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List experiments are designed to elicit truthful responses to sensitive topics by providing a great
degree of anonymity to the respondents. However, they rely on the assumption that respondents
do not react to the survey design. In this paper, we report the results of a list experiment that
aimed to measure the extent of corruption and bribery in the application process for an interna-
tional support program for small and medium enterprises (SMEs) in Ukraine. The experiment
fails a critical validity check and produces unrealistic results. Closer inspection of the data and
information from a follow-up survey among participants indicates that a significant share of
program beneficiaries may have intentionally misstated their experiences in the application pro-
cess. The results suggest that applying list experiments to detect illegal behavior with possible
adverse consequences for the participants may not be equally effective as in cases of attitudes,
experiences, and behaviors that may be socially unaccepted, embarrassing, stigmatized, or even
traumatic, but do not provoke legal repercussions.
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1 Introduction

List experiments (also known as “item count technique” or
“unmatched count technique”) aim to reduce social desir-
ability bias and dishonesty with respect to sensitive survey
questions by guaranteeing the respondents a high degree
of anonymity (Droitcour et al., 2004). The participants are
randomly divided into two groups (treatment and control
group), each of which is presented with a list of items.
The list for the control group contains only non-sensitive
items, whereas the list for the treatment group additionally
includes a sensitive item, which is intended to capture the
information that the researchers are interested in. The re-
spondents’ task is to state how many of the items apply to
them, but not which ones. Thus, the researchers do not know
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whether any specific item applies to a respondent, giving
the participants an increased level of privacy and making it
easier for them to admit to the sensitive behavior, attitude,
or experience in question. If the sample is large enough,
the difference between the average responses of treatment
and control group members can then be used to estimate
the proportion of participants to whom the sensitive item
applies (Glynn, 2013).

Over time, researchers have applied list experiments
to a wide range of sensitive issues. Examples include
drug use, being the victim of domestic violence or war
crimes, support for genital mutilation, the prevalence of
HIV, abortion, anti-gay sentiment, and racist attitudes and
behaviors, the willingness to sell your vote, and compli-
ance with social distancing measures during the Covid
pandemic (Blair et al., 2014; Carkoglu and Aytac, 2015;
Coffman et al., 2016; De Cao and Lutz, 2018; Kuklinski
et al., 1997; Moseson et al., 2021; Munzert and Selb, 2020;
Traunmueller et al., 2019; and Wolter and Laier, 2014).
Meta-analyses show that the method often results in higher
measures for the sensitive behaviors, experiences, or at-
titudes under investigation than direct questioning (Ehler
et al., 2021; Li and Van den Noortgate, 2022). Due to this


https://doi.org/10.18148/srm/2026.v20i3.8547
https://europeansurveyresearch.org
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/deed.en
https://doi.org/10.17605/osf.io/ugs72
https://doi.org/10.17605/osf.io/ugs72

392 CHRISTOPH SAJONS, BETTINA MULLER, MAKSYM SAMOILIUK

pattern, proponents of the list experiment technique have
called it a “statistical truth serum” (Glynn, 2013).

Despite this reputation, the effectiveness of list exper-
iments critically relies on two strong assumptions. First,
the respondents’ reaction to the non-sensitive items must
be unaffected by the presence of the sensitive item (no de-
sign effect). And second, their answer to the sensitive item
must be honest (no liars) (Blair and Imai, 2012). These
requirements may not always hold, however, especially if
a study focuses on behavior that carries legal consequences
if revealed rather than “merely” being socially undesirable,
embarrassing, or stigmatizing. In such contexts, the list ex-
periment may fail if the respondents distrust the privacy of
the method and misreport deliberately.

This paper examines a case in which exactly that seems
to have happened. We conducted a list experiment on cor-
ruption in the application process for a large international
support program for Ukrainian micro companies after the
full-scale Russian invasion in 2022. Corruption is a be-
havior for which direct questioning is unlikely to succeed
(Heinrich and Hodess, 2011; Heywood, 2014). Yet our list
experiment does not produce valid and conclusive results
either: The respondents’ answers do not pass the test for
design effects and the estimated prevalence of corruption
is negative and cannot be interpreted meaningfully.! We
therefore cannot infer from the experiment whether corrup-
tion has taken place and to which extent. Further subgroup
analyses show that this failure is largely driven by respon-
dents representing companies that received grants, i.e., the
group that seems likeliest to have benefited from any such
machinations.

To examine more closely why the experiment failed, we
ran a follow-up survey with representatives of the same
companies nine months later. The results show that the
respondents understood how to answer the experimental
question correctly and interpreted our framing of “corrup-
tion” as intended. The observed pattern therefore suggests
that the representatives of companies that most likely ex-
perienced corruption in the application process may have
systematically and intentionally provided incorrect answers
in the experiment. In other words, the failure of our exper-
iment does not seem to originate in misunderstanding, but
in deliberate evasion. In a sense, even an unsuccessful list
experiment may therefore provide some indications of the
underlying behavior of respondents.

Finally, we take a step back to check whether the out-
come in our case points towards a potentially systematic

! The respondents in the two surveys reported in this paper were all
representatives of the surveyed companies. To get the owners or man-
agers of these companies to answer the questionnaires, we used their
contact details as provided in the application documents for the recruit-
ment calls and clearly addressed the questions in the surveys to people
running the respective company.

limitation of list experiments. To this end, we conduct a lim-
ited systematic review of recent peer-reviewed articles that
(a) contain “list experiment” or other names of the same
technique in the title and (b) report the results of an orig-
inal application of this method. Among the 44 papers in-
cluded in the review, 37 (84%) focus on behaviors, expe-
riences or attitudes that may be embarrassing, not socially
accepted, stigmatized, or even traumatic, but without le-
gal consequences for the respondents if their honest an-
swer was revealed. By contrast, only 7 articles (16%) aim
at measuring illegal behavior. This imbalance may reflect
that behaviors with legal consequences are less interesting
for researchers than non-consequential outcomes. It could
also signal, however, that list experiments are less effec-
tive in general for topics bearing the risk of legal sanctions
and therefore less publishable. As first tentative support for
this interpretation, we observe that the share of articles in
our data set stating methodological problems is higher for
outcomes with legal consequences than for those without,
although the difference is not statistically significant due to
the small sample size.

