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Abstract

Background: List randomization (LR), a survey method intended to mitigate biases related to sensitive true/false
questions, has received recent attention from researchers. However, tests of its validity are limited, with no study
comparing LR-elicited results with individually known truths. We conducted a test of LR for HIV-related responses in
a high HIV prevalence setting in KwaZulu-Natal. By using researcher-known HIV serostatus and HIV test refusal data,
we were able to assess how LR and direct questionnaires perform against individual known truth.

Methods: Participants were recruited from the participation list from the 2016 round of the Africa Health Research
Institute demographic surveillance system, oversampling individuals who were HIV positive. Participants were randomized
to two study arms. In Arm A, participants were presented five true/false statements, one of which was the sensitive item,
the others non-sensitive. Participants were then asked how many of the five statements they believed were true. In Arm
B, participants were asked about each statement individually. LR estimates used data from both arms, while direct
estimates were generated from Arm B alone. We compared elicited responses to HIV testing and serostatus data
collected through the demographic surveillance system.

Results: We enrolled 483 participants, 262 (54%) were randomly assigned to Arm A, and 221 (46%) to Arm B. LR estimated
56% (95% CI: 40 to 72%) of the population to be HIV-negative, compared to 47% (95% CI: 39 to 54%) using direct
estimates; the population-estimate of the true value was 32% (95% CI: 28 to 36%). LR estimates yielded HIV test
refusal percentages of 55% (95% CI: 37 to 73%) compared to 13% (95% CI: 8 to 17%) by direct estimation, and
15% (95% CI: 12 to 18%) based on observed past behavior.

Conclusions: In this context, LR performed poorly when compared to known truth, and did not improve estimates over
direct questioning methods when comparing with known truth. These results may reflect difficulties in implementation or
comprehension of the LR approach, which is inherently complex. Adjustments to delivery procedures may improve LR’s
usefulness. Further investigation of the cognitive processes of participants in answering LR surveys is warranted.
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Background
Self-reported data, particularly for questions in stigma-
tized areas, are often subject to social desirability bias,
inducing individuals to give answers to survey questions
which are influenced by societal preferences [1, 2]. Social
desirability and related biases are particularly relevant
for sexual behaviors and HIV research [3–5]. To address
this issue, survey methodologies have been designed to
make participants feel more comfortable giving truthful
answers, generally by modifying the answer format in a
way that makes it hard or impossible for the interviewer
to know the participant's individual answer to the sensi-
tive question. One method that has been receiving re-
cent attention is list randomization (LR), also referred to
as item or unmatched count technique. LR embeds re-
sponses to sensitive questions into a longer list including
non-sensitive questions, and then asks respondents to
report the total number of correct statements in a given
list. Because subjects only reveal a count of several ques-
tions and not answers to specific questions, interviewers
and researchers are unable to distinguish to which indi-
vidual questions the participant answered true/false,
and social desirability bias should be minimized.
To infer average responses to sensitive questions, LR

employs randomization of subjects into two arms to
achieve the masking of the responses. In the first arm, par-
ticipants are given a block of true/false questions, one of
which is the sensitive item of interest (e.g. “Did you use a
condom during your last sexual encounter?”). In the other
arm, participants are typically given the same list, but
without the sensitive question. Participants are then asked
to indicate the number of questions which are true, with-
out revealing which specific items are actually true. As
long as subjects in each arm have the same characteristics
– which should be achieved by randomly assigning arms
– the difference in the mean counts across the two lists
should correspond to the percentage of individuals for
whom the sensitive question is actually true. In addition
to population percentages, efficient multivariate regression
and related statistical models are possible using these data
with additional assumptions [6–9].
There is limited evidence of whether LR improves

self-reported elicitation of sensitive behaviors with
validation against known truths in public health, with
mixed results [10–13]. In HIV, A Arentoft, et al. [13]
found that LR yielded lower estimates of negatively
stigmatized behaviors in HIV+ patients compared with
directly asked questions, counter to their initial hypoth-
esis. While this study used a proxy for known truth by
directly observing adherence data after the survey was
completed, they did not directly observe the retrospect-
ive adherence behavior asked about in the survey. Evi-
dence in low and middle-income countries is similarly
mixed and limited, with only two published studies

identified using LR [14, 15], only one of which, TN
Randrianantoandro, et al. [14], compared results with
direct questioning. The item count process may be
cognitively and logistically difficult in comparison with
direct questionnaires, as LR introduces additional op-
portunities for error due to lack of education, language,
and cultural appropriateness of both the sensitive and
non-sensitive questions [16].
No studies published to date validate LR against indi-

vidual known actual statuses of its participants. Only
one study we have identified, B Rosenfeld, et al. [17],
attempted to validate the method against known popula-
tion data using voting results. This study asked partici-
pants to reveal how they voted, and used aggregated
elections results as the known truth comparison, finding
that list randomization improved estimates over direct
questionnaires. However, while this study had known
truths among the geographic area represented by its
participants, it did not know the true voting status of its
individual participants.
This study takes advantage of pre-existing individual-

level data on HIV test participation and serostatus to,
for the first time, validate LR estimates for two outcomes
likely to face considerable desirability bias. We further
compare the performance of LR to that of standard
questionnaire responses. We conducted this study within
the Africa Health Research Institute (AHRI) demo-
graphic surveillance site (DSS), a resource-poor, high
HIV prevalence area in rural KwaZulu-Natal.

