”
In this model, the confidentiality of responses stems
from the fact that some proportion of the observed
“true” and “false” responses are based solely on the realization of the randomizing device and not on the characteristics or experiences of the respondents. As such,
respondents prompted to respond in reference to the
sensitive trait will know that their observed “true” or
“false” response will not reveal their trait status.
As above, let Yi = 1 (Yi = 0) denote the event that
respondent i’s observed response is “true” (“false”). The
structure of the forced response data generating process
implies that the probability of each type of observed response is as follows:
P(Yi =1) = p1 π + p2
(5)
P(Yi =0) = p1 (1 − π) + 1 − p1 − p2 .
The log-likelihood of the sample for this model is as in
Eq. (3), with the probabilities for the observed responses
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replaced by those presented above. Maximizing the loglikelihood, the maximum likelihood estimate of the proportion of individuals who bear the sensitive trait for this
model is:
n1
− p2
π
bFR = n
.
(6)
p1
As before, the estimate of the prevalence rate is a simple
function of the proportion of affirmative responses and
the known properties of the randomizing device.

be private information (i.e. it must be known to respondents but not to survey administrators and it must be
known by respondents to be unknown to administrators). Finally, membership in the group indicated by the
benign statement must be uncorrelated with the sensitive behavior of interest. As in the example provided in
Figure 2, innocuous statements based on the birthdays
of friends or relatives are likely to satisfy all these criteria.2

Crosswise Model. The Crosswise Model refers to
a sensitive questioning strategy that is mathematically
identical to the Warner version of randomized response
described above, but one that utilizes an innocuous
statement indicating membership in a non-sensitive
group in place of a randomizing device (Yu, Tian and
Tang, 2008; Tan, Tian and Tang, 2009). Figure 2 on the
next page gives an example of a question asked using the
Crosswise Model.

Although the Crosswise Model has only been in existence for approximately six years, it has already been
applied widely to topics such as cheating and plagiarism (Jann, Jerke and Krumpal, 2011; Höglinger, Jann
and Diekmann, 2014), petty bribery and drug use (Gingerich et al., 2014), and tax evasion (Krumpal, 2012;
Kundt, 2014). These studies have reported significant
benefits to using the Crosswise Model over direct questioning and even over other variants of the randomized
response technique.

Respondents are presented with two statements and
asked how many are true. The first statement is the innocuous statement, which indicates that the respondent’s mother was born in October, November, or December. The second statement is the statement of interest, which, staying with our running example, denotes
that the respondent would be willing to bribe a police
officer in order to avoid a traffic ticket.
Protection is provided by constraining the manner
in which respondents are permitted to respond. Respondents can give an answer of “A”, which indicates
that either both statements are true OR neither statement is true, or they can give an answer of “B”, which
indicates that one of the two statements is true. As a
consequence of merging the responses about bribery
with those of one’s mother’s birthday, it is impossible to
discern whether or not a respondent is willing to bribe
based on the observed response of either “A” or “B”.
In order to use this questioning strategy, one has
to choose an innocuous statement with special characteristics. First, the proportion of individuals for whom
the statement is true must be known in advance by the
analyst. Second, the innocuous statement must be structured so that the proportion of respondents for whom
it is true is not equal to 12 . Third, the membership in
the group indicated by the innocuous statement must

III. The Protection-Variance Trade-off
Relative to direct questioning, the use of randomized
response techniques necessarily entails a substantial reduction in the statistical precision of estimates of sensitive items. In this way, randomized response presents the
applied researcher with a fundamental trade-off: greater
protection of respondents — and, one hopes, lower bias
due to legal or social desirability concerns — versus a
loss of statistical precision due to the manner in which
the technique intentionally introduces noise into the response process.
The highly transparent structure of randomized response designs makes it straightforward to assess the
cost component of this trade-off (i.e. the increase in variance due to the use of a particular randomized response
design). For the Warner Model, for instance, the variance of the estimate of the prevalence rate is:
[
]
π(1 − π) 1
1
1
var(b
πW ) =
+
−
,
n
n 16(p − .5)2 4

(7)

π(1−π)
denotes
the sampling variance and
n
]
1
− 14 denotes variation due to the random16(p−.5)2

where
[
1
n

izing device. The second component of Eq. (7) captures

2

To see that this model is mathematically identical to Warner randomized response, let Yi = 1 (Yi = 0) denote the event that respondent i’s
observed response is “A” (“B”) and let p denote the proportion of individuals in the population of interest whose mother was born in October,
November, or December. Then the probabilities of the two observed responses are exactly as in Eq. (1).
m http://comparativenewsletter.com/

B contact@comparativenewsletter.com

19

Figure 2: An Example Crosswise Item

how the characteristics of the randomizing device affect
the precision of the estimate of the prevalence rate. The
variance of the estimate increases as the probabilities of
being prompted to respond to the statement in the positive form and the statement in the negative form converge to one another (i.e. as p approaches 1/2), and it decreases as the probabilities of being prompted to respond
to the statement in the positive form and the statement in
the negative form diverge from one another (i.e. as p approaches 0 or 1). Therein lies the trade-off between protection and variance. As p approaches 1/2, the level of
information contained in any observed response about
whether or not the respondent has the sensitive trait
gets smaller. This provides the respondent with greater
protection. However, and for the exact same reason, the
variance of the point estimate explodes as this happens.
Given these considerations, a natural question for the
applied researcher is how to structure the randomizing
device so that the survey provides both a reasonable level
of respondent protection and statistical precision. In the
Warner model, for instance, how should one set p? If one
were willing to assume that the honesty given protection
would hold at any level of protection then this problem
has a simple solution: minimize variance by setting the
protection level as low as possible (e.g. by setting p very
close to 0 or 1 in the Warner Model). Of course, it is unreasonable to believe that the honesty given protection
assumption would hold were one to do so.
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One potentially useful way to think about the appropriate level of respondent protection is in terms of the
minimally sufficient condition for plausible deniability.
In other words, the applied researcher could attempt to
gauge how low the level of protection could be set before
respondents begin to feel that they could no longer plausibly deny possession of the trait based on their observed
responses. Identifying this threshold is something that
could possibly be explored within the context of focus
group sessions. More formally, researchers might perform experiments examining how randomized response
prevalence estimates change as a function of the level of
protection, then use these findings, taken in conjunction with the relevant variance formulas, for optimally
selecting the protection level afforded to respondents. As
it stands now, however, the level of protection chosen in
applied work seems to be chosen largely on the basis
of intuition and sample size considerations. As such, I
believe this is an area of sensitive survey design where
further methodological development would be very useful.
IV. Extensions
I now consider several extensions to standard randomized response models. These include the incorporation of responses generated by direct questioning, explanatory models capturing the influence of predictors
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of the sensitive trait, and item response theory models
for modeling multiple randomized response questions.
Incorporating Direct Responses
The working theory that leads one to use a sensitive survey technique like randomized response is typically not that everyone lies under direct questioning,
but rather that those who have the sensitive trait of interest generally do, or they do so at such a rate as to
invalidate analyses based on direct questions about the
trait. However, even if we believe that evasiveness under
direct questioning would be extensive, in any given application it is probably unreasonable to assume that all
individuals bearing the sensitive trait would lie or refuse
to respond if queried directly. As such, sensitive survey
techniques — used in isolation — throw away some potentially very useful pieces of information, namely, the
affirmative responses of those respondents who would
have been willing to tell us under direct questioning that
they bear the sensitive trait.
Here I provide a brief overview of a framework developed in Gingerich et al. (2014) for jointly incorporating randomized response and direct responses in surveys of sensitive behavior. That paper shows that there
is a sense in which the joint approach offers the best of
both worlds: the resulting estimator of the prevalence
rate (or the estimator of the influence of a determinant
of the sensitive trait) inherits all of the bias-reducing
advantages of randomized response, while at the same
time enjoying significant improvements in statistical
precision (relative to randomized response alone) due
to the incorporation of direct responses. Moreover, the
use of the joint response model permits one to estimate
a series of diagnostic parameters that reveal the extent to
which a sensitive survey technique is truly necessary to
study the phenomenon of interest in a given population.
The joint response approach is easy to describe.
Each respondent in the sample is first queried about
her status on the sensitive trait using a randomized
response technique. Then, at a later stage in the survey, each respondent is asked to respond directly to a
question about her status, with the explicit option of
“choose not to respond directly” offered to her. Thus,
the observed outcomes for each respondent consist of
a vector Yi = (yiD , yiA ), where yiD = {0 (“absent”), 1
(“present”), ∅ (“unwilling to respond directly”)} is the
observed response when i is queried about the sensim http://comparativenewsletter.com/

tive trait directly and yiA ∈ {0, 1} is the observed response when i is queried about the sensitive trait using
the randomized response (or crosswise) technique designed to guarantee anonymity. The observed response
set is thus an array with six distinct elements, Y =
{(0, 0), (0, 1), (1, 0), (1, 1), (∅, 0), (∅, 1)}, with k ∈ Y
representing an arbitrary element in this set. Henceforth,
I will use the simplification Yi ∈ Y = {1, 2, ...5, 6},
where each natural number 1, .., 6 represents one of the
six distinct response combinations.
In addition to honesty given protection, the joint response approach makes an assumption called one-sided
lying. This assumption is based on the assumed direction
of social desirability bias in sensitive surveys. It holds
that individuals who do not bear the sensitive trait never
falsely claim that they do. Rather, the set of potential
liars is limited to those respondents who do bear the
T
L
sensitive trait. Let λTθ , λL
θ , and 1 − λθ − λθ denote
the probability that, when asked directly, a respondent
whose status is θ tells the truth about her willingness to
bribe, lies about her willingness, or refuses to answer the
question, respectively. One-sided lying specifically implies that λL
0 = 0.