With these findings, our paper contributes to the lit-
erature in three ways: First, it provides a comprehensive
account of a failed list experiment in the hope that other
researchers can learn from the experience. Second, by ex-
amining more closely several potential reasons for the fail-
ure, we show that respondents may strategically manipu-
late their answers even in a technique designed to protect
anonymity. Careful subgroup analysis may help to identify
subsets of individuals who are more likely to behave this
way, which in some cases may provide interesting informa-
tion in itself. Third, by situating this case within a broader
review of published studies, we provide tentative evidence
for potential limits to the suitability of list experiments to
study behaviors with legal consequences. We conclude by
encouraging researchers to preregister all list experiments
in publicly accessible platforms to reduce potential publi-
cation bias and enable more comprehensive and rigorous
meta-research about when and why the method works.

The remainder of this paper is organized as follows: First,
we briefly introduce the background of our list experiment
(Section 2) and describe our experimental design in more
detail (Section 3). Then, we present the results of the initial
study (Section 4) for the whole sample and by subgroups of
grant recipients and unsuccessful applicants. In Section 5,
we document the findings of the follow-up survey to exam-
ine possible explanations for the failure of the experiment.
Section 6 discusses our results against a systematic review
of 44 applications of list experiments published in the last
10 years. Section 7 concludes.
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Application and selection process of the EU4B micro grant program in 2023 ¢ Diia business
platform: Online tool of the Ukrainian Ministry of Digital Transformation ® Business Develop-
ment Fund (BDF): Implementing agency in Ukraine ¢ Partner banks: Oschadbank, Privatbank,
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2 Background Information

Our study examines the presence and extent of cor-
ruption in the application and selection process of the
ReACT4UA/EU4B micro grant program for SMEs in
Ukraine (“EU4B micro grant program” in the following).?
This international support program offered very small com-
panies with at most nine employees up to 4000 Euro in
non-repayable grants starting in 2022. Given that the av-
erage monthly salary of a full-time employee in that year
was around 400 Euro (14,600 Ukrainian Hryvnia; State
Statistics Service of Ukraine, 2022), this sum represented
a substantial amount. It could be used for paying wages,
replacing or purchasing equipment, as well as advisory and
certification services within a period of six months.?

For the list experiment, we use the 2022 and 2023 co-
horts of the program. In both years, interested entrepreneurs
could apply for the grants via an online platform of the
Ukrainian Ministry of Digital Transformation (the Diia
Business Platform). They had to provide personal informa-
tion, company details, and a proposal outlining the planned
use of the grant funds. The online portal automatically
checked the applicants’ eligibility, filtered out cases that
clearly missed formal requirements, and forwarded all other
applications to an implementing agency.* The selection of

2 See GIZ (2024) for more information about the program, its funding
and implementation.

3 For a detailed description of the eligibility criteria and spending
guidelines see Giillii et al. (2024).

4 The organizations tasked with the implementation and supervision of
the program were the East Europe Foundation in 2022 and the Business
Development Fund in 2023.

recipients then involved external experts and local banks,
using criteria like eligibility, lack of prior public funding,
and application quality, and paying particular attention to
companies that were relevant for the military or covered
basic needs of the population.

Fig. 1 illustrates the steps of this process in 2023, the year
in which most companies in our sample applied. Here, three
local partner banks (Oschadbank, Privatbank, and Bank
Lviv) additionally checked the statements in the submitted
documents against registration data, verified the submitted
financial data, and looked for any evidence of fraud in the
tax and credit history as well as potential institutional ties
to larger companies.

Where could corruption and bribery enter this picture?
As informal and illegal payments have been an important
issue in Ukraine since the 1990s,’ the designers and ad-
ministrators of the EU4B micro grant program attempted
to minimize individual discretion by using an online por-
tal, automated eligibility checks, and algorithmic or panel-
based scoring. However, the important step of verifying the
submitted information and checking the legal and finan-
cial background of the applicants still relied on individuals
(staff assisting the implementing agencies with the selec-
tion of the grant recipients in 2022 and bank employees
in 2023). As these actors retained considerable discretion
in assessing and rejecting applicants and operated without
close supervision, this phase was the most plausible point
at which corruption could have occurred.

5 Despite a lot of progress in recent years, Ukraine still only ranked
104th in the worldwide Corruption Perceptions Index in 2023 (Trans-
parency International, 2024).
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Design of the list experiment on corruption in the application process

3 The Experiment

Bribing officials or persons who work together with official
bodies such as bank employees is illegal in Ukraine and
may result in up to two years of imprisonment.® Respon-
dents are therefore very unlikely to admit such behavior in
direct questioning (Detkova et al., 2021; Krumpal, 2013;
Tourangeau and Yan, 2007). To obtain information about
possible corruption nevertheless, we included a list exper-
iment in a survey of companies that applied to the EU4B
micro grant program in 2022 or 2023.7 The survey was
conducted by the Ukrainian market research company Ra-
ting Group using the push-to-web method (P2W).8 It ran

6 See Article 368-3 of the Criminal Code of Ukraine, accessible at
https://zakon.rada.gov.ua/laws/show/en/2341-14#n2605.

7 For the 2022 cohort, we could only contact the companies that re-
ceived the grant, because the implementing agency did not collect the
consent to use the data and contact information from the unsuccessful
applicants. In contrast, we were able to contact all applicants from the
2023 cohort.

