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Abstract

How can one conduct survey research in authoritarian countries and conflict-ridden
societies? In this article, I discuss possible effects from using local interviewers to survey
their own communities. This article is informed by a study of legal preferences in post-
war Chechnya. The use of local interviewers ensured higher respondent participation, but
raised an issue regarding the impact of personal relationships between interviewers and
respondents on survey results. I investigate how the presence of a personal relationship
between an interviewer and a respondent influences response rate, answers to the
sensitive questions, and legal preferences (the substantive outcomes of the prior study).
I find that the presence of a personal relationship with the interviewer increased the
likelihood of participation in the survey and decreased ideological response style for
the legal vignettes. However, it increased non-response to sensitive questions related to
wartime experiences. I explore the advantages and drawbacks of using local interviewers
by combining quantitative analysis of the survey results and qualitative analysis of
interviewers’ field notes.
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1 Introduction

How can one conduct survey research in authoritarian countries and conflict-ridden societies?

Driscoll and Lidow (2014) presented one of the first systematic studies on this matter by

analyzing the use of remote sensing, mobile technologies, and use of local contacts through the

Somali diaspora to conduct a representative survey in Mogadishu, Somalia. In this article, I

analyze another widely used, but understudied, tool of conducting survey research in insecure

environments: using local interviewers to survey their own communities. This approach has

the potential to increase respondents’ participation and trust; however, personal relationships

between an interviewer and a respondent may affect the survey results. I investigate how the

presence of personal relationships between interviewer and respondent influenced response

rate, answers to sensitive questions, and ideological response style in a study of legal attitudes

in post-war Chechnya.

Social science research acknowledges that face-to-face interviews are social interactions

that are shaped by the interviewer’s attributes (Berinsky, 2004; Bradburn, 2015). For instance,

many studies have shown strong interviewer effects linked to race and gender in the context

American public opinion research (Campbell, 1981; Cotter et al., 1982; Davis, 1997; Davis

and Silver, 2003; Groves and Fultz, 1985; Huddy et al., 1997; Kane and Macaulay, 1993;

Schaeffer, 1980; West and Blom, 2016).

Survey research outside the United States and other developed democracies has also

recently started to investigate interviewer effects. For example, Adida et al. (2016) showed that

respondents gave systematically different answers to coethnic and noncoethnic interviewers

across surveys in 14 African countries. Benstead (2014) and Blaydes and Gillum (2013)

showed that the perceived religiosity of an interviewer impacted respondents’ self-reported

personal piety and adherence to Islamic cultural norms in the Middle East. Co-ethnicity and

perceived religiosity are powerful social attributes, but their impact on survey responses is

based on impersonal social projections, for example, stereotypes about other ethnic groups or

expectations of socially desirable responses. But what happens when interviewer-respondent
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interactions are shaped not by mere projections, but rather by actual personal relationships?

In other words, what happens when the respondent and the interviewer know each other?

Personal relationships between interviewer and respondent may systematically affect

responses, therefore the standard practice in survey research is to avoid them by any means.

However, in some contexts the practice of using local enumerators is the only solution,

especially in places where security conditions do not allow outsiders to conduct research. For

example, in their study of Mogadishu, Driscoll and Lidow (2014) noted that “during [survey]

implementation, the enumerators were deployed to their home areas, which increased their

safety and access." Other scholars who conduct surveys in difficult environments, including

the slums of Rio de Janeiro (Magaloni et al., 2015) or rural Pakistan (Gulzar and Khan,

2016), also employed local interviewers. However, the consequences of such strategies have

rarely been systematically explored.

In his pioneering work, Weinreb (2006) investigated the differential impact of “strangers"

and “insiders" as interviewers in the context of survey research in rural Kenya. He found

that insider-interviewers elicited increased response rates and collected more consistent data

across survey waves. In contrast, Reynolds et al. (2013) found that most subjects in a

population-based HIV surveillance program in South Africa preferred enumerators they did

not know. Sana et al. (2016) conducted an experimental survey in the Dominican Republic

that featured three types of interviewer: from out-of-town (outsiders), local but unknown to

the respondent (local-strangers), and local with a previous relationship with the respondent

(insiders). They found no difference in accuracy by type of interviewer, but respondents were

more reluctant to show the documents needed for validation when the interviewer was an

outsider. Finally, Rodriguez et al. (2015) examined the effects of interviewer-respondent

familiarity on both response patterns and rates of item nonresponse when self-administered

questions are used. They found only minimal differences in response patterns by degree of

prior acquaintance between interviewer and respondent.

In this study, I analyze the effect of local enumerators in the context of authoritarian
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post-conflict society and a focus on political and legal outcomes. Investigating the effect

of local interviewers in this perspective can be useful not only for questions of research

methodology, but also for substantive issues in social sciences, including social pressure, trust,

and ideology. I briefly discuss the implications of my results for these issues in the conclusion.

