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Abstract 

This case study describes a multi-country and multi-method research project studying public support for 

democracy and authoritarianism in four post-Soviet countries: Russia, Belarus, Ukraine, and Latvia. By 

combining principles of case selection based on national and subnational variation among states and their 

populations, the project seeks to understand the historical and contemporary cultural and economic forces 

that have led many post-Soviet citizens to be highly skeptical of democracy and somewhat supportive 

of authoritarian rule. Qualitative field interviews across each country with ordinary citizens allowed me to 

develop, refine, and pre-test questions that would eventually be used in nationally representative large-

n surveys. Furthermore, this qualitative data provided crucial context, depth, and texture to quantitative 

survey results. Representative surveys—designed, administered, and analyzed with current survey 

methods—allowed for generalization of findings across the cases under study and beyond. However, several 

practical challenges to funding and fielding major surveys make it difficult to carry out survey research 

in foreign countries, necessitating a good dose of patience and persistence. Similarly, qualitative field 

interviews—while less expensive than surveys—nonetheless come with their own logistical challenges, 

several of which are addressed throughout the case study. Nonetheless, when these challenges can be 

overcome, the combination of quantitative and qualitative methods yield far richer—and arguably more 

robust—findings on mass political beliefs and preferences. 

Learning Outcomes 

By the end of this case, students should be able to 

• Develop a mixed-method approach to studying public opinion that allows qualitative interview data to 

illuminate and contextualize quantitative survey data, and vice-versa. 

• Design a “modular” research design that allows for additional cases to be added or subtracted based 

on resource availability without sacrificing the viability of the project. 

• Understand the ways in which qualitative interviews and pilot testing can inform survey design, 

question formulation, and survey implementation. 

• Assess methodological trade-offs that must be made in response to practical challenges 

encountered during field research. 

• Appreciate the logistical challenges of conducting independent field research in foreign countries, as 

well as learn strategies for how to deal with these challenges efficiently and effectively. 

Project Overview and Context 

At the start of the new year in 1991, one-sixth of the world’s inhabitable territory was formally ruled by the 
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authoritarian Soviet regime. By the end of that year, the Soviet Union ceased to exist, leaving 15 independent 

countries in its place. As we inspect the post-Soviet space today, it is striking that a tremendous spectrum 

of regime types now spans the once politically monolithic territory. From liberal democracy in Latvia to 

dictatorship in Belarus to creeping authoritarianism in Russia and weak democracy in Ukraine, there is now 

wide variation in regimes where the Soviet regime once stood. How do we explain this great variation in 

regime type across the region given the common authoritarian starting point two decades ago? 

My research argues that mass support for democracy is an important variable that must be considered when 

explaining variation in post-Soviet regime trajectories. Contrary to many theorists and policymakers who 

assume that individuals prefer democratic rule, I also argue that popular support for authoritarian governance 

is a likely outcome under certain conditions. Thus, one focus of my research is exploring the factors which 

lead ordinary citizens to tolerate or even demand nondemocratic rule: under what conditions do citizens 

prefer authoritarian forms of government over democracy? By looking at popular support for democracy and 

authoritarianism we can achieve a clearer picture of mass regime preferences as whole. 

But do mass preferences for democracy and authoritarianism influence a state’s regime type? If the citizens 

demand authoritarian rule, will they actually succeed in voting democracy out of existence? Many would 

dismiss out of hand the role public opinion plays in influencing regime development, arguing that regime 

trajectories are entirely controlled by elites. Of course, public opinion is not the only determinant of a country’s 

regime type: elites, institutions, and socioeconomic structures are among the many factors that affect regime 

development in new democracies (Geddes, 1999). But mass regime preferences are likely another factor that 

can influence over the longer term whether democracy thrives or perishes (Welzel & Inglehart, 2007). 