Methods
Setting and population
The study was conducted within the borders of the
AHRI DSS in rural KwaZulu-Natal. The DSS covers
an open cohort of over 100,000 people in a 438km2

region near Mtubatuba, South Africa. The primary
ethnicity/language of the region is Zulu. The region is
mostly rural and semi-urban and among the poorest
in South Africa, with an estimated HIV prevalence of
29% [18, 19]. Participants were recruited from those
participating in the annual DSS individual surveillance
survey data collection round, consisting of all resi-
dents aged 15 and over and living within the borders
of the DSS. In addition to demographic, socioeco-
nomic, and health related questionnaires, the AHRI
DSS performs annual surveillance HIV tests, the re-
sults of which were not disclosed to participants in
2016. Individuals in AHRI DSS are also linked to the
Department of Health HIV treatment clinics in the
area. Individuals who have records related to HIV
treatment through this system have voluntarily en-
tered the HIV related clinical setting and have re-
ceived HIV related services. We therefore assume that
these individuals know that they are HIV positive.
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Sample generation protocol
The study sample generation and recruitment procedure
was designed to test the validity of the list randomization
using known truth, rather than to create generalizable
population estimates, in the ACDIS surveillance popula-
tion. Participants are selected into this study through three
levels. The first level contains the subset of 30,828 adult
(18+) individuals who had participated in the ongoing
2016 AHRI DSS surveillance round from January 19, 2016
to September 1, 2016. The second level selects 8000 ran-
dom individuals from that dataset, oversampling individ-
uals with known HIV status and testing behavior from the
HIV testing module in the 2016 round of ACDIS, result-
ing in our target sample. The final selection is based on a
geographically diverse selection of 500 individuals across
the ACDIS geographic area.
The sampling procedure was designed in conjunction

with AHRI field work teams to balance maximizing the
sample size of individuals for whom truth is recorded
and linkable, diversity of the population from which the
sample is drawn, and efficient recruitment of individuals
to our study. The size of both the target sample (8000)
and the study sample (500) were determined through a
combination of simulation of expected responses and ex-
perience from the AHRI fieldwork teams to most effi-
ciently allocate fieldwork resources with respect to study
goals. While it would have been theoretically feasible to
start with a stratified list of 500 randomly selected indi-
viduals, field experience suggested that this would result
in a resource intensive procedure, as it would require
contacting individuals, scheduling visits, and inefficient
travel for field workers. Instead, the protocol outlined
below allowed field workers to maximize the number of
visits per day, ensure geographic diversity, and maintain-
ing internal validity through arm randomization, at the
cost of generalizability.

Target sample generation
We used a stratified-random selection scheme to gener-
ate the 8000-person target sample from those 30,828 in-
dividuals meeting our inclusion criteria. The individuals
in the 2016 ACDIS dataset were divided into four strata,
as below:

1) Those who tested HIV positive in surveillance and
were linked to HIV treatment system (i.e. those
who are positive and know their HIV status)

2) Those who tested HIV positive in surveillance and
were NOT linked to HIV treatment system (i.e.
those who are positive and may or may not know
their HIV status)

3) Those who tested HIV negative in surveillance
4) Those who did not test (i.e. those who refused the

surveillance HIV test).

2000 individuals were randomly selected from each of
the above four categories of individuals, yielding 8000
individuals in the target sample, 25% from each of the
above categories.

Study sample generation
The fieldwork team was given a list of the 8000 individ-
uals in the target sample with their names, field identi-
fier, sex, and approximate locations, but no other
information. A fieldwork coordinator was instructed and
trained to manage the collection of 500 surveys from
across the ACDIS region. The coordinator assigned each
fieldworker a daily list of assigned individuals to ap-
proach, generally by geographic sub-region, with field-
workers approaching a different set of individuals each
day. Daily assignments were designed and adjusted to
both maximize geographic diversity of the sample within
the ACDIS borders when the pre-determined stopping
rule of 500 surveys collected was reached. Fieldworkers
were instructed to attempt to visit a given individual
only once, skipping individuals if they were not available
and/or refused. Individuals were entered into the study
sample if the individual was available, consent was given
at the time of the household visit, and their survey data
were successfully recorded and transferred to the secure
data server.

Randomization to experiment arms
The 8000 people in the target sample were randomized
to one of two arms before being approached for recruit-
ment into the study: Arm A (60%) and Arm B (40%) as
described below. Randomization was stratified by the
above four categories for the target sample generation.
The arm to which participants had been randomized
was not known to field workers until consent was ob-
tained and electronic data capture had begun.

Arm a
In this arm, participants were given five blocks, each
block with five true/false subquestions. One subquestion
in each block was the sensitive item, and the remaining
four were non-sensitive questions. The first block, corre-
sponding to the marginally sensitive question “Did you
brush your teeth today” was used as a tutorial question.
As suggested in T Tsuchiya, et al. [20] and T Nepusz, et
al. [21], participants were asked to count on their fingers
behind their backs as individual items within each block
were asked. When the list of five sub-questions was fin-
ished, participants were asked to reveal their fingers to
the surveyor. Five total blocks were given, one for each
sensitive question. Figure 1 shows a sample list block
question, including the training question and
instructions.
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The non-sensitive questions were selected and de-
signed in conjunction with community representatives
to be culturally relevant, easy to understand and answer,
and be unlikely to be correlated with the sensitive
question of interest. Independence of non-sensitive and
sensitive questions allows both for fewer statistical mod-
elling assumptions when estimating LR-based regres-
sions and is a required condition for the design effects
estimator, as discussed below. Using non-sensitive items
which are topically irrelevant to the sensitive question
improves the plausibility of this independence assump-
tion [7].
It is plausible that having sensitive questions which are

topically different than the non-sensitive questions may
induce additional cognitive effects by calling attention to
the sensitive question. To test this hypothesis, we
randomize the position in each block in which the sensi-
tive question appears (i.e. first through fifth item within
each block). If the degree to which sensitive questions
stand out changes responses, we might similarly expect
that the ordering of those questions would impact
responses, assuming that the ordering also impacts the
degree to which sensitive questions stand out.
One particularly challenging aspect in the design of