2 Social Context and Substance of the Study

This analysis is based on a research project in Chechnya, a republic within the Russian

Federation. In the post-Soviet period Chechnya experienced two large-scale armed conflicts

(1994-1996 and 1999-2003), followed by a sustained insurgency (2003-2009). During this

time the population was subjected to indiscriminate killings, kidnappings, and torture

(Politkovskaya et al., 2007). Since the end of the war and the lifting of the de-facto military

rule imposed by the Kremlin, Chechnya has been governed by the authoritarian regime of

former warlord Ramzan Kadyrov (2007-present). The human rights situation in Chechnya

remains grim under Kadyrov’s government: the government extensively uses violence and

intimidation to combat insurgency and eliminate any viable opposition, independent media,

and NGOs. Any public criticisms of the government are strictly punished. As a result of such

practices, Kadyrov’s regime induced an unprecedented atmosphere of fear among Chechnya’s

population. In my qualitative interviews, respondents claimed that some people are afraid to

talk about politics even with their relatives. People in Chechnya are afraid of denunciations.

Conducting survey research under such conditions is challenging due to both security risks

and this distrust that is deeply entrenched among the population.

My study aimed to explore the impact of wartime victimization on legal preferences in

Chechnya. In Chechnya, Russian state statutory law co-exists with Sharia (religious law) and

customary law. In many situations these alternative legal systems lead to divergent outcomes.

I explored what factors predict choices among Russian state law, Sharia, and customary

law. At the first stage of my study, I conducted intensive qualitative field research based
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on semi-structured interviews. This research allowed me to analyze the functioning of legal

pluralism in Chechnya. However, to systematically analyze the patterns of legal choices, I

needed quantitative data. Since administrative data on the use of Sharia and customary law

do not exist, survey research was the best available method for gathering the data necessary

to test my hypotheses.

The principal feature of my survey was that it was grounded in my qualitative research.

The main questions that aimed to reveal preferences for alternative legal orders were based

on a set of vignettes - scenarios of disputes uncovered in my interviews, archival research,

and observations of resolution practices. Based on these materials, I designed 10 vignettes

involving the following issues: 1) child custody, 2) domestic violence, 3) bride kidnapping,

4) honor killing, 5) polygamy, 6) inheritance, 7) property, 8) car accident, 9) debt, and 10)

murder. Each vignette was a composite of multiple actual cases. Before conducting the

survey, I discussed each vignette with lawyers, alims (Islamic scholars), and leading Chechen

ethnographers to ensure their validity in capturing social conflicts in Chechnya. All vignettes

are presented in Table 1.

The vignettes approach was crucial for building trust and encouraging participation in

the study. Direct questions about attitudes towards the Russian state and religion would

have been very sensitive. In contrast, according to the enumerators’ field reports, respondents

found the vignettes very interesting and did not fear to discuss these hypothetical disputes.

Often respondents shared their own families’ stories with enumerators, stories that resembled

the situations discussed in the vignettes. In addition to formatting the survey questions this

way, employing local interviewers was another major tool for ensuring participation and trust

among respondents.
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Table 1: Vignettes

Issue Vignette State Law Sharia Adat

Child custody Aslan decided to divorce his wife Seda
after 13 years of marriage. Aslan and
Seda have two children: a boy of 6 years
old and a girl of 4 years old. Both sides
want to keep the children and can’t re-
solve this dispute between themselves

Children stay with the
mother

Children stay with the
mother till 7 years old
and then decide them-
selves with whom to
stay

Children stay with the
father

Domestic violence Mansur severely beaten his wife because
he thought that she cooked the dinner
badly. He beats his wife almost every
week, but the last episode was especially
bad: he broke his wife’s arm.

Husband should be im-
prisoned or sentenced
to correctional labor

Husband should pay
his wife a fine

Wife’s relatives should
retaliate and beat the
husband

Bride kidnapping In one of the mountainous villages of
Chechnya a young man named Ruslan
kidnapped a local girl to marry her
against the girl’s will.

Ruslan should be im-
prisoned

Ruslan should be pun-
ished with 40 strikes

Ruslan should pay fine
and if the girl’s rela-
tives won’t accept it,
he should be forced to
go in the middle of
the village without his
pants

Honor killing Musa have heard rumors that his wife
Rosa cheated on him. Musa became
extremely angry upon finding out about
this and killed his wife.

Musa should be tried
in court and impris-
oned

Musa should be tried
for murder in Sharia
court because he had
no witnesses of his wife
infidelity.

