
Vol.:(0123456789)

Quality & Quantity (2023) 57:3453–3481
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11135-022-01517-3

1 3

Who is asking? The effect of survey sponsor misperception 
on political trust: evidence from the Afrobarometer

Mujtaba Isani1  · Bernd Schlipphak2

Accepted: 11 August 2022 / Published online: 7 September 2022 
© The Author(s) 2022

Abstract
Based on previous research on political trust on the one hand and the effects of perceived 
survey sponsors on political attitudes on the other, this paper sets out to explore the effects 
of misperceiving the survey sponsor on political trust among citizens. The article explores 
the significance of the effect of survey sponsor misperception among factors that are tradi-
tionally used to explains political trust. Using Afrobarometer data, which includes thirty-
six democratic and autocratic countries and more than fifty-thousand respondents, the 
paper demonstrates that such an effect is significant and substantive. Hence, researchers 
should definitely take survey sponsor misperception into account when designing and ana-
lyzing surveys. In conclusion, the article provides an outlook on what this means for future 
survey research.

Keywords Trust · Survey sponsor · Afrobarometer · Response bias · Misperception

1 Introduction

Political trust—that is, trust in ruling elites on the domestic and international level—and 
its decline has been among the most intensely discussed topics over the recent years (Citrin 
and Stoker 2018). While it is clear from survey evidence in the Global North that political 
trust is generally declining, in the Global South, in regions such as Africa, there are mixed 
findings on whether political trust is in decline over time (Catterberg and Moreno 2006; 
Askvik 2010; Hutchison and Johnson 2017). Independent of the actual findings in the lit-
erature, nearly all of the measures of political trust rely on surveys (Schlipphak and Isani 
2020). However, what if respondents do not trust these surveys to begin with? Would that 
influence respondents’ survey behavior, and especially so when it comes to trust in govern-
ment institutions?
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The paper argues that this is indeed the case. Dependent on whom respondents think 
of as being behind the survey (the survey sponsor), their attitudes toward domestic and 
international actors will vary accordingly. This may especially be a problem in non-democ-
racies in the Global South where respondents may be uncertain of who is conducting the 
survey and hence become afraid of giving truthful answers if they think this may lead to 
harmful repercussions for themselves (Isani 2018). The paper expects respondents of the 
Afrobarometer surveys perceiving the government to be the survey sponsor to show much 
higher levels of political trust than other respondents.

The paper analyzes these expectations using data from the Afrobarometer, surveying 
respondents in Northern and Sub-Saharan Africa. The Afrobarometer is one of the few 
surveys that include democratic and authoritarian countries that also explicitly asks for the 
survey sponsor. The findings demonstrate that the expectations are confirmed by the data: 
perceiving governmental actors as being the (secret) sponsor of the survey makes citizens 
report higher levels of trust in these actors.

2  Literature review and theory

2.1  Political trust

“The dynamics of political trust have been a popular research topic in political science for 
decades” (Faulkner et al. 2015, p. 164). Therefore, there is an abundance of literature deal-
ing with the subject. In the Annual Review of Political Science, Citrin and Stoker (2018) 
summarize the existing literature on the sources and effects of what they describe as a 
steady decline in political trust, operationalized most prominently as the trust or confidence 
in major political institutions. Taking up suggestions by the seminal works of Citrin and 
Green (1986) and Hetherington and Rudolph (2015), after presenting evidence on person-
ality factors influencing individual levels of political trust, they focus on six ps and the 
mass media: policy dissatisfaction, performance, partisanship and polarization, process and 
probity. The first two ps strongly point to the importance of political outcomes—with a 
decline of trust being either dependent on citizens’ dissatisfaction with the policies put in 
place by elites or governmental performance ineffectiveness or inefficiency (mostly in the 
economic branch). Partisanship and polarization, and process and probity are somewhat 
connected, explaining the decline of political trust with increasing polarization between 
societal and political groups, which is also connected to the perception of a lack of pro-
cedural justice and—especially—an increasing distrust in politicians perceived as being 
corrupt. While there exists a large amount of research on this topic, the relative effects of 
each of these factors—which are additionally not independent from each other—are not yet 
agreed upon.

Following Citrin and Stoker (2018), the same is true for the effects of mass media on 
political trust. There is inconsistent evidence on whether negative advertising and increas-
ing incivility is increasing political distrust (Lau et al. 1999). Still, it seems fair to say that 
the mass media coverage only emphasizes or strengthens mechanisms that are already 
included in the ps: increasing incivility and negative advertising is a phenomenon of 
increasing polarization, etc.

Interestingly, even this research overview by Citrin and Green (1986) does not take lev-
els of political trust in the Global South into account. This is despite the fact that there 
exists more research on political trust from countries in the Arab region (Kong 2014), in 
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East Asia and Southeast Asia (Tang and Huhe 2016), Latin America (Zmerli and Castillo 
2015) and Africa (Hutchison 2011) in recent years. This neglect cannot be ascribed any-
more to the lack of available data—the Global Barometers, the World Values Survey and 
the like provide a range of datasets including variables on political trust. Rather, the neglect 
might be attributed to the feeling of researchers that data collection in the Global South, 
specifically in autocracies, is problematic to say the least. One might suspect the problem 
of interviewer and social desirability biases to peak in these countries, leading to data with 
a lot of noise and very limited sound. Therefore, scholars are hesitant to take these trends 
from the Global South into account.