This research identifies three layers of influence that shape the regime preferences of ordinary citizens. The 

first layer falls under the umbrella of “political culture”: certain nationalities consider themselves to be the 

bearers of a democratic national identity that is passed across generations through familial and informal 

networks. This sense of the nation as fundamentally democratic increases democratic support among 

members of the nation (Person, 2014). The second layer of influence is also cultural: political values that are 

transmitted to individuals through state-controlled institutions of political socialization (particularly schools) 

can also shape beliefs and preferences for democracy and authoritarianism (Darden & Grzymala-Busse, 

2006). The third layer of influence is economic: support for democracy and authoritarianism can be influenced 

by economic conditions around the time of transition and by perceptions of a regime’s economic performance 

(Bunce, 2001). As individuals gain firsthand experience with democracy during the post-transition period, their 

preferences for democracy and authoritarianism are strongly influenced by the economic conditions under 

which they first experience democracy, often producing surprising revisions of their regime preferences as 

they reevaluate the desirability of living under a democratic regime. Thus, popular support for democracy 

or authoritarianism is a function of contemporary developmental trends and long-term, deep historical and 

cultural factors. Though cultural and economic explanations of political preferences are often pitted against 

each other, this approach argues that mass regime preferences are influenced by multiple contemporary and 

historical forces. 

SAGE

2019 SAGE Publications, Ltd

SAGE Research Methods Cases Part 2

Page 3 of 14 A Mixed-Method Approach to Studying Popular Support for Democracy and

Authoritarianism in Post-Soviet Countries



Research Design 

Not surprisingly, a research project exploring mass beliefs, preferences, and support for democracy and 

dictatorship necessitated research methods suited for studying public opinion. For this project, I adopted 

a mixed-method approach, combining large-n survey data based on nationally representative samples 

with semi-structured qualitative field interviews with ordinary citizens to provide depth and context to the 

quantitative survey results. 

Country-Case Selection 

I selected four post-Soviet countries as the focus of this research project: Russia, Belarus, Ukraine, and 

Latvia. These four countries shared a common authoritarian institutional starting point as republics of the 

Soviet Union. Furthermore, three of these cases—Russia, Ukraine, and Belarus—share a deeper common 

historical legacy as part of the Russian empire, as well as a closely related eastern Slavic culture. At the same 

time, certain domestic characteristics such as Ukraine’s historical divide between the Austrian and Russian 

empires, Latvia’s large ethnic Russian population, and Belarus’ weak sense of national identity make these 

useful cases for tracing the influence of historical legacies on contemporary political beliefs. Perhaps most 

importantly, these cases represent almost the entire spectrum of post-transition regime types, ranging from 

liberal democratic in Latvia to strongly authoritarian in Belarus. Between these poles sit weakly democratic 

Ukraine and the increasingly authoritarian Russia. This wide variation in regime type allows us to observe 

how popular support for democracy and authoritarianism develops under a wide range of political regimes, 

making my findings generalizable beyond formerly communist countries (King, Keohane, & Verba, 1994, pp. 

139–142). 

Modular Research Design 

The selection of these four countries for research also allowed the study to be “modular” and thus contingent 

on receiving additional research funding. Thanks to an initial grant, I began my research in Russia with a 

survey and interview plan that could stand alone if additional funding for surveys and research was not 

available. Had this been the case, the project would have been a single-case study of Russia exploring 

subnational variation in political preferences using interviews and survey data. As additional funding was 

secured through outside grants, I was able to add the additional countries in order to widen the scope of the 

project and the range of comparative variation. Thus, the overall success of the endeavor was built on a case 

selection and research design that avoided an “all or nothing” trap: even if I failed to secure enough funding 

to do everything I hoped to, there would still be enough data to work with. 

Nationally Representative Surveys 

Thanks to success in piecing together multiple research grants to fund survey research, I was able to 
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conduct nationally representative surveys in Russia (n = 1,500), Belarus (n = 1,000), Ukraine (n = 1,000), 

and Latvia (n = 1,000). These surveys were carried out by an independent survey research firm based in 

Moscow, in collaboration with partner survey firms in the other countries. For each survey, I worked closely 

with each firm’s research directors on matters of sampling design and questionnaire translation into each 

country’s native languages. Survey questions were pilot tested in Russia in May-June 2007 in Tambov, 

Lipetsk, Yaroslavl, and Nizhegorod Oblasts under my direct supervision and with my participation. This field-

testing proved to be a crucial element of survey refinement, as I will address below. Each survey followed 

a multi-stage clustered sampling design with selections made at each level of stratification according to the 

principle of “probability proportional to size” (PPS). This sampling method ensured that each survey was 

nationally representative while also allowing for statistical corrections to be made during analyses that are 

necessary when using clustered survey data (Lee & Forthofer, 2005). During statistical analysis, the data 

were weighted by country population, age, gender, education, and region to ensure that the survey results 

reflected population proportions appropriately. 