Rosa’s relatives should
retaliate and kill Musa

Polygamy Suleiman, an unemployed man from
Grozny, has lived with his wife Khava
for 15 years. They have 4 children. Now
Suleiman wants to take a second wife,
but Khava is firmly against it.

Suleiman can’t take
second wife because it
is unlawful.

Suleiman can take sec-
ond wife.

Suleiman can’t take
second wife because it
is against the custom.

Inheritance Khasbulat, who recently passed away,
is survived by his daughter and his son.
They both claim rights to his house and
land plot.

Disputants divide the
property equally

Son receives two thirds
of property and daugh-
ter one third

Son receives every-
thing

Property Zaur and Zelimkhan have documents for
the same apartment in Grozny. Both
claim that their documents are valid
and that they bought the apartment
from previous owners who left during
the war.

Conduct notary exper-
tise

Take a pledge on Ko-
ran

The apartment should
be divided into two
equal parts

Car Accident Andarbek’s car crashed into a cow on a
road section without a special sign for
livestock path. The accident happened
in the daylight. Said, the cow’s owner,
and Anderbek had a dispute about com-
pensation.

Said should cover the
costs, because there
were no special sign for
cattle transfer.

Andarbek should cover
the costs because the
accident happened in
a daytime.

Disputants should
split the costs

Debt Sultan, a businessman from Gudermes,
lent 1 million rubles to his nephew
Vakha on the condition that he pay back
in a year with 15 percent interest. When
the time of payment came, Vakha was
able to return only a part of the debt
and refused to pay the interest.

Vakha should return
both the loan and in-
terest rate.

Vakha should return
the loan, but not inter-
est rate.

Both loan and inter-
est should be forgiven
because Vakha is Sul-
tan’s nephew

Murder During the mass fight, Ali hit Shamil
with his fist. Shamil felt down and died.

Ali should be tried in
court

Ali’s relatives should
pay compensation and
ask for reconciliation.

Shamil’s relatives
should kill Ali in
revenge.
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3 Survey and Sampling

The survey was implemented during November 2015. The survey was conducted in the

Russian language and took from 30 to 60 minutes to complete. In preparation for the study,

I had learned that no polling firms worked in Chechnya. Moreover, my consultations with

researchers and NGO workers in Chechnya suggested that many people in Chechnya would

not talk to an outsider. Therefore, I had no choice but to rely on local enumerators.

I hired and trained 35 interviewers who were either students at the Chechen State

University or junior research fellows at the Chechen branch of the Russian Academy of

Sciences.1 The majority of interviewers were female (28 out of 35); the average age was 23.

After two-day training I asked each interviewer to list communities (villages and urban

districts) where they are comfortable conducting surveys because they are either from there

or have strong family ties to these communities. I matched this list with the administrative

records of population size of urban districts and villages across Chechnya to build a sample

for the survey. The original match was imperfect and I recruited and trained additional

interviewers to cover underrepresented districts.

The general population of Chechnya is unknown.2 Therefore I relied on the available

administrative records to cover all urban districts and the most populous rural areas. The

map of the sample is presented in Figure 1.
1Interviewers were selected from a larger pool of 54 applicants through personal interviews and upon

recommendations from Chechen State University professors.
2Many experts regard figures of 2002 all-Russian Census in Chechnya as unreliable, if not outright falsified

(http://polit.ru/article/2005/09/07/demoscope211/
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Figure 1: Map of the survey sample

Each enumerator was assigned to conduct from 6 to 60 surveys (35 on average) in

their communities, depending on community population size. Within selected communities,

interviewers were asked to follow the uniform selection of households (every 4th household)

from a preselected point going anti-clockwise around the blocks with a left turn at every

street corner. In the villages, the starting points were in the middle of the main street. In the
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urban districts, the starting points were randomly selected street addresses. In the multi-story

buildings in the urban areas, interviewers selected every 4th apartment number in the block.

Within household units, respondents were chosen based on gender and age quotas (youth

18-25, mid-aged 25-60, and older generation over 60 years old). If enumerators were not

able to talk to anyone in the selected household, they were instructed to return to the house

twice. If no eligible adult could be found after three visits, the household was marked as

missing. However, this was a relatively rare outcome; the majority of non-responses were due

to refusal to participate. Respondents usually explained their refusals by citing a lack of time

or low education.

Employing local interviewers allowed me to reach a high response rate - out of 1,490

selected households, 1,213 took part in the survey, for a response rate of 81.4 percent

(AAPOR2). I asked interviewers to maintain a daily diary about their experiences while

conducting the survey. According to these diaries, the fact that interviewers were easily able

to relate themselves to the community was the most important factor driving participation

in the study.