2.2  Survey sponsor misperception

As a result, researchers have most recently turned to the concept of self-censorship in sur-
veys in the Global South and the Global East especially in autocratic settings (Tannenberg 
2021). In essence, they argue that self-censorship “as a self-imposed constraint on self-
expression based on rational assessment of risks and benefits to uncensored expression” 
should substantially shape the answers of respondents on sensitive questions (Gueorguiev 
et  al. 2018, p. 5). Tannenberg (2021) has argued that this should especially be true for 
questions on trust in political actors. With regard to China, Jiang and Yang (2016) report 
an upsurge in preference fabrication following a significant political purge in Shanghai. 
While these studies reveal that approval and political support remain astonishingly high, 
they back up worries that respondents in autocratic circumstances overstate their approval. 
Kalinin (2016) uses a series of list experiments to discover that Russian electoral support 
for Vladimir Putin is overstated by roughly 20%. Frye et al. (2017), employing list experi-
ments as well, estimate Putin’s approval ratings to be roughly ten percentage points lower 
than those obtained from direct questioning, but find that direct survey questions largely 
reflect the sentiments of the Russian people.

Due to social desirability bias, respondents are known to offer untruthful responses to 
survey questions about sensitive topics like sexuality, ethnicity, or wealth (Tourangeau and 
Yan 2007). Survey questions are problematic in authoritarian regimes for reasons other 
than just privacy and social adaptation, especially questions about citizens’ views toward 
government. Respondents under autocratic rule may engage in preference falsification 
in order to better align their responses with the regime’s supposed views (Kuran 1997). 
Considering how authoritarian regimes frequently monitor what their citizens say and do 
in order to punish individuals who question the official narrative, there is a good chance 
that respondents will identify public opinion polls with government intelligence gathering 
(Linz 2000). As a result, respondents are likely to placate the regime with their replies, 
fearing that failing to do so will result in bodily or psychological repression. To the extent 
that citizens engage in any form of self-censorship—and that the prevalence of this var-
ies depending on the perceived risk of repressive action—responses to sensitive issues are 
systematically biased across countries, and thus are not comparable between countries with 
differing perceived risks.

Survey respondents may feel the need to censor their responses if a question involves 
private matters, if it elicits responses that may be viewed by others as socially undesirable 
or politically incorrect, or if the respondent fears that their responses may have negative 
consequences if disclosed (Tourangeau and Yan 2007). Questions regarding income, voter 
participation, prejudice against other ethnic or religious groups, drug addiction or other 
criminal actions, for example, can drive respondents to conceal the truth out of concern for 
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their reputation, fear of social sanctioning from peers, or fear of more formal punishment 
(Kuklinski et al. 1997; Holbrook and Krosnick 2010; Krumpal 2013). This can result in a 
high rate of systematic non-responses and/or skewed responses thus resulting in inaccurate 
statistics.

Indeed, Kuran (1997) argues that citizens subjected to authoritarian rule have strong 
incentives to engage in preference falsification, while Schedler (1999) expresses reserva-
tions about the feasibility of obtaining reliable measures of regime legitimacy in autoc-
racies through representative public-opinion surveys or qualitative interviews due to the 
opaque and repressive nature of those regimes. Fear of sanctions if respondents do not pro-
vide the officially intended answer is likely to influence responses. This is especially the 
case when a respondent’s identity is in doubt. So, if we are interested in political trust, what 
does this entail for cross-country comparison studies?

Things are less problematic if self-censorship levels are more or less identical across 
nations on proxies for, or components of, a question or indexes. In such cases, we would 
only have to deal with inflated or deflated numbers. However, if the proclivity to self-cen-
sor is based on characteristics that fluctuate across countries—such as levels of democ-
racy or political repression—the size of the bias varies systematically between countries 
thus making comparative study difficult. Guriev and Treisman (2016) attempt to account 
for the influence of fear in a comparative study of political approval ratings in 128 coun-
tries by incorporating repression in their research and controlling for whether or not leaders 
earn higher ratings during times of heightened repression. Recent research raises concern 
about the credibility of survey responses in oppressive and non-democratic environments. 
In Zimbabwe, where government repression and insecurity were widespread, Garcia-Ponce 
and Pasquale (2015) found that recent experiences of state-led repression had an impact on 
reported levels of trust in the president and the ruling party. Individuals who had witnessed 
state-sanctioned violence during the previous 30 days were more inclined to believe the 
survey was commissioned by the government (Garcia-Ponce and Pasquale 2015). While 
this suggests that a recent reminder of the regime’s repressive disposition will lead to exag-
gerated levels of reported trust, it is reasonable to believe that citizens do not easily forget 
what kind of rule they are subjected to, and as a result, should falsify their preferences even 
if they have not recently experienced government sponsored violence.

The research question that the paper answers is at the intersection of the literature on 
political trust and survey methodology. The expectation is that citizens’ levels of political 
trust are influenced by their degree of fear of the perceived sponsor of the survey. This is of 
course not the first time the issue has been probed.

Groves et al. (2006, 2012) and Tourangeau et al. (2009, 2016) have discussed the issue 
of survey sponsorship but found only limited evidence of its effects on nonresponse. How-
ever, and somewhat in contrast, Tourangeau et  al. (2009, 2014) and Galesic and Tou-
rangeau (2007) identified stronger effects of survey sponsorship on societal attitudes of cit-
izens. Yet, when it comes again to political attitudes, Tourangea et al. (2014) demonstrate 
that “even in the context of partisan election surveys, sponsorship may not be the powerful 
cue it is often thought to be” (Tourangeau et al. 2014, p. 510).

Furthermore, researchers have delved into the question of whether or not academic insti-
tutions or researchers being a survey’s sponsor influences nonresponse rates, and whether 
it has any impact on the responding sample. In a nutshell, again, explicitly mentioning an 
academic institution (but not the person of the project representative) as being the spon-
sor of a survey increases response rates (Corstange 2016). Yet, the size of this effect is 
dependent on further conditions, with Edwards et al. (2014) demonstrating that response 
rates increase more strongly among potential respondents if the academic institutions is 
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located within the state of the potential respondent as opposed to academic institutions in 
other states.