Randomized response presents the
applied researcher with a
fundamental trade-off: greater
protection of respondents — and,
one hopes, lower bias due to legal or
social desirability concerns — versus
a loss of statistical precision due to
the manner in which the technique
intentionally introduces noise into
the response process.
Now suppose that the analyst uses either the Warner
randomized response model or the Crosswise Model
as the sensitive question technique. Then given the assumptions of honesty given protection and one-sided lying, the probability of each combination of responses
in the observed response set is as in Table 1 on the
next page. The parameter vector to be estimated is ξ =
T
(π, λT1 , λL
1 , λ0 ), where the final three elements in this
vector can be thought of as diagnostic parameters. These
indicate the need (or lack thereof) to use a sensitive questioning technique to study the trait of interest in the target population and are substantively important in their
own right. In particular, λT1 expresses the probability
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Table 1: Outcome Probabilities for the Joint Response Model
Yi

Outcome

Probability

1

(yiD = 0, yiA = 0)

pλT0 (1 − π) + (1 − p)λL
1π

2

(yiD = 0, yiA = 1)

(1 − p)λT0 (1 − π) + pλL
1π

3

(yiD = 1, yiA = 0)

(1 − p)λT1 π

4

(yiD = 1, yiA = 1)

pλT1 π

5

(yiD = ∅, yiA = 0)

p(1 − λT0 )(1 − π) + (1 − p)(1 − λT1 − λL
1 )π

6

(yiD = ∅, yiA = 1)

(1 − p)(1 − λT0 )(1 − π) + p(1 − λT1 − λL
1 )π

that an individual bearing the sensitive trait would be
willing to respond honestly under direct questioning.
The log-likelihood for this model is equal to:
ln L(ξ|Y ) =

∑6
k=1

nk ln PY (k),

If the outcome consists of randomized response data
only, then the log-likelihood for the sample becomes:
(8)

where P∑
Y (k) is the probability of observing Yi = k and
n
nk =
i=1 I(Yi = k) is the number of respondents
exhibiting response category k. Gingerich et al. (2014)
describes how to use the E-M algorithm to estimate the
parameters of this model.
Explanatory Randomized Response
For many social scientists, the real attraction of sensitive survey techniques like randomized response rests
with the fact that they can be easily utilized to study
the impact of determinants of sensitive behavior. Not
surprisingly, the theory and practice of randomized response regression models has a fairly long history (Maddala, 1986; Scheers and Dayton, 1988; Van Der Heijden
and van Gils, 1996; Van Der Heijden, Bouts and Hox,
2000; Lara et al., 2006; Lensvelt-Mulders et al., 2006;
Gingerich, 2013; Blair, Imai and Zhou, 2015).
From a likelihood-perspective, setting up an explanatory model for the sensitive trait simply entails replacing the unconditional probability π with an appropriately parameterized conditional probability,
πi = f (Xi ; β),

(9)

where Xi is a vector of background characteristics and
a constant, β is a parameter vector, and f is a function from the real line into the interval [0, 1] such as the
inverse-logit or probit function. Given the model for the
sensitive trait, the analyst inserts πi in place of π in the
m http://comparativenewsletter.com/

expressions for the probabilities of each type of observed
response.

ln L(β|Y, X) =

∑n
i=1

[I(Yi = 1) ln P(Yi = 1|Xi )

+I(Yi = 0) ln P(Yi = 0|Xi )], (10)
where P(Yi = 1|Xi ) and P(Yi = 0|Xi ) are defined based
on Eq. (1) or Eq. (5), depending on which randomized
response method is utilized.
Similarly, if the outcome data consist of both randomized responses and direct responses, then the loglikelihood is equal to:
∑n ∑6

I(Yi = k) ln PY (k|Xi ),
(11)
where the PY (k|Xi ) are defined as in Table 1 (for Warner
randomized response or the Crosswise Method) and
T
ξ =(β, λT1 , λL
1 , λ0 ). The reader is referred to Blair, Imai
and Zhou (2015) and Gingerich et al. (2014) for a discussion of estimation and inference with statistical models
of this form.
ln L(ξ|Y, X) =

i=1

k=1

Non-parametric or semi-parametric program evaluation techniques, such as matching, stratification, and
propensity score weighting, can also be used to study the
impact of drivers of sensitive behavior using randomized response data (Gingerich, 2010). Suppose that the
goal of the analyst is to estimate the impact of a directly
observed binary treatment variable, Ti ∈ {0, 1}, and
that the outcome of interest is measured using the randomized response technique. Assuming that treatment
assignment is ignorable given the covariates X, the average treatment effect (i.e. the average unit-level impact of
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being assigned T = 1 instead of T = 0) can be identified from the data as:
τ = EX {E[Y |T = 1, X = x]−E[Y |T = 0, X = x]}/c,
(12)
where c = 2p − 1 if the Warner randomized response
or Crosswise Models are used, and c = p1 if the forced
response model is used. (The notation EX denotes that
the outer expectation is taken with respect to the covariates). The numerator of the expression above is the
average treatment effect calculated using the observed
randomized responses as the outcome variable. Thus,
the analyst can estimate the average treatment effect for
the sensitive trait by first estimating the average treatment effect for the observed reports — using matching,
stratification, or propensity score weighting — then dividing this quantity by the constant c.
Item Response Theory Modeling of Multiple Randomized Responses
In applied studies, researchers may be interested
in measuring the latent sensitive attitudes of individuals or in developing an understanding of the influence
of factors that contribute to such attitudes. A growing
body of work on the use of item response theory models
with randomized response data provides a framework
for accomplishing these goals (Böckenholt and Van der
Heijden, 2007; Böckenholt, Barlas and Van Der Heijden,
2009; Fox, 2005, 2010; Fox and Wyrick, 2008).
The setting of interest for the use of these techniques
are instances in which the researcher would like to capture an attitude that is sensitive and inherently continuous. An example might be support for the use of torture
in order to extract information from suspected terrorists. Rather than ask the respondent directly about this
latent trait, since support for torture is an inherently ambiguous concept, the analyst asks the respondent a series
of questions about support for particular practices that
many would classify as torture: threatening a detainee’s
family members, sleep deprivation, rectal “feeding,” waterboarding, and so on. Since support for each of these
practices is also potentially sensitive, these questions are
all asked in randomized response format.
Given this structure of questioning, the observed responses consist of binary responses to J different randomized response items, with the response to the jth
item denoted by Yij . These items are tied structurally to
θi , which denotes the value of the continuous and senm http://comparativenewsletter.com/

sitive latent trait of interest for respondent i. The goal of
the analyst is either to estimate θi for all i or to estimate
a model of determinants of θi . It is assumed that variation in the latent trait is responsible for variation in a
series of J sensitive and unobservable items (e.g. variation in support for torture is responsible for variation in
support for the specific practices described above). Let
θeij ∈ {0, 1} denote the unobserved value on the jth
sensitive item for respondent i (e.g. whether or not i supports waterboarding). The commonly used normal ogive
item response model assumes that the responses on the
items are linked to the latent trait through the following
relationship:
π
eij = P(θeij = 1|θi ) = Φ(aj θi + bj ),

(13)

where Φ is the standard normal cdf and aj and bj are
item parameters measuring the discriminating power
and difficulty of item j, respectively.
The relationship between the underlying outcomes
on the unobservable sensitive items and the observed
randomized responses are then expressed via a modification of the equations in (1) or (5), depending on which
particular randomized response model is utilized. If the
Warner or Crosswise Model is used, for instance, the
probabilities of the observed responses are written:
P(Yij =1) = pe
πij + (1 − p)(1 − π
eij )
(14)
P(Yij =0) = p(1 − π
eij ) + (1 − p)e
πij .
In order to identify the parameters of the baseline randomized response IRT model, ξ =(θ, a, b), it is
typically assumed that θi is distributed normally with
mean zero and unit variance. Alternatively, if the analyst
wishes to estimate an explanatory model for the latent
sensitive trait, then she may further specify the equation:
⊤

θi = Xi β + εi ,

εi ∼ N (0, 1),

in which case the parameters to be estimated are
ξ =(β, a, b). See Fox (2010) for a detailed discussion
of a Bayesian approach to estimation and inference with
models of this kind.
V. Evidence from Validation Studies
The performance of the randomized response technique in uncovering sensitive behaviors has been examined in a number of validation studies in which the
true prevalence of the sensitive behavior in the sample is
known by researchers in advance. These studies compare
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randomized response to other questioning methods in
terms of the proximity of the prevalence rates generated
by each questioning method to the true rate. The overall
tenor of the results produced by these studies, with a
couple of exceptions, is generally favorable to the use of
the method.3
Most common are validation studies comparing randomized response to direct questioning. In an early
study of this kind, Locander, Sudman and Bradburn
(1976) compared the performance of randomized response to three forms of direct questioning for estimating the prevalence of voter registration, library card
ownership, bankruptcy declaration, voting in primary
elections, and drunken driving arrests. Using a sample of 680 adults in Chicago, the authors found that
randomized response produced estimates closest to the
true values for the most sensitive items under consideration — bankruptcy and drunk driving — but the
small number of observations per outcome prohibited
them from reaching a definitive conclusion about the
performance of the technique. More definitive findings
were produced by Lamb Jr. and Stem Jr (1978), who
compared the performance of direct questioning versus randomized response in estimating the incidence
of failing course grades in a convenience sample of
312 upper-division undergraduates. They found that
whereas both direct questioning and randomized response only slightly underestimated the proportion of
students who failed courses, direct questioning severely
underestimated the average number of failed courses
and randomized response did a much better job in estimating this quantity.
Several validation studies have been based on public
arrest records or court proceedings. In this vein, Tracy
and Fox (1981) compared the performance of direct
questioning versus randomized response in estimating
the frequency of arrests in a sample of 530 arrestees in
Philadelphia. The authors found that randomized response did better in estimating the overall mean number of arrests than direct questioning. In a more recent study, Van Der Heijden, Bouts and Hox (2000)
compared the performance of computer-assisted selfinterviews (CASI), face-to-face direct questioning, and
two varieties of randomized response in estimating the
prevalence of welfare and unemployment benefit fraud
in a sample of 534 Dutch adults previously found guilty

of fraud. The authors found that the two randomized
response procedures produced prevalence rates much
closer to the true value than CASI or face-to-face direct questioning. In a similar investigation, Wolter and
Preisendörfer (2013) performed a comparison of the
level of misreporting of past convictions of criminal offenses across randomized response and face-to-face direct questioning in a sample of 552 German adults who
had all been previously convicted of minor criminal offenses. These authors found that randomized response
produced a prevalence estimate closer to the true value
than direct questioning, but the difference between the
two estimates was negligible.
Two validation studies have examined the incidence
of smoking using biomarkers. In the first, Akers et al.
(1983) examined the prevalence of teenage smoking using levels of salivary thiocyanate recorded in saliva as
an indicator of past smoking. They found that the randomized response estimates of smoking prevalence were
nearly identical to the direct questioning estimates and
that the pattern of direct responses very closely tracked
levels of salivary thiocyanate, implying that the use of
randomized response was unnecessary to study the incidence of smoking in this population. A very different
finding was encountered by Fox, Avetisyan and Palen
(2013) when they compared the performance of randomized response versus direct questioning in detecting smoking behavior among 305 outpatients of a pulmonary department in a hospital in the Netherlands. In
this study, the true smoking status of each patient was
assessed by recording the CO level in exhaled air using
a portable CO monitor. The authors found that being a
smoker (based on the CO measure) much more powerfully predicted reported smoking when randomized
response was utilized than when direct questioning was
employed, thereby establishing the value of randomized
response questioning for this particular population.
The most systematic and rigorous validation study
involving randomized response is provided in a recent
paper by Rosenfeld, Imai and Shapiro (Forthcoming).
This work examines the performance of four survey
methods for asking about sensitive topics: direct questioning, the list experiment, endorsement experiments,
and the randomized response technique. In order to
compare the questioning methods, the study used a survey of 2,655 voters who participated in the 2011 Missis-

3

All of these studies focus on variants of randomized response techniques developed prior to the Crosswise Model. To the best of my
knowledge, the Crosswise Model has not yet been evaluated in a formal validation study.
m http://comparativenewsletter.com/
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sippi General Election (which featured a controversial
anti-abortion referendum). Performance was gauged by
comparing the proportion of “no” votes obtained using a
given questioning method to the true proportion of “no”
votes as recorded in the election (at both the county and
state-level). Given Mississippi’s conservative bent, a “no”
vote was the potentially stigmatizing behavior. The study
found that randomized response performed better than
all the alternatives, producing estimates of the proportion of “no” votes nearly identical to the true proportion
(and with minimal variance relative to the other indirect
questioning techniques).

col. All this takes time, and survey researchers should be
prepared to shorten other components of their survey
instruments in order to give these items the attention
they require. Indeed, researchers would do well to directly train the enumerators in administering the randomized response component of the survey, and require
any survey firm they employ to utilize only the enumerators they have trained to deliver the survey in the field.
In my mind, the importance of enumerator-respondent
interaction in explaining the randomized response technique generally counsels against its use in telephone,
mail, or internet surveys.4

VI. Some Practical Advice

As this overview makes clear, there are a variety
of different forms of randomized response models, and
there can be multiple ways in which to present questions
that are based upon a given variant of the technique.
In order to get a sense of which modality of the technique works best with a given population, researchers
would also do well to make use of carefully selected
focus groups prior to fielding a survey. Focus group sessions can be invaluable in helping the survey researcher
to ascertain how framing randomized response questions differently can affect comfort with the technique,
and they can also be very helpful in assessing the success of alternative scripts that introduce and explain the
technique.