8 The approach used three steps: (1) An initial email or message with
individualized links to the online survey (see Document A.1 in the On-
line Supplementary Material at https://doi.org/10.17605/0sf.io/ugs72),
followed by a reminder after a week to those who had not responded
yet. (2) Phone calls to non-responding companies after another week,

between December 2023 and March 2024 with the goal
to record the economic situation of the companies in the
time of war, gather feedback on the implementation of the
EU4B program, and collect information for a later impact
evaluation.’

Fig. 2 illustrates the design of the experiment, including
the exact wording of the statements and instructions. The
survey software randomly assigned respondents to either
treatment or control group. The control group faced a list
of statements about non-sensitive possible experiences dur-
ing the application process for the micro grants or issues
their companies may have had at the time of application
(the “short list”). The treatment group received the same
list plus the sensitive item: “I needed to pay money to in-

asking for participation in the survey and sending the link again di-
rectly after the call. (3) Attempts to conduct direct computer-assisted
telephone interviews (CATI) with company representatives who had
not reacted in the previous stages.

9 Documents A.2 and A.3 of the Online Supplementary Material con-
tain the data protection information for all respondents and the full
questionnaire in its different versions for successful applicants in 2022,
successful applicants in 2023, and unsuccessful applicants in 2023.
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fluence the success of my application” (the “long list”).!°
Both groups were asked how many of the items applied to
them, but not which ones. This ensured that the individual
responses remained confidential, except in the rare cases in
which respondents indicated either zero or all possible items
in the respective group. At the group level, however, it is
possible to estimate the share of applicants who needed to
pay money to advance their application from the difference
in the average number of items reported between treatment
and control group (Blair and Imai, 2012; Imai, 2011; Tsai,
2019).

Estimates for sensitive items in list experiments such as
ours are unbiased if three conditions hold (Blair and Imai,
2012):

1. Random assignment: The respondents are randomly al-
located to the two groups such that they form credible
counterfactuals.

2. No design effects: The respondents do not change their
response to the non-sensitive items depending on whether
the sensitive item is included. If this happened, we would
confound the measure for the sensitive item with the par-
ticipants’ change in their statements to the non-sensitive
ones.

3. No liars: The respondents in the treatment group do not
deliberately misreport the sensitive item.

Requirements (1) and (2) can be tested statistically (see
Section 4), but condition (3) cannot. Applied researchers
therefore typically rely on the “more-is-better” criterion
(Tourangeau and Yan, 2007) to assess the success of the
list experiment: If the list experiment produces a higher
estimate of the sensitive outcome of interest than direct
questioning, it is considered to have at least increased the
proportion of respondents who tell the truth.

In designing the experiment, we closely followed the rec-
ommendations and best practices in the literature to reduce
the risk of violating the three requirements for identification
(Droitcour et al., 1991; Glynn, 2013; Hinsley et al., 2019;
Kuklinski et al., 1997): First, the topic of the survey does
not relate to the purpose of the experiment and should thus
not have led to selective participation. Second, we offered
the survey in both Ukrainian and Russian to minimize any
language-related barriers. Third, we embedded the list ex-
periment in a section on the respondents’ experiences with

10 The aim for choosing the statements was two-fold: (1) Include non-
sensitive items that are realistic and related to the real process and situ-
ation, but at the same time not very likely to have occurred altogether,
so that the most likely answer lies somewhere in the middle. (2) Use
a description for the sensitive item that does not explicitly include the
words ‘corruption’ or ‘bribe’, but that respondents would easily con-
nect with these actions. To achieve these features, we used insights
from lengthy interviews with Ukrainian entrepreneurs as well as dis-
cussions with several Ukrainian colleagues and practitioners.

the application and decision-making process so that it does
not stand out and draws attention. Fourth, we use four non-
sensitive items for the short list to balance the competing
interests of masking the sensitive item on the one hand and
keeping the cognitive load for the respondents and the vari-
ation in the outcome variable at acceptable levels on the
other. Fifth, the non-sensitive items relate to the sensitive
one in terms of topic and wording to have a natural feel in
the long list. Sixth, we chose the non-sensitive items 1 and 2
such that they are negatively correlated and stated item 3 so
that it is highly likely to apply to the respondents. With this
combination, we expected that most of the answers lie be-
tween “1” and “3”, which reduces the risk of floor or ceiling
effects.!! Seventh, we talked to several Ukrainian natives
and phrased the sensitive item in a way that clearly relates
to corruption but could potentially also include legal expen-
ditures to give the respondents additional cover. Finally, for
the sake of transparency and open science, we pre-registered
the study and its intended analyses at AsPredicted.org un-
der number 155861 (https://aspredicted.org/3sf7-k6bq.pdf).
Due to the challenging task of having to evaluate a support
program in a war environment with limited time, we did
not pilot the experiment, however, nor did we use a double
list design'? to increase the precision of the estimation.

4 Results

4.1 Main Results

In total, 2484 companies that applied for the EU4B mi-
cro grant program in 2022 or 2023 were contacted for
the survey. Representatives of 1495 of them completed the
questionnaire (60%) and 1457 answered the list experi-
ment (98% of respondents).!* The survey software’s ran-
dom allocation mechanism successfully created treatment
and control groups of about the same size, with 716 and 741
members, respectively (49% and 51% of the respondents).
Likewise, the two groups are very similar with respect to
a large number of relevant observable characteristics. These

1 Floor and ceiling effects can arise if the non-sensitive items are all
very likely or not likely at all, such that the most plausible answer for
them is “0” or “4”. In those cases, the respondents can reasonably fear
that the anonymity of their answers is endangered and therefore do not
answer honestly to the sensitive item.