When it comes to research being more closely aligned to my research question, Cor-
stange (2016) demonstrates that the perception of academic institutions being the sponsor 
of a survey has no effect on survey participation in Lebanon. Yet, perceiving the US or 
Canadian Embassy as being the sponsor not only leads to higher refusal rates but also—in 
consequence—to more pro-American attitudes among the respondents willing to answer 
survey questions sponsored by these embassies.

Tannenberg (2021) and Corstange (2016) both argue that misperceiving the government 
to being the hidden/secret sponsor of the survey makes respondents less likely to partic-
ipate and/or give honest—and hence meaningful—answers. The mechanism behind this 
effect is fear. Suspecting that the government is secretly sponsoring the survey—most prob-
ably in an attempt to identify and in the future prosecute regime critics—makes citizens 
less convinced of the anonymity and integrity of the survey, and in consequence, to report 
higher levels of government-friendly positions. Hence, one should expect respondents mis-
perceiving the government to being the sponsor of the survey to demonstrate higher levels 
of political trust. Yet, as Tannenberg (2021), and also Benstead (2018) notes in more detail, 
such a behavior should be more common in autocratic contexts. However, note that even in 
established democracies, there are groups of citizens that substantially distrust their gov-
ernment, sometimes—such as the Reichsbuerger in Germany—even claiming the state to 
be non-existent and the government, in consequence, to be no government at all or illegiti-
mate. In the US, conspiracy theories—often involving domestic political actors—are quite 
common with a quarter of the population believing that George W. Bush “orchestrated or 
knew in advance about the 9/11 attacks” (Uscinski et  al. 2016, p. 57). Hence, while the 
mechanism, feeling threat of a government secretly spying on its population, seems more 
plausible in autocratic regimes, we should expect it to also work for some groups of citi-
zens in democracies as well.

2.3  Misperceptions of survey sponsorship

H1 If a respondent perceives the government or an actor close to it as being the sponsor of 
the survey, s/he will demonstrate higher levels of trust into the government.

H2 The more autocratic a regime in which the respondent lives in, the more likely s/he is 
to show trust in government.

As noted earlier, governmental performance and its evaluation by citizens also plays a large 
role for levels of political trust: The more citizens are satisfied, the more trust they have in 
political actors (Isani and Schlipphak 2017a).

2.4  Other explanations of political trust

H3 The more a respondent is satisfied with their own economic/living conditions or with 
those in the country more generally, the more they will show trust in the government.

The degree of societal polarization also seems to play a role (Citrin and Stoker 2018). The 
more a society is shaped by distrust based on characteristics such as race, ethnicity or reli-
gion, the more one should observe distrust in political actors as well. Identity-based factors 
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affecting trust in government institutions have been posited to matter in the Global South 
(Blaydes and Linzer 2012; Isani and Schlipphak 2017a). The same holds for a feeling of 
being connected to the community that is represented by governmental actors: the stronger 
the feeling of belonging together within a state/nation, the higher the levels of trust.

2.5  Other explanations of political trust

H4a Higher degrees of societal polarization will result in respondents showing more trust 
in the government.

H4b The more a respondent perceives that they belong to the community represented by 
the government, the more they will show trust in the government.

This paper also controls for other factors that may affect political trust in the African con-
text. To deal with this, the paper turns to bundles of factors identified in the literature as 
influencing political trust. The paper is not only interested in whether there is an effect 
of survey sponsorship on self-censoring political trust in a bivariate setting, but also in 
whether this effect is valid if we include other variables affecting political trust. Hence, 
the paper focuses on the effect of survey sponsorship under the conditions of (theoretically 
deduced) contextual and individual-level variables.

3  Research design

3.1  Data

As has been pointed out elsewhere, the Afrobarometer is one of the only known cross cul-
tural surveys that include a question for respondents’ perceptions of survey sponsorship 
(Schlipphak 2013; Tannenberg 2021; Zimbalist 2018). Hence, this dataset has been chosen 
for analyzing the effects of perceived sponsorship. In addition, the data set is perfect to test 
the moderating effect of regime types since it includes democracies as well as autocracies. 
The data collected is of high quality, with full information on survey methodology and 
fieldwork and many variables in the dataset are included that evaluate data quality. Moreo-
ver, face-to-face surveys are carried out by trained surveyors with support from some of 
the top social scientists that study the region. A representative sample of between 1200 and 
2400 respondents participated in the survey from each country. The questionnaires were 
carried out in the countries’ national and local languages, and lasted for approximately one 
hour. This article restricts itself to the merged data file for wave 6, fielded between 2014 
and 2016 which includes 36 countries and 53,935 respondents;1 This also was the last wave 
asking the question about survey sponsorship.

3.2  Analyses

Since the dependent variable is ordinal in nature, several models come to mind that can 
be used to estimate the effect of the independent variables on the dependent variables. An 
ordinal logit model is first estimated but since the proportional odds assumption is not 

1 Observations with missing values are not included in the models.



3459Who is asking? The effect of survey sponsor misperception on…

1 3

satisfied following a Brant (1990) test, so this model is not used.2 The paper uses an ordinal 
generalized linear model (oglm) with a logit link function as its main model, as one does 
not have worry about the proportional odds assumption and the coefficient of independ-
ent variables are interpretable by calculating the predicted probabilities (Williams 2010).3 
As a robustness check the models are also estimated using hierarchical regressions using 
STATA’s GLLAMM package.4 The results for which are quite similar and are presented in 
the “Appendix”.

While the general dependent variable is political trust, the paper actually uses four dif-
ferent variables to measure it thus providing for a more profound analysis. Besides using 
a combined variable for governmental trust, the paper uses trust in the president or prime 
minister, trust in the local government, and trust in the parliament in separate models. We 
expect that the effect of survey sponsor would be significant for all dependent variables. 
This paper does not aim to determine which government institutions will be most affected 
due to misperceptions regarding the survey sponsor, however one could expect that the 
survey sponsor would have the strongest effect on trust in the president, and having weaker 
effects on attitudes toward the local government and other less powerful bodies.