I conclude by offering some practical advice to researchers who are contemplating the use of randomized
response survey techniques in their applied work. The
general point that needs to be made up front is that
successfully implementing a randomized response survey is very hard work. Without careful attention to how
these techniques are explained to and understood by
respondents, randomized response surveys can easily
fail to meet their objectives. Indeed, there are a couple
of papers that have reported implementation failures in
applications of randomized response, especially with the
forced response variant of the technique (Edgell, Himmelfarb and Duchan, 1982; Azfar and Murrell, 2009;
Holbrook and Krosnick, 2010). With these issues in
mind, I have several concrete suggestions for maximizing the chances of success for a randomized response
survey in the field.
First, the administration of randomized response
surveys should ideally be conducted in a face-to-face
format by enumerators who have undergone extensive
training in the logic and implementation of the particular technique they will employ. Before responding to
the randomized response questions, every respondent
should receive an explanation of why the technique is
being used and how it works. Thereafter, and prior to
the presentation of the randomized response questions
of interest, respondents should be presented with several examples of how hypothetical individuals, varying
in trait status and their observed realizations of the randomizing device (or the benign group indicator if the
Crosswise Model is used), would respond to a particular
question according to the randomized response proto-

Once a variant of randomized response technique
and its mode of presentation has been selected, researchers should field test the survey instrument in a
small scale pilot study. In the pilot study, enumerators
should be accompanied by silent observers from the research team. These individuals view the entire process
of survey administration with an eye to detecting any
challenges in the delivery of the randomized response
component of the survey or any overt signs of respondent discomfort with the technique.
Finally, there are quality checks that can and should
be incorporated into the survey instrument itself. These
include follow-up questions subsequent to the execution
of the randomized response component of the survey
that assess respondents’ trust in, and understanding of,
the technique. By allowing researchers to identify subgroups within the sample for whom the randomized
response protocol was unclear or viewed with suspicion,
the inclusion of such questions permits robustness exer-

4

The one exception to this might be the Crosswise Model, which appears to have had success thus far in on-line surveys (Höglinger, Jann
and Diekmann, 2014; Jann, Jerke and Krumpal, 2011; Kundt, 2014).
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cises that verify whether or not the central findings of a
study depend on the potentially problematic responses
of such individuals.
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Capturing Ethnic Salience on Surveys in
Developing Countries
by Elizabeth C. Carlson
The Pennsylvania State University

The literature on public opinion in the U.S. demonstrates that social norms against expressing racist attitudes cause misestimates on a variety of important
measures, including racial animosity (Wittenbrink, Judd
and Park, 1997); support for race-related policies such as
school integration (Berinsky, 1999); and intended vote
for non-white political candidates (Hopkins, 2009; Terkildsen, 1993). Similar taboos against expressing negative attitudes toward certain ethnic, racial, or religious
groups also exist elsewhere and presumably bias survey results in these locations as well. Unfortunately, our
ability to identify and combat such biases is often limited in developing country contexts. One well-tested
means for decreasing social desirabilty bias is to allow
respondents to report their answers in private — by
self-administering the survey on paper or a computer
— rather than reporting their opinions out loud to another person (Krysan, 1998; Krysan and Couper, 2003).
However, this type of privacy is hard to offer in contexts where many respondents are functionally illiterate
and thus cannot self-administer a written survey. To be
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accessible to the full population, surveys in the developing world are usually conducted orally: an enumerator
reads the questions to the respondent and records the
responses on her behalf. The choice faced by those conducting surveys on sensitive issues in the developing
world is thus between gathering genuine opinions from
the subset of the population that can read and write,
and selecting a representative sample of the population,
while acknowledging that survey mode used to gather
the data from such a sample increases the chances that
the results will include bias.
Of course, neither of these options is particularly
attractive. The question that motivates my own recent
work — the conditions under which Ugandan voters
prefer a coethnic candidate for office, especially when
that candidate is dubiously qualified — cannot be answered under either approach. Since ethnic salience
varies across class and education (Eiffert, Miguel and
Posner, 2010; Bossuroy, 2011), I cannot reduce my sample to only the literate. But identifying the conditions
under which ethnic voting occurs requires, at minimum, an accurate measure of when voters do and do
not vote along ethnic lines. Social censure of ‘tribalism’
is a serious concern if we gather vote preference through
oral interviews. Though some Africanists argue that
African voters are open about their ethnic loyalties (Eiffert, Miguel and Posner, 2010), most data suggests that
voters strongly prefer not to reveal such preferences to
an enumerator. Though voting returns in many African
elections make it clear that voters support candidates of
their own ethnicity, most survey respondents who are
asked directly report that they do not consider ethnicity
when voting, or even that such preferences are morally
wrong (Lindberg and Weghorst, 2010; Posner, 2005).
We can therefore expect that, without intervention to
reduce bias, survey respondents in African countries
will systematically under-report voting for candidates of
their own ethnicity on public opinion surveys, affecting
our understanding of when such voting is likely.

report their answer from a menu of options represented
with familiar symbols. In Chauchard (2013)’s example, however, the entire survey was self-administered.
This limits the content of the survey to only certain
types of closed-ended questions. My intervention was
much smaller: I embedded a single question answered
with a secret ballot into a larger face-to-face interview.
Such a method also happens to require only pen and paper, which may be an advantage for very low-resource
projects. A second strategy, used with mixed results in
the U.S. (Hatchett and Shuman, 1975; Campbell, 1981;
Finkel, Guterbock and Borg, 1991) and proposed by
Africanists such as Adida et al. (2014), is to match the
ethnicity of enumerators and respondents. This intervention is based on the assumption that respondents
will be more honest about ethnic preferences when they
do not need to worry about offending a member of another group. In my results, I find that allowing limited
self-administration effectively reduces bias, while ethnic
matching exacerbates the problem.
In my study, I asked 800 Ugandans, drawn from 32
villages, to report their preference between two hypothetical candidates whose ethnicity and qualification for
office — such as education and record of performance
in prior office — were randomly selected from a list of
possible traits. A sample vignette is shown in Figure 1
below. In the vignettes, ethnicity was signaled by the
candidate’s city of origin. Performance was indicated by
what the candidate accomplished in prior office. In the
sample vignette, the first candidate paved a road. The
second candidate did not have any accomplishments to
note, which in the Ugandan context signals incompetence or corruption. The dependent variable of interest
is the percent of respondents who selected a candidate of
their own ethnicity. If the interventions work to reduce
socially desirability bias, the percent reporting support
for a coethnic, regardless of his performance, should increase.
Figure 1: Sample Candidate Pairing

In my study, I used two simple interventions intended to increase the likelihood that respondents would
accurately report their true preferences, while maintaining an oral framework accessible to all members of the
population (Carlson, Forthcoming, 2014). In the first intervention, I adapted the delivery of the survey to allow
private reporting by illiterate respondents. Chauchard
(2013) uses such a technique in India. He recorded questions on MP3 players and allowed respondents to selfm http://comparativenewsletter.com/

Candidate One. The candidate is from
Hoima. He has a Master’s Degree in African
Development. Before running for president, he was an LCI [village chief]. While
he was LCI, he paved the community’s major road. If elected president he promises to
create new jobs.

B contact@comparativenewsletter.com

28

Candidate Two. The candidate is from
Soroti. He has a university degree in
Tourism. Before running for president, he
was a Member of Parliament. If elected
president he promises to improve government health care. (Note: This candidate is
cued as having no record of provision, simply
by leaving out mention of such provision.)

Participants in the experiment were recruited into
a 45-minute long survey about local welfare and public goods quality that contained both closed- and openended questions and was conducted orally one-on-one
with an enumerator. Respondents were then assigned to
small groups. Members of each group listened to their
assigned vignettes and reported their preference via a
secret pen and paper ballot. To enable illiterate respondents to mark their ballot without assistance, the candidates were indicated as a “circle” and a “square” (or
“box” as appropriate in the local language). Figure 2 below shows the ballot.
Figure 2: Ballot

There were two key variations in the context of the voting experiment. First, respondents faced two different
levels of social exposure: while most respondents cast
only a secret ballot, the members of approximately 1/3
of the groups were also assigned to report their preference aloud to everyone in the group. Second, the
groups varied in their ethnic composition: conditional
on the ethnic diversity of the local community from
which the respondents were drawn, whether a respondent voted only with members of her own ethnic group
or in a mixed group was random. The first variation tests
whether granting respondents privacy will reduce bias;
the second tests whether asking respondents to report
ethnic preferences to members of only their own ethnicity does the same.
The first conclusion of the experiment is that privacy works to reduce social desirability bias. Those who
m http://comparativenewsletter.com/

cast only secret ballots were significantly more likely to
report a preference for a coethnic candidate than those
who reported their preferences publicly. Among voters
who reported their votes aloud, coethnics had no advantage: 50% of coethnics won their contests, as did 50%
of non-coethnic candidates. This result strongly suggests
that Ugandan voters do not see any advantage to coethnic candidates. Yet, when voters were allowed to report their vote entirely in secret, it is clear that voters
do actually hold such a preference. In the secret-ballot
condition, coethnic candidates were 6% more likely to
win than were non-coethnic candidates. The vote shares
of coethnic and non-coethnics in the secret ballot condition are significantly different from their vote shares
in the public voting treatment, as well as significantly
different from one another. These results indicate that
allowing limited self-administration on sensitive questions, rather than requiring oral responses, can reduce
bias to the point that it actually changes our conclusions.

These results indicate that allowing
limited self-administration on
sensitive questions, rather than
requiring oral responses, can reduce
bias to the point that it actually
changes our conclusions.
Reducing observation also decreases socially undesirable responses outside of the experimental Ugandan
context. Since almost all existing data on public opinion in Africa was gathered with in-person interviews,
I cannot test the effects of allowing full privacy on respondents’ reported vote choice. However, I can leverage variation in the number of people in front of whom
respondents reported their opinions. Despite enumerators’ efforts to prevent it, about a quarter of respondents
on the massive, multi-country Afrobarometer public
opinion survey nevertheless complete their interview in
front of family or friends. If this happens, it is is noted at
the end of the survey. I pool the results from Round Four
(2011-2012) of the Afrobarometer from every country
where the major presidential candidates were of different ethnicities, for a total sample of over 25,000 respondents across 18 countries. Controlling for country fixed
effects and individual-level characteristics that might
make a respondent more likely to be observed, such as
age or gender, I find that as the number of observers
increases, the likelihood that a respondent will report
a preference for a candidate of their own ethnicity decreases. Those whose interviews were observed by family
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or neighbors are 10% less likely to report support for a
coethnic presidential candidate than those whose surveys were conducted only by an enumerator, at a high
level of statistical significance. These results suggest that
reducing the number of observers to zero — by allowing complete self-administration, such as with a secret
ballot — might increase reported support for coethnic
candidates even more.