However, employing local enumerators raises questions about how personal relationships

between them and respondents may have influenced the survey results. The only restriction

in terms of whom to interview that was placed on interviewers was a prohibition on surveying

members of their immediate families living in the same household (dozal in Chechen). But

this restriction did not preclude interviewers from surveying their distant relatives, friends,

classmates, or other acquaintances if they were selected by the sampling procedure. The

likelihood of interviewing someone you know in the community you belong to is high in

Chechnya, especially in rural areas. In addition to relatives, neighbors, classmates, and

co-workers, Chechen society is densely connected by memberships in clans and Sufi sects.

Clans and religious sects may be as large as tens of thousands of people and they always

gather on weddings and funerals. Put it simply, Chechens know each other.

To account for the effect of personal connections between interviewer and respondent, I
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asked interviewers to mark respondents they personally knew. I use a simple binary indicator

(know/don’t know) and do not differentiate between family and clan relationship, friendship,

being neighbors, etc. Thus, I investigate the subjective evaluation of the presence of a

personal relationship. I use this variable as a predictor in a quantitative analysis of my

survey results. In addition, I use qualitative analysis of interviewers’ diaries to provide a

more nuanced analysis of the effects.

4 The Local Interviewers’ Effects

I start the analysis by presenting the descriptive statistics of the sample in Table 2. These

show that 52 percent of my sample respondents are women. The average age of my sample

is 35 years old. 46 percent of my sample live in urban areas. Indicators of education and

income show considerable variation in these parameters.3 9 percent of the sample live in the

mountainous areas and another 9 percent live in Terek region which borders Stavropol region

and has a significant non-Chechen population of ethnic Russians.

Most importantly for this analysis, the descriptive statistics show that 29 percent of

respondents had some form of personal relationship with their interviewer. So, in the majority

of cases, interviewer and respondent did not know each other. But a personal relationship

was present in almost a third of the sample. In this section, I analyze the impact of the

personal relationship on participation in the survey and substantive responses to it.

As a first step in my analysis, I explore what predicts the presence of a personal relationship

between interviewer and respondent. To do that I regress an indicator of the presence of

the relationship between interviewer and respondent on a set of respondent individual and

community characteristics. I also account for interviewers’ gender. I estimate the following

model:
3These numbers correspond well with the socio-demographic characteristics of the survey sample collected

for the project “Studying Public Opinion in the Chechen Republic" conducted in 2003 (Khaikin and Cherenkova,
2003), which remains the only published survey conducted in Chechnya in the post-war period to the author’s
knowldge.

9



Table 2: Descriptive Statistics

Statistic N Mean St. Dev. Min Max

know 1, 213 0.294 0.456 0 1
female 1, 213 0.521 0.500 0 1
age 1, 210 35.264 12.117 18 82
income 1, 213 3.514 1.164 0 6
education 1, 213 4.454 1.626 0 8
unemployed 1, 213 0.089 0.285 0 1
urban 1, 206 0.462 0.499 0 1
mountainous area 1, 213 0.091 0.287 0 1
Terek region 1, 213 0.096 0.295 0 1
male interviewer 1, 213 0.193 0.395 0 1

(1) Ŷi = β̂0 + β̂iXi + β̂2X2 + ε̂i

where Xi are characteristics of a respondent, and X2 is a characteristic of an interviewer

(gender). For ease of interpretation, I use OLS regression instead of the more appropriate

binary logistic regression. The results do not change substantially if the binary logistic

regression method is employed. The results of the analysis are presented in Table 3.

As expected, personal relationships between interviewers and respondents are more likely

in rural areas (the effect size is approximately 5 percentage points). Interviewers were also

more likely to know more educated and wealthier respondents, which is not surprising given

that interviewers came from a privileged academic background. The fact that the vast

majority of the interviewers were female explains why there is a higher likelihood of knowing

female respondents. Adjusting for these factors, we can assume that the presence of the

personal relationship between interviewer and respondent is as-if-random due to the nature

of respondent selection procedure. In what follows I will analyze the influence of the presence

of such personal relationships on participation in the survey, answering sensitive questions,

and substantive responses to the main questions of the study.
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Table 3: Predictors of Personal Relationship Between Interviewer and Respondent

Dependent variable:

Know

female 0.044∗

(0.026)
age 0.001

(0.001)
income 0.028∗∗

(0.011)
education 0.031∗∗∗

(0.008)
unemployed −0.071

(0.047)
urban −0.051∗

(0.026)
mountainous area 0.057

(0.047)
Terek region 0.005

(0.046)
male enumerator 0.039

(0.034)
Constant 0.029

(0.077)

Observations 1,203

Note: ∗p<0.1; ∗∗p<0.05; ∗∗∗p<0.01
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4.1 Participation

As I outlined above, the overall participation rate in the study was relatively high: 81.4

percent. I attribute this primarily to the use of local interviewers who were able to elicit the

respondents’ trust. Moreover, working in their own communities was also extremely important

for the interviewers’ own participation: many of them, especially female interviewers, would

never have agreed to work in unfamiliar communities. One of the interviewers said, “My

mother would never allow me to work outside Z." Another interviewer wrote in her diary

that she “was afraid of walking into strangers’ houses" and therefore she brought her brother

with her while conducting surveys.