LR surveys are ceiling/floor effects which occur when
participants’ count in a given block approaches ex-
tremes (in this case 0 or 5 true/affirmative). In cases
where subjects give all affirmative or all negative an-
swers to non-sensitive questions, the actual answers to
the sensitive question can be easily inferred. Given this,
non-sensitive items should be chosen such that most
subjects have one to three (out of four) affirmative an-
swers across the non-sensitive items. Using assumed
probabilities of affirmative answers for each question
generated by discussion with community representa-
tives, simulations were performed with random

assignment of non-sensitive questions to blocks, and
the assignment that had the lowest simulated probabil-
ity of producing extreme responses (0 or 5) was se-
lected. Estimated probabilities used for this simulation
are shown in Additional file 1 alongside the full list of
questions and associated blocks.

Arm B
Arm B serves two main purposes: estimating of the true/
false counts for the non-sensitive questions, and estimat-
ing the true/false counts for the sensitive question. Arm B
asks all questions, both sensitive and non-sensitive ques-
tions, directly. Each of the non-sensitive questions in Arm
B is a component in one of the blocks from Arm A, allow-
ing counts to be generated for the non-sensitive questions.
Asking the sensitive questions directly allows comparison
of the LR-estimated percentages compared to standard,
directly-asked questionnaires. These questions are asked
after the non-sensitive questions to ensure that they do
not influence the non-sensitive answers.
This format differs from many other list randomization

studies, which typically have a secondary arm identical to
the first but without the sensitive question. The standard
design helps ensure that if there are cognitive biases due
to the counting procedure, biases would be roughly equal
in both arms. However, unlike other list experiments, this
study is interested in the exact percentages of non-
sensitive items in this population to inform the construc-
tion of future list experiments in this population, design-
ing questions which avoid ceiling and floor effects.
Further, this study design allows for the potential use of al-
ternative estimators, such as that proposed in D Corstange
[22], which take advantage of individually asked questions
to potentially improve efficiency of multivariate regression
models in list experiments.

Fig. 1 Sample list randomization question. This shows an example list randomization list block question
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Sensitive items of interest
The five sensitive questions of interest are listed below.
The first question below is used as a training question,
and as such does not contain truly sensitive information.

I brushed my teeth today. (+)
I used a condom during my last sexual encounter. (+)
I am HIV negative. (+)
I have had anal sex within the last 12 months. (−)
I refused the AHRI DSS HIV test this year. (−)

We expected a positive social desirability bias for the
first three questions, and a negative social desirability
bias associated with the latter two questions, as indi-
cated by the +/− signs above. We define an improve-
ment in inference in this paper as when the LR estimate
yields estimates for which at least one of the following is
true: LR estimates lower percentages estimated for items
with an expected positive social desirability bias, LR esti-
mates higher percentages estimated for items with an
expected negative social desirability bias, or LR estimates
are closer to the actual value when known, as compared
with direct questionnaire estimates.

Survey procedures
Fieldworkers approached target individuals at their
homes, proceeding with the survey only if signed con-
sent was obtained. Participants signed consent via elec-
tronic tablet, and were given a physical copy of the
consent form and survey information. The survey and
the electronic signature consent were administered by
electronic tablets using REDCap™ software for data cap-
ture. All instructions, questions, and consent were given
in Zulu, as translated by local native Zulu speakers in
the community engagement team at AHRI. Fieldwork
was considered complete when field workers reported
500 surveys completed. Both versions of the survey keep
track of time to response in order to assess cost of im-
plementation in future surveys.

Human subjects and IRB approval
The protocol for this survey was approved by the Uni-
versity of KwaZulu-Natal BioMedical Research Ethics
Committee (BF291/16) and by the Harvard University
Institutional Review Board (IRB16–0864).

Statistical analysis
The main outcome of interest is the estimated preva-
lence for key HIV-related outcomes. We use two estima-
tors of the prevalence of the sensitive items in our
surveys: list randomization and direct questionnaire. To
estimate the prevalence of a sensitive item using list
randomization, we use a variation of the difference in
means approach [7], which utilizes information from

both Arm A and Arm B. For a given block of questions,
we have two variations in how the block was asked. For
Arm A, which contains the sensitive question, we simply
take the mean of the counts of affirmative answers for
each block. For Arm B, we take the sum of affirmative
responses for each person corresponding to the four
non-sensitive questions in the block, and take the mean
of these counts. The direct questionnaire estimate uses
only the direct questions about the sensitive item from
Arm B alone.
The main multivariate regression is performed using

the linear regression methodology from G Blair, et al.
[23] to estimate correlations between sensitive question
answers as elicited by the LR method and both known
truth and demographic information. This will help assess
the degree to which answers are at least correlated with
known truths by including actual HIV status/refusal as a
covariate. In the case of HIV status, actual status vari-
ables cannot be included in the population with HIV
status known to the participant, as all of these individ-
uals are HIV+. The linear model is chosen for computa-
tional robustness. While alternative models, such as the
K Imai (2011) [8] MLE estimator, may provide improved
statistical efficiency, these models may introduce compu-
tational difficulties, and are treated as tertiary experi-
mental methods in this analysis.
Finally, we test for the possible presence of design