Those who were allowed to vote privately in the voting
experiment were 3% more likely to admit in the postsurvey that they would never marry someone of another
group. The difference is significant at standard levels and
robust to a variety of respondent-level controls. Altering
survey protocol to allow self-administration of a single
question, therefore, does not seem to worsen bias on
later questions, and may even reduce it.

Though my results indicate that allowing respondents privacy to report their vote preferences will reduce
social desirability bias, they also indicate that getting accurate results does not require adapting an entire survey
to be self-administered. It is reasonable to be concerned
that embedding a secret ballot question in an otherwise
oral survey might prime the very issues we are hoping
to de-emphasize. There is some evidence in my data that
this sort of priming is occurring. In the experiment, approximately 40% of the candidates in the vignettes were
assigned to be of the respondent’s ethnicity, which is
far higher than chance would predict in a country as
ethnically diverse as Uganda. By the final round of the
experiment, when voters had already heard three vignettes and cast a ballot three times, many respondents
seem to have realized they were being asked to reveal
ethnic preferences and adjusted their responses accordingly. The votes cast in the third round of the experiment
strongly de-emphasized ethnicity regardless of whether
votes were cast publicly or privately.

The second conclusion of the study is that while
privacy works, ethnic matching does not. If it did, we
would expect that those respondents assigned to vote
in groups composed of only their own coethnics would
be more likely to report support for coethnic candidates than those assigned to groups of mixed ethnicity.
Instead, those who voted in fully homogenous groups
were significantly less likely to report a preference for a
coethnic candidate. Those who voted in a group comprised only of their coethnics selected coethnics 50%
of the time, whereas those who voted in ethnically heterogeneous groups selected coethnics 57% of the time.
Though the ethnic composition of the group is correlated with the ethnic diversity in the local community
(a diverse group cannot be constructed out of a fully
homogenous community), the estimated treatment effect is robust to controls for local ethnic diversity. This
result can again be replicated outside the experimental
context. Using the same pooled Afrobarometer data I
described above, with country-level fixed effects, and a
variety of controls, I find that respondents are 7% less
likely to report support for the candidate of their own
ethnicity when they are interviewed by a coethnic enumerator.

The question is whether the priming that occurred in
the private ballot condition produces different answers
than the priming that would have occurred without the
use of a private ballot: does it, for example, emphasize
that such attitudes should be sensitive or secret and exacerbate bias on later questions? I can provide an initial
test of this using responses from the post-survey. After participating in the voting experiment, respondents
completed a post-survey one-on-one with an enumerator. The questions were potentially sensitive, including
two questions explicitly about ethnic salience. On one
of these questions — whether the respondent prioritized their ethnic or national identity — the responses
of those who voted publicly and privately were the same
(67% of respondents in both groups say they prioritize their national identity.) On a second question —
whether the respondent would ever marry someone of
another group — the groups are significantly different, but in a way that suggests that allowing private voting dampened bias even on later questions asked aloud.
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One explanation for this finding is that interactions
with non-coethnics may prime ethnic conflict or competition for resources in a way that intra-ethnic interaction
does not, triggering a defensive reaction against the idea
of a non-coethnic in power and generating a preference
for coethnic politicians; this explanation has nothing to
do with social desirability bias. However, we also know
that some Africans are more generous when playing experimental games with coethnic strangers than they are
when playing with non-coethnics (Habyarimana et al.,
2007). This appears to be because ethnic networks are
so dense that no exchange between coethnics can ever
be truly anonymous: exposure to coethnics is more consequential than exposure to non-coethnics. If this is the
case, matching respondents with coethnic enumerators
may actually produce stronger bias in the direction of so-
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Table 1: Ethnic Diversity and Social Exposure on Reported Preferences for Coethnic Candidates in Uganda
Ethnically diverse voting group
Ethnically homogenous voting group
All groups

cial norms. The results of my experiment, summarized in
Table 1 on the next page, suggest that both mechanisms
are in operation: those who were assigned to vote in an
ethnically diverse group are more likely to vote for a coethnic whether they vote privately or publicly. However,
exposure to social pressure most strongly affects the reported preferences of those in ethnically homogenous
groups, indicating that the desire to conform to social
norms is stronger among coethnics. This may also explain why observation by family and neighbors, who will
almost always be coethnics, has such a strong effect in reducing reported ethnic voting in the survey results presented above. Together, my results provide some guidance for those gathering data on ethnic politics in places
where ethnicity is a sensitive subject and surveys must
be conducted orally. Though it is very low-cost, and may
be effective in some contexts, a strategy of ethnic matching between respondents and enumerators is risky: my
results indicate that it exacerbates bias in Uganda and
in a pooled African sample. It may also do so in India, the Middle East, and other areas where intra-ethnic
social networks are strong and intra-group social sanctions are particularly consequential. The better option is
to provide an opportunity to allow self-administration
of sensitive questions so that respondents do not need
to report their preferences aloud: my results are just one
case in which this strategy has been shown to be effective. What my results contribute is a finding that gathering self-administered data on some of a survey’s questions does not require writing an entire survey to be selfadministered. Adaptation on a few of a survey’s most
sensitive questions can improve data quality with minimal investment and effect on the rest of the survey’s data.
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Lobbying, Corruption, and Non-Responses in
Small Samples
by Vineeta Yadav
The Pennsylvania State University

The illegal nature of corruption has posed formidable
obstacles for researchers studying this complex phenomenon. In the absence of hard objective data, scholars have most often relied on surveys of citizens, firms,
and experts to gather perceptions of corruption (Olken
and Pande, 2011; Treisman, 2007). However, survey
questions on corruption often suffer from high nonresponse, and possibly false response, rates because they
are considered intrusive, because admitting to participating in corrupt practices is considered socially undesirable, and because respondents may fear retaliation
from officials for admitting participation in, or knowledge of, corruption (see, for example, reports documenting the implementation of the European Bank for
Reconstruction and Development’s [ERBD] 2002 Business Environment and Enterprise Performance Survey
[BEEPS]).
As Blair, Imai and Zhou (2015), Krumpal (2013),
and Tan, Tian and Tang (2009) discuss, the survey
methodological toolkit now includes several techniques
— randomized responses, list experiments, endorsement experiments — that can help scholars address the
problems, such as non-responses and false responses,
that are associated with sensitive survey questions. These
various techniques focus on reassuring respondents that
their responses will be confidential by using methods
that share one key characteristic — they sacrifice the
ability of the analyst to identify individual responses.
m http://comparativenewsletter.com/

For many research questions, including those related to
corruption, sacrificing this ability does not typically impose a high substantive analytical cost. Several recent
corruption studies have therefore used these techniques
to address some of the challenges posed by sensitivity
(Winters and Weitz-Shapiro, 2013; Gingerich, 2010).
However, there are important research agendas
where the relationship between the respondent’s own
behavior and his perception of a collective or aggregate
outcome is the central research question. This is most
notably the case for the burgeoning literature on lobbying and corruption. The central focus in this literature
is on studying how the lobbying practices of an individual special interest group — especially its decision to
use money rather than other resources — influence its
perception of corruption in that country (Yadav, 2011;
Bennedsen, Feldmann and Lassen, 2009; Campos and
Giovannoni, 2007). The loss of the ability to identify the
corruption level reported by a specific respondent in this
case deprives the researcher of the ability to study this
question.
The second challenge this specific research agenda
poses for analysts is that the sample sizes required for
successfully implementing the most commonly used
techniques for addressing sensitivity are larger than the
entire population sizes of the key elite populations that
are at the center of the lobbying-corruption nexus. All
of these techniques generally require sample sizes of
1,000 or more to be effective. For example, Gingerich
(2010, 364) finds that randomized response techniques
underperform compared to direct responses for samples smaller than 1,000 and recommends using samples
of 3,000 or more. Corstange (2009, 55) finds that list experiments are not suitable for sample sizes smaller than
1,000 and recommends sample sizes of 2,000 or more.
This constraint makes these techniques feasible and appropriate for studying perceptions of corruption among
large populations such as voters, firms, and bureaucrats,
but not for small elite populations. Unfortunately, several populations that are highly relevant for the study of
corruption, such as those of party leaders and business
lobbies, are too small for these techniques to be used
appropriately.
Considerable empirical evidence shows that the actors most likely to be involved in, and knowledgeable
about, corruption in parliament and the executive are
not citizens or firms, who rarely interact directly with

B contact@comparativenewsletter.com

32

these bodies, but elite groups in society, such as business interest groups and very large firms, who interact
with them frequently (OECD, 2012, 2014; Kalniņš, 2011;
Thomas and Hrebenar, 2008; EBRD, 2002). While citizens and firms do interact with the bureaucracy and the
legal system, they do so only intermittently (Ayyagari,
Beck and Demirguc-Kunt, 2007; International, 2007). In
contrast, business lobbies routinely interact with the bureaucracy and the legal system in order to influence policy legislation, implementation, and legal adjudication
(OECD, 2012, 2014; Kalniņš, 2011; Thomas and Hrebenar, 2008; EBRD, 2002). Importantly, studies show that
in most countries around the world (the U.S. being a
notable exception), lobbying is done primarily by formal business associations and chambers rather than by
firms themselves or hired third party lobbyists (OECD,
2012, 2014; Kalniņš, 2011; Thomas and Hrebenar, 2008).
Indeed, firms that are members in business associations and chambers often identify such intercession with
elected officials, the bureaucracy, or the judiciary as one
of the most valuable benefits of association membership
(OECD, 2012, 2014; Kalniņš, 2011; Thomas and Hrebenar, 2008; EBRD, 2002).

