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Following Russia’s full-scale assault on Ukraine nearly 
a year ago, the Kremlin adopted a raft of repressive 

measures aimed at stifling criticism of the government 
and opposition to the war. Within days, the context for 
publicly expressing political opinion, and consequently 
for survey research in Russia, changed dramatically.

Yet the Russian authorities have not sought to reg-
ulate household surveys directly. The Russian govern-
ment has not pursued the Chinese model of controlling 
what topics or questions can be asked.

Paradoxically, the war has brought more rather than 
fewer survey research entities into view in Russia—and 
this despite concerns, widespread at its start, that the war 
would spell the end of independent polling in Russia.

With the opportunities for continued survey research 
in Russia come critical questions about the practice of 
polling in repressive environments. Here are four ques-
tions you should be asking about surveys on the war 
in Russia.

Who Is Responding?
“Surveys are a worthless barometer of opinion in Rus-
sia, 95 percent of people refuse to respond” is a frequent 
refrain among skeptics of survey research in Russia. But 
it isn’t exactly right.

Who pollsters successfully interview depends on 
many things. It depends on who they can contact 
and then who agrees to participate. One key factor is 
how pollsters attempt to reach potential respondents—
whether by phone, online, or in person. And even within 
a given survey mode, there is wide variation across sur-
veys in terms of the effort and cost expended to reach 
respondents and build a rapport with people who ini-
tially decline to participate.

It is true that some telephone surveys successfully 
interview fewer than 10 percent of the people they dial. 
Russian Field, for example, reports a success rate of 5–9 
percent since the start of the war. (https://russianfield.
com/yubiley). Response rates are not even reported for 
many online surveys, raising additional concerns. With 
such low response rates, a  lot hangs on how the sam-
ple of people pollsters do reach is adjusted to match the 
known characteristics of the general Russian population.

High-quality face-to-face surveys have much higher 
response rates: 25–30 percent over the same period, 
according to data published by the Levada Center. For 
context, the rate at which people have refused to partici-

pate in Levada’s surveys since February 2022 has been 
similar to the rate at which people in the US have refused 
to participate in recent American National Elections 
Studies surveys, the gold standard for survey research 
on American politics.

A separate but crucial question is whether Russians 
are more fearful and less willing to respond to surveys 
since the start of the war. Russian Field reports that 
refusals are rising—yet their own published data (which 
begin in February 2022 with Russia’s full-scale inva-
sion) reveal some volatility but no consistent trend. The 
refusal rates for dialed numbers in post-war Chronicle 
polls are likewise stable (https://www.extremescan.eu/
post/14-the-first-phase-of-a-special-military-operation-
in-the-minds-of-russians). But it bears repeating that 
though the percentage of dials yielding a completed 
interview for these telephone polls is low, it is no worse 
than in reputable American phone polls—even if that 
is perhaps cold comfort given talk about the death of 
telephone polling in the US.

To understand whether this situation is driven by 
fear, however, a key piece of data is this: for surveys 
where a pre- and post-war comparison is possible (such 
as Levada’s regular omnibus poll), response rates are 
not appreciably lower than they were before February 
2022. Vladimir Zvonovsky reports the same for sur-
veys by FOM and VTsIOM: overall refusals to par-
ticipate have not increased following Russia’s February 
assault on Ukraine, though refusals by Russian youth 
do appear to have grown (https://www.extremescan.
eu/post/6-respondents-cooperation-in-surveys-on-
military--operations).

Do People Decline to Respond to 
Potentially Sensitive Questions or Give 
Evasive Answers?
Even people who agree to be surveyed may refuse to 
answer politically sensitive questions. Smart consumers 
of Russian polling should look out for respondents who 
hide their opposition to the Kremlin with “don’t know” 
answers. To date, however, such evasive non-response 
generally remains low for potentially sensitive ques-
tions. There has been no marked rise in evasive responses 
to questions regarding the country’s direction (right/
wrong) or approval of Putin.

Analyzing data from six post-war waves of the Chron-
icle, Nadia Evangelian and Andrei Tkachenko conclude 

https://russianfield.com/yubiley
https://russianfield.com/yubiley
https://www.extremescan.eu/post/14-the-first-phase-of-a-special-military-operation-in-the-minds-of-russians
https://www.extremescan.eu/post/14-the-first-phase-of-a-special-military-operation-in-the-minds-of-russians
https://www.extremescan.eu/post/14-the-first-phase-of-a-special-military-operation-in-the-minds-of-russians
https://www.extremescan.eu/post/6-respondents-cooperation-in-surveys-on-military--operations
https://www.extremescan.eu/post/6-respondents-cooperation-in-surveys-on-military--operations
https://www.extremescan.eu/post/6-respondents-cooperation-in-surveys-on-military--operations


RUSSIAN ANALYTICAL DIGEST No. 292, 22 February 2023 5

that “don’t know” responses more likely reflect respon-
dents’ lack of clear opinions on the war (and other polit-
ical issues) than a fear of expressing opposition (https://
www.extremescan.eu/post/14-the-first-phase-of-a-
special-military-operation-in-the-minds-of-russians).