effects using G Blair, et al. [7]‘s proposed design effects
estimator, which attempts to detect the presence of indi-
viduals giving different answers to the sensitive question
due to the design of and/or results of the non-sensitive
questions. Ceiling and floor effects, for example, are
scenarios in which extreme counts of responses (i.e. all
true/affirmative or all false/negative) could reveal the
respondents’ response to the sensitive question. G Blair,
et al. [7]‘s design effects test attempts to detect the exist-
ence of these effects by exploiting differences in the
expected probability of positive/negative responses at
each count level of non-sensitive questions. Higher per-
centages of expected negative probabilities at different
count levels may indicate design effects, especially those
related to non-sensitive question counts. However, this
test would not necessarily detect other biases caused by
the design of the survey and is of limited statistical
power given our sample size.
Actual known status percentages for HIV status and

test refusal are estimated for all subpopulations. For
comparability with the LR estimates, these percentages
are treated as estimates of the percentages from the
underlying population and data generation process with
associated standard errors/confidence intervals. We esti-
mate the full sample percentage of HIV positive individ-
uals by assuming that those in our sample who refused
the HIV surveillance test had the same percentage HIV
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positive/negative as the ACDIS general population in
2016. Applying this percentage to our sampled “refuse”
population yields an estimated percentage positive/nega-
tive for our full sample. We use the width of the confi-
dence intervals from the non-refused sample population
as a conservative (i.e. too wide) estimate of the confidence
intervals around this population, under the conservative
assumption that the application of the assumed general
population adds no precision to our population estimate.
Point estimates and estimated standard errors for all

statistics are taken only within the context of this study
with respect to its sampling structure, and therefore esti-
mates were not adjusted for sampling weights and stratifi-
cation. Unless otherwise noted, all results are from the
study sample.
All methods presented here, unless otherwise noted,

are implemented in R, with all LR-specific calculations
using the “list” package [23].

Results
Data collection stopped when field workers reported having
completed questionnaire for 500 individuals across the
AHRI DSS, out of the list of 8000 possible target individ-
uals, after which data collection was considered completed.
After data collection completion, 483 completed survey re-
cords were available and extracted from the REDCap™ ser-
ver, with an additional 13 individuals recorded as refusing
consent when offered. The 17-person (3.4%) discrepancy
between the 500 individuals reported by field workers vs.
the 483 completed records extracted is likely due to a com-
bination of data transfer from the tablets to the server and/
or errors in reporting of survey completion.
Table 1 shows summary statistics for study partici-

pants. Of those who participated and were recorded, 262
(54%) received Arm A, and the remaining 221 (46%) re-
ceived Arm B. Demographics were similar across both

randomized arms, with a mean age of 40, 36% males,
and 8.7 years of education, and broadly similar to the
target sample. Those in Arm A took a total of 302.1 s to
complete the survey, including instructions, as compared
with 42.2 s to complete direct questioning of the four
sensitive items of interest in Arm B (not including in-
structions). Additional details of the times are shown in
Additional file 1. 22% of the total sample were verified
HIV negative by the surveillance HIV test, with 26% of
participants were HIV negative among those who did
not refuse the HIV test. We assume that the 71 individ-
uals who refused the 2016 round of surveillance had the
same percentage HIV negative/positive as the general
ACDIS population (31%), yielding an adjusted full sam-
ple HIV negative estimate of 32.1%.
As shown in Fig. 2, LR estimates did not yield an im-

provement in inference on any of the five sensitive
questions. Each column in Fig. 2 represents the esti-
mated percentage responding in the affirmative for the
sample population for each of the five sensitive ques-
tions, using LR, direct estimation, or actual values
where available. Magnitudes of LR estimates were simi-
lar to the direct questionnaire estimates for four out of
the five sensitive questions, and were further from the
truth for the remaining question. Standard errors and
95% confidence intervals were much larger across the
board than the direct questionnaire, although CIs over-
lap between direct and LR estimated probabilities in all
cases except the last. Neither of the questions for which
truth is known yielded improved estimates. For the
question regarding being HIV negative, LR estimated
56% (95% CI: 40 to 72%) of the population to be HIV-
negative, compared to 47% (95% CI: 39 to 54%) using
direct estimates; the population-estimate of the true
value was 26% (95% CI: 22 to 30%). For the final ques-
tion regarding HIV test refusal, however, the estimated

Table 1 Descriptive statistics

Study sample Target sample

All Arm A Arm B Difference A vs. B All

mean (SD) mean (SD) mean (SD) difference (p-value) mean (SD)

Age 40 (16) 40 (17) 40 (15) 0 (0.83) 39 (15)

Male 0.36 (0.48) 0.34 (0.48) 0.38 (0.49) − 0.04 (0.41) 0.46 (.50)

Education (years) 8.7 (4.0) 8.5 (4.2) 8.9 (3.8) −0.4 (0.34) 8.9 (4.0)

Employed 0.28 (0.45) 0.27 (0.45) 0.29 (0.46) −0.02 (0.63) 0.34 (0.47)

Tested HIV positivea 0.63 (0.48) 0.66 (0.48) 0.61 (0.49) 0.05 (0.26) 0.50 (0.50)

Tested HIV negativea 0.22 (0.41) 0.20 (0.40) 0.24 (0.43) −0.04 (0.32) 0.25 (0.43)