The sample sizes required for
successfully implementing the most
commonly used techniques for
addressing sensitivity are larger than
the entire population sizes of the key
elite populations that are at the
center of the lobbying-corruption
nexus.
The problem for corruption scholars is created by the
fact that while citizens and firms number in the millions
and thousands, the total number of associations, chambers, and other bodies involved directly in lobbying in
most countries (with the exception of the U.S. and a
handful of wealthy countries) numbers in the hundreds
and may cross a thousand for bigger, more sophisticated
economies (OECD, 2012, 2014; Kalniņš, 2011; Thomas
and Hrebenar, 2008). Very large firms can and often do
lobby individually in their own interests. Their numbers,
however, are not high enough to boost the population
sizes of active business lobbies over the thresholds required for using the survey techniques mentioned previously (Ayyagari, Beck and Demirguc-Kunt, 2007). The
small numbers of organized business associations and

very large firms therefore render the use of the standard
repertoire of techniques for addressing sensitive topics
ineffective and ill-advised in most developing countries.
Finally, an additional concern that few extant studies
of corruption address is that the sensitivities of respondents, whether masses or elites, may vary for different
types of corrupt behavior. The common use of the term
“corruption” encompasses a wide range of phenomena,
including corruption in parliament, the executive office, political parties, individual politicians, bureaucrats,
judges, police, etc. Different corruption sub-types may
be subject to varying sensibilities of social desirability.
We would, therefore, expect the sensitivity of respondents and consequently their willingness to respond,
and to respond honestly, to corruption related questions
to potentially vary across questions asking for their opinions on these different corruption sub-types. With a few
notable exceptions, however, the vast majority of surveys
on corruption use questions which do not differentiate
between these different corruption sub-types.1 As a result, we have little leverage in understanding which of
these sub-types is driving non-responses to a question
on “corruption” and on which sub-type of corruption
the respondent is in fact expressing his opinion.
The measurement problem this creates is substantial
in the cross-country context. Since countries vary in the
factors that are believed to influence different sub-types
of corruption, non-responses to “corruption” questions
may be driven by sensitivity to different sub-types of
corruption across (and, of course, within) countries,
and responses may be dominated by perceptions of different sub-types of corruption as well. The rate of nonresponse, as well as the origins and magnitude of the
selection bias that non-responses introduce, therefore
varies in an opaque way across countries. As a result,
whether scholars use survey questions on corruption
from individual surveys or indices of corruption that
combine information from different surveys, it remains
unclear exactly what concept is being examined.
I now briefly illustrate how identifying and collecting data on less sensitive factors that influence nonresponses to corruption can allow us to address some
of these problems. Specifically, I use such data to study
what influences respondents to participate in, or avoid
answering, corruption questions and to correct for the

1

The BEEPS and the UN’s International Crime Victimization Surveys do ask questions on distinct corruption behaviors; however, most
cross-country surveys do not.
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selection bias that participation decisions introduce in
comparing corruption levels and behaviors across countries. By asking narrow questions that query respondents on specific sub-types of corruption, we can study
whether patterns of non-responses on sensitive corruption questions are similar or different across sub-types
of corruption both within and across countries. I use
evidence from a 2005–2006 survey of business lobbies
in Brazil and India to illustrate these points.
Although Brazil and India both have a reputation
for corruption, they have different institutional designs.
Existing research tells us that these institutional differences should influence not just the level of aggregate
corruption in each country but also the prominence of
various corruption sub-types (Graf Lambsdorff, 2005).
This suggests that the sensitivity of respondents to questions querying them on different sub-types of corruption may vary across sub-types of corruption within each
country and across the two countries, leading to correspondingly different patterns of non-responses and false
responses. When I conducted my survey in 2005-2006,
the aggregate number of business associations, regional
and sectoral chambers, and other bodies involved in
policy lobbying at any level was 1,492 in Brazil and 880
in India.2 These total population sizes are too small to
effectively implement techniques such as randomized
responses, list experiments, or list endorsements to deal
with corruption related sensitivity. Therefore, this research agenda required a different approach.
Given the prominence of business lobbying in Brazil
and India (dos Santos and de Costa, 2014; Schneider,
2013; Yadav, 2008), one possibility was to use information on the lobbying tactics of businesses — information, media, public protests, money — to gain leverage
on non-responses. This is because the choice of lobbying
tactics conceivably influences how willing business lobbies are to respond to questions on different types of corruption. In both countries, lobbying was unregulated but
not illegal, corporate financial contributions to parties
and politicians were legal but capped, and reporting and
disclosure laws for financial donors and recipients were
poorly enforced (Yadav, 2011). At first blush, these practices do not make collecting information on lobbying

seem like a promising avenue. What makes this a viable
strategy, however, is that, even though it was unregulated, lobbying did not suffer from a social desirability
bias among the key actors (the business establishment,
government officials, and elected officials) involved in
the policymaking process.
In both countries, these policy players recognized
business lobbying as useful for acquiring policy information and expertise, and saw it as an endeavor that was
legitimate and essential for good policymaking and representation (dos Santos and de Costa, 2014; Schneider,
2013; Yadav, 2011). This view was driven significantly by
the fact that lobbying is practiced openly and actively in
democracies such as the U.S., U.K., and Germany, countries that are held up as aspirational economic models. In
this context, the fact that the study was being sponsored
by a U.S. university certainly reduced the discomfort associated with reporting lobbying behaviors as well.
These trends on lobbying legitimacy suggest that
questions to business interest groups about their lobbying tactics are unlikely to provoke high non-response
rates. If this is the case, then they may offer leverage on
understanding who responds to corruption related questions in each country and the relationships across nonresponses on different sub-types of corruption, they may
account for the bias created by respondents selecting out
of responding to each corruption sub-type, and, importantly, they may allow us to study how an individual
respondent’s lobbying tactics influences her perceptions
of corruption in each country. In turn, comparing these
results across the two countries may elucidate some of
the potential problems that cross-country corruption
measures might be hiding.
The surveys were given to high level officials from organized and formal business interest groups from 2005
to 2006.3 The realized sample sizes were 158 in Brazil and
179 in India. Questions asking groups who they lobbied
(executive office, political parties, individual legislators,
regional and sectoral caucuses) saw non-response rate of
3.2% and 7.2% in Brazil and India. Questions querying
how they lobbied these targets (using technical information, financial contributions, media campaigns, public

2
There were, and still are, no existing databases that list all of the organizations involved in lobbying in either country. I put these sampling frames together by consulting and compiling listed organizations from various sources myself. This has been the technique that other
researchers, including Frye (2002) and the World Bank’ WBES and BEEPs survey supervisors, have adopted. See Yadav (2011) for more details
on the survey and sampling designs.
3
Please see Yadav (2011) for the exact questions that were used to operationalize these concepts. All were modeled after similar questions
asked in the BEEPS 2002 surveys conducted by the World Bank and the EBRD.
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protests) saw non-response rates of 4.4% and 7.2% in
Brazil and India. In contrast, questions asking respondents how a certain form of corruption “had an impact
on businesses in your sector” drew high, but varying,
non-response rates for different corruption sub-types in
both countries. Figure 1 below illustrates these trends for
eight different sub-types of corruption. Notably, nonresponse rates vary substantially across questions on
different types of corruption within each country, ranging from 19.6% to 44.3% in Brazil and 12.2% to 52.8% in
India.
Given the low non-response rates for lobbying questions, it is possible to model a group’s decision to participate in answering questions about each of the eight
corruption sub-types listed in Figure 1 as a function of
whether that group used technical information, public
protests, media campaigns, or money to lobby policymakers on an issue of vital importance to their members while controlling for other factors that might potentially influence this choice as well. Corruption scales
ranged from 1, indicating no impact on the respondent
group’s members from that specific type of corruption
behavior, to 4, indicating a decisive impact on its members. We can now directly address the question of how a
lobby’s own tactics — especially whether or not it used
money for lobbying — influence its perception of different types of corruption by estimating a series of ordered
probit models explaining corruption levels with a selection stage modeling the choice to respond as a function
of lobbying tactics on resources.

The outcome variable in each ordered probit model
is one of the eight corruption sub-types listed in Figure 1: parliamentary corruption, executive corruption,
party corruption, patronage, bureaucratic corruption,
judicial corruption, corruption in party campaign finance, and corruption in individual campaign finance.
The selection stage models the decision to participate in
responding to the question on that specific corruption
sub-type as a function of that group’s tactical choice to
use money, information, or other tactics to lobby policymakers and a few other theoretically relevant variables.
Applying this strategy to Brazil and India allows
us to see how these results may be similar or different
across these countries (i.e. whether non-responses are
driven by similar factors and whether the use of money
for lobbying has a similar effect on participation and
reported corruption levels in the two countries). Below,
I highlight a few key findings from such an analysis of
parliamentary, executive, bureaucratic, and judicial corruption. The full results from this analysis are available
at http://sites.psu.edu/vineetayadav/.
Participation Decisions: Results from the selection
stage show that, with the exception of bureaucratic corruption in Brazil, the decision to respond to corruption
questions and the decision to report a certain level of
corruption were highly correlated in both countries. Resource lobbying tactics seemed to rarely affect the decision to respond to any corruption questions in Brazil. In-

Figure 1: Binary Non-Response Rates by Corruption Type

Note: Data are from a 2005-2006 survey of high level officials in business lobbies in Brazil (dark grey) and India (light grey). There were 158
respondents in Brazil and 179 respondents in India. CF denotes campaign finance.
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stead, group-specific features, such as the fate of group
members under economic reforms, as well as features of
a country’s overall business environment, such as transparency in policymaking and the legal status of political contributions, influence these decisions. In contrast to Brazil, Indian business groups lobbying with
money were significantly less likely to respond to any
type of corruption question, and those using information were significantly more likely to respond to questions on all corruption types except executive corruption. Thus, in India, differences in lobbying tactics led
to non-respondent samples that differed systematically
from respondents, and these samples differed across corruption types.
Lobbying Tactics and Reported Corruption Levels:
Results from the outcome stage of the ordered probit
models show that accounting for the effects of resource
lobbying tactics on the decision to respond to corruption questions influences the results we obtain regarding
the effects of resource tactics on reported corruption
levels. Resource tactics now only influence bureaucratic
corruption levels in India and have no influence on any
reported corruption levels in Brazil.
The target of the resource lobbying is a significant
predictor of corruption levels in both countries. Groups
lobbying legislators in Brazil report lower levels of all
types of corruption. Groups in India lobbying parties
and the executive report higher levels of parliamentary
and bureaucratic corruption. In contrast to these results,
models which do not account for the respondent’s choice
to answer find that groups lobbying with technical information report lower parliamentary and executive corruption levels in Brazil and those lobbying with money
report higher parliamentary corruption in India. Collectively, these results suggest that not accounting for
respondents’ decisions to respond to corruption questions in cross-country analyses of corruption survey data
may be introducing significant and variable levels of bias
into our results regarding corruption.
In conclusion, the evidence presented here suggests
that surveys can continue to serve as an effective way of
collecting data to answer specific questions on the corruption agenda when researchers are constrained in the
choice of techniques they can use due to small sample
sizes. In order to do so, however, it is essential to account
for respondents’ selection into non-responses, especially
in cross-country contexts. This is because countries may
m http://comparativenewsletter.com/

vary considerably in the extent to which their respondents systematically refuse to answer questions and in
the reasons why they refuse. The results also highlight
how important it is to disaggregate the concept of corruption into its component sub-types and then deal with
the sensitivity issues specific to each sub-type. While
the discussion here focuses on lobbying and corruption, these issues are pertinent to many situations where
small elite populations must be surveyed and where respondents are being queried on their opinions regarding
conceptually fuzzy aggregate terms that are composed
of distinct sensitive individual components such as the
quality of governance or rule of law in non-democracies.
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II. Special Topic
The Ethics of Field Experiments in Comparative
Politics
by Scott Desposato
University of Zurich and University of California, San Diego

By now most political scientists are probably aware of the
controversy surrounding a recent field experiment conducted in Montana by Stanford and Dartmouth faculty
(Michelson, 2014; Murphy, 2014; Stanford, 2014; Otani,
2014; Willis, 2014; Dennison, 2014). The scholars sent
mailers to a reported 100,000 Montana voters with content regarding candidates for elected judgeships. Many
have expressed surprise and indignation over the study,
for its potential impact on an election outcome, for features of the mailer’s design, and for possible IRB irregularities. But for this audience, the design should be
familiar because it is one that has been applied in dozens
of comparative politics experiments all over the world.
Indeed, some of those comparative politics studies were
illegal, lacked local IRB approval, and never informed,
consented, or debriefed subjects1 .
Experiments are not new to political science, but
most of our history with them involves fully informed
and consenting undergraduate students playing simple
and safe games in campus laboratories in the United
States. Over the last 15 years, however, the number of
experiments conducted by political scientists has increased exponentially.2 These experiments can involve
hundreds of thousands of subjects, sometimes uninformed and unconsenting, in very different contexts,
with treatments that may fundamentally affect subjects’
lives.
These changes hold great promise for advancing
our research — identifying causal mechanisms, testing theories, and generalizing models across contexts.
But they are generating ethical challenges, especially for
comparative politics. Many of these challenges are new
and unique to social science, and they do not have preexisting solutions in other fields.