12 Tn a double list design, respondents see two lists of different state-
ments and are asked to answer how many are true for them in each
case. One of the two lists randomly contains the sensitive item of inter-
est, such that every respondent faces one “short” and one “long” list.
For more details, see Glynn (2013).

13- All data sets used for this paper are accessible in the Online Supple-
mentary Material at OSF (https://doi.org/10.17605/0sf.i0o/ugs72).
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Distribution of Count variable across experimental groups
716 companies answered in the “Long list” condition
(“treatment group”), 741 in the “Short list” (“control
group”). Source: ifm/CES (2024a).

include the status in the program, the mode of participation
in the survey (online or on the phone), information provided
in the survey, the industry sector, and the oblast in which
the company was active at the time of the application. Over-
all, we observe only two statistically significant differences
(at the 10% level) between the two groups across 50 com-
parisons.'* This shows that the random allocation of survey
participants worked very well, fulfilling condition (1) for
the validity of the experiment.

Unfortunately, we cannot say the same for condition (2),
the requirement that participants in the experiment are not
influenced in their answers to the non-sensitive statements
by whether they see the statement on corruption in the ap-
plication process. If this requirement is met, the distribution
of answers in the treatment group should be similar to or
lie to the right of the distribution of answers in the control
group. Fig. 3 shows, however, that this condition is not ful-
filled in our case. On the left-hand side of the distribution,
the share of respondents stating “0” is noticeably higher
in the treatment than in the control group (21% vs. 17%),
although it should be lower or at least very similar. Like-
wise, the fraction of long-list respondents on the right-hand
side of the distribution (i.e., those stating “4” or *“5”) is
lower than the share of people answering “4” in the short-
list group (7% vs. 10%), although it should be at least as
large.

We can use the procedure presented in Tsai (2019) to
empirically test whether these deviations in response be-
havior are driven by coincidence. The idea behind this test
is to examine the differences between the distributions of

14 Table B.1 in the Online Supplementary Material reports the com-
plete results of this test of balance. The two significant differences are
the share of companies whose applications were checked by Bank Lviv
and those who were active in the Zhytomyr oblast.

answers of the treatment and the control group (“long” and
“short”, respectively). If the participants answered honestly
to the non-sensitive items irrespective of whether the sensi-
tive item is present (no design effects), the share of a given
response (e.g., “3”) in the treatment group should not be sig-
nificantly smaller than in the control group after accounting
for two aspects: (1) respondents shifting from “2” to “3”
due to the sensitive item, and (2) respondents who change
from “3” to “4” when the sensitive item applies to them. The
test rejects this hypothesis with a p-value of 0.025, which
suggests that some respondents in the treatment group in-
tentionally reported lower counts to the survey question.'’
The experimental design thus failed to convince the sur-
vey respondents to provide accurate information on their
experiences in the application process.

The results of a standard linear regression analysis (OLS)
reinforce this conclusion. As reported in column (1) of
Table 1, a regression of the Count variable on a simple in-
dicator of treatment status (i.e., whether a respondent faced
the “long” list with the sensitive item) yields an estimated
coefficient of —0.093 (p-value = 0.131). Column (2) dis-
plays the results of the preregistered main specification, in
which we control for relevant characteristics of the apply-
ing entrepreneurs and their firms (gender of the applicant,
firm age, number of employees at the end of 2021, industry
sector, and the oblast (Ukrainian region) in which the com-
pany was active) and which bank checked the application.'¢
Adding these variables does not change the estimate much
(-0.082, p-value = 0.191), providing another proof that the
random assignment worked as intended. In column (3), we
further include information on grant receipt, survey mode
and language, the application score and whether the firm
was still active at the time of the survey. The result is the
same again (—0.076, p-value = 0.222).17 Taken literally, this
means that the share of respondents who needed to pay
money to advance their company’s application is estimated
at about —8%, which is outside the range of possible val-

15 Table B.2 displays the results of the test. We conducted it using the
kict deff command in Stata 19. As the test simulates weights for the
calculation of its test statistic, the resulting p-value varies somewhat.
We therefore ran it 20 times and obtained an average p-value of 0.024,
which indicates that the reported number in the text is not an outlier,
but rather on the conservative side.

16 To keep the survey as short as possible, we had planned to use infor-
mation about the gender and age of the respondents from the applica-
tion documentation as controls in the analysis, Unfortunately, we later
realized that applicants and survey respondents were not identical in
all cases and that the date of birth of the applicant was not available for
all companies. We therefore included the gender of the applicants and
the age of their companies instead as the closest proxies available.

