
Acute Fear & Survey Behaviors: A Mogadishu Case Study

Abstract

For the chronically vulnerable, does acute insecurity increase or decrease subjects’ willingness to take part
in a telephone survey? The proliferation of cellular phones to places like Mogadishu makes this question
salient. In 2012, the first representative face-to-face survey in 25 years was conducted in Mogadishu, the
capital city of Somalia. This was followed by a longitudinal panel telephone survey over multiple rounds in
2013 and 2014. We exploit an unusual natural experiment – a major attack on the Somali Parliament on
the last day of the third wave of our survey – to observe that the most vulnerable members of Mogadishu
society were more willing to answer survey questions in the immediate wake of a psychologically jarring
violent event.
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“Look, so . . . the phone network works in
Mogadishu. And it might be the only
thing, maybe, that works in Mogadishu..’

’ - Steve Krasner, 2011

Introduction

In 2012, the first representative face-to-face survey in 25 years was conducted in Mogadishu, the capital

city of Somalia. This was followed by a longitudinal panel telephone survey of a sub-sample of the initially-

contacted city residents, enumerated by Somali-language interviewers in [NORTH AMERICAN CITY] over

multiple rounds in 2013 and 2014. The third wave was conducted in the spring of 2014. In this research

note, we exploit an unusual natural experiment – a major attack on the Somali Parliament on the last day

of the third wave of our survey. Since telephone numbers were contacted in a random order, comparison

of “don’t know" and “refuse to answer" patterns allows us to observe that the most vulnerable members of

Mogadishu society were more willing to answer survey questions on the day of the attack.

Our note proceeds in four parts. First we present two theories, suggesting that fear could reasonably be

thought to induce compliant survey behaviors, or caginess, for the most vulnerable members of Mogadishu.

Next we describe the data and presents our experimental research design. Third we interpret the empirical

results. A final section concludes with a discussion of normative implications and inferential confounds.

1 Strategic Invisibility Or Compliance By Fearful Somalis?

In 2012 – shortly after the Al Shabaab insurgent group stopped holding territory, but before the state

apparatus had firmly established control over the city – [NORTH AMERICAN UNIVERSITY] conducted

a representative face-to-face survey in Mogadishu. When asked at the end of the 2012 face-to-face survey

whether the respondent would be willing to agree to a follow-up survey, 252 (39% of the sample) responded

positively and provided their phone numbers. These numbers were called via Skype by fluent Somali-language

interviewers from the [NORTH AMERICAN CITY] community in the spring of 2013 (Wave 2), in the spring

of 2014 (Wave 3), and the finally in the fall of 2014 (Wave 4). Despite having gone to unusual lengths to

acquire an initial sample of Mogadishu telephone numbers that was defensibly representative, between non-

random patterns of study attrition, non-random patterns of cell-phone battery failure, and SIM-card swaps,
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our sample is probably best described as a convenience sample of Mogadishu residents. For this reason we

rely upon internal validity, based on randomly-assigned treatments, for all of our inferences in this note.

If one were going to custom-design a laboratory to observe the effects of fear on survey behaviors, one

would imagine a place like Mogadishu in the first decade after the introduction of cellular telephones. A high

level of background stress is guaranteed for residents of the embattled city. Most of our sample had been

exposed to violence at some point in their lives. The survey process itself – being called on the telephone by

a Somali-language speaker claiming to be from [NORTH AMERICA] and asking questions – is plausibly a

source of acute fear. Uncertainty about research motivations may be socially salient if the research occurs

against a backdrop of counterinsurgency and the country funding and conducting the study is a conflict

partisan. Political scientists have rediscovered, and are refining, a number of survey design techniques that

can be used to obtain more accurate data from populations that are reluctant to share sensitive information

if asked directly.1 Even the best methods have important limitations when it comes to soliciting sensitive

data from populations that live with chronic insecurity, do not particularly want to be studied, and distrust

the motives behind foreign assistance to the incumbent state.2

Should we expect background violence to increase or decrease survey participation among the city’s

most vulnerable residents? Scholars disagree. Individuals in conflict zones and semi-authoritarian environ-

ments are highly-strategic about whether, and with whom, to share information. Especially if a subject is

afraid, the choice to take part in a survey and make oneself statistically legible through survey participation

is a choice that may not weigh attractively against the alternative of remaining silent and invisible.3 In the

specific case of Somalia, the fear is that anarchy will be used instrumentally to justify foreign assistance to

fund police surveillance and buy local allies for the War on Terror. And while Shapiro and Weidmann (2015)

seem to suggest a widespread understanding that cellular phone communication is private and secret in a

way that benefits insurgent groups, our experience with Somalis suggests quite a different set of priors. Al

Shabaab and the United States are both suspected to engage in invasive monitoring of electronic communica-

tions. Our [NORTH AMERICAN CITY] interviewers reported widespread fears within the Somali diaspora

that third-parties listen in on telephone conversations to- and from- Mogadishu. To the extent these fears

are activated in the psychology of the respondent, we might expect reticence to take part in a telephone

survey. Articulated as a falsifiable hypothesis:

1 See Bullock, Imai and Shapiro (2011), Lyall, Blair, and Imai (2013, 2014).
2 See Lyall, Shiraito, Imai (2015); and AUTHOR.
3 Scott (2009), 234-7.
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The Strategic Invisibility Hypothesis: High-vulnerability residents of the capital city of a failed state will be

less likely to comply with requests to answer survey questions when they are frightened by anarchic violence.