Qualitative Field Interviews 

Another aspect of my “modular” research design was the use of qualitative field interviews conducted with 

175 ordinary citizens throughout Russia, Belarus, Ukraine, and Latvia: in the event that I failed to secure 

funding for additional nationwide surveys, these self-conducted field interviews would help fill in the gaps 

and supplement the survey data that I did have. In addition, field interviews allowed me to refine concepts 

and questions for use in the surveys discussed above (Fowler, 2013, pp. 87–94). They also provided rich 

qualitative data with which to illuminate and illustrate the otherwise bland quantitative survey results. Though 

a few expletives required deletion, direct quotes from interview subjects greatly enhanced my published 

research: one respondent, for example, noted that “Under democracy, you choose who f%$ks you. In 

dictatorship, they choose it for you.” Another remarked, “democracy is like a dog—it can bite, and it must be 

minded.” 

In these semi-structured interviews, I asked respondents a variety of open-ended questions about their 

political, economic, and social beliefs, as well as their personal experiences that may have shaped those 

beliefs. Reflecting the personalities and preferences of the respondents, some interviews were fairly 

“structured” wherein the respondent answered only the questions asked. In other cases, talkative 

respondents would wander off the formal interview questions and onto related subjects. Not surprisingly, 

these more informal chats often produced the most valuable and interesting commentary. 

Selecting Interview Locations 

Specific interview locations were selected throughout these countries based on particular characteristics of 

interest of the regions (King et al., 1994, pp. 139–142). In Russia, interviews were conducted in the oblasts 

of Tambov and Lipetsk, regions that are geographically close, share similar social characteristics, but have 
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very different levels of gross domestic product (GDP) per capita. The Russian regions of Yaroslavl and 

Nizhny Novgorod were also selected because while they share a similar level of economic development 

and other social characteristics, the competitiveness of regional elections differs significantly, with Nizhny 

Novgorod being a much more competitive region. Initially, these comparisons were designed before funding 

was secured for a large-n nationally representative survey. Once such a survey was possible, these particular 

comparisons and variations became less important, as the survey made it possible to test hypotheses 

using representative survey data. Nonetheless, the qualitative responses obtained during these interviews 

remained useful in illuminating the survey results and further refining concepts for future survey research. 

In Belarus, the cities of Minsk, Vitebsk, and Brest were selected to provide geographical diversity within the 

interviewed population. In Ukraine, interviews were conducted in the cities of Lviv, Vinnytsia, and Donetsk, 

cities that were selected for their geographical positioning in the western, central, and eastern portions of the 

country, a historical geographical division that is central to the development of national identity in Ukraine. 

Finally, interviews in Latvia were conducted entirely in Riga, as approximately 32% of Latvia’s population 

lives in the city. In addition, the population of Riga is balanced between ethnic Latvians and Russians (with 

each group consisting of approximately 41% of the city’s population), ensuring that both ethnic groups would 

be well-represented among interview subjects. This was particularly important because nationality is an 

important explanatory variable in my account of regime preferences. 

Conducting Field Interviews 

In each location, I was accompanied by a local research assistant (RA), often a university student or local 

survey interviewer. RAs were instrumental in selecting several neighborhoods throughout each city in which 

to conduct interviews, having been instructed to select a mix of wealthy, middle-class, and lower-class 

neighborhoods. In Riga, the local assistants were also instructed to ensure that interviews were conducted 

in predominantly Latvian and predominantly Russian neighborhoods. RAs also served as translators in areas 

where interviews were not conducted in Russian, such as western and central Ukraine and Latvia. 