17 The full results of the different specifications are available in Table
B.3.
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Table 1

Main results—Ilist experiment

All participants Grant recipients Unsuccessful applicants
DV: Count 1) ?2) 3) “) 5)
Treatment (“long list”)  —0.093 -0.082 -0.076 —-0.169%* -0.002
(0.062) (0.062) (0.062) (0.079) (0.102)

Female applicant - 0.034 0.039 0.067 -0.033

- (0.065) (0.065) (0.082) (0.109)
Age of firm [in years] - -0.004 -0.004 —-0.001 -0.007

- (0.004) (0.005) (0.006) (0.007)
No. of employees (end - —-0.003 —-0.003 —-0.002 -0.004
of 2021) - (0.004) (0.004) (0.004) (0.010)
No. of employees - -0.196 0.155 -0.251 -
imputed * - (0.332) (0.414) (0.317) -
Applic. checked by - -0.114 0.174 -0.132 -0.311
Oschadbank ® - (0.097) (0.138) (0.116) (0.264)
Applic. checked by - 0.064 0.312% 0.053 -0.166
Privabank ® - (0.091) (0.129) ©.111) 0.261)
Successful application - - -0.075 - -

- - (0.073) - -
Survey answered - - 0.226%* - -
online © B B (0.097) _ _
Language of survey: - - 0.015 - -
Ukrainian ¢ _ _ (0.202) _ _
Company still active - - 0.355 - -

- - (0.246) - -
Application score © - - 0.011* - -

- - (0.004) - -
Constant 1.648%* 1.443% 0.045 2.352% 2.362%

(0.044) (0.535) 0.711) (0.478) (0.637)

Industry sector No Yes Yes Yes Yes
Region (oblast) No Yes Yes Yes Yes
Adj. R? 0.001 0.017 0.024 0.035 0.018
N 1457 1457 1457 821 636

Robust standard errors in parentheses

2 A small number of companies did not state their number of employees at the end of 2021. To prevent the loss of these observations, we
replaced the missing values by the variable mean and added a binary variable indicating this imputation

b Applications from 2022 (without bank checks) and those checked by Bank Lviv form the baseline group

¢ Respondents who did not participate in the online survey after repeated reminders were interviewed on the phon

d Respondents could choose to take the survey in Ukrainian or Russian to accommodate the Russian-speaking minority

¢ The automatically generated application score for the 2023 cohort is censored at the Sth percentile and then mapped into the 30-100 range of
the 2022 cohort

*p <0.05
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ues (although not significantly different from 0).'® As such,
the results of the experiment cannot provide evidence for
whether corruption took place in the selection of recipients
for the EU4B micro grant program.'?

4.2 Subgroup Analysis

In the following, we examine possible reasons for the fail-
ure of our experiment.?’ We start with separate analyses for
recipients and non-recipients of the grant based on the as-
sumption that the final recipients of the EU4B micro grants
are more likely to have been involved in an act of bribery
and have to fear stronger consequences if their participation
were revealed to the program officials and public authori-
ties. In consequence, they may be very cautious with respect
to our item of interest and thus limit the usefulness of the
list experiment approach (Blair et al., 2020; Kramon and
Weghorst, 2019; Wolter and Laier, 2014).

For the subgroup analysis, we first run the Tsai (2019)
test separately for the two groups. The results show statisti-
cally significant deviations in the response behavior of grant
recipients from what we would expect if the no-design-ef-
fects and no-liars assumptions hold (p = 0.023), whereas
this is not the case for the group of unsuccessful appli-
cants (p = 0.129). Second, we estimate the pre-registered
specification (column 2 in Table 1) separately for the two
groups. The results in columns (4) and (5) of Table 1 show
the same pattern we obtained with the Tsai test: While we
see a negative and significant estimate for the impact of
being assigned to the long list on the reported count varia-
ble (b = —0.169, p = 0.033) among recipients (column 4),
we get a coefficient that is basically O and statistically in-
significant for the non-recipients (b = —0.002, p = 0.984;
see column 5).

In sum, these results suggest that the probability that
our list experiment failed by accident is very small. On the
contrary, it seems that a non-negligible number of grant re-
cipients answered the experiment in a way that countered
its purpose to measure the extent of corruption in the ap-

18 The estimate is robust to limiting the analysis to observations from
2023: The coefficient gets a bit smaller (-0.053) and standard errors
a bit larger (0.070), but the pattern remains the same. The complete
results for the analyses without the recipients of 2022 are available in
Table B.4.

19 The only “direct” indicators for instances of corruption are the seven
observations in the treatment group that stated a Count of “5”, which
means that they reported to have needed to pay money to influence
the success of their application. Recent literature on list experiments
has shown, however, that we should not interpret too much into few
observations in the extreme category, as some of these answers tend to
originate in non-strategic respondent error (Ahlquist, 2018).

20 As we did not expect a breakdown of the experiment, the following
analyses do not follow our preregistration anymore.

plication and selection process of the support program. The
results do not tell us why they behave this way, however.
Did some grant recipients bribe their way into the program
and overshot in their attempt to hide this? Were grant recip-
ients simply concerned that any measure of corruption in
a support program would risk a stop or reduction of interna-
tional aid to Ukrainian SMEs even if they did not actually
bribe anyone? Or are more technical reasons responsible for
the different response behaviors of recipients and non-re-
cipients, for instance, that they varied in their understanding
of the list experiment or the sensitive item? Unfortunately,
we cannot give an exact answer to the first two questions
as we cannot identify the individuals whose answers drive
our results and do not know the motives for their behavior.
The following section therefore concentrates on the more
methodological aspects that could be behind our findings.

5 Further Insights from a Follow-up Survey of
Participants

Given the failure of the experiment, we want to find out
more about how the participants answered the list exper-
iment to learn something for future applications of this
method.?! In particular, we want to answer the following
three questions:

1. Did the participants understand how to answer the list
experiment correctly?

2. Did they interpret the sensitive item as intended?

3. Could we have obtained more insightful results if we had
asked the corruption question directly?

To do so, we take advantage of a follow-up survey of
the same group of Ukrainian SMEs in October 2024, i.e.,
roughly nine months after the initial data collection.?? A to-
tal of 903 (62%) of the 1457 original respondents of the
list experiment participated again. In the following, we call
these respondents “panelists” in contrast to the “dropouts”
who did not take part in the second survey as well. Al-
though a larger proportion of grant recipients than non-
recipients took part in the repeat survey (70% vs. 52%, re-
spectively), we see that the panelists are very similar to the

21 The data collection and analyses presented in the following sections
are not part of the preregistration of this study as we did not anticipate
the failure of the experiment. The results should therefore be consid-
ered as exploratory.