On the other hand, under conditions of acute anxiety, the analogy between the survey ritual and a

“conversation at random" disintegrates.4 In a conversation the power dynamic between interviewer and in-

terviewee is horizontal and symmetrical. For high-vulnerability individuals taking the survey in Mogadishu,

a telephone call from [NORTH AMERICAN CITY] is likely to introduce a clearer power asymmetry: They

understand the person asking the questions and recording the responses is safe and distant, and may infer

that the data being collected is somehow happening in the service of a state (and not necessarily the Somali

state). A superior in a socio-political hierarchy is requesting answers, and a subordinate subject is providing

them. People are more likely to comply obediently to commands when the person issuing the orders is seen

to be both de-facto and de-jure legitimate.5

The Compliance Hypothesis: High-vulnerability residents of the capital city of a failed state will be more

likely to comply with requests to answer survey questions if they are frightened by anarchic violence.

Concerns about observer effects can be examined empirically by assessing variation in compliance

with a survey itself. If hostility towards a foreign-assistance backed government is treated as a continuous

variable rather than a binary variable, randomly-assigned changes that occur within the study environment

that alter underlying levels of anti-state hostility can be highly-informative.

2 Research Design

On 24 May 2014 Al Shabaab militants detonated a car bomb outside of the Somali Parliament compound,

followed immediately by a suicide bombing and a coordinated attack on government security forces. The

gun battle lasted several hours. At least 7 militants and 10 members of government forces were killed, and

four lawmakers were among the civilians injured. The public and political nature of the attack differentiated

it from the background violence of life in Mogadishu, and our Somali American interviewers in NORTH

AMERICAN CITY had heard of the bombing via their social networks by the time they began making

survey calls early Saturday morning (at 5pm Somali time).
4 The phrase “conversation at random" is drawn from Converse and Schuman (1974). See also Berinsky (2004), generally.
5 Milgram (1963:317): “Obedience is the psychological mechanism that links individual action to political purpose. It is

the dispositional cement that binds men to systems of authority."
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Table I Balance Table of Survey Respondents, by Bombing

(Control) (Bomb Day)

mean sd mean sd
Female 0.53 0.50 0.43 0.50
Displaced 0.59 0.49 0.75 0.44
Gunfire Last Week 0.50 0.50 0.78 0.42
Fight Last Week 0.15 0.36 0.19 0.40
Hours Electricity 12.13 11.17 10.71 11.47
Street Cleaned 0.70 0.46 0.70 0.47
Vulnerability (0-4) 1.41 1.03 1.80 0.99
No Perceived Security Gain 0.23 0.42 0.37 0.49
Observations 219 28

The third wave of our survey was conducted via Skype on four dates between April and May 2014,

and, coincidentally, we placed the last approximately 20% of our calls just a few hours after the attack.

The telephone network continued to function throughout the day and the percentage of non-operational

telephones was not abnormally high. All Mogadishu residents were aware of the event when called, and some

interrupted the IRB-mandated consent script to ask if the Parliament attack was the reason we were calling.

From the perspective of our survey sample – the total number of telephone respondents in Wave Three

and Four combined – the “Parliament Attack" treatment has all of the relevant characteristics of a natural

experiment. Though the order in which numbers were called (or called back) from our list was randomly

assigned, subsequent investigation of the balance across samples suggests that the treatment group tends to

skew towards the most vulnerable (for reasons discussed below). This event (subsequently referenced as the

Parliament Bombing Day) allows us to examine the effect of heightened anxiety on survey behaviors.

Table I presents a balance table of average respondent characteristics on the day of the Parliament

bombing and on normal survey days in Waves 3 and 4. Most of the variables in Table I are self-explanatory.

The exception of the additive 0-4 “Vulnerability Index." There are good theoretical reasons to expect that

acute insecurity (exposure to localized violence) interacts dynamically with chronic vulnerability. To quantify

vulnerability, we created an index that incorporates four dimensions of economic vulnerability and insecurity

tracked by the survey: two measures of service availability (electricity and no street cleaning) and two

measures of violence (heard gunfire and heard street fighting). Electricity was coded 0 for “no electricity,"

.5 for “some electricity" (more than 2 hours per day but less than 12 hours), and 1 for more than 12 hours

of electricity. Other variables are binary, so the scale runs from 0-4 at .5 increments. Higher scores on the

index indicated lower security. While no differences are statistically significant, respondents on the bombing
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day appear to be more likely to be male, displaced, have less electricity, and to have heard gunfire in the last

week. Overall, average level of vulnerability (contingent on having shared sufficient data during the survey)

is slightly higher for respondents who spoke with us on the bombing day.