1

Ironically, the recent Montana study differs from most similar experiments in that the mailer noted that it was part of a study. Had the
researchers not disclosed their affiliations, we probably never would have heard of the study.
2
See empirical analysis of the number and type of experiments in Morton and Williams (2010), Druckman et al. (2006), and Desposato
(2015).
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To start a dialogue on these new challenges, I held
a conference on ethics in comparative politics experiments at UCSD (conference website; NSF# 1251510).
The goal was to identify critical issues, explore opinion
in the field, and propose practical strategies for moving
forward. The proceedings are to be published later this
year in the Routledge Series in Experimental Political
Science.
In this essay, I will briefly review some of the issues
we examined. We can organize the most common issues
scholars are encountering into several categories: context, local review, deception and consent, and impact.
The last three usually are manifest together in field experiments.
I. Context
The first set of issues are a byproduct of the globalization of experimental political science. Experiments that
have no imaginable risks in the United States can cause
problems elsewhere in the world. For example, Kim
Dionne, Augustine Harawa, and Hastings Honde’s chapter shows how standard compensation plans can cause
conflict between subjects and non-subjects in contexts
of extreme poverty and inequality. Becky Morton and
Jonathan Rodgers discuss questions of religion, including how simple economic games may violate religious
norms in some countries. Eddie Malesky examines the
Common Rule exemption for public officials and asks
how we should define “officials” in other contexts. For
example, are inherited village leadership positions really
public officials with no protections (Dionne and Honde,
2015; Morton and Rogers, 2015; Malesky, 2015)?
Based on the discussion at the conference, many of
these are “easy” issues in that they would be relatively
straightforward to fix through low-cost design changes,
and most agreed that we should in fact adapt our designs
to local context. For example, to avoid religious problems with treatments that look like gambling (which
is forbidden in Islam), Morton and Rodgers discuss recasting a game to be about choosing traffic routes. To address tensions over compensation, Dionne, Harawa, and
Honde propose strategies for explaining sampling and
payoffs to subjects. Other contextual questions are not
resolved. For example, if subjects frequently encounter
violence in their everyday life, can we expose subjects
and enumerators to levels of risk that might be common
in their country, but which would be unacceptable back
m http://comparativenewsletter.com/

home (Driscoll, 2015)?
II. Local Review
Questions of local review are more complex. Many
scholars from the United States and Europe that are
conducting experiments overseas do not have any local approval of their projects. Yet some countries have
strict rules regarding special research visas, government
permission, and local ethical review of protocols. In
many cases, these requirements seem designed to prevent any research from every happening; in other cases
they are opportunities to extract rents from scholars.
At the conference, we focused on the cases of Brazil,
China, Ecuador, Malawi, Mexico, and Vietnam, and
found widely varying human subjects’ rules and opinions on how we should proceed.

Some felt that experiments without
foreign permission would be
acceptable. Others, including
scholars from the developing world,
were indignant that first-world
researchers would fly in on tourist
visas, conduct experiments without
permission, and slip out of the
country, essentially running “under
the radar” experiments.
Some issues were not controversial. Most agreed that
compliance would be appropriate if the procedures were
straightforward and reasonable. Similarly, most agreed
that some form of local review — even if just informal
review by local scholars or collaborators — is always
appropriate. One benefit to local review is feedback on
whether your intervention is contextually appropriate
or has any risks you did not imagine.
But when considering cases where formal procedures are onerous or the government agencies incompetent or corrupt, there was clear disagreement on how we
should proceed. Some felt that experiments without foreign permission would be acceptable. Others, including
scholars from the developing world, were indignant that
first-world researchers would fly in on tourist visas, conduct experiments without permission, and slip out of the
country, essentially running “under the radar” experiments. One particularly grey area involves authoritarian
regimes — where research rules may be designed to
protect the regime rather than the subjects, and where
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compliance would either mean not doing the research
or only doing research that is beneficial to an oppressive
regime.
Debate about local review also illustrates some of the
differences between political science and other fields.
Medical experiments which are often much higher risk
would never proceed overseas without proof of local
review; most medical funding agencies would require
proof of local approval of the experiment. Political science experiments are generally extremely low risk to
subjects, but may be perceived as threatening to regimes
and could be even harder to get approved than medical studies. For the time being, the National Science
Foundation and many of our university IRB’s are not
requiring any local approval of political science experiments.
One possible strategy is for scholars to test the waters of local review and if it seems like a bottomless pit,
try working with local academics to develop a reasonable and effective review process. An example of this is
the case of Brazil, where the University of São Paulo has
established an Ethics Committee that will review foreign
scholars’ projects.
III. Deception, Consent, and Impact
The other most common issues involve deception,
consent, and impact. The first two are enduring questions across bioethics, where the limits of consent and
deception are continually being explored and debated
(see, for example, Koenig (2014)). In political science
there are also long-standing debates about whether deception is ever appropriate, even in laboratory environments. But more recently, and of greatest concern for
comparative politics, these three issues are manifest together in field experiments.
Field experiments are interventions conducted “in
the real world”, where some feature of the natural environment is manipulated by researchers. Often subjects
have no idea that they are participating in a study. These
designs are especially promising because they allow us
to observe the effect of the treatment in a real application, not in an artificial laboratory setting where many
features of the experiment may not generalize to the real

world. At their best, field experiments provide more generalizable knowledge about how our treatments work
and could aid in policy implementation and theory
building.
My impression is that there is a significant divide in
the field on the ethics of many field experiments. Proponents note that the treatments usually have only a
trivially small risk of harm to individual subjects and
are typical of everyday experiences. For example, it is
difficult to imagine how a political mailer from a researcher poses a serious risk, especially when citizens receive dozens or even hundreds during campaigns. Other
experiments might involve fake job applications to businesses or constituency mail to elected officials. But what
is one extra resume or letter to an office that might deal
with hundreds daily? And when field experiments involve consequential goods, like health care or clean water, most experiments do not violate the standard of care
principle: the control group’s situation is never made
worse, they just do not receive the treatment. Further,
random assignment of public goods is probably more
fair than letting a corrupt political process perform the
assignment.
Others are concerned with several features of field
experiments. One position holds informed consent as
paramount; thus any manipulation of subjects without
their consent is simply unacceptable. A second source of
tension is that while individual risks may be low, aggregate costs and risks may be large. For example, suppose
we deceive a subject into just fifteen minutes of looking
at a fake resume, as part of a study on employment. If we
have 5,000 subjects, that means we have used 31 weeks of
deception-induced full time labor.3 A third is that even
when risks to subjects are trivially small, people often
resent being manipulated without their permission for
scholars’ own purposes. Angering and upsetting subjects can be considered a form of harm to individuals.
Field experiments might also be considered ethically
questionable if they harm the broader discipline, for example, if a study results in all experiments being banned
by an unfriendly government.4
Field experiments in the study of illegal activities,
including corruption and vote buying, are particularly
controversial, as treatments may involve breaking local

(5,000 subjects × 15 minutes per subject )/ (60 minutes per hour × 8 hours per day × 5 work days per week) = 31 weeks
At the same time, too much concern with not making people or governments upset might stifle scholarship and violate norms of academic
freedom. But the point illustrates that the choices we make about individual projects can affect our colleagues’ research as well.
3

4
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law. Scholars have solicited illegal activity by subjects,
and committed minor crimes as part of field experiments. One perspective is that these are critically important topics and deserve our attention, and that deceptive
— and sometimes illegal — designs are the only way
to study such topics. For others, these experiments are
simply wrong.
Especially disturbing to some are interventions in
real elections or other political processes, where a political scientist’s research has the potential to change vote
shares or even an election outcome — potentially affecting millions of subjects and bystanders without their
consent. As Zimmerman (2015) has pointed out, elections are always a zero sum game, so any impact of a
treatment can cause harm. In addition, some are concerned that intervention in real politics may compromise our objectivity and integrity as scientists. On the
other hand, one could argue that many campaign field
experiments are normatively good — for example, if a
political mailer provides factual information to voters
or increases turnout, can we say that the intervention is
a normative good, regardless of its impact on election
results?
IV. Discussion
These are just a few of the perspectives on field experiments. My own opinion is that we can dodge or
at least minimize many of the controversial cases with
modest design changes. As I have argued elsewhere, the
most critical issue is that of informed consent. Most controversies fade away when those affected by the study
knowingly agree to participate. Some field experiments
have designs that are amenable to informed consent,
and whenever possible, we should request it. For cases
where consent is impractical or ruins a design, there
are alternative forms of consent that one might employ
(Humphreys, N.d.). One can also minimize problems
by treading lightly. For example, one could conduct a
power analysis and minimize sample size. Why treat
100,000 subjects when 5,000 would be sufficient for hypothesis testing? We might also adopt a norm that subjects in field experiments be compensated for their time
— either directly, or through payment to some public
goods provider. Finally, a norm of post-study disclosure
to all affected parties provides stronger incentives for
researchers to anticipate problems and build solutions
into designs.
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There are many other issues I do not have space to
discuss here, some of which are covered in the book. I’ll
conclude with a few general recommendations to consider before conducting your next experiment.
1. Risk is not just about the expected physical harm to
an individual subject. Thinking ethically about experiments means thinking about individual subjects, aggregate costs, bystanders, and enumerators. Further, even if
the study is safe and no one gets hurt, there can be costs
to the discipline from making subjects and governments
angry at us. As we have learned recently, people can
get very upset about experiments that seem safe and innocuous.
2. Be honest about the incentives of the profession. Acknowledge and accept that we all have a conflict of interest when it comes to ethics and research with human
subjects. Protecting subjects and others affected by interventions almost always makes research harder. At
the same time, the discipline rewards the studies that
are bigger and more exotic. Our own enthusiasm for
the research and the professional success it may bring
can nudge us toward ignoring real issues. The stakes are
highest for those in the most precarious career situations: junior faculty and graduate students. This means
that senior faculty should provide leadership on how to
ethically conduct experiments, through mentoring, education, and example.
3. Do not use ethics to reject the experimental revolution.
Experiments hold great promise for the discipline and
should be embraced as one of many tools for studying
comparative politics. Most comparative experiments are
safe, legal, and have effectively zero risk. The problems
we’ve encountered are rare, and in many cases, easily
avoidable.
4. Own it. Do not outsource ethical questions to a third
party. I have heard multiple scholars, when asked about
the ethics of a project, respond, “Well, it got through
IRB!” IRBs are imperfect institutions largely created to
protect university access to federal funds, and IRB approval is not perfect absolution. Responsibility for ethics
rests with the principal investigator.
5. Be part of the dialogue. There is increasing interest in
ethics across the discipline, and there will almost certainly be several roundtables on ethics at Midwest and
APSA. These may lead to new APSA Ethics Guidelines
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for research. This dialogue will affect all of us, and you
should be a part of it.
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III. Dataset
Integrating Data on Ethnicity, Geography, and
Conflict: The Family of Ethnic Power Relations
Datasets 2014
by Nils-Christian Bormann, Manuel Vogt,
& Lars-Erik Cederman
ETH Zürich