Research by Xiaoxiao Shen and Rory Truex shows 
that while, in many authoritarian countries, citizens are 
about as likely to avoid questions about their govern-
ment, democracy, and respect for human rights as cit-
izens in democracies, self-censorship is higher in those 
countries with the most closed political systems. In short, 
then, nonresponse in Russia could still rise, concealing 
opposition to the war.

Can Survey Responses Be Believed?
As political or social pressure to express a particular opin-
ion grows, respondents become less likely to decline to 
answer pollsters’ questions and more likely to misrep-
resent their views.

Most survey questions are asked directly, as in “Do 
you support or do you not support the decision to 
undertake the special military operation in Ukraine?” 
(VTsIOM) or “Do you approve of the activities of V. 
Putin as President of Russia?” (Levada). And most of 
what the media report in Russia and abroad about Rus-
sians’ support for Vladimir Putin and the war is based 
on direct questions.

There are better ways to ask, however. Research 
shows that direct survey questions can lead to substan-
tial underreporting on sensitive topics. It also shows that 
asking questions indirectly, in ways that protect respon-
dents by veiling their individual responses on the sensi-
tive issue, provides a picture that is closer to the truth.

Russia’s war in Ukraine has, of course, been ongo-
ing since 2014. The period since the annexation of Cri-
mea has witnessed a tightening of political control and 
a deteriorating climate for free expression. Even before 
the full-scale assault on Ukraine began in February 2022, 
there was a need for caution when it came to interpre-
ting direct questions about Putin and his policies. Mixed 
evidence on the sensitivity of political questions in Rus-
sian opinion polling has existed for some time.

On the one hand, there is evidence that, in more 
“normal” times, Russian survey respondents were less 
fearful and less prone to lie than commonly assumed. 
Using three different approaches to gauging support 
for Putin (including two types of indirect question-
ing), I found consistent evidence in ongoing research 
that just under two-thirds of Russians supported him 
in December 2021, on the eve of the war. I also found 
that responses to direct questioning mostly reflected 
sincere support.

Similarly, political scientist Timothy Frye and his 
coauthors once determined that Putin’s high appro-

val ratings were largely sincere. On the other hand, the 
same scholars’ ongoing research concludes that “there 
is considerably more uncertainty [today] about Putin’s 
true support than was apparent in 2015.” Indeed, even 
the sincerity of support for Putin after Russia annexed 
Crimea has recently come into question. Henry Hale’s 
new analysis of Russian surveys conducted in 2015, sev-
eral months after Frye et al.’s, finds that misrepresenta-
tion was an important factor in the post-Crimea surge 
in Putin’s approval rating.

Recent survey evidence from Russia suggests that 
surging support for the war may also be partially insin-
cere. Philipp Chapkovski and Max Schaub, for example, 
find in an online sample that is younger and more edu-
cated than the general Russian population that support 
for Putin’s special military operation may barely reach 
a majority and that direct questioning inflates support 
by approximately 10 percentage points.

Research in social psychology suggests that the 
appearance of broad support for the war will beget even 
greater support as people take their cues from others or 
strive to fit in. The Kremlin’s weaponization of polling, 
as Maxim Alyukov explains, exploits this fact.

Bandwagoning does, however, appear to have limits. 
Cues about Putin’s popularity did little to enhance 
people’s support for him in a recent study (https://www.v-
dem.net/media/publications/Working_Paper_132.pdf). 
But cues about a decline in his popularity caused both 
stated and sincere support to fall.

How Do Survey Findings Square with 
Other Sources of Information?
Findings from a single survey question are flimsy. Reli-
able insights come from what survey researchers call 

“triangulation.” One can triangulate across multiple 
questions. Comparing questions on the war shows that 
wording choice can increase/decrease support by up to 
20 percentage points. Whether a question asks about 
the decision (i.e., by Putin) to begin the “special mili-
tary operation;” or primes support for the troops by ask-
ing about the actions of the Russian Armed Forces; or 
uses the Kremlin’s language of “special military oper-
ation” (or drops the word “special”); or forces people 
who have no firm opinion to take a position (especially 
a stark binary position)—all produce different figures 
on support.

And one can triangulate across multiple survey 
questionnaires. Comparing the order in which ques-
tions are asked across “split-ballot” samples (i.e., dif-
ferent groups of similar survey respondents) shows that 

“ordering effects” drive differences in support of up to 
10 percentage points. Ask about the war at the top of 
a survey, before priming other political considerations, 
and it is lower.
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One can also triangulate across pollsters and modes 
of interview (online, telephone, face-to-face). As the 
amount of survey data from Russia has grown, so too 
have the methods employed. Surveys based on newer 
methods, such as the high-frequency polling project 
Russia Watcher, which recruits respondents using 
in-app advertisements (https://russiawatcher.com/
methodology), appear alongside surveys based on tradi-
tional methods. Surveys from probability-based sam-
ples in which respondents are chosen at random from 
a defined population are reported alongside surveys in 
which respondents are recruited online using non-prob-
ability methods. This makes it even more important to 

ask whether survey questions by different pollsters point 
in the same direction and to cross-validate results, as 
Russia Watcher is doing.