H1 expects the perception of the survey sponsorship to influence respondents’ attitudes. 
We differentiate between respondents who perceive the survey to be carried out by the gov-
ernment and those who perceive otherwise (to include Afrobarometer, a research company, 
university college, international organization or school). As this is the main hypothesis that 
underpins the paper, we shall also calculate the predicted probabilities to give an idea of 
the size of the effect.

H2 expects of regime type to effect political trust.5 To differentiate between democratic 
and autocratic regimes we opt for scores provided by Freedom House. This has several 
benefits but the following two are the most important: First, focusing on measures that 
are as parsimonious as possible, the Freedom House Index does not involve itself with 
different dimensions of democracy and autocracy compared to other indices. Second, by 
only concentrating on civil and political rights—which is a disadvantage elsewhere but 

2 Basically, a Brant Test assesses whether the observed deviations from the ordinal logistic regression 
model are larger than what could be attributed to chance alone.
3 The ordinal generalized linear model (oglm) is estimated using the STATA statistical software. This is a 
type of heterogeneous choice model, also known as a heteroscedastic ordered model. It is different from an 
ordinal logistic regression, in that the model can explicitly specify the determinants of heteroscedasticity in 
order to correct for them.
 A link function in a generalized linear model maps a non-linear relationship to a linear one, which means 
one can fit a linear model to the data. More specifically, it connects the predictors in a model with the 
expected value of the response variable. The purpose of the logit link is to take a linear combination of the 
covariate values and convert those values to the scale of a probability, i.e., between 0 and 1.
4 GLLAMMs are a class of multilevel latent variable models for (multivariate) responses of mixed type 
including continuous responses, counts, duration/survival data, dichotomous, ordered and unordered cat-
egorical responses and rankings. The latent variables (common factors or random effects) can be assumed 
to be discrete or to have a multivariate normal distribution. Examples of models in this class are multilevel 
generalized linear models or generalized linear mixed models, multilevel factor or latent trait models, item 
response models, latent class models and multilevel structural equation models. (Rabe-Hesketh, Skrondal 
and Pickles 2004).
5 As an additional check, an interaction variable which tests moderation effect of regime type on survey 
sponsor is added to the model in Table 4 in the “Appendix” section.
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an advantage for my aim—it concentrates on what the paper actually wants to measure: 
whether citizens feel free and safe to state their opinion in their country or not.6

H3 focuses on the important role of outcomes on respondents’ levels of political trust. 
Unfortunately, if one takes the perception of survey sponsorship not only on trust but also 
on other sensitive issues seriously—and Zimbalist (2018) argues that one should—then 
one should not take variables evaluating the work of the government, the extent of democ-
racy, the fight against corruption or the economic status of the country into account. All of 
these indicators might be influenced by the effect of fear of the government being the spon-
sor of the survey as well. Therefore, to measure respondents’ satisfaction with the current 
state, this paper uses the question on respondent’s own living conditions, asking whether 
a respondent considers their present condition to be very bad, fairly bad, neither good nor 
bad, fairly good, or very good. The paper expects a positive correlation between better liv-
ing conditions and political trust (Isani and Schlipphak 2020).

H4 formulates expectations on the effect of societal polarization based on Citrin and 
Stoker (2018). This paper measures the extent of societal polarization on the context as 
well as the individual level. On the contextual level, we calculate the average of citizens per 
country that would refuse to live beside a neighbor that is from a different religion or from 
a different ethnic group. We argue that the higher the average, the greater societal polariza-
tion is at the aggregate level. Therefore, we expect this polarization variable to have a nega-
tive impact on respondents’ levels of trust in political actors. Furthermore, at the individual 
level, we observe whether an individual feels connected with the community, which the 
government and the parliament is responsible for, by measuring respondents’ degree of 
national identity feelings. The higher the values are on that variable, the higher the connec-
tion to the community represented by the government and therefore the higher the levels of 
trust they will have in that political actor. Consequently, we do not expect this variable to 
influence trust in the local government.

3.3  Covariates

The paper expects personal demographics to influence political trust. Hence, the usual 
socio-demographics of age, gender, and education are measured. In the literature, there 
is a debate on whether youth is more strongly correlated with distrust and whether this 
is a cohort effect or not. The debate has most explicitly has taken place in the Journal 
of Democracy (Alexander and Welzel 2017; Foa and Mounk 2016, 2017a, 2017b; Voeten 
2017). Second, education has been shown to influence trust in political actors, with higher 
levels of education leading to higher levels of trust. Third, in the literature, it seems that 
female respondents are more trusting toward political actors than male respondents (Isani 
and Schlipphak 2017b). In addition, the article also looks at the religiosity of respondents. 
It is expected that religiosity will negatively influence political trust although previous lit-
erature has shown mixed results (Isani and Schlipphak 2017a).

6 As a robustness check, in “Appendix” Table 6, the paper uses Polity scores instead of Freedom House 
scores in the model.
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4  Empirical findings

4.1  Descriptive findings

Table 1 shows the descriptive statistics and coding for both the dependent and independent 
variables. The dependent variables are measured on a four-point scale (0–3) of increasing 
trust. There is neither too much trust nor distrust in all three institutions as the means for all 
three variables is around 1.5. Trust in government, which the sum of trust in the three insti-
tutions, has a mean value of 4.67. When comparing means among the dependent variables, 
the mean trust in president/prime minister is a bit higher than trust in local government and 
parliament.