In each neighborhood, the RA and I selected an apartment building as the starting point of the route. We 

then proceeded to knock on doors in numerical order with no skipping. No more than five interviews were 

conducted in a single apartment building before moving on to a different building. Interviews were conducted 

during the evening to ensure that working individuals would be home and available for interviews. Where 

possible, we would interview the individual who had most recently had a birthday, a common selection 

methodology for interviewing individuals in a selected household. While a quota procedure was not used for 

qualitative interviews, there was generally gender parity among the interviewed population. Subjects were told 

that they were taking part in a sociological survey of political attitudes, that their participation was voluntary, 

and that their answers would remain confidential. All interviews were conducted according to institutional 

review board (IRB) ethical protocols, as pre-approved by the IRB at my university. 
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Data Analysis—A Multi-Method Approach 

Analysis of the survey data was conducted in Stata software using methods for design-based estimation for 

complex multi-stage surveys (Heeringa, West, & Berglund, 2010). In order to achieve unbiased regression 

estimates, we must account for the bias inherent in complex survey sample designs: all analyses of the survey 

data used methods that correct for clustered survey design effects in order to produce unbiased estimates 

(Lohr, 2009, pp. 221–242). These corrections are necessary because respondents in a multi-stage survey are 

clustered geographically when there are sampled rather than selected completely at random, as in a simple 

random sample. Failure to account for this clustered nature of survey respondents would lead to biased 

regression results. Statistical results were weighted by country population, regional population, age, gender, 

and education (Lohr, 2009, pp. 225–229). 

Missing data and nonresponse are also a problem when analyzing public opinion surveys (Lohr, 2009, pp. 

255–258). At best, missing data due to nonresponse lead to inefficiency as valuable (and costly) observations 

are eliminated due to missing values of the independent and dependent variables. Suddenly, a sample size of 

1,000 can be cut by a third or even worse if there are even moderate levels of missingness across a large set 

of independent variables. Valuable information in the non-missing data contained in observations subject to 

listwise deletion is wasted and estimate errors are increased by virtue of the smaller sample size. Even more 

troubling is the potential bias that arises from listwise deletion of missing data if missingness of variables is 

not random (King, Honaker, Joseph, & Scheve, 2001). To address the problem of missing data, I utilize the 

Amelia II program developed by Honaker and King (2010) to generate five imputed data sets, a method that 

had not been used previously in studies on public opinion in post-communist countries. Multiple imputation 

is a statistical method increasingly used to “fill in the gaps” for surveys where respondents failed to answer 

a particular question. Rather than ignoring that respondent’s entire survey response (which is the default for 

most statistical software when missing observations are encountered), imputed data allow 100% of the survey 

response data to be analyzed in the regression analysis. 

The statistical analysis of quantitative survey data generated the main findings of my research project. 

However, the formulation of survey questions, as well as the contextualization of those questions and the 

patterns they revealed was dependent on insights I gained from the 175 qualitative field interviews with 

ordinary Russians, Belarusians, Ukrainians, and Latvians. Their observations, opinions, memories, and (often 

colorful) quotes provided depth and texture to the quantitative findings. In many instances, reliance on 

quantitative results alone would have led to a misleading conclusion were it not for the additional perspective 

or meaning provided by interview subjects discussing their political beliefs in their own words. Thus, each 

method was instrumental in producing rigorous, insightful, and valid conclusions about democratic and 

authoritarian support in post-Soviet states. 

Results 

Based on this research, we are able to better understand the long-term legacy not just of communist rule, 
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but of the post-communist transition itself. The new data generated by this study and longer hindsight have 

afforded the opportunity to develop new perspectives on the post-Soviet transition and its many social, 

political, and economic consequences. 

Through the use of survey data and qualitative file interviews described above, I found that deep cultural 

factors such as national identity and Soviet-era indoctrination left distinct marks on citizens’ beliefs about and 

preferences for democracy. But the most surprising finding was just how the tumultuous post-Soviet political 

and economic transition durably shaped citizens’ political beliefs. As I note in one publication. 