22 The Ukrainian market research company Rating Group was again
responsible for organizing and running the survey. To be consistent
across the two waves, Rating Group used the same approach for con-
tacting the target companies (P2W) as described in Chapter 3. The rel-
evant documents (letter of introduction, data protection information,
and questionnaire) are included as Documents A.4—A.6 of the Online
Supplementary Material.
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dropouts in their characteristics (see Table B.5 in the Online
Supplementary Material). The two groups differ only with
respect to the mode of participation in the first wave of the
survey (92% of the panelists answered the questionnaire on-
line compared to 89% of the dropouts). On the other hand,
there are no differences between the groups with respect to
the language chosen for answering the survey, the survival
of the company, the gender of the entrepreneurs, the size of
the company, the application score and the bank handling
the application. We are therefore confident that the results
of the follow-up survey hold for most of the respondents
in the initial experiment, especially when we distinguish
between grant recipients and non-recipients.

5.1 Did The Respondents Understand How to Answer
The List Experiment?

In the follow-up survey, we lean on Corstange (2009) and
Kramon and Weghorst (2019) and presented the four non-
sensitive items of the original list experiment to the respon-
dents as separate direct questions.”> We use their answers
to generate a new variable (Score) ranging from “0” to
“4” with “0” indicating that the respondent answered none
of the questions affirmatively and “4” that the respondent
agreed with each statement. For the control group of the
experiment, i.e., those participants who only saw the short
list of four items, we expect Score to be equivalent to the
Count variable from the experiment. We can therefore use
Score to check whether the respondents understood and an-
swered the list experiment correctly when they did not see
the sensitive item on corruption.

Starting with the average values, we see that the numbers
are similar, with Score having a slightly higher mean than
Count (1.76 to 1.66, with a p-value of 0.097 for a two-sided
t-test of equal means). On the aggregate level, it thus seems
that we capture the correct information with the experiment.
Running a regression of Count on Score also produces a sta-
tistically significant correlation between the two variables
on the individual level (b = 0.192, p = 0.005). Keeping in
mind that people’s memories about their situation at the
time of applying to the grant program may have faded dur-
ing the nine months between the two surveys, and that any
deviations in the cases of respondents who answered “0”
or “4” in the experiment must by definition shift towards

2 To avoid any skepticism among respondents, we asked for two of
the items in a slightly different way than in the list experiment. Instead
of indicating whether they agree or disagree with the statement (e.g.,
“It was easy to fill out the relevant documents for the application.”),
we asked them to rate how difficult or easy it was for them on a 5-item
scale. For the analysis, we then recoded the answers into a 0/1 indicator
fitting to the statement in the list experiment, using only the affirmative
items but not the neutral midpoint as indication of agreement.

intermediate values (see the discussion of non-strategic re-
spondent error in Kramon and Weghorst, 2019), this appears
to be a strong indication that the company representatives
knew how to answer the original list experiment correctly.

Equally important for us, we also see that grant recipi-
ents and non-recipients behave very similarly in this respect.
When we add an indicator for grantee status and its inter-
action with Score to the regression model, the coefficient
of the interaction is small and statistically insignificant (b =
0.026, p = 0.853). This means that we can expect the repre-
sentatives of the two groups of companies to state the same
number of experiences with the non-sensitive items in the
“long list”-condition as well, such that the only reason for
the observed difference is the reaction of respondents to the
sensitive item about corruption.

5.2 Did The Respondents Interpret The Sensitive Item
as Intended?

Next, we examine whether the company representatives in
our study may have understood the sensitive item in a way
we did not intend. As we tried to phrase the statement in
a general way (“I needed to pay money to influence the suc-
cess of my application”) that clearly alludes to corruption
but could also include some perfectly legal expenditures,
there is some wiggle room with respect to how people inter-
pret it.>* We therefore asked the respondents of the follow-
up survey whether they agree or disagree with four state-
ments that cover the most relevant possibilities for small
companies to legally spend money to “influence the suc-
cess” of their application:

— Ineeded to hire an external consultant/help to fill out the
application documents.

— Ineeded to pay a fee to submit my application online.

— I needed to pay a fee so that the local bank could check
my credit and tax history.

— Ineeded to pay a fee to open a bank account for the grant.

Figure 4 depicts the answers of the respondents by group
status in the experiment and whether they received the
EU4B micro grant. The results show that a substantial frac-
tion of company representatives incurred additional costs in
the application process, in particular from hiring external
consultants to prepare the application. Across all respon-
dents, 35% reported to have had to spend money on at least
one of these categories. Apparently, it does not play a role
whether a respondent faced the sensitive item in the exper-
iment, but representatives of non-recipient companies seem

24 As described in Footnote 10, we discussed the formulation of the
sensitive item with several Ukrainian natives. All of them easily con-
nected the chosen wording to corruption.
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Share of respondents reporting to have incurred different types of legal costs (in %). Source:

ifm/CES (2024b).

to have had more of these additional costs than those of
grant recipients (45% stated at least one of the categories
compared to 30% among grantees).

With respect to the outcome of the experiment, these
numbers tell us that the surveyed respondents do not seem to
have a general problem with answering questions regarding
expenditures for their grant application. It is therefore very
likely that they would have also included these cost items in
their answer to the list experiment if they had interpreted the
sensitive item along these lines. In that scenario, we would
expect to obtain a positive measure of between 4% and 35%,
depending on which legal expenditure they considered to
fit the statement. Since this is not even remotely the case,
we conclude that the respondents understood the sensitive
item in the list experiment as not belonging to these cost
categories.