Regarding the independent variables, 32% of African citizens incorrectly perceive the survey 
sponsor to be the government. Hence, this result shows that there is enough variation in the 
main independent variable. Overall, in the sample of African countries in the Afrobarometer, 
the average freedom house rating is 3.73 which means that on average the countries are some-
where between democracies and autocracies in terms of civic and political rights. The Afro-
barometer sample also seems well-balanced in terms of gender and age. The mean education 
value shows that the average level is below that of primary education completed which mirrors 
quite well with the more general African population. On average, the sample is more religious 
and identifies moderately strong with a national identity. The self-perceived living condition has 
a mean value of 2.72 which is slightly below the neither good nor bad situation.

Table 3 in the “Appendix” depicts the country variation in perception of survey sponsor. 
There is wide variation in the belief that the government is behind the survey with as much 
as 51% in Mali and as low as 5% in Liberia. This signals the need for at least controlling 
for the country level in the empirical model even if one is not able to explain the variation 
between individual countries. Therefore, all of the main models are estimated with coun-
try-fixed effects. It is also worthwhile to point out that in almost all countries significant 
numbers of people misperceive the survey sponsor.

4.2  Multivariate models

To test the hypotheses, we estimate four ordinal generalized linear models with a logit link 
function.7 Table 2 presents the results of these calculations. For all models, the mispercep-
tion of government as survey sponsor relates positively and significantly to trust in govern-
ment, trust in the president/prime minister, local government and parliament. This indi-
cates strong support in favour of H1.

There is also support for H2, higher levels of authoritarianism correlate with greater 
trust in government, trust in the president, trust in parliament and trust in the local gov-
ernment. As expected, there is significant support for H3, as better self-reported living 
conditions are significantly and positively related to greater trust in governmental institu-
tions. There is also strong support for H4a as higher level of polarization is significantly 
related to a higher trust in government institutions. Moreover, as expected a strong national 

7 The conditional distribution of the responses given the explanatory variables is specified via a family and 
a link function (Rabe-Hesketh, Skrondal and Pickles 2004). A link function in a generalized linear model 
maps a non-linear relationship to a linear one, which means you can fit a linear model to the data.
 The coefficients in regression Table 2 show the ordered log-odds scale for a unit change in the response 
variable when the other independent variables are held constant.



3463Who is asking? The effect of survey sponsor misperception on…

1 3

Table 2  Ordinal generalized linear model (OGLM) explaining political trust by survey sponsor mispercep-
tion. Source: Afrobarometer 2016–2018. Own calculations

Trust in president Trust in parliament Trust in Local 
government

Combined 
governmental 
trust

Independent variables
(H1) Survey sponsor 0.35*** 0.25*** 0.22*** 0.32***

(0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02)
(H2) FH rating − 0.17*** − 0.17*** − 0.10*** − 0.19***

(0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03)
(H3) Living condition 0.30*** 0.25*** 0.25*** 0.32***

(0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01)
(H4a) Polarization 0.03*** 0.05*** 0.04*** 0.05***

(0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00)
(H4b) National identity 0.07*** 0.05*** 0.00 0.05***

(0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01)
Control variables
Female − 0.03 0.01 0.02 − 0.01

(0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02)
Age 0.01*** 0.00*** 0.00*** 0.01***

(0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00)
Education − 0.08*** − 0.08*** − 0.09*** − 0.10***

(0.00) (0.01) (0.01) (0.00)
Religiosity − 0.00 − 0.00 − 0.00 − 0.00

(0.01) (0.01) (0.00) (0.01)
Fixed affects
Benin − 0.46*** 0.00 0.10 − 0.19

(0.11) (0.11) (0.11) (0.11)
Botswana 0.68*** 0.39*** 0.46*** 0.54***

(0.10) (0.10) (0.10) (0.10)
Burkina Faso 0.50*** 0.79*** 0.69*** 0.78***

(0.08) (0.08) (0.08) (0.08)
Cameroon 1.08*** 0.40*** 0.23** 0.68***

(0.08) (0.08) (0.08) (0.07)
Ivory Coast 0.49*** 0.53*** 0.14 0.44***

(0.08) (0.08) (0.08) (0.07)
Ghana − 0.74*** − 0.55*** − 0.41*** − 0.74***

(0.12) (0.12) (0.12) (0.12)
Kenya 0.77*** 0.35*** 0.37*** 0.55***

(0.06) (0.06) (0.06) (0.06)
Lesotho − 0.54*** − 0.67*** − 0.35*** − 0.64***

(0.11) (0.11) (0.11) (0.11)
Liberia − 0.58*** − 0.32*** − 0.12 − 0.46***

(0.08) (0.08) (0.08) (0.08)
Madagascar − 0.23** − 0.15 0.86 0.15*

(0.08) (0.08) (0.08) (0.08)
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Table 2  (continued)