Interviewers actively highlighted their local status. In one diary, S. wrote that “First of all

I introduce myself. I told people the name of my father to create trust, because if I deceive

them, they can go and talk to him. That worked very well. Not a single person refused to talk

to me." Others emphasized that “there was a wary perception of me from the people I did not

personally know." and “People whom I did not know more often refused to be interviewed."

Other interviewers, however, claimed that there was little difference between interviewing

people they knew and those they did not know. For instance, M. wrote in her diary that two

women who lived on her street and whom she knew for years refused to participate in the

study without any explanation. And A. wrote that in her native village, where she knows

virtually everyone, people were more suspicious than in the neighboring villages where she

did not know people.

To systematically assess the impact of having personal knowledge of the respondent

on response rate, I analyze refusal to participate reports provided by interviewers. When

recording response rate, interviewers highlighted the location of the contact and whether they

knew the respondent. Analysis shows that among individuals interviewers previously knew,

the response rate was 84 percent, while among those they did not know it was 80 percent. A

difference is present, but it is not dramatic. As a benchmark for this difference, I also analyze

the difference in response rates between urban and rural areas. In the rural areas response
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rate was 85 percent, while in the urban areas it was 76 percent. This effect is almost twice as

large as the difference based on knowing the interviewer. To sum up, people who already

knew the interviewers were more likely to respond to the survey, but the effect is relatively

modest.

4.2 Sensitive Questions

Next I analyze the impact of the presence of a personal relationship with the interviewer on

respondent readiness to answer sensitive questions. As highlighted above, I attempted to

avoid having any sensitive political questions in order to ensure the safety of both interviewers

and respondents. However, for my study it was important to record indicators of family

victimization during the conflict. In order to do this, I incorporated three questions that

asked respondents to indicate whether their property was damaged or destroyed during the

war, whether they or a member of their immediate family were wounded during the war, and

whether any member of their immediate family was killed during the war. These questions

are quite sensitive in contemporary Chechnya.

In this section, I analyze the impact of personal relationships, adjusted for the relevant

controls on substantive answers to these questions along with binary predictors of non-

responses to these questions. I estimate the following model:

(2) Ŷi = β̂0 + β̂1X1 + β̂iXi + ε̂i

where X1 is a binary indicator of a presence of personal relationship between an interviewer

and a respondent, and Xi are relevant controls. As before I estimate OLS regression models.

All results are presented in Table 4. The results suggest that having personal relationship

significantly increases the likelihood of non-response to the questions regarding being wounded

or having a family member killed. It also predicts lower likelihood of reporting being wounded
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as a substantive response.

Table 4: The Impact of Personal Relationship Between Interviewer and Respondent on Responses
to Sensitive Questions

Dependent variable:

damaged damaged NA wounded wounded NA killed killed NA

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

know 0.058 0.011 −0.066∗ 0.077∗∗∗ −0.021 0.064∗∗∗

(0.058) (0.030) (0.036) (0.025) (0.036) (0.024)
female −0.023 0.023 −0.003 0.008 0.024 0.002

(0.051) (0.027) (0.032) (0.023) (0.032) (0.022)
age −0.002 0.001 −0.001 −0.001 −0.002 −0.0005

(0.002) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001)
income 0.031 −0.016 0.026∗ −0.046∗∗∗ −0.014 −0.023∗∗

(0.021) (0.012) (0.014) (0.010) (0.014) (0.010)
education −0.006 0.005 0.013 −0.002 −0.0004 0.001

(0.016) (0.009) (0.010) (0.007) (0.010) (0.007)
unemployed −0.121 0.135∗∗∗ −0.094∗ −0.009 −0.120∗∗ −0.016

(0.093) (0.048) (0.057) (0.040) (0.057) (0.039)
urban 0.097∗ −0.173∗∗∗ 0.043 −0.064∗∗∗ 0.033 −0.089∗∗∗

(0.050) (0.027) (0.032) (0.023) (0.032) (0.022)
mountainous areas −0.092 −0.057 0.031 −0.062 0.112∗∗ −0.099∗∗

(0.086) (0.049) (0.057) (0.041) (0.055) (0.040)
Terek region −0.162∗ 0.117∗∗ −0.088 −0.020 −0.085 −0.029