HIV test refuseda 0.15 (0.35) 0.14 (0.35) 0.15 (0.36) −0.01 (0.70) 0.25 (0.43)

Linked to HIV care 0.34 (0.47) 0.31 (0.46) 0.37 (0.48) −0.06 (0.15) 0.25 (0.43)

n 483 262 221 8000

SD = Standard Deviation. P-value for differences were estimated with a two-tailed t-test. aTesting HIV positive, negative, and refusing the test are mutually
exclusive categories
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percentage of affirmative answers were qualitatively
worse in the LR estimate as compared to the direct
questionnaire estimate. The LR version estimated 55%
(95% CI: 37 to 73%) of individuals refused their last
AHRI DSS HIV test, as compared with 13% (95% CI: 8
to 17%) in the direct group.
Figure 3 compares the list randomization estimate and

the direct questionnaire estimate to the actual known
prevalence for HIV status, with each column showing

the estimated proportion affirmative for the given
question, population, and method. Both the list
randomization and the direct questionnaires yielded
overestimates of the percentage of individuals who were
HIV negative, as compared to the actual levels of being
HIV negative as shown in purpose. In middle panel, we
include only individuals who did not refuse the previ-
ous AHRI DSS HIV test. These are the individuals in
the sample for whom we have known HIV status,

Fig. 2 Estimated percentage true for all sensitive questions. Bars show the estimated percentage of the population answering “true” (affirmative)
to the sensitive question, using the estimation method represented by the color of the bar. 95% confidence interval in brackets

Fig. 3 Estimated percentage affirmative for HIV status (“I am HIV negative”). Bars show the estimated percentage of the population answering
“true” (affirmative) to the sensitive question, using the estimation method represented by the color of the bar, where the purple bar represents
the true percentage. 95% confidence interval in brackets. Sub-populations are shown below each chart
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although we note that because these test results are not
disclosed to the participant, participants may not neces-
sarily know their status. In the right-hand panel, we only
include individuals who tested HIV positive and have been
linked to the local HIV clinic system. We assume these in-
dividuals are aware of their status as they have received
HIV-related services at local clinic. We note that the con-
fidence intervals for neither the LR nor direct question-
naires contain the true value of 0, but the LR estimate of
the percentage who were HIV negative was very high, with
an estimate of 56% (95% CI: 33 to 80%).
The percentage of individuals estimated to be HIV

negative does not appear to be strongly correlated with
actual HIV status, as shown in Fig. 4. Figure 4 is similar
to the previous figures, but includes only the LR
estimates for each of the relevant HIV results/refusal
subpopulations. Furthermore, the LR method far overes-
timated the percentage who refused the AHRI DSS HIV
test, as shown in Fig. 2. While the actual percentage was
only 15% (95% CI: 12 to 18%), LR estimated 55% (95%
CI: 37 to 73%).
Multivariate regression results with the list randomization

data using the linear regression methodology [23] for the
two questions with known truth are shown in Table 2. Elic-
ited responses using the list randomization methodology
are generally unresponsive to demographics, including gen-
der, age, and education. Being HIV negative is non-
significantly associated with elicited “yes” answers for “I am
HIV negative,” as seen in columns (1–3). Years of educa-
tion is positively associated with claiming being HIV nega-
tive in column (3), despite these individuals being HIV

positive. Results are similarly non-significantly associated
with actual HIV status using the theoretically more efficient
MLE model from G Blair, et al. [7], noting that several
specifications failed to converge. Having refused an HIV
test is positively associated with elicited “yes” answers for
the question regarding test refusal, but is only significant
when demographics are controlled for in column (4). The
results for the questions without known truth are shown in
Additional file 1.
While the question blocks were designed to minimize

the probability of ceiling and floor effects, we found
that the probability of extreme-valued sums was rela-
tively high for questions pertaining to three of the
blocks in Arm B. We show the percentage of partici-
pants answering 0/4 non-sensitive questions affirmative
in Arm B in Fig. 5, noting that the opposite extreme (4/
4) occurred in less than 1% of cases for all arms. For
three of the blocks (brushing teeth, condom use, and
HIV test refusal), more than 20% of respondents an-
swered ‘no’ to all four non-sensitive questions. The
only two question blocks for which there was both a
high percentage of 0 sums and for which societal
preference is positive are for brushing teeth and for
condom use. We further do not observe statistically
significant evidence for design effects using G Blair, et
al. [7]‘s design effect test, with p-values for the test
being 0.58, 0.16, 0.66, 0.10, and 0.59 for each block,
respectively. Further, we do not observe any consist-
ent pattern of the impact of the position of the sensi-
tive question within blocks on LR estimates, as shown
in Additional file 1.

Fig. 4 Estimated percentage affirmative by true status. Bars show the estimated percentage of the population answering “true” (affirmative) to
the sensitive question. Subpopulations by HIV test status are shown by bar colors. 95% confidence interval in brackets. True status as shown in
this chart is known to the researchers, but may not necessarily be known to the individuals
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Discussion
We conducted a study in rural KwaZulu-Natal, South
Africa comparing list randomization methods to direct
estimates of prevalence for HIV-related outcomes, includ-
ing a comparison to objectively measured individual
values for these outcomes. In our study, LR responses
neither corresponded strongly with known actual answers

with regard to HIV status and HIV testing refusal, nor
were closer to known actual answers than standard direct
questionnaires. Our results agree with recent findings
from A Arentoft, et al. [13], which similarly did not find
that list randomization improved estimates over direct
questioning. The failure of our implementation of LR to
improve elicitation of sensitive information in surveys