In this symposium about polling, it is also impor-
tant to note that we should not rely solely on surveys 
to understand Russians’ opinions about the war. Com-
bining surveys and other systematic insights—from par-
ticipant observation, in-depth interviews, and observed 
behavior (for example, on social media or in online 
searches)—yields a more compelling and reliable pic-
ture. Finally, whatever the current situation with opin-
ion polling, it could evolve, perhaps quickly.

About the Author
Bryn Rosenfeld (@brynrosenfeld) is an assistant professor of government at Cornell University and a principal inves-
tigator of the 2021 Russian Election Study. She is the author of The Autocratic Middle Class: How State Dependency 
Reduces the Demand for Democracy (Princeton University Press, 2020).

Further Reading
•	 Maxim Alyukov (March 9, 2022) “In Russia, Opinion Polls Are a Political Weapon,” OpenDemocracy, https://

www.opendemocracy.net/en/odr/russia-opinion-polls-war-ukraine/.
•	 Noah Buckley, Kyle L. Marquardt, Ora John Reuter and Katerina Tertytchnaya (April 13, 2022) “How pop-

ular is Putin, really?” The Washington Post Monkey Cage. https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/2022/04/13/
putin-public-opinion-propaganda-levada-center/.

•	 Philipp Chapkovski and Max Schaub (2022) “Solid support or secret dissent? A list experiment on preference falsifica-
tion during the Russian war against Ukraine.” Research & Politics, 9(2), https://doi.org/10.1177/20531680221108328.

•	 Timothy Frye, Scott Gehlbach, Kyle L Marquardt, and Ora John Reuter (May 3, 2022) “Is Putin’s Popularity 
(Still) Real? A Cautionary Note on Using List Experiments to Measure Popularity in Authoritarian Regimes.” 
Ponars Policy Memo, https://www.ponarseurasia.org/is-putins-popularity-still-real-a-cautionary-note-on-using-list-
experiments-to-measure-popularity-in-authoritarian-regimes/.

•	 Henry Hale (2022) “Authoritarian rallying as reputational cascade? Evidence from Putin’s popularity surge after 
Crimea.” American Political Science Review, 116(2), 580–594, https://doi.org/10.1017/S0003055421001052.

•	 Bryn Rosenfeld (2022) “Survey research in Russia: in the shadow of war.” Post-Soviet Affairs, https://doi.org/10.1
080/1060586X.2022.2151767.

•	 Bryn Rosenfeld (December 29, 2022) “What are Russians really thinking about the war?” The Washington Post 
Monkey Cage. https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/2022/12/29/russia-ukraine-war-opinion-putin-support/.

•	 Bryn Rosenfeld, Kosuke Imai, and Jacob Shapiro (2016) “An Empirical Validation Study of Popular Survey Meth-
odologies for Sensitive Questions.” American Journal of Political Science, 60: 783–802. https://doi.org/10.1111/
ajps.12205.

•	 Xiaoxiao Shen and Rory Truex. “In search of self-censorship.” British Journal of Political Science 51.4 (2021): 1672–
1684. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0007123419000735.

https://russiawatcher.com/methodology
https://russiawatcher.com/methodology
https://www.brynrosenfeld.com/
https://press.princeton.edu/books/paperback/9780691192185/the-autocratic-middle-class
https://press.princeton.edu/books/paperback/9780691192185/the-autocratic-middle-class
https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/odr/russia-opinion-polls-war-ukraine/
https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/odr/russia-opinion-polls-war-ukraine/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/2022/04/13/putin-public-opinion-propaganda-levada-center/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/2022/04/13/putin-public-opinion-propaganda-levada-center/
https://doi.org/10.1177/20531680221108328
https://www.ponarseurasia.org/is-putins-popularity-still-real-a-cautionary-note-on-using-list-experiments-to-measure-popularity-in-authoritarian-regimes/
https://www.ponarseurasia.org/is-putins-popularity-still-real-a-cautionary-note-on-using-list-experiments-to-measure-popularity-in-authoritarian-regimes/
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0003055421001052
https://doi.org/10.1080/1060586X.2022.2151767
https://doi.org/10.1080/1060586X.2022.2151767
https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/2022/12/29/russia-ukraine-war-opinion-putin-support/
https://doi.org/10.1111/ajps.12205
https://doi.org/10.1111/ajps.12205
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0007123419000735

	Denis Volkov (Levada-Center, Moscow)
	Curious What Russians Think about the War? Ask Yourself This before You Read the Polls

	Bryn Rosenfeld (Cornell University, Ithaca, New York)