(0.094) (0.047) (0.057) (0.039) (0.056) (0.039)
male interviewer 0.081 −0.003 −0.006 0.027 −0.064 0.048

(0.067) (0.035) (0.042) (0.030) (0.042) (0.029)
Constant 1.284∗∗∗ 0.401∗∗∗ 0.440∗∗∗ 0.396∗∗∗ 0.631∗∗∗ 0.303∗∗∗

(0.147) (0.079) (0.093) (0.066) (0.093) (0.065)

Observations 948 1,203 970 1,203 984 1,203

Note: ∗p<0.1; ∗∗p<0.05; ∗∗∗p<0.01

4.3 Legal Preference and Response Style

Finally, I analyze the impact of personal relationships between respondents and interviewers

on responses to the main questions of my study regarding preferences for the alternative

legal systems that operate in Chechnya: Russian state law, Sharia, and customary law. I

assume that responses to these questions express the tradeoff between ideological preferences

for the state, religious, and ethnic-based systems of justice, and rational considerations of the

outcome’s favorability and enforcement.

I aggregated responses across all 10 vignettes into indices of preferences for state law,

Sharia, and customary law by calculating the number of times a respondent selected each
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forum or chose the “don’t know" option and dividing it by the number of vignettes (10).

These indices take values from 0 to 10 and are easily interpretable. For example, a value of 4

for demand state law means that a respondent chose the formal legal system in 4 disputes

out of 10.

In addition, I measured consistency of choices across vignettes, which I treated as a

manifestation of ideologically-driven choices. I used two indicators for ideological response

style. First, I calculated a binary variable dominant choice, which took a value of 1 if a

respondent chose the same legal order in more than 5 disputes out of 10, and 0 otherwise.

This division splits the sample into two almost equal parts: one can be labeled as “ideologists,"

i.e. those who consistently choose one system over the others, and the other can be labeled

as “contextualists," i.e. those whose legal preferences are mixed and who choose legal systems

based on the context.

Second, I calculated the fractionalization of legal choices using the Herfindahl-Hirschman

Index.4 The fractionalization index is widely used in social sciences, and in my application it

reflected the likelihood that in two randomly selected disputes a respondent will choose the

same legal system.

I analyze the impact of a personal relationship between respondent and interviewer on

this set of outcomes using the same estimation approach based on OLS regression. The

results are presented in Table 5. The results show that personal relationships do not affect

preference for any of the three alternative legal systems in the aggregate form, however, they

increase prevalence of don’t know responses and also decrease the likelihood of the ideological

response style. When surveyed by a person they know, respondents are less likely to be

ideologically rigid, in other words, they are more likely to choose different legal systems in

different situations. Thus, even though the presence of the personal relationship does not

affect my main dependent variable - prevalence of demand for one legal order over the others

- it influences the style of responses. In the next section, I briefly interpret findings from my
4fractionalization = 1 −

∑n
i=1 p

2
i , where p is proportion of disputes which are chosen to be resolved

according to a legal system i.
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analysis and put them in theoretical perspective.

Table 5: The Impact of Personal Relationship Between Interviewer and Respondent on Substantive
Responses

Dependent variable:

Russian Law Sharia Adat Don’t Know dominant choice fractionalization

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

know −0.009 −0.041 −0.123 0.134∗ −0.048 0.038∗∗∗

(0.156) (0.173) (0.132) (0.079) (0.032) (0.014)
female 0.964∗∗∗ −0.243 −0.563∗∗∗ −0.116 0.070∗∗ −0.009

(0.141) (0.156) (0.119) (0.071) (0.029) (0.013)
age 0.009 −0.023∗∗∗ 0.015∗∗∗ 0.002 −0.001 0.001

(0.006) (0.007) (0.005) (0.003) (0.001) (0.001)
income −0.062 0.053 −0.023 0.047 −0.002 0.005

(0.062) (0.068) (0.052) (0.031) (0.013) (0.005)
education 0.055 0.057 −0.134∗∗∗ 0.038∗ −0.007 0.002

(0.045) (0.050) (0.038) (0.023) (0.009) (0.004)
unemployed 0.059 −0.432 0.045 0.296∗∗ −0.104∗∗ 0.077∗∗∗

(0.251) (0.278) (0.212) (0.127) (0.051) (0.022)
urban −0.030 0.041 −0.023 0.015 −0.009 0.019

(0.142) (0.157) (0.120) (0.072) (0.029) (0.013)
mountainous 0.077 −0.824∗∗∗ 0.733∗∗∗ −0.056 0.046 −0.019

(0.254) (0.281) (0.215) (0.128) (0.052) (0.023)
Terek region 0.100 −0.239 −0.095 0.220∗ −0.091∗ 0.058∗∗∗