Table 2 Regression results for questions with known truth

Question / dependent
variable

“I am HIV negative” “I refused the AHRI DSS HIV test
this year”

Subpopulation Full population HIV status (+/−) known
to researchers

HIV (+) status known
to individual

Full population

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Coefficient:

Constant 0.67 (−0.57, 1.90) 0.82 (− 0.62, 2.27) −1.36 (−4.73, 2.01) −0.55 (−1.92, 0.83)

HIV negative 0.06 (−0.40, 0.52) 0.01 (− 0.45, 0.48) 0.43 (− 0.08, 0.93)

HIV test refused 0.08 (− 0.40, 0.55) 0.54** (0.03, 1.06)

Male 0.02 (−0.31, 0.34) −0.05 (− 0.40, 0.30) −0.16 (− 0.67, 0.36) −0.08 (− 0.46, 0.31)

Age − 0.01 (− 0.06, 0.03) −0.02 (− 0.08, 0.03) 0.04 (− 0.13, 0.20) 0.05* (− 0.01, 0.10)

Age2† 0.02 (− 0.04, 0.07) 0.03 (− 0.03, 0.09) −0.02 (− 0.21, 0.17) −0.04 (− 0.10, 0.02)

Years of education 0.02 (− 0.04, 0.07) 0.02 (− 0.04, 0.08) 0.09** (0.01, 0.17) −0.02 (− 0.08, 0.04)

Residual SE 0.84 0.83 0.75 0.98

Observations

Arm A 242 209 77 245

Arm B 210 176 76 210

Total 452 385 153 455

Coefficients are shown as point estimate (95% confidence interval). * p < .10, ** p < .05. Correlation with non-sensitive item component not shown. Residual SE
(standard error) is shown for model fit and ranges from 0 to 1, where a residual SE of 0 is a perfectly fit model. † coefficient multiplied by 100
Results are shown for the linear estimation model

Fig. 5 Percentage of participants answering 0–4 non-sensitive questions affirmative in Arm B. Each bar represented the percentage of sums which
are equal to 0, where each sum is the sum of the four non-sensitive question “true” (affirmative) answers associated with a given sensitive question
item block

Haber et al. BMC Medical Research Methodology  (2018) 18:46 Page 9 of 12



highlights the inherent complexity of this and other
related methods, suggesting that researchers should be
cautious when using them in the field.
Methods which add a randomized element to survey

results share a trade-off between the degree to which
answers are hidden, and therefore theoretically the
degree of bias reduction, with loss of statistical power
through some form of increasing measurement error
[24]. In theory, by inducing semi-random error into
participant responses, participants gain plausible deni-
ability of their answers, and as such may feel less pres-
sure to answer untruthfully. For LR, this is achieved by
adding the binary responses of unrelated questions to
participant responses and using a second set of individ-
uals to serve as population controls, at least doubling
the necessary population needed to achieve a given level
of power. In our case, LR increased statistical noise, but
did not reduce bias. We therefore conclude that the list
randomization method as implemented was not useful
in this setting.
The most substantial limitations to this survey were those

of external validity, including limitations of generalizability
to other populations, other question topics, and even other
implementations of LR. Our study sample is drawn from a
semi-urban, relatively poor, Zulu-speaking region of rural
KwaZulu-Natal, limiting transportability to other settings.
Further, we purposefully selected individuals with known
actual answers to particular questions, with at least three
levels of selection limiting generalizability of estimated sur-
vey answers even to the AHRI region: selection into the
ACDIS household survey cohort, selection into the target
sample based on ACDIS HIV tests, and finally selection
into our study sample through being approached at home
during working hours. It is likely that this cohort would be
more likely to understand and accept the unusual line of
questioning than other general populations, as these were
individuals who had recently taken at least one test and
survey about HIV as well as belonging to a region with a
highly visible population research center. Questions were
designed and selected based on the availability of known
truth, and as such may not be applicable to other topics or
questions. This study serves as a methods validation study
only, and by design is inappropriate to make population
level inference.
The specifics of the design and implementation of the list

randomization questionnaire may help explain its poor
performance in our experiment. While counts in the non-
sensitive questions were unexpectedly low and could indi-
cate floor effects, design effects alone cannot explain the
discrepancy between known truths and list randomization-
estimated percentages. Despite a priori estimation and
simulation to avoid extreme counts, we noted unexpected
percentages of respondents with summed blocks adding to
extreme counts of affirmative responses present in Arm B.

However, the expected direction of floor effect bias is not
consistent with the expected direction of floor effect bias in
the presence of social desirability for the question regarding
HIV testing, and therefore cannot be the primary source of
bias and/or error in this question. Similarly, the position of
the sensitive questions within blocks did not appear to have
a consistent pattern of impact on estimates, suggesting that
drawing attention to the sensitive question was unlikely to
be the primary driver of bias/error. We also note that using
a list block (Arm A) and a direct arm (Arm B), as opposed
to two list block arms, may have contributed to bias. Differ-
ences in the question formats may induce different biases
in each arm, yielding a net bias when using the difference
in means estimator. However, the data collected in Arm B
will help inform future study designs in the ACDIS cohort
so we are better able to avoid design effects in the future.
We speculate that the most substantial issue in our im-