3 Results

The attack had a psychological effect on respondents. In all four waves of the survey, we asked the

question: “Think back to this same time last year. Do you think you are more or less secure than you

were then?” The probability of answering “more secure” is the dependent variable in the logit regressions in

Table II, which examines all of Wave Three.6 Model 1, the basic correlation, shows a statistically significant

relationship between higher levels of vulnerability in our index and lower levels self-reported perceptions of

security situation improvement – a face-validity check. Model 2 shows that the day of the car bomb decreased

respondents’ perception of security in the last year. Since we randomized the order in which telephone calls

were placed, we see this as clear evidence that individuals contacted on Parliament Bombing Day were

psychologically shaken. Model 3, which shows the interaction effect, provides suggestive, but not dispositive,

evidence that the bomb day had a disproportionate psychological effect on the highly vulnerable.7 Did the

psychological “fear shock" induce behaviors more consistent with strategic invisibility or compliance?

Table II Perceived Security Improvement in Last Year

(1) (2) (3)
Vulnerability Index Wave 3 -0.638∗∗∗ -0.637∗∗∗ -0.424

(0.23) (0.24) (0.27)
Day of Bombing -0.833∗ 0.913

(0.49) (1.32)
Vulnerability Wave 3 X Bomb -0.891

(0.61)
Constant 2.337∗∗∗ 2.551∗∗∗ 2.134∗∗∗

(0.51) (0.54) (0.57)
Observations 121 121 121
Pseudo R2 0.062 0.083 0.101

Compliance. Table III displays the results of a Poisson regression with a count variable for the number
6 Though the sample is not representative, in all specifications, the constant is signed positively and is strongly statistically

significant, suggesting that perceptions of security were higher in the sample in 2014 than in 2013.
7 Due to the small-n the interaction term is significant only at 85% confidence. These results also do not include change

in perceived security for the 12% of respondents who refused to answer at least one question of the four that comprise the
Vulnerability Index and thus fell completely out of the study.
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Table III Total RTA, by Bomb Day, Pooled Waves 3 and 4, Poisson

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

Day of Bombing -0.242 0.540 -0.269 0.671 -0.363 0.517
(0.34) (0.39) (0.34) (0.64) (0.34) (0.39)

High Vulnerability 0.369∗∗ 0.526∗∗∗

(0.19) (0.20)
Panel Respondents -0.080 -0.076 -0.093 -0.084 -0.034 0.007

(0.21) (0.21) (0.21) (0.21) (0.21) (0.21)
High Vulnerability X Bombing -1.962∗∗

(0.82)
Vulnerability (0-4) 0.155∗ 0.194∗∗

(0.09) (0.09)
Vulnerability X Bombing -0.564

(0.37)
No Perceived Security Gain 0.958∗∗∗ 1.132∗∗∗

(0.20) (0.21)
No Security Gain X Bombing -2.158∗∗∗

(0.82)
Constant -0.874∗∗∗ -0.924∗∗∗ -0.955∗∗∗ -0.990∗∗∗ -1.096∗∗∗ -1.140∗∗∗

(0.27) (0.27) (0.30) (0.30) (0.26) (0.27)
Observations 225 225 225 225 222 222
Pseudo R2 0.015 0.032 0.013 0.019 0.065 0.085
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of “Refuse to Answer" questions as the dependent variable.8 The sample includes all individuals Wave Three

or Four of the survey, for the subsample of respondents that completed the entire survey. The critical

independent variable is fear of anarchy, for which Parliament Bombing Day functions as a proxy. All other

respondents contacted on all other days of Wave 3 or 4 function as the control group, though we include

a binary dummy variable for individuals who claim in Wave Four to be the same individual contacted in

Wave Three (and whose voice matched the gender reported). The most vulnerable members of our sample,

defined using the index and the binary “has security improved in the last year" indicator, are the least likely

to answer all of the questions on the survey in general. Our empirical strategy leverages random assignment

of acute anxiety, we expect heightened anxiety will differentially affect the survey participation rates of high-

vulnerability Somali respondents and low-vulnerability Somali respondents, so examination of interaction

effects is crucial. On the day of the Parliament Bombing, the most vulnerable members in our sample were

more willing to answer questions. Our favored interpretation of the interaction effect is that that residents

of Mogadishu with the most secure family holdings had been taking the survey exercise seriously all along,

but heightened anxiety produced unusually compliant survey behaviors among the city’s most vulnerable.

4 Conclusion

Reminders of anarchy generated compliant telephone survey behaviors in this study. Multiple causal

interpretations of this trend are possible. Perhaps the attack reminded citizens that the military-police

apparatus of the government serves a vital function, inducing a sense of “Hobbesian Legitimacy" (Hobbes

1651). Perhaps the attack triggered a “rally ’round the flag” effect. Perhaps people were more attentive,

on that day, to the possibility that their answers were being recorded by offshore agents. The data that

we have is inadequate to arbitrate between these possibilities. The findings have still attuned us to the

possibility that given the widespread nature of violence, insecurity and crime, survey data collected against

a backdrop of violence may be systematically unrepresentative. At a minimum, analysis of non-response and

refuse-to-answer rates is an important compliment to sustained debates about ethical best-practices.

8 OLS regressions, with similar results, are available upon request.
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