Just as the tumultuous transition process left its mark on formal and informal political and economic 

institutions of post-Soviet states, so too has the dual transition of the early 1990s left its mark on the 

political psyche of those citizens who lived through those difficult times. Owing to the simultaneous economic 

collapse and first contact with democracy, one of the most significant legacies of the transition is the way 

in which it durably shaped citizens’ beliefs about democracy and dictatorship. While strong majorities still 

support democracy, the shared experience of collapse has constructed empirical definitions of regimes that 

equate democracy with disorder, instability, chaos, and hardship. Dictatorship, by contrast means order, 

stability, predictability, and even prosperity. That these conclusions drawn by ordinary men and women are 

not supported by objective data linking regime type to economic performance is beside the point: these 

perceptions about the relationship between democracy, dictatorship, and economics are very real to the 

people that hold them because they are based on their experiences (Person, 2016, p. 349). 

Lessons Learned: Methods in Action and Research Practicalities 

Finding a Reliable Polling Firm 

This research project depended on hiring a public opinion research firm to conduct my surveys. Once I moved 

to Moscow in 2007, I spent much of the next two months trying to find a firm to work with that would meet my 

research needs at a reasonable cost. While survey research—especially through face-to-face interviews—is 

astronomically expensive in Western countries, fortunately it is more affordable in post-communist countries. 

However, the endeavor of finding and selecting a polling firm proved more challenging than expected, though 

not for lack of options. Many firms simply failed to respond to repeated inquiries by email and phone. This 

may be a reflection of the fact that many polling firms, though previously engaged in political and sociological 

polling, are now increasingly focused on market research for private businesses. With little money to be made 

from an American academic, it’s possible that these firms simply didn’t find it worth their while to respond. 

Other well-respected firms that carry out political public opinion research were simply too expensive for the 

budget I had. Yet others could not commit to following my sampling design specifications, as they were only 

willing to “tack on” my questions to pre-scheduled surveys with sampling methods that did not meet my 

needs. Finally, after 2 months of searching, I was able to meet with the director of a polling firm who had a 

distinguished academic career in sociology before starting her own private survey research firm. Sympathetic 
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to academic principles (as well as the limited budget of an academic researcher), the director and her firm 

were able to work with my survey specifications for a reasonable price. Furthermore, they maintained an 

extensive professional network with other firms across the region, making it easy to field the subsequent 

surveys in all the countries I was studying. 

In this case, persistence paid off in the form of a successful partnership with a reliable, high-quality research 

firm. The same cannot be said of a colleague of mine who was conducting public opinion research in East 

Africa at the same time as I was working in Russia. Upon completion of her survey (and after full payment was 

made), the firm only supplied part of the data to my colleague, some of which was suspected to be falsified. 

By this point, the colleague was back in the United States and could only press her concerns via email. The 

firm in question responded with an endless string of excuses and promises to send the full data set once 

some issues were worked out, but eventually they simply stopped responding. A cautionary tale to “trust but 

verify” before sending payment for an expensive survey, especially when working with a firm for the first time! 

Tapping Into Existing Networks 

Field research in a foreign country is difficult if you don’t have networks to rely on for a whole host of needs: 

housing, local transportation, local expertise, institutional support, visa support, etc. To be sure, an individual 

researcher can show up in any given town as a complete stranger and figure out what is needed to complete 

their research. But that “figuring out” can be time consuming and costly on one’s own. 

Being able to tap into existing networks can make field research much easier, more efficient, and more 

effective—especially if you don’t have many personal contacts in a city or country. In Russia, I was able 

to tap into multiple professional networks that made my research easier. These networks included the 

undergraduate study abroad program for my university, the Russian university with which I was able to secure 

an affiliation, and the network provided by the survey firm that I worked with. In Belarus and Ukraine, I relied 

on support from affiliated universities and the local Fulbright programs with which I was affiliated at the time. 

And in Latvia, a mutual acquaintance at the local university was able to offer support, advice, contacts, and 

even housing for my stay in Riga. Thus, in each location I arrived with a basic “borrowed” network to help 

get me started. Along the way, these networks helped me secure housing, local transportation, RAs, local 

expertise, academic contacts, and even some guest speaking invitations, all of which greatly enhanced the 

feasibility of my time in the field. As my subsequent career has advanced, I’ve come to find that the amount 

of time I can spend doing fieldwork is getting shorter and shorter. Having networks to help expedite many of 

the practicalities of research has only increased in importance over time. 