plementation was cognitive difficulty associated with the
list block format. Participants in the LR arm were asked to
keep a running tally on their fingers how many items were
true, but also had to acknowledge that they heard and
accounted for each sub question in the block. While this
method was pre-tested and chosen as it required no add-
itional materials, subjects’ ability to keep track of answers
may have been insufficient. However, we did not find evi-
dence that more education yielded improved responses,
nor do we find that our sample is disproportionately edu-
cated. To make things easier for subjects, physical devices
could have been used to reduce cognitive load. For ex-
ample, participants could have been given two jars (for
true and false answers), marbles, and a screen to block
view from the interviewer, and instructions to drop a mar-
ble in the true and false jars as the sub questions are being
asked, counting the number of marbles in each jar at the
end of each block.
Finally, we hypothesize that in at least one case, the sen-

sitive question itself may have contributed to the discrep-
ancy in results. While patients were asked whether they
refused the most recent AHRI DSS HIV test (i.e. “this
year”), participants could have misunderstood this as
meaning any other HIV test, including other rounds of
tests. If this was the case, participants misunderstanding
the question would be overly likely to believe their actual
answer to be affirmative, while still having social pressure
to answer “false.” The direct questionnaire in this case
yielded answers that were unexpectedly close to the actual
truth. While that could be the result of two sources of
error in opposite directions cancelling each other out as
above, it is alternatively plausible that there simply is not
strong social desirability bias for this question. It is further
plausible that recall may have had a role, as two of the
questions used a recall period of 12 months [25].
While this implementation did not confirm the hypoth-

esis that list randomization would improve validity of data,
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it does highlight the need for additional study. Both the
LR and direct questionnaire methods failed to yield accur-
ate estimates of HIV status. Given the relative limited in-
stances of list randomization use worldwide to date, there
exists a number of open questions regarding the feasibility
and efficacy of variants of LR. These include the number
and variance of the non-sensitive items [7, 16, 26] and
situational appropriateness in a variety of settings. List
randomization and other comparable methods have the
potential to greatly improve inference, but these methods
are inherently more complicated and more time consum-
ing, yielding greater risk of error.

Conclusions
Based on this study, it is unclear whether list randomization
is a useful tool in settings and populations comparable to
that of the AHRI DSS. Formal cognitive interviewing [27,
28] will be greatly beneficial in survey design going forward
to help design, implement and test counting methods and
question framing. Our results suggest that, until further
study is performed to determine best practices in a wide
variety of settings, researchers should be cautious to use
this approach.
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file contains the main collected data from the study, with all identifying
and demographic information removed. Additional data and alternative
formats may be available upon request, pending review of ethics agreements.
(CSV 103 kb)

Abbreviations
AHRI: Africa Health Research Institute; DSS: Demographic Surveillance Site;
HIV: Human Immunodeficiency Virus; LR: List randomization

Acknowledgements
Core funding supporting the AHRI DSS was primarily provided by the
Wellcome Trust and PEPFAR. Till Bärnighausen and Frank Tanser received
funding from the Wellcome Trust and from the National Institutes of Health
(NICHD R01-HD084233 and NIAI R01-AI124389). Frank Tanser received
additional funding from the South African MRC Flagship (MRC-RFA-UFSP-01–
2013/UKZN HIVEPI) as well as a UK Academy of Medical Sciences Newton
Advanced Fellowship (NA150161).
We would firstly like to thank the participants in this study, who volunteered
for an unusual and sensitive questionnaire. We would further like to thank
the staff at the Africa Health Research Institute, whose extraordinary efforts
made this study possible. In particular, we would like to thank our field
workers, Bonakele Gumede and Thuleleni Ndlovu, Phumzile Dlamini for
managing our field team, Brendan Gilbert for making sure our tablet data
collection functioned in the field, Suzette Grobler and Chiedza Munikwa for
managing the grants and ethics review, Anita Edwards for going above and
beyond managing this the administrative aspects of this study, Costas
Criticos for ensuring the funding was available to complete this study on
time, Ncengani Mthethwa and the community engagement team for
helping test and develop the study questions, and the Community Advisory
Board and AHRI’s scientific review team for their support of this study.
Many research staff, students, and faculty contributed comments and
suggestions to this study. I would first like to thank all of the faculty and
administrative staff at the Department of Global Health and Population at the

Harvard T.H. Chan School of Public Health. I would further like to thank Dr.
Daniel Westreich for contributing comments during the study design phase.

Funding
Funding for this study was provided by the Eunice Kennedy Shriver National
Institute of Child Health and Human Development grant number
1R01HD084233–01 and by the Africa Health Research Institute. Funding for
the Africa Health Research Institute is provided primarily by the Wellcome
Trust. NH is supported by Population Research Training grant (T32
HD007168) and the Population Research Infrastructure Program (P2C
HD050924) awarded to the Carolina Population Center at The University of
North Carolina at Chapel Hill by the Eunice Kennedy Shriver National
Institute of Child Health and Human Development. No funding institutions
had any role in the design of the study and collection, analysis, and
interpretation of data and in writing the manuscript.

Availability of data and materials
Anonymized data are attached as Additional file 2 to this study. Additional
data may be available from Africa Health Research Institute and compliance
with ethics review board requirements. Contact the corresponding author to
initiate a request for data.

Authors’ contributions
NH contributed to all parts of the study. This included initial design of the
study, implementation, field worker training, data analysis, and manuscript
writing. TB provided input on all phases of this study, including initial design,
implementation, analysis, and manuscript writing. GH provided key input on
the design and implantation of the study, and provided input on the
manuscript writing. JC provided input on the design and analysis of the data
and provided input on manuscript writing. TM provided input on the design
and implementation of the study and coordinated the field team. FT
provided input on the design and implementation of the study. DG and KH
provided input in the design of the study, coordinated data management,
and provided input on the manuscript. DP provided input on the design
and implementation of the study, and provided input on the manuscript. GF
provided input on all phases of this study, including initial design,
implementation, analysis, and manuscript writing. All authors read and
approved the final manuscript.