5.3 Would We Have Obtained Different Results If We
Had Asked for Corruption Directly?

Finally, we wanted to know whether we could have used
direct questions about corruption in the application and
decision process of the EU4B micro grant program in-
stead of applying the more complicated list experiment with
a broadly phrased sensitive item. To this end, we included
two statements in the follow-up survey to shed light on the
potential existence and extent of corruption and whether it
was initiated by the applicants or some person in a deci-

sion role: (1) “I had to offer a bribe in order to advance my
application” and (2) “I was asked to pay a bribe in order to
advance my application” > We asked the respondents again
to indicate whether they agree or disagree with the respec-
tive statement. To avoid any mutual influence between the
two questions, we presented only one statement to each
respondent at random.?

The results show very low shares of respondents who
agreed with these statements. For both versions of the direct
question, only 1% of respondents admitted to the respective
behavior or experience. On the one hand, these answers
suggest that it does not really matter in this case whether we
describe the role of the respondent as an active or passive
one. On the other hand, the results alone do not tell us
whether the respondents do not want to openly admit illegal
behavior or whether the program was simply implemented

25 We did not use the exact same wording as in the list experiment,
because the direct questions came in the middle of a short question
module on experiences in the application and selection process and
right after the other questions on possible expenditures during the ap-
plication process. In this situation, using the exact same wording as in
the list experiment would not have made much sense, as it could have
been understood as summing up the previous answers in this context
instead of being a separate and independent item. We thus needed to
be more specific here to distinguish this item from the others.

26 Table B.6 in the appendix shows the test of balance between the
two groups. The only characteristic that differs markedly between the
two groups is the share of females, which is significantly lower for
statement 2.
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very well and according to the intentions and rules of the
designers.

Fig. 5 therefore displays the percentage of respondents
who agreed with the two statements separately for recipi-
ents and non-recipients of the EU4B micro grants. It shows
that among the non-recipients, 4% stated to have offered
a bribe and 3% to have been asked to pay a bribe. By con-
trast, not a single recipient admitted having actively offered
a bribe and only 2 out of 288 (1%) indicated they had been
asked to pay a bribe. This suggests that we would not have
obtained substantially different and more credible results if
we had asked our questions directly.

In sum, the findings obtained through the subgroup anal-
yses and the follow-up survey help us to narrow down the
possible reasons for the failure of the list experiment on cor-
ruption in the application process to an international sup-
port program for SMEs in Ukraine. We are confident that
the participants understood how to answer the experiment
and what the sensitive item in the list meant. Likewise, we
see that the experimental results lie roughly 10 percentage
points below the already very low and most likely under-
reported responses to the direct questions. Finally, it is the
group of grant recipients who single-handedly drives this
result, i.e., the group of people that may have benefited
the most from the sensitive behavior under examination.
It therefore seems very likely that a fraction of participants
intentionally adjusted their answer in response to facing the
sensitive item on corruption and that this fraction is heavily
concentrated among the grant recipients.

6 Systematic Review Of Recent List Experiments
Several factors may have contributed to the failure of our

experiment, some of which are likely specific to the topic
of corruption and the circumstances in Ukraine at the time

of our study. Following the discussion and reasoning in re-
cent articles on list experiments (e.g., Hinsley et al., 2019;
Jerke et al., 2022; Moseson et al., 2021; Wolter and Laier,
2014), however, we also need to consider the possibility
that list experiments may not be very effective in general in
measuring behavior that is clearly illegal and could have se-
vere personal consequences if revealed to local authorities
or program administrators. A comprehensive and rigorous
test of this possible boundary condition for list experiments
is beyond the scope of this paper. Nevertheless, we under-
take a first exploratory check to see whether we observe
this pattern in the wider literature as well.

To this end, we conduct a targeted systematic review of
recent research articles using list experiments. More specif-
ically, we want to know the share of papers studying sensi-
tive behaviors with potential adverse consequences as well
as whether examining such an outcome is associated with
a higher frequency of reporting methodological problems
in the implementation of the experiment. The articles for
this review stem from the Web of Science portal where we
searched for English-language articles published between
2014 and 2024 that include the phrases “list experiment”,
“item count technique”, or “unmatched count” in the title of
the paper.”’” We only consider studies that conduct an own
list experiment and exclude purely theoretical or method-
ological papers. Using these restrictions, we end up with
a sample of 44 articles.?® We divide them into groups de-
pending on the nature of the sensitive item examined (own
experiences, attitudes, and behavior) and whether the re-
spective topic leads to adverse legal consequences for the
respondents if revealed. Likewise, we code whether an ar-
ticle reports problems with the identification requirements
of list experiments, that is, unequal comparison groups, the
presence of design effects, floor or ceiling effects, or exper-
imental results that lie below the results of direct question-
ing.

Fig. 6 displays the outcomes of this exercise. With re-
spect to the sensitive items investigated, 24 articles in our
sample study behaviors, 13 look at attitudes, and 7 measure
own experiences, current situations, or self-reported identi-
ties. Additionally, we classify 17 of the 24 sensitive behav-
iors as inconsequential, that is, embarrassing, not socially
accepted, stigmatized, or even traumatic, but without di-
rect negative consequences for the respondents if revealed.

27 Only including articles that contain our search terms in the title nat-
urally limits the scope of our review. As long as the appearance of the
method in the title is not systematically related to research discipline,
examined outcomes, or the results of the empirical analysis, however,
the sample should provide a good impression of the underlying litera-
ture.