Good Local Help Is Essential—And Sometimes Hard to Get 

One of the most important benefits I got from the networks described above was access to local RAs in each 

of the locations where I conducted field interviews. Since I was based in the capital city and would make 

shorter trips to provincial cities and rural areas for field interviews, having local RAs lined up ensured that 
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I could hit the ground running on arrival. These assistants would help preplan research logistics before I 

arrived. More importantly, they provided the local expertise necessary to select neighborhoods or villages in 

which to conduct interviews. Thus, when I wanted to speak with a particular demographic—ethnic Ukrainians, 

or working-class Russians, for example—these RAs took me to particular neighborhoods based on their 

socioeconomic characteristics. Furthermore, they provided translation during interviews when necessary. 

Though I am fluent in Russian, many Ukrainians and Latvians preferred to speak in their native languages, 

for which a multilingual RA was invaluable. 

I found most of these RAs through my university networks in each country—somebody at the university in Kyiv 

inevitably had a friend or colleague at a university in my target city, who had a student that was qualified and 

interested in earning a bit of extra money (prevailing wages made this quite affordable, even for my limited 

research budget). Thus, for the most part my RAs were young, engaging, enthusiastic, and academically 

oriented. These characteristics also made it somewhat easier to get respondents to agree to an interview, 

especially in a part of the world where people tend to be somewhat suspicious of strangers knocking on doors. 

Nonetheless, finding good local RAs was hit or miss at times. In Riga, Latvia, my RA came down with the 

flu right as I arrived and was out of commission. She put out a request on a local electronic bulletin board, 

and I was able to hire a substitute for the remainder of my trip. In Donetsk, Ukraine, my Fulbright network put 

me in touch with a young man who was an enthusiastic participant in the local “English speaking club.” But 

working with him was a challenge, as he was reluctant to follow my preferred interview method of knocking 

on random doors and speaking with strangers. Rather, he led me across half the city one evening to talk to 

his various friends and relatives—not exactly the “representative” selection of individuals I was looking for. 

After one day of making little headway with him about what I was looking for, I had to essentially fire him and 

find a new assistant who was more open to my interview methodology. Finally, in Belarus, an unexpected 

diplomatic spat between the United States and the Belarusian government resulted in me being forced to 

leave the country on short notice before my interviews were complete. A local university contact put me in 

touch with an American graduate student studying in Minsk whom I was able to hire to complete interviews 

in Western and Central Belarus. Thanks to her fluency in English, Russian, and Belarusian, these interviews 

were among the richest in my sample. 

Thus, good RAs make all the difference when you have limited time to conduct field research. But finding 

good ones isn’t always easy, and a degree of flexibility is usually necessary—as is the case with most aspects 

of field research. 

Be Flexible 

No doubt, every researcher wants to adhere to the “gold standard” for whatever method he or she has 

selected, if only for the sake of withstanding the withering methodological critiques of a hostile research 

workshop or skeptical reviewer. But the reality is that the challenges of field work often necessitate 

compromises and flexibility. I sometimes found this to be the case in conducting my interviews: hours of 
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adherence to my own selection rules for routes, door knocking, and “last birthdays” might only turn up a few 

completed interviews. With limited time in the field, it was occasionally necessary to bend protocols to get 

more interview subjects. For example, in Riga, Latvia, my RA and I found almost no ethnic Latvians among 

respondents who would open the door and speak to us: after a day’s interviews, the sample was almost 

entirely ethnically Russian (a problem for a study trying to assess how national identity influences support 

for democracy). My RA suggested that perhaps this is because Russians are more open and trusting than 

“cold and reserved” Latvians (his characterization, not mine), thus accounting for the imbalance. Facing time 

constraints and the need to generate a more balanced sample of interviews, we decided to relocate to the city 

center to interview people on the street where it was easier to visually identify ethnic Latvians and approach 

them for interviews. Though it compromised the “gold standard” of interview selections, it ensured that the 

overall set of interviews would be balanced and more representative despite the selection workaround. 

In another instance in a rural village in Russia, long wanderings down a dusty road of single-family dwellings 

had produced only a couple of interviews. Finally, we managed to engage an elderly woman who spoke with 

us for just a few minutes before our interview was abruptly interrupted by her cow going into labor. Alas, it 

was not to be, and we left the village without much to show for a long day’s work. This is to say that field 

interviews are often hard, difficult, and don’t easily produce results without a lot of work. 