Trust in president Trust in parliament Trust in Local 
government

Combined 
governmental 
trust

Malawi − 1.04*** 0.35*** 0.67*** 0.05

(0.07) (0.07) (0.07) (0.07)
Mali 0.31*** 0.34*** 0.20** 0.33***

(0.07) (0.07) (0.07) (0.07)
Mauritius − 0.52*** − 0.07 0.11 − 0.24*

(0.12) (0.12) (0.12) (0.12)
Mozambique 0.50*** 0.21** 0.11 0.31***

(0.07) (0.07) (0.07) (0.08)
Namibia 0.86*** 1.02*** 0.76*** 1.02***

(0.11) (0.11) (0.11) (0.11)
Niger − 0.14 − 0.52*** − 0.17 − 0.32**

(0.12) (0.12) (0.12) (0.12)
Nigeria − 0.92*** − 0.96*** − 0.68*** − 1.04***

(0.06) (0.06) (0.06) (0.06)
STP − 0.71*** − 0.46*** − 0.27* − 0.57***

(0.11) (0.12) (0.12) (0.12)
Senegal 0.15 − 0.17 0.65*** 0.20

(0.11) (0.12) (0.11) (0.11)
Sierra Leone 0.27** 0.32*** − 0.29** − 0.13

(0.09) (0.09) (0.10) (0.09)
South Africa − 1.22*** − 0.49*** − 0.48*** − 0.91***

(0.10) (0.10) (0.11) (0.10)
Swaziland − 0.34 − 0.20 − 0.33 − 0.52

(0.40) (0.37) (0.39) (0.39)
Tanzania 1.00*** 1.04*** 1.17*** 1.25***

(0.08) (0.08) (0.08) (0.08)
Togo 0.43*** 0.14 − 0.04 0.18*

(0.08) (0.08) (0.08) (0.08)
Uganda 1.60*** 1.03*** 0.66*** 1.21***

(0.06) (0.06) (0.06) (0.06)
Zambia 0.05 − 0.09 − 0.37*** − 0.19*

(0.08) (0.08) (0.08) (0.08)
Zimbabwe 0.92*** 0.83*** 0.65*** 0.94***

(0.06) (0.06) (0.06) (0.06)
Cutpoint 1 − 0.52*** − 0.59*** − 0.48** − 1.45***

(0.16) (0.16) (0.17) (0.16)
Cutpoint 2 0.64*** 0.73*** 0.87*** − 0.95***

(0.16) (0.16) (0.17) (0.16)
Cutpoint 3 1.66*** 2.03*** 2.20*** − 0.45**

(0.16) (0.16) (0.17) (0.16)
Cutpoint 4 0.33*

(0.16)
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identity (H4b) is positively and significantly related to trust in national institutions but not 
in local government.

As far as the control variables are concerned, gender and religiosity are not significantly 
related to trust in all three institutions, however, older people are slightly more likely to 
trust the government. The more policy relevant finding is that education is negatively and 
significantly related to trust in the president and the local government (Fig. 1).

In order to probe the effect of survey sponsorship on combined governmental trust, the 
paper turns to graphing the predicted probabilities. All other independent variables are 
held at their means. If an individual misperceives the government to be the survey sponsor, 
the less is his or her predicted probability of having low trust in government institutions 
(Trust in Government Combined = 0–4). On the contrary, if an individual misperceives 
the government to be the survey sponsor the higher is his or her predicted probability of 
having high trust in government in government institutions (Trust in Government Com-
bined = 6–9). Misperceiving the survey sponsor, for example, increases one’s probability 
of being of having high trust in government (Trust in Government Combined = 9) by more 
than 3 percentage points (or about 33%), and decreases one’s probability of having low 
trust in government institutions (Trust in Government Combined = 1) by 2.5 percentage 
points (or about 25%).

4.3  Robustness checks and limitations

The paper utilizes a Spearman rank correlation matrix to examine the independent vari-
ables for multicollinearity in Table  4. The table demonstrates that there is no reason to 
be concerned about any of the correlations between the independent variables. To check 

Table 2  (continued)

Trust in president Trust in parliament Trust in Local 
government

Combined 
governmental 
trust

Cutpoint 5 0.79***

(0.16)
Cutpoint 6 1.26***

(0.16)
Cutpoint 7 2.01***

(0.16)
Cutpoint 8 2.57***

(0.16)
Cutpoint 9 3.08***

(0.16)
N 40,977 40,417 40,323 39,376
Likelihood ratio  X2 7970*** 4911*** 4516*** 7126***
AIC 103,335 106,989 106,935 170,254
BIC 103,672 107,325 107,270 170,640
Pseudo  R2 7.01% 4.04% 4.05% 4.02%

Ordinal generalized linear models estimated with country fixed effects. Standard errors in parentheses. 
* = significant at the 0.05 level ** = significant at the 0.01 level *** = significant at the 0.001 level
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whether the results presented above are not artefacts of model selection, we recalculated 
the models using multilevel models as shown in Table 5 in the “Appendix” (Rabe-Hesketh 
et  al. 2004). The results remained mostly the same in terms of the direction and signif-
icance of the effects of the independent variables on the dependent variables. Secondly, 
shown in Table 6, we checked whether the effect was survey sponsorship on governmental 
trust is moderated by the type of regime. This resultant interaction variable is insignifi-
cantly related to governmental trust. In addition, we also estimated the main models with-
out the national identity and polarization variables in Table 7, as these questions were not 
asked in some of the countries included in the dataset. The results here also remain mostly 
the same in terms of the direction and significant of the effects. Finally, we used polity 
instead of freedom house scores as independent variables in my main models in Table 8 to 
check whether measuring democracy differently would affect the results of the model. The 
polity scores had an insignificant effect on political trust.

One of the major limitations of the analysis presented that the paper only used observa-
tional data. There has been literature before that has used experiments before to measure 
the effect of survey sponsor as discussed in the literature review but not in the African con-
text. It is much difficult to make causal inferences from observational data, so a possible 
direction for future work in this context would be to use experimental methods.

Fig. 1  The effect of survey sponsor misperception on government trust
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5  Conclusion

Do survey sponsor misperceptions affect political trust in Africa? Using robust and original 
empirical models in a novel context, this article finds that, in line with previous literature, 
survey sponsor misperceptions make citizens more likely to report higher levels of trust 
in political actors. The effect of survey sponsor is significant and substantive even when 
we have other variables in the model that have been hypothesized to affect political trust. 
It is noteworthy to point out that those respondents living in more authoritarian regimes 
who agree to participate in the survey show significantly higher trust in the president/prime 
minister, parliament and local government. Misperceptions that the government or any 
other foreign actor is behind the survey significantly affects political trust irrespective of 
whether the government is democratic or authoritarian. If the fear mechanism works, this 
would imply that—at least in the context this data—people may be fearful of democratic as 
well as authoritarian governments when answering survey questions.