(0.246) (0.272) (0.207) (0.124) (0.050) (0.022)
male interviewer 0.109 −0.007 −0.263∗ 0.153 −0.123∗∗∗ 0.034∗∗

(0.186) (0.205) (0.157) (0.094) (0.038) (0.016)
Constant 2.438∗∗∗ 4.274∗∗∗ 2.542∗∗∗ 0.362∗ 0.611∗∗∗ 0.447∗∗∗

(0.414) (0.457) (0.349) (0.209) (0.084) (0.037)

Observations 1,203 1,203 1,203 1,203 1,203 1,203

Note: ∗p<0.1; ∗∗p<0.05; ∗∗∗p<0.01

5 Discussion and Conclusion

This study finds that the presence of some form of personal relationship between interviewer

and respondent has an impact on all three sets of outcomes that I investigated: participation,

answering sensitive questions, and substantive responses to the main questions of interest.

However, these effects are rather small and do not always go in the same direction. In this

concluding section, I will discuss implications of these findings.

First, the positive effect of prior acquaintance between interviewer and respondent on the

participation rate is not surprising: it is harder to reject an interview request from a person
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you know. However, the effect is relatively small, therefore it can hardly introduce systematic

bias. Insights from the interviewers’ diaries suggest that the small effect size can be explained

by the fact that even if interviewers did not know the selected respondent personally, they

were easily able to explain who they were with a reference to their family members. Here it

is important to emphasize that my study does not estimate the effects of employing local

insider interviewers rather than outsider interviewers. Employing “strangers" to do survey

research in Chechnya is practically infeasible and potentially unsafe.

Using terms from Sana et al. (2016), my study can be better conceptualized as the

analysis of the differential effects of interviewers who are local but unknown to the respondent

(local-strangers) versus local interviewers with a previous relationship to the respondent

(insiders). My analysis shows that the insiders are slightly better able to ensure participation.

But the small difference suggests that locally embedded interviewers can employ their local

knowledge advantage even if they lack a personal relationship with the person.

Second, a surprising positive association between personal relationship and non-response

to the sensitive questions regarding war experiences and victimization might be explained by

the fact that such relationships break the confidentiality of the study. Thus, while people

might be willing to share their views on non-sensitive questions with their acquaintances,

the presence of some form of relationship might discourage them from discussing sensitive

matters.

Finally, the findings that the presence of a personal relationship with the interviewer

increases don’t know responses and reduces the ideological style of response can be interpreted

as respondents being more comfortable admitting they don’t have an opinion in a particular

situation when communicating with people they know. It also could mean that they are

less likely to engage in “ideological cheerleading" with people they know and instead provide

more contextual, rational choices. Importantly, even though personal relationships affected

the style of responses, they did not influence the main outcome variables of the study, the

aggregated preferences for the alternative legal systems.
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Taken together, the results of the study suggest that employing local interviewers is a

viable research strategy in authoritarian or post-conflict conditions. However, since it affects

several dimensions of the study, such as participation, answering sensitive questions, and

ideological response style, researchers should account for the effects of this approach.

While in this study I relied on a simplistic know/don’t know dichotomy, future studies

might investigate the role of different forms of relationship between interviewers and respon-

dents, for example the role of clans, neighbors, sports sections, etc. This will allow us to

better understand the role of social closeness on participation in a study and substantive

responses to survey questions. Another important extension would be the investigation of

local interviewer effects according to their social status. I employed young, mostly female

members of local communities in a society where social status increases tremendously with

age and is heavily unequal between men and women. Thus, if I had employed elders as survey

interviewers, the interviewer effects might have been completely different in magnitude and

direction.

In general, I argue that interviewer effect is not just a measurement error - in fact

my results suggest that exploring the effects of interviewer-respondent interaction can be

theoretically relevant. Adjustments for the effects of personal relations are common in

qualitative research (Agar, 1980) and survey research can learn from the best practices of

ethnographers. For example, presence of a personal relationship might create social pressure,

which is an important topic in many areas of social science, for example, in voting behavior

(Gerber et al., 2008). Employing local canvassers can be utilized as a variant of the social

pressure treatment. Thus, exploiting prior acquaintances between interviewer and respondent

might be driven not only by scarcity of resources or the difficult research environment, but

also by a substantive focus on the issues of social pressure, trust, intimacy, deception, and

ideological self-representation.