Pre-Testing Questions: Are You Saying What You Think You’re Saying? 

Before fielding the first survey in Russia, I traveled to several urban and rural locations to conduct a pilot 

study and verify that the survey questions I had developed were measuring the concepts I thought they were 

(Fowler, 2013, pp. 122–124). After all, concepts like democracy, dictatorship, freedom, security, and so on are 

rather abstract—would ordinary survey respondents understand the questions and the answer choices given 

to them? I was accompanied by a local survey enumerator employed by the polling firm in Moscow for these 

pilot studies. Pre-testing questions through these pilot studies was immensely beneficial. First, it provided me 

with a better understanding of the sampling and survey-taking process, as we followed the same procedures 

to be used in the full survey. Second, it helped refine, revise, and even eliminate several survey questions. 

Some questions, the survey revealed, were too complicated, abstract, or confusing for respondents to grasp. 

With every survey question coming with a price tag, they would have been a waste of money and so were 

eliminated. Other questions were reworded to be clearer. 

In one notable instance, I discovered that a “classic” survey question replicated from the well-known World 

Values Survey meant something very different to respondents than it did to me (and, I suspect, to the 

authors of the WVS). In this question, respondents were asked, “If you had to choose, which would you say 

is the most important responsibility of the government: to maintain order in society, or to respect freedom 

of the individual?” (Inglehart, Basanez, Diez-Medrano, Halman, & Luijkx, 2000). In this classic question, 

respondents are asked to weigh the tradeoff of order and stability versus personal freedom and liberty. Based 

on my knowledge of Russian political history, I expected Russians to overwhelmingly choose “order” over 

“freedom,” so I was especially surprised when most selected “freedom.” Closer inspection of the Russian 
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wording of the question used in the WVS started to clear up the puzzle: “freedom of the individual” had 

been translated as “prav cheloveka,” which would most accurately be back-translated as “human rights.” 

Thus, what the question was asking in English was not really what the question was asking in Russian. 

Furthermore, when people selected the closed-ended answer of “human rights” on the survey, they spoke 

off-handedly of things like social security, employment, housing, health care, and other “social rights”—not 

the individual political rights and liberties that an American likely thinks of when he hears the term “freedom 

of the individual.” This example shows how valuable pre-testing survey questions can be. Not only did it 

reveal a serious problem in the wording of a question (I ultimately excluded the question from my surveys), it 

generated a key insight and a new hypothesis: the meaning of concepts like freedom, liberty, and democracy 

is socially constructed, and varies significantly across different socio-political contexts. 

Conclusions 

Using a combination of quantitative survey data and qualitative field interviews, this multi-method research 

generated findings that would not have been possible through a single-method approach to the study 

of regime preferences in post-communist countries. While survey data provided nationally representative 

samples that allowed for generalization across the countries studied and beyond, qualitative interview data 

provided context, depth, texture, and a deeper understanding of the meaning of the quantitative results. 

Surveys without interviews would have been dry and one-dimensional, but interviews without surveys would 

have been difficult to generalize. 

What the case study above also suggests, though, is that each method comes with its own set of challenges. 

Conducting high-quality field interviews requires extensive planning, good networks, reliable local assistants, 

lots of patience, and a good deal of flexibility. The same can be said for fielding surveys, where reliable survey 

firms are crucial to conducting a survey to rigorous design standards. Survey research comes with a hefty 

price tag, of course, even in countries where it is comparatively cheaper than in Western countries. Neither 

approach to studying public opinion is “easy” on its own, meaning that doubling the methods through a multi-

method approach often means doubling the challenges. Yet for those up for the challenge, the results can 

produce a final research product that is far superior to the singular alternatives. 

Exercises and Discussion Questions 

1. Select one political issue or topic in your home country and develop five closed-ended survey 

questions and answer sets that would help you accurately gauge public opinion on that issue. 

2. Next, develop a list of open-ended interview questions that might provide additional insight into 

people’s beliefs about the topic you’re studying. 