One implication that derives from this research is that survey agencies should try to 
mitigate the absolute levels of misperceiving respondents. To do so, one would need to 
know who exactly these individuals are and whether there are characteristics identifying 
them that could be easily ascertained at the beginning of a survey or recognized by the 
interviewer even before conducting the interview. If such characteristics exist, then one 
could think about introducing further stimuli such as repeatedly emphasizing the survey 
sponsor, or clearly show that there really is an academic project coordinator behind the sur-
vey by showing pictures or websites depicting the coordinator respondents in order to clear 
up any misperceptions regarding the survey sponsor. Some preliminary evidence from my 
side indicates that higher education—that is, more information—might be key here.

As the paper’s empirical findings are not only statistically significant but also the paper’s 
extensive robustness checks lend further credence to the theoretical claims, we are confi-
dent that the paper has presented a strong general picture upon which further research and 
survey practice can and should be based. We look forward to participating in such research 
on understanding and reducing sponsor misperceptions in even further depth in the future, 
which shall be based on experiments.

Appendix

See the Tables 3, 4, 5, 6, 7 and 8.
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Table 3  Aggregate levels of 
misperception per country. 
Source: Afrobarometer sixth 
wave (2014–2016). Own 
calculations

Country % Considering government 
to be the survey sponsor

Algeria 10% (119)
Benin 32% (381)
Botswana 44% (526)
Burkina Faso 41% (489)
Burundi 21% (256)
Cameroon 33% (390)
Cape Verde 17% (209)
Cote d’Ivoire 43% (510)
Egypt 28% (338)
Gabon 29% (343)
Ghana 38% (901)
Guinea 49% (592)
Kenya 25% (594)
Lesotho 49% (584)
Liberia 5% (62)
Madagascar 21% (249)
Malawi 41% (977)
Mali 51% (617)
Mauritius 24% (291)
Morocco 13% (156)
Mozambique 26% (621)
Namibia 35% (425)
Niger 43% (517)
Nigeria 26% (619)
Sao Tome and Principe 25% (301)
Senegal 34% (403)
Sierra Leone 29% (340)
South Africa 35% (830)
Sudan 12% (139)
Swaziland 58% (699)
Tanzania 40% (952)
Togo 40% (485)
Tunisia 13% (159)
Uganda 40% (953)
Zambia 45% (534)
Zimbabwe 39% (937)
Total 32% (17,498)
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Table 5  Explaining political trust by survey sponsor misperception (multilevel models). Source: Afroba-
rometer 2016–2018. Own calculations

 Standard errors in parentheses. * = significant at the 0.05 level ** = significant at the 0.01 level *** = sig-
nificant at the 0.001 level

Trust in president Trust in parliament Trust in local 
government

Combined 
governmental 
trust

Independent variables
(H1) Survey sponsor 0.36*** 0.25*** 0.21*** 0.32***

(0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02)
(H2)FH rating 0.14*** 0.07*** 0.07*** 0.13***

(0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01)
(H3) Living condition 0.31*** 0.28*** 0.26*** 0.32***

(0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01)
(H4a) Polarization − 0.00 − 0.01*** 0.01*** 0.02***

(0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.01)
(H4b) National identity 0.08*** 0.04*** 0.00 0.04***

(0.01) (0.01) (0.00) (0.00)
Control variables
Female − 0.02 − 0.02 − 0.01 − 0.01

(0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02)
Age 0.01*** 0.00*** 0.05*** 0.01***

(0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00)
Education − 0.08*** − 0.09*** − 0.07*** − 0.09***

(0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00)
Religiosity 0.00 0.00 − 0.00 − 0.01

(0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00)
Country level (Level 2) 0.12*** 0.29*** 0.08*** 0.17***

(0.00) (0.01) (0.00) (0.00)
Log-likelihood − 51,741 − 53,566 − 53,510 − 85,225
Level 1 units 40,977 40,417 40,417 40,323
Level 2 units 30 30 30 30
AIC 103,509 107,158 107,046 170,488
BIC 103,621 107,269 107,158 170,651
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Table 6  Explaining political trust 
by survey sponsor misperception 
(ordinal generalized linear model 
with survey sponsor and freedom 
house interaction term). Source: 
Afrobarometer 2016–2018. Own 
calculations

Combined 
governmental 
trust

Independent variables
(H1) Survey sponsor 0.26***

(0.05)
(H2)FH rating − 0.19***

(0.03)
(H2) Survey sponsor*FH rating 0.01

(0.01)
(H3) Living condition 0.32***

(0.01)
(H4a) Polarization 0.05***

(0.00)
(H4b) National identity 0.05***

(0.01)
Control variables
Female − 0.01

(0.02)
Age 0.01***

(0.00)
Education − 0.10***

(0.00)
Religiosity − 0.00

(0.01)
Fixed affects
Benin − 0.18

(0.11)
Botswana 0.54***

(0.10)
Burkina Faso 0.78***

(0.08)
Cameroon 0.68***

(0.07)
Ivory Coast 0.44***

(0.07)
Ghana − 0.73***

(0.12)
Kenya 0.55***

(0.06)
Lesotho − 0.62***

(0.11)
Liberia − 0.46***

(0.08)
Madagascar 0.16*

(0.08)
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Table 6  (continued) Combined 
governmental 
trust

Malawi − 0.05

(0.07)
Mali 0.33***

(0.07)
Mauritius − 0.24*

(0.12)
Mozambique 0.32***

(0.07)
Namibia 1.02***

(0.11)
Niger 0.32**

(0.12)
Nigeria − 1.04***

(0.06)
STP − 0.57***

(0.12)
Senegal 0.21

(0.11)
Sierra Leone − 0.13

(0.09)
South Africa − 0.91***

(0.10)
Swaziland − 0.53

(0.39)
Tanzania 1.25***

(0.08)
Togo 0.18*

(0.08)
Uganda 1.20***

(0.06)
Zambia − 0.19*

(0.08)
Zimbabwe 0.93***

(0.06)
Cutpoint 1 − 1.45***

(0.16)
Cutpoint 2 − 0.97***

(0.16)
Cutpoint 3 − 0.47**

(0.16)
Cutpoint 4 0.31

(0.16)
Cutpoint 5 0.77***

(0.16)
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Table 6  (continued) Combined 
governmental 
trust