Since the early 1990s, empirical research on the consequences of ethnic diversity has been the subject of
much academic debate among economists (Alesina,
Baqir and Easterly, 1997), comparativists (Ordeshook
and Shvetsova, 1994), and IR scholars (Denny and Walter, 2014). Moving from highly aggregated measures of
ethnic diversity such as the ethno-linguistic fractionalization (ELF) index, political scientists have turned to
more detailed group-level datasets that cover linguistic,
religious, and racial ethnic groups (Gurr, 1995). This essay introduces the latest release of the Ethnic Power Relations (EPR) data, version 2014, which includes information on over 800 unique ethnic groups in 165 countries
between 1946 and 2013. Consisting of five constituent
datasets, the EPR Family 2014 provides time-varying information on ethnic groups’ access to executive power,
relative group size, their geographic settlement patterns
and involvement in intrastate wars, transnational linkages, and sub-group dimensions such as language and
religion. While all variables are coded on the group-level,
we also provide country-level versions of the data that
can be used to study outcomes such as democratization. In addition, the 2014 version features several novelties, such as a new variable of territorial autonomy, and
for the first time, comprehensive documentation in the
form of the EPR Atlas. In the following, we explain the
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Figure 1: The structure of the EPR Dataset Family 2014

Note: Bold boxes designate EPR Family datasets; dashed boxes identify datasets to which EPR is linked.

outstanding features of the EPR Family 2014 by tracing
its evolution from earlier versions and by comparing it
to alternative data sources on ethnicity.
Providing a list of politically relevant ethnic groups,
the EPR Core dataset is at the center of the EPR data
universe (see Figure 1). EPR defines ethnicity as a subjectively experienced sense of commonality based on a
belief in common ancestry and shared culture. An ethnic group is considered politically relevant if at least
one political organization has claimed to represent its
interests at the national level or if its members are subjected to state-led political discrimination (Cederman,
Wimmer and Min, 2010).1 By broadening the notion
of “political relevance” to include majority and dominant groups, the EPR group list is more inclusive than
the Minorities at Risk (MAR) dataset by Gurr (1995),
and it accounts for changes in the set of politically relevant groups when new actors make political claims
along new or altered ethnic identity lines.2 For example,
EPR considers Whites, Blacks, and Native Americans
to be the only politically relevant groups in the United
States until 1965. Afterwards, Hispanics, Asian Americans, and Arab Americans become politically relevant
as several civil society organizations that make claims
on behalf of these groups are founded in the wake of the

anti-discrimination legislation of the Johnson administration.
The central feature of all EPR versions is the ordinal scale of ethnic groups’ access to executive power
that distinguishes three major categories: (1) one group
controls the executive, (2) representatives of an ethnic
group share government power, and (3) members of an
ethnic group are excluded from the highest ruling body
of a state (e.g., a democratic cabinet, a military junta,
or a royal court). Each of these three main categories
includes sub-classifications of an ethnic group’s power
status (see Table 1 and textbox on the next page).
Access to sub-national governments such as federal
states does not count towards this power-scale, which focuses solely on the access of group representatives to the
central government. This classification of groups’ power
status has undergone an important change in the 2014
version, as previous EPR versions code regional autonomy within the ordinal power scale for groups excluded
from the central government, such as the Naga in India,
but not for groups included in the government. In contrast, the EPR Core 2014 dataset removes the regional
autonomy category from the relative power access and
provides a new variable that assesses groups’ access to

1
Based on collaboration with researchers at UCLA, the original version of EPR v. 1.0 covers the period 1946-2005. Collected by the International Conflict Research Group at ETH, the direct predecessor to the current release is the dataset EPR-ETH 2.0, which extends coverage
until 2009. A separate version assembled by researchers from UCLA (labeled EPR version 3) also builds directly on the first release of EPR
and extends coverage to 2010. While this version introduces information about the “cultural contents” of ethnic groups, it does not offer any
spatial extension nor any compatibility with EPR Family 2014.
2
The new AMAR dataset by Birnir et al. (2014) lists more than 1,200 “socially relevant” ethnic groups and provides various sub-groups.
However, additional variables are only coded for a small random sample of the larger universe of groups.
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Table 1: Power Status, 2013
Power status

N

Percent

24
42

3.4%
6.0%

One-group rule
Monopoly
Dominant
Power-sharing
Senior partner
Junior partner

EPR Power Categories
Monopoly: Only representatives from one ethnic group are included in the executive (e.g.,
Sunni Arabs in Saudi Arabia).
Dominant: The government consists predominantly of members from one ethnic group
but some token members of other groups are included without any real influence (e.g., Sinhalese
in Sri Lanka).
Senior Partner: A group shares power but its representatives have more influence than its
partners (e.g., Ovambu in Namibia).

83
164

11.9%
23.5%

Powerless
Discriminated
Self-exclusion

312
67
6

44.7%
9.6%
0.9%

Discriminated: The state actively and intentionally targets members of an ethnic group in
the political realm (e.g., Sahrawis in Morocco).

Total

698

100%

Self-exclusion: This category describes ethnic groups that control some territory of the
state and have declared this region to be independent from the central government (e.g.,
Armenians in Nagorno-Karabakh).

Excluded

Junior Partner: A group shares power but its representatives have less power than its
partners (e.g., Kavango in Namibia).
Powerless: A group lacks representation in the executive (e.g., Bosniaks in Croatia).

executive power on the regional level independently
of their national power status. Representatives of the
Punjabi-Sikhs were included in most of India’s ruling
coalitions, and they have politically dominated the Punjab since the redrawing of its boundaries in 1966. In
earlier versions of EPR, the Punjabi would simply have
been coded as being included in the central government,
but the 2014 release now codes the Punjabis as both included in a power-sharing government and controlling
their own state. This change enables researchers to investigate governmental and territorial power-sharing for a
large number of ethnic groups in pre- and post-war settings (Cederman et al., 2015). The de facto coding of access to executive power on the national and sub-national
level also sets the EPR data apart from data sources that
provide information on the de jure provisions of peace
agreements in post-conflict states (Hartzell and Hoddie,
2007).
A unique feature of the EPR Family is the geo-coding
of ethnic groups’ settlement patterns in the GeoEPR
dataset, which was introduced by Wucherpfennig et al.
(2011). Providing shape files for the vast majority of ethnic groups that are territorially concentrated, GeoEPR
provides digital time-variant maps of ethnic groups’
home territories. Beyond extending the temporal scope
to 2013, GeoEPR 2014 introduces the “statewide” category that encompasses groups with a presence in virtually every part of a country. These groups previously

fell into the “dispersed” category that now only comprises the subset of minority groups that live in different
parts of the country. Beyond serving as useful graphical illustrations, the GeoEPR maps offer the basis for
measures of an ethnic group’s territorial concentration
and open up new avenues for data collection on the ethnic group-level. Cederman, Weidmann and Gleditsch
(2011), for example, use the GeoEPR maps to derive
estimates of group inequality by overlaying it with georeferenced income data (Nordhaus, 2006). Figure 2 on
the next page shows an example of the GeoEPR maps. It
shows the ethnic geography in Yugoslavia before its dissolution in 1990. GeoEPR also traces changes in groups’
settlement patterns due to changes in country borders as
in Yugoslavia or mass-scale migration within the same
country as occurred after the Russian invasion of Georgia in 2008.
The conflict coding of the EPR family establishes
a link to the UCDP/PRIO Armed Conflict (ACD)
Database (Gleditsch et al., 2002; Themnér and Wallensteen, 2014).3 The ACD2EPR data classify rebel groups
as ethnic if they recruit fighters from a particular ethnic
group and make public claims on behalf of that group.
Coding individual rebel organizations rather than entire
civil wars, the ACD2EPR data offer a more nuanced classification of conflicts, which enables conflict researchers
to compare multiple rebel groups that fight on behalf of
the same ethnic group, such as the Karen National Union

3

For UCDP, see the Uppsala Conflict Data Program (http://www.pcr.uu.se/research/UCDP/). PRIO stands for Peace Research Institute
Oslo (http://www.prio.org/)
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Figure 2: EPR groups in Yugoslavia in 1990 with inequality estimates (left) and G-ECON income data (right)

and the Karen National United Party in Burma, with
rebel groups that unite several ethnic groups against the
government, such as the African National Congress during South Africa’s Apartheid regime that united Asians,
Blacks, and Coloreds (Wucherpfennig et al., 2012).
Going beyond the confines of the nation-state, the
newly integrated Transborder Ethnic Kin (EPR-TEK)
dataset identifies all EPR groups with settlements in at
least two countries through nominal matching. Thus,
groups in different countries are coded as transborder
kin if they share the same ethnographic name, including synonyms. The Kurds who live in Turkey, Iran, Iraq,
and Syria exemplify such a transnational ethnic group,
and thereby represent about half of all groups in the
EPR dataset that feature a cross-border link. In contrast
to the MAR dataset, which only codes whether groups
are linked to other groups in neighboring states, the
combination of EPR-Core and EPR-TEK data also provides information on the political status of transborder
ethnic kin groups. Researchers can therefore differentiate if groups in one country can obtain support from
a transborder group that holds government power or
from excluded groups, and therefore trace more specific
mechanisms (Cederman et al., 2013).
The second novel addition to the EPR Dataset Family is the Ethnic Dimensions (EPR-ED) data, which

identify the linguistic, religious, and racial segments
of all EPR groups.4 This is the first dataset that codes
both multiple cleavage dimensions and several segments within a cleavage dimension for ethnic groups.
Hence, this approach refrains from representing ethnic groups as always being exclusively linguistic, religious, or racial. In contrast, other researchers often
link ethnic groups to one primary category such as
“ethno-linguistic” or “ethno-religious” (Sorens, 2011),
thus treating these groups as internally homogenous and
one-dimensional. Drawing on the Ethnologue database
on languages (Lewis, 2009), the Joshua Project’s coding of religious identities (2011), and many secondary
sources, the EPR-ED data enable researchers to go beyond the ethnic group level by constructing estimates
of within-group fractionalization and dyadic betweengroup differences along any combination of linguistic,
religious, or racial cleavages.