3. Conduct a pilot study to test your survey questions from Step 1. Try to select strangers to 

answer your survey questions—try going to a public place and asking people to take your 

survey, or try knocking on doors in student accommodation to get respondents. 
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4. Similarly, conduct some open-ended interviews using the questions you developed in Step 2. 

5. Based on your experiences in Steps 3 and 4, how would you modify your survey and interview 

questions to better measure and understand the issue you’re studying? How do your 

interviews influence the way you interpret your survey results? 

6. Now, think about conducting a similar study in a foreign country. What are the practical 

challenges you would face in carrying out the study, and what strategies would you use to 

meet these challenges? 

Further Reading 

Fowler, F. J. (2013). Survey research methods. SAGE. 

Heeringa, S. G., West, B. T., & Berglund, P. A. (2010). Applied survey data analysis. CRC Press. 

King, G., Honaker, J., Joseph, A., & Scheve, K. (2001). Analyzing incomplete political science data: An 

alternative algorithm for multiple imputation. American Political Science Review, 95(1), 49–69. 

Lee, E. S., & Forthofer, R. N. (2005). Analyzing complex survey data (Vol. 71). SAGE. 

Lohr, S. (2009). Sampling: Design and analysis. Nelson Education. 

Web Resources 

Download Survey Data (Person, 2016): http://www.robert-person.com/Robert_Person/Publications_files/

Person_PPC_2016_Data.zip 

References 

Bunce, V. (2001). Democratization and economic reform. Annual Review of Political Science, 4(1), 43–65. 

Darden, K., & Grzymala-Busse, A. (2006). The great divide: Literacy, nationalism, and the communist 

collapse. World Politics, 59(1), 83–115. 

Fowler, F. J. (2013). Survey research methods. Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE. 

Geddes, B. (1999). What do we know about democratization after twenty years? Annual Review of Political 

Science, 2, 115–144. 

Heeringa, S. G., West, B. T., & Berglund, P. A. (2010). Applied survey data analysis. Boca Raton, FL: CRC 

Press. 

SAGE

2019 SAGE Publications, Ltd

SAGE Research Methods Cases Part 2

Page 13 of 14 A Mixed-Method Approach to Studying Popular Support for Democracy and

Authoritarianism in Post-Soviet Countries

http://www.robert-person.com/Robert_Person/Publications_files/Person_PPC_2016_Data.zip
http://www.robert-person.com/Robert_Person/Publications_files/Person_PPC_2016_Data.zip


Honaker, J., & King, G. (2010). What to do about missing values in time-series cross-section data. American 

Journal of Political Science, 54, 561–581. 

Inglehart, R., Basanez, M., Diez-Medrano, J., Halman, L., & Luijkx, R. (2000). World values surveys and 

European values surveys, 1981–1984, 1990–1993, and 1995–1997 (ICPSR version). Ann Arbor, MI: Institute 

for Social Research. 

King, G., Honaker, J., Joseph, A., & Scheve, K. (2001). Analyzing incomplete political science data: An 

alternative algorithm for multiple imputation. American Political Science Review, 95(1), 49–69. 

King, G., Keohane, R. O., & Verba, S. (1994). Designing social inquiry: Scientific inference in qualitative 

research. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press. 

Lee, E. S., & Forthofer, R. N. (2005). Analyzing complex survey data (Vol. 71). Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE. 

Lohr, S. (2009). Sampling: Design and analysis. Boston. MA: Brooks/Cole Cengage Learning. 

Person, R. (2014). Resisting hegemony: Transformations of national identity under foreign occupation. Notre 

Dame, IN: Kellogg Institute for International Studies. 

Person, R. (2016). The deep impact of economic collapse on democratic support. Problems of Post-

Communism, 63, 335–353. 

Welzel, C., & Inglehart, R. (2007). Mass beliefs and democratic institutions. In The Oxford handbook of 

comparative politics (pp. 297–316). Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press. 

SAGE

2019 SAGE Publications, Ltd

SAGE Research Methods Cases Part 2

Page 14 of 14 A Mixed-Method Approach to Studying Popular Support for Democracy and

Authoritarianism in Post-Soviet Countries


	A Mixed-Method Approach to Studying Popular Support for Democracy and Authoritarianism in Post-Soviet Countries
	Abstract