18



References
Adida, Claire L, Karen E Ferree, Daniel N Posner, and Amanda Lea Robinson. 2016. “Who’s
asking? Interviewer coethnicity effects in African survey data.” Comparative Political
Studies p. 0010414016633487. 1

Agar, Michael. 1980. “The Professional Stranger: An Informal Introduction to Ethnography.”.
18

Benstead, Lindsay J. 2014. “Does Interviewer Religious Dress Affect Survey Responses?
Evidence from Morocco.” Politics and Religion 7(04): 734–760. 1

Berinsky, Adam J. 2004. “Can we talk? Self-presentation and the survey response.” Political
Psychology 25(4): 643–659. 1

Blaydes, Lisa, and Rachel M Gillum. 2013. “Religiosity-of-interviewer effects: Assessing the
impact of veiled enumerators on survey response in Egypt.” Politics and Religion 6(03):
459–482. 1

Bradburn, Norman M. 2015. “Surveys as social interactions.” Journal of Survey Statistics
and Methodology 4(1): 94–109. 1

Campbell, Bruce A. 1981. “Race-of-interviewer effects among southern adolescents.” Public
Opinion Quarterly 45(2): 231–244. 1

Cotter, Patrick R, Jeffrey Cohen, and Philip B Coulter. 1982. “Race-of-interviewer effects in
telephone interviews.” Public opinion quarterly 46(2): 278–284. 1

Davis, Darren W. 1997. “Nonrandom measurement error and race of interviewer effects among
African Americans.” The Public Opinion Quarterly 61(1): 183–207. 1

Davis, Darren W, and Brian D Silver. 2003. “Stereotype threat and race of interviewer effects
in a survey on political knowledge.” American Journal of Political Science 47(1): 33–45. 1

Driscoll, Jesse, and Nicholai Lidow. 2014. “Representative surveys in insecure environments:
a case study of Mogadishu, Somalia.” Journal of Survey Statistics and Methodology 2(1):
78–95. 1, 2

Gerber, Alan S, Donald P Green, and Christopher W Larimer. 2008. “Social pressure and
voter turnout: Evidence from a large-scale field experiment.” American Political Science
Review 102(01): 33–48. 18

Groves, Robert M, and Nancy H Fultz. 1985. “Gender effects among telephone interviewers
in a survey of economic attitudes.” Sociological Methods & Research 14(1): 31–52. 1

Gulzar, Saad, and Muhammad Yasir Khan. 2016. Why Do Citizens Become Politicians?
Experimental Evidence on the Social Dimensions of Candidacy. In American Political
Science Association Annual Meeting. 2

19



Huddy, Leonie, Joshua Billig, John Bracciodieta, Lois Hoeffler, Patrick J Moynihan, and
Patricia Pugliani. 1997. “The effect of interviewer gender on the survey response.” Political
Behavior 19(3): 197–220. 1

Kane, Emily W, and Laura J Macaulay. 1993. “Interviewer gender and gender attitudes.”
Public opinion quarterly 57(1): 1–28. 1

Khaikin, Sergei, and Natalia Cherenkova. 2003. “Studying public opinion in the Chechen
Republic.” Mir Rossii, in Russian 12(3). 9

Magaloni, Beatriz, Edgar Franco, and Vanessa Melo. 2015. Killing in the Slums: An Impact
Evaluation of Police Reform in Rio de Janeiro. Technical report CDDRL Working Paper
556, Center for Democracy, Development, and the Rule of Law, Freeman Spogli Institute
for International Studies, Stanford University, Stanford, CA. 2

Politkovskaya, Anna, Alexander Burry, and Tatiana Tulchinsky. 2007. A small corner of hell:
Dispatches from Chechnya. University of Chicago Press. 3

Reynolds, Lindsey, Thomas Cousins, Marie-Louise Newell, and John Imrie. 2013. “The social
dynamics of consent and refusal in HIV surveillance in rural South Africa.” Social science
& medicine 77: 118–125. 2

Rodriguez, Leslie A, Mariano Sana, and Blake Sisk. 2015. “Self-administered questions and
interviewer–respondent familiarity.” Field Methods 27(2): 163–181. 2

Sana, Mariano, Guy Stecklov, and Alexander A Weinreb. 2016. “A test of the stranger-
interviewer norm in the Dominican Republic.” Population studies 70(1): 73–92. 2, 17

Schaeffer, Nora Cate. 1980. “Evaluating race-of-interviewer effects in a national survey.”
Sociological Methods & Research 8(4): 400–419. 1

Weinreb, Alexander A. 2006. “The limitations of stranger-interviewers in rural Kenya.”
American Sociological Review 71(6): 1014–1039. 2

West, Brady T, and Annelies G Blom. 2016. “Explaining interviewer effects: A research
synthesis.” Journal of Survey Statistics and Methodology 5(2): 175–211. 1

20


	1 Introduction
	2 Social Context and Substance of the Study 
	3 Survey and Sampling
	4 The Local Interviewers' Effects 
	4.1 Participation
	4.2 Sensitive Questions 
	4.3 Legal Preference and Response Style

	5 Discussion and Conclusion