The individual components of the EPR dataset family can be downloaded from the GROWup web portal at
http://growup.ethz.ch. In addition to featuring a Public
Front-End (PFE) for visual inspection of ethnic groups
in time and space, the system provides a user-friendly
Research Front-End (RFE), which allows users to assemble and download customized panel datasets composed of EPR-related variables. The data offered via the
RFE are pre-aggregated to the level of group-years and

4
The term “race” here refers to ethnic groups’ origins from particular world regions, such as Europe, Sub-Saharan Africa, Oceania, etc.
These regional origins — expressed at the individual level through certain phenotypical markers (particularly skin color) — have become
relevant as social categories in the context of the European colonization of the world and the related process of racial classification.
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country-years. Formatted in order to facilitate statistical
analysis, the selection of variables includes conflict onset
and incidence dummies, as well as various peace-years
variables and other temporally defined conflict indicators.5
In summary, the EPR Dataset Family 2014 provides
scholars with a wide range of instruments to improve
their understanding of politicized ethnicity in general,
and ethnic conflict in particular. Thanks to its extensive scope, the integrated datasets facilitate the study of a
variety of questions. However, much work still remains
to be done. In this regard, we want to highlight three
promising directions of future data collection. First, it is
important to identify the actual political actors that are
at the roots of the collective action undertaken by ethnic groups. For this purpose, we plan to launch a new
data collection project, the EPR-Organizations Dataset
(http://www.r4d.epr.ethz.ch), which will offer information on ethnically based political organizations in all
countries of the world. The goal is to break up the monolithic concept of ethnic groups by taking into account the
diverse agendas and claims of different organizational
representatives, and to study ethnic mobilization processes. Second, broadening the spectrum of political violence covered by EPR beyond civil war, upcoming extensions of the ACD2EPR dataset will link EPR groups to
all UCDP actors, including those involved in one-sided
violence, non-state conflict, and inter-state war. Finally,
going beyond the nominal coding of EPR-TEK, future
versions of the dataset will adhere to a claim-based coding that allows for changes in transnational ethnic identifications.
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studies political institutions, with a particular interest in coalition formation. Her early research and first book, The Logic of Pre-Electoral Coalition Formation, examines the determinants and consequences of electoral alliances in parliamentary democracies. She is currently
working on a book project that draws together her more recent work on the post-election
government formation process in Europe. Her research has been published in many of the
discipline’s leading journals, including the American Journal of Political Science, the British
Journal of Political Science, the Journal of Politics, and Political Analysis. She has also published a textbook on comparative politics, Principles of Comparative Politics. She is also involved in the women in methods group — she was the organizer and host for the 4th Annual
Visions in Methodology (VIM) Conference, she serves as a VIM mentor for female graduate students and junior faculty, and she is a member of the diversity committee for APSA’s
Political Methodology Section. More information can be found at her website and on her
Google scholar profile.
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Jesse Driscoll
Jesse Driscoll is an Assistant Professor at the School of International Relations and Pacific
Studies at the University of California, San Diego. He received his Ph.D. in 2009 from Stanford University and was a Post-Doctoral Academy Fellow at the Harvard Academy for International and Area Studies. He has conducted extensive fieldwork in the Former Soviet
Union, and is currently overseeing a number of research projects looking at how individuals
living in conditions of acute insecurity respond to survey questions about their behavior. His
work has appeared in the Journal of Conflict Resolution, Research and Politics, and the Journal
of Survey Statistics and Methodology. His book Warlords and Coalition Politics in Post-Soviet
States is forthcoming from Cambridge University Press. His research has been funded by the
National Science Foundation.

David Laitin
David Laitin is the James T. Watkins IV and Elise V. Watkins Professor in the Department
of Political Science at Stanford University. He conducts research on political culture, ethnic
conflict, and civil war, and his field expertise spans Somalia, Nigeria, Catalonia, Estonia and
France. His research has been published in all of the discipline’s leading journals. He has
also published books with Cambridge University Press and Oxford University Press. He has
been a recipient of fellowships from the Howard Foundation, the Rockefeller Foundation,
the Guggenheim Foundation, and the Russell Sage Foundation. He is an elected member of
the American Academy of Arts and Sciences and the National Academy of Sciences. More
information can be found at his website.

Graeme Blair
Graeme Blair is a pre-doctoral fellow at Columbia University through Experiments in Governance and Politics and the Earth Institute. He will receive his Ph.D. in 2015 from Princeton
University and will be an Assistant Professor in the Department of Political Science at UCLA
from 2016. His research examines both why civilians support armed groups and why groups
living near valuable assets like oil fields are often able to force the state to make policy concessions and fiscal transfers. In addition, he has developed new methods for sensitive survey
questions. His work has appeared in the American Political Science Review, the American
Journal of Political Science, and Political Analysis. He has also won the 2013 Pi Sigma Alpha Award for best paper at Midwest Political Science Association. More information can be
found at his website and on his Google scholar profile.
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Daniel Gingerich
Daniel Gingerich is an Associate Professor in the Department of Politics at the University
of Virginia. He also directs the Quantitative Collaborative, a University-wide institute designed to disseminate new advances in the quantitative social sciences and foster greater
interdisciplinary collaboration. He received his Ph.D. in 2007 from Harvard University. His
research focuses on understanding the causes and consequences of corruption and clientelism in Latin America and the Caribbean, as well as on developing new methodologies to
study these phenomena. He has published articles in journals such as the British Journal of
Political Science, Political Analysis, and the Quarterly Journal of Political Science. His book,
Political Institutions and Party-Directed Corruption in South America: Stealing for the Team,
was published by Cambridge University Press in 2013. His research has been funded by the
National Science Foundation. More information can be found at his website.

Elizabeth C. Carlson
Elizabeth C. Carlson is an Assistant Professor in the Department of Political Science and the
Program on African Studies at The Pennsylvania State University. She received her Ph.D.
in 2011 from the University of California, Los Angeles and has held pre- and post-doctoral
fellowships at Stanford and Yale. She uses survey and experimental methods to study political behavior and citizen preferences in Africa’s new democracies, as well as how citizen
behavior shapes government performance and accountability. Her work is forthcoming in
World Politics and has been funded by the National Science Foundation. She is a member of
Experiments in Governance and Politics. More information can be found at her website and
on her Google scholar profile.

Vineeta Yadav
Vineeta Yadav is an Assistant Professor in the Department of Political Science at The Pennsylvania State University. She received her Ph.D. in 2007 from Yale University. Her research
focuses on the effects of institutions on economic development, with a particular emphasis
on how institutions influence lobbying, corruption, and judicial empowerment. In addition
to several articles, she has also published two books: Political Parties, Business Groups, and
Corruption in Developing Countries and Democracy, Electoral Systems and Judicial Empowerment in Developing Countries. A third book, Corruption in Dictatorships, is forthcoming with
Cambridge University Press. She is currently working on two new research projects. The first
examines the origins of commercial courts and their effect on economic development and
civic rights. The second looks at how the evolution of political learning and support influences institution building and democratic consolidation. More information can be found at
her website and on her Google scholar profile.
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Scott Desposato
Scott Desposato is an Associate Professor in the Department of Political Science at the University of California, San Diego. Before coming to San Diego, he was an Assistant Professor
at the University of Arizona, a Harvard Academy Scholar, and a Research Fellow at Princeton University. He received his Ph.D. in 2001 from the University of California, Los Angeles.
His general research interests include democratic institutions, campaigning, mass behavior, and political methodology. Specific projects have examined redistricting in the United
States, electoral rules and federalism in Brazil, party-switching by politicians, and statistical
methods for studying legislatures. His work has appeared in the discipline’s leading journals
such as the American Journal of Political Science, the American Political Science Review, and
the Journal of Politics. In 2013, he organized the NSF-funded Ethics in Comparative Politics
Experiments Conference. More information can be found at his website and on his Google
scholar profile.
Nils-Christian Bormann
Nils-Christian Bormann is a post-doctoral researcher in the International Conflict Research
(ICR) group at ETH Zurich. Prior to taking his position with the ICR, he was a visiting
researcher at the University of Pittsburgh’s Department of Political Science, where he was
funded by a DocMobility Grant from the Swiss National Science Foundation. He received his
Ph.D. in 2014 from ETH Zurich. His research interests include ethnic coalitions and powersharing, civil wars, ethnic conflict, democratization, electoral rules, and spatial methods. His
work has appeared in Electoral Studies. More information can be found at his website.
Manuel Vogt
Manuel Vogt is a post-doctoral researcher in the International Conflict Research (ICR) group
at ETH Zurich. He received his Ph.D. in 2013 from ETH Zurich. For the past five years, he has
managed the EPR-ETH dataset and coordinated the two updates of the dataset. His research
interests include ethnic conflict, (post-conflict) democratization, electoral institutions and
party systems, and Latin American and African politics. His work has appeared in Latin
American Politics and Society and in several edited volumes. More information can be found
at his website.
Lars-Erik Cederman
Lars-Erik Cederman is a Professor of International Conflict Research in the Center for Comparative and International Studies at ETH Zurich. Before coming to Zurich, he was an Associate Professor at Harvard University, an Assistant Professor at the University of California,
Los Angeles, and a University Lecturer and Fellow at Somerville College, Oxford University.
He received his Ph.D. in 1994 from the University of Michigan. His research interests include
computational modeling, international relations theory, nationalism, integration and disintegration processes, and historical sociology. He has published articles in journals such as
the American Political Science Review, International Organization, and Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences. More information can be found at his website and on his Google
scholar profile.
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Announcements
• REPAL 2015 is a new conference on Latin American political economy. The conference is 7-8 July in Montevideo.
For more information see http://redeconomiapoliticaamlat.com.
• Please see the call for papers announcement for a special issue dedicated to the topic of ‘Political Activism in
Europe: Numbers and Trends’ in the online journal PACO http://siba-ese.unisalento.it/index.php/paco/announcement/view/36.
• The IPSA Committee on Concepts and Methods seeks an editor, or team of editors, for a two-year term. This is an
opportunity to make a significant contribution to one of the leading discussion forums for conceptual and
methodological issues in Political Science. For more information please visit
http://comparativenewsletter.com/node/16.

About the Section
The Organized Section in Comparative Politics is the largest organized section in the American Political Science Association (APSA) with over 1,300 members. The purpose of the Section is to promote the comparative, especially
cross-national, study of politics and to integrate the work of comparativists, area studies specialists, and those interested in American politics. The Section organizes panels for APSA’s annual meetings; awards annual prizes for best
paper, best article, best book, and best dataset; and oversees and helps finance the publication of the Newsletter. For
more information, please visit the Section’s website.

About the Newsletter
The goal of the Comparative Politics Newsletter is to engender a sense of community among comparative politics
scholars around the world. To this end, the Newsletter publishes symposia on various substantive and methodological
issues, highlights new datasets of broad appeal, prints short comments from readers in response to materials in the
previous issue, and generally informs the community about field-specific developments. Recent symposia have looked
at the varieties of authoritarianism, the global economic crisis, and field experiments. Upcoming issues will focus on
graduate training in comparative politics and the politics of space. It is published twice a year — once during the Spring
and once during the Fall. The Newsletter is currently edited by Matt Golder and Sona N. Golder at The Pennsylvania
State University.

How to Subscribe
Subscription to the APSA-CP Newsletter is a benefit to members of the Organized Section in Comparative Politics
of the American Political Science Association. To join the section, check the appropriate box when joining APSA
or renewing your Association membership. You may join the APSA online at http://www.apsanet.org/content.
asp?contentid=4.
Copyright 2015 American Political Science Association.
Address: 1527 New Hampshire Ave, NW Washington, DC 20036-1206
Phone: (202) 483-2512 | Fax: (202) 483-2657 | Email: apsa@apsanet.org
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