Cutpoint 6 1.24***

(0.16)
Cutpoint 7 1.99***

(0.16)
Cutpoint 8 2.55***

(0.16)
Cutpoint 9 3.07***

(0.16)
N 39,376
Likelihood ratio  X2 7127***
AIC 170,255
BIC 170,650
Pseudo  R2 4.02%

Standard errors in parentheses. * = significant at the 0.05 level 
** = significant at the 0.01 level *** = significant at the 0.001 level
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Table 7  Explaining political trust 
by survey sponsor misperception 
(ordinal generalized linear 
models without polarization 
and national identity as 
independent variables). Source: 
Afrobarometer 2016–2018. Own 
calculations

Combined 
governmental 
trust

Independent variables
(H1) Survey Sponsor 0.31***

(0.02)
(H2)FH Rating 0.10***

(0.02)
(H3) Living Condition 0.32***

(0.01)
Control variables
Female 0.02

(0.02)
Age 0.01***

(0.00)
Education − 0.09***

(0.00)
Religiosity − 0.00

(0.01)
Fixed affects
Algeria − 1.00***

(0.09)
Benin − 0.15*

(0.07)
Botswana 0.49***

(0.07)
Burkina Faso 0.39***

(0.07)
Burundi 1.23***

(0.85)
Cameroon − 0.26**

(0.09)
Ivory Coast − 0.42***

(0.07)
Gabon − 1.07***

(0.08)
Ghana − 0.55***

(0.06)
Kenya 0.21***

(0.06)
Lesotho − 0.09

(0.07)
Liberia − 0.81***

(0.07)
Madagascar 0.13*

(0.06)
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Table 7  (continued) Combined 
governmental 
trust

Malawi − 0.22***

(0.06)
Mali 0.06

(0.07)
Mauritius − 0.01

(0.07)
Morocco − 1.07***

(0.04)
Mozambique 0.30***

(0.06)
Namibia 1.00***

(0.07)
Niger 0.71***

(0.07)
Nigeria − 1.20***

(0.06)
STP − 0.56***

(0.07)
Senegal 0.29***

(0.07)
Sierra Leone − 0.48***

(0.07)
South Africa − 0.82***

(0.06)
Sudan − 0.81***

(0.11)
Swaziland − 0.35***

(0.09)
Tanzania 0.94***

(0.05)
Togo − 0.46***

(0.07)
Tunisia − 0.16*

(0.07)
Uganda 0.26***

(0.07)
Zambia − 0.14*

(0.07)
Zimbabwe 0.04

(0.07)
Cutpoint 1 − 1.21***

(0.08)
Cutpoint 2 − 0.71***

(0.08)
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Table 7  (continued) Combined 
governmental 
trust

Cutpoint 3 − 0.21**

(0.08)
Cutpoint 4 0.56***

(0.08)
Cutpoint 5 1.02***

(0.08)
Cutpoint 6 1.50***

(0.08)
Cutpoint 7 2.25***

(0.08)
Cutpoint 8 2.82***

(0.08)
Cutpoint 9 3.32***

(0.08)
N 47,655
Likelihood ratio  X2 8877***
AIC 205,923
BIC 206,353
Pseudo  R2 4.13%

Standard errors in parentheses. * = significant at the 0.05 level 
** = significant at the 0.01 level *** = significant at the 0.001 level
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Table 8  Explaining combined 
political trust using polity scores 
(ordinal generalized linear 
model). Source: Afrobarometer 
2016–2018. Own calculations

Combined 
governmental 
trust

Independent variables
(H1) Survey sponsor 0.32***

(0.02)
(H2) Polity scores 0.03

(0.02)
(H3) Living condition 0.32***

(0.01)
(H4a) Polarization − 0.01

(0.02)
(H4b) National Identity 0.05***

(0.01)
Control variables
Female − 0.02

(0.02)
Age 0.01***

(0.00)
Education − 0.10***

(0.00)
Religiosity − 0.00

(0.00)
Fixed affects
Benin − 0.65*

(0.32)
Botswana 0.09

(0.31)
Burkina Faso 0.08

(0.29)
Cape Verde 0.38

(0.40)
Ivory Coast − 0.59*

(0.30)
Gabon − 1.12***

(0.26)
Ghana − 1.15***

(0.34)
Kenya − 0.11

(0.30)
Lesotho − 0.40*

(0.16)
Liberia − 1.06***

(0.27)
Madagascar − 0.44

(0.27)
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Table 8  (continued) Combined 
governmental 
trust

Malawi − 0.50*

(0.23)
Mali − 0.05

(0.15)
Mauritius − 0.58

(0.36)
Mozambique 0.16

(0.12)
Namibia 0.51

(0.31)
Niger 0.58***

(0.17)
Nigeria − 1.38***

(0.17)
Senegal − 0.25

(0.33)
Sierra Leone − 0.90**

(0.35)
South Africa − 1.35***

(0.34)
Tanzania 0.79***

(0.15)
Togo − 0.47**

(0.15)
Uganda 0.38**

(0.13)
Zambia − 0.41*

(0.19)
Zimbabwe 0.01

(0.22)
Cutpoint 1 − 1.61***

(0.24)
Cutpoint 2 − 1.12***

(0.24)
Cutpoint 3 − 0.62**

(0.24)
Cutpoint 4 0.15

(0.24)
Cutpoint 5 0.61**

(0.24)
Cutpoint 6 1.08***

(0.24)
Cutpoint 7 1.83***

(0.24)
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