28 Documents C.1 to C.3 of the Online Supplementary Material pro-
vide the corresponding PRISMA flow chart, the full reference list of
included articles, and the coding manual.
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The remaining 7 articles use list experiments to measure
an outcome that could result in some form of sanctions
or punishment if some authority would get to know the
exact answer of the respondents. This includes academic
misconduct among Iranian academics (Jerke et al., 2022),
drug and alcohol consumption as well as extra-marital in-
tercourse among women in Iran (Bahadivand et al., 2020),
driving-related misbehavior in Germany (Wolter and Laier,
2014), selling infected-meat in Madagascar (Randrianan-
toandro et al., 2015), abortion prevalence in Pakistan (Hu-
ber-Krum et al., 2020), prenatal sex determination and sex-
selective abortion in Vietnam (Treleaven et al., 2021), and
abortion incidence in Malawi and Senegal (Moseson et al.,
2021).

With respect to the results of these articles, the dark grey
area of each column in Fig. 6 represents the number of pa-
pers per category that reported any of the methodological
problems listed above (unequal comparison groups, design
effects, floor or ceiling effects, and results below direct
questioning or outside the 0-1 range) for their respective
list experiment.? Overall, this is the case for 13 of the

2 The complete data set of the literature review including the con-
crete problems reported in the respective articles can be obtained in the
Online Supplementary Material (data set “d3_section6.dta”, variables
probl-prob5).

44 reviewed articles (30%). Across categories, the respec-
tive shares are 23% for sensitive attitudes, 29% for expe-
riences, current situations, and identity questions, 29% for
inconsequential behavior, and 43% for consequential be-
havior.

Although our sample is surely not comprehensive, these
numbers provide us with two interesting observations that
give us a first indication of whether illegal behavior may
be a boundary case for the use of list experiments. First,
we see that the number of publications that focus on this
kind of sensitive item is relatively low (only 16% of our
sample). On the one hand, this could be an expression of
low relevance and interest in these topics. On the other
hand, it could also reflect an even larger degree of sensi-
tivity and vulnerability among respondents in these settings
that makes any investigation extremely challenging. Or in
the introductory words of Corstange (2009, p. 45): “Racism,
terrorism, corruption: political questions can be sensitive,
and what makes them interesting is also what makes them
sensitive. Yet what makes them sensitive also makes them
difficult to study.” The relative scarcity of such studies could
therefore point in that direction, especially when we take
into account that experiments with methodological prob-
lems usually have a smaller chance to get published due to
the profession’s preference for studies that worked properly
and produced significant results (see the results and state-
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ments in Blair et al., 2020, Dwan et al., 2013, and Hinsley
et al., 2019).

Second, despite the challenge of publishing studies that
contain complications, the share of papers reporting prob-
lems with the conditions for validity of list experiment
is highest among articles investigating consequential out-
comes (43% vs. 27% for the non-consequential outcomes
together). Due to the small sample size, this difference is
not statistically significant (the p-value in a two-sided #-test
is 0.445). If this pattern was confirmed in a larger review,
however, it would provide another sign of the difficulties
associated with the use of list experiments to measure out-
comes that can potentially lead to adverse consequences.

For a more rigorous test, we would have to collect more
comprehensive set of papers, both for published list ex-
periments (using more sources for this task and a longer
time period as well as applying the search terms also on
abstracts and keywords) and most importantly unpublished
ones (e.g., looking at preregistrations, working papers,
and conference and seminar presentations; see Blair et al.,
2020). We could then classify the sensitive items and track
the outcomes of these studies in terms of the results itself
but also whether they get published at all. To enable such
investigation in the future, we therefore encourage research-
ers to preregister all their attempts to use list experiments
in a publicly accessible platform.

7 Conclusion

In this paper, we report our experience of using a list exper-
iment to measure corruption in the application process for
an international support program for SMEs in Ukraine after
the Russian invasion in 2022. The results of the experiment
do not fulfill the validity conditions, but careful analysis of
the data and a follow-up survey among the participants leads
to an interesting insight nevertheless: List experiments may
have great potential when they are used to examine topics
that are socially undesirable, embarrassing, or stigmatized,
but they seem much less effective in situations in which the
sensitive item is clearly and understandably illegal and may
have consequences for the participants themselves if their
behavior is revealed.

A first limited test provides some tentative support for
this potential boundary condition. Looking at 44 articles re-
porting the outcomes of list experiments in the time period
2014-2024, we see that the number of published papers ex-
amining consequential behavior is relatively small, despite
the large public interest and potential relevance. Likewise,
these articles are more likely to state problems with the va-
lidity conditions than papers that measure non-consequen-
tial outcomes, although the difference is not statistically
significant due to the small sample size.

Future research should take these considerations into ac-
count. On the one hand, by testing the hypothesis made
here more rigorously. To this end, we strongly recommend
that researchers publicly pre-register all their attempts with
list experiments to reduce the publication bias in litera-
ture reviews and meta-studies and enable more comprehen-
sive and rigorous analyses of the successes and failures of
this method in different areas. On the other, by thinking
about possible alternatives to studying consequential out-
comes directly. This could be to phrase the sensitive item
in a way that targets the antecedents (like attitudes about
it or the general willingness to act) or negative personal
consequences of illegal behavior (having been exposed to
or victim of it) instead of the real behavior. Finally, if the
subject of a study must be a consequential outcome, we
recommend following the guidelines laid out by Hinsley
et al. (2019) on when to use list experiments and how to
design and implement them. Trying out reverse formula-
tions of behaviors with legal consequences a la Coffman
et al. (2016) may also contribute to better results, although
at the risk of artificially inflating the estimates (Kiewiet de
Jonge and Nickerson, 2014).
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