Ethics approval and consent to participate
The protocol for this survey was approved by the University of KwaZulu-Natal
BioMedical Research Ethics Committee (BF291/16) and by the Harvard Univer-
sity Institutional Review Board (IRB16–0864). Consent to participate in this study
was obtained through an electronic tablet system, with participants keeping a
physical copy of the consent forms.

Consent for publication
The protocol, as approved by the above institutions, as well as the signed
consent, included permission to publish study results.

Competing interests
The authors declares that they have no competing interests.

Publisher’s Note
Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in published
maps and institutional affiliations.

Author details
1Department of Global Health and Population, Harvard T.H. Chan School of
Public Health, Boston, USA. 2Carolina Population Center, University of North
Carolina, Chapel Hill, USA. 3Africa Health Research Institute, KwaZulu-Natal,
South Africa. 4Department of Epidemiology, Harvard T.H. Chan School of
Public Health, Boston, USA. 5Institute for Global Health, University College
London, London, UK. 6School of Nursing and Public Health, University of
KwaZulu-Natal, Durban, South Africa. 7Centre for the AIDS Programme of
Research in South Africa—CAPRISA, University of KwaZulu-Natal, Congella,
South Africa. 8Division of Infection and Immunity, University College London,
London, UK. 9Institute of Public Health, University of Heidelberg, Heidelberg,
Germany. 10Research Department of Infection and Population Health,
University College London, London, UK. 11Swiss Tropical and Public Health
Institute, University of Basel, Basel, Switzerland.

Haber et al. BMC Medical Research Methodology  (2018) 18:46 Page 11 of 12

https://doi.org/10.1186/s12874-018-0507-9
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12874-018-0507-9


Received: 5 July 2017 Accepted: 7 May 2018

References
1. Smith D. Correcting for social desirability response sets in opinion-attitude

survey research. Public Opinion Q. 1967;31(1):87–94.
2. Tourangeau R, Yan T. Sensitive questions in surveys. Psychol Bull. 2007;

133(5):859–83.
3. Aho J, Koushik A, Diakite SL, Loua KM, Nguyen VK, Rashed S. Biological

validation of self-reported condom use among sex workers in Guinea. AIDS
Behav. 2010;14(6):1287–93.

4. Diclemente R, Swartzendruber AL, Brown J. Improving the validity of self-
reported sexual behavior: no easy answers. Sex Transmit Dis. 2013;40(2):111–2.

5. Kelly CA, Soler-Hampejsek E, Mensch BS, Hewett PC. Social desirability bias
in sexual behavior reporting: evidence from an interview mode experiment
in rural Malawi. Int Perspect Sex Reproduct Health. 2013;39(1):14–21.

6. Ahart A, Sackett P. A new method of examining relationships between individual
difference measures and sensitive behavior criteria: evaluating the unmatched
count technique. Organizational Res Methods. 2004;7(1):101–14.

7. Blair G, Imai K. Statistical analysis of list experiments. Polit Anal. 2012;
20(1):47–77.

8. Imai K. Multivariate regression analysis for the item count technique. J Am
Statist Assoc. 2011;106(494):407–16.

9. Kuha J, Jackson J. The item count method for sensitive survey questions:
modelling criminal behaviour. J Royal Stat Soc Series C (Applied Statistics).
2014;63(2):321–41.

10. LaBrie J, Earleywine M. Sexual risk behaviors and alcohol: higher base rates
revealed using the unmatched count technique. J Sex Res. 2000;37(4):321–6.

11. Walsh JA, Braithwaite J. Self-reported alcohol consumption and sexual
behavior in males and females: using the unmatched-count technique to
examine reporting practices of socially sensitive subjects in a sample of
university students. J Alcohol Drug Educ. 2008;52(2):49–72.

12. Starosta AJ, Earleywine M. Assessing base rates of sexual behavior using the
unmatched count technique. Health Psychol Behav Med Open Access J.
2014;2(1):198–210.

13. Arentoft A, Van Dyk K, Thames AD, Sayegh P, Thaler N, Schonfeld D,
LaBrie J, Hinkin CH. Comparing the unmatched count technique and
direct self-report for sensitive health-risk behaviors in HIV+ adults. AIDS
Care. 2016;28(3):370–5.

14. Randrianantoandro TN, Kono H, Kubota S. Knowledge and behavior in
an animal disease outbreak - evidence from the item count technique
in a case of African swine fever in Madagascar. Prev Vet Med.
2015;118(4):483–7.

15. Gunarathne A, Kubota S, Kumarawadu P, Karunagoda K, Kon H. Is hiding
foot and mouth disease sensitive behavior for farmers? A survey study in Sri
Lanka. Asian-Australasian J Animal Sci. 2016;29(2):280–7.

16. Tsuchiya T, Hirai Y, Ono S. A study of the properties of the item count
technique. Public Opinion Q. 2007;71(2):253–72.

17. Rosenfeld B, Imai K, Shapiro JN. An empirical validation study of popular survey
methodologies for sensitive questions. Am J Pol Sci. 2016;60(3):783–802.

18. Tanser F, Hosegood V, Barnighausen T, Herbst K, Nyirenda M, Muhwava W,
Newell C, Viljoen J, Mutevedzi T, Newell ML. Cohort profile: Africa Centre
demographic information system (ACDIS) and population-based HIV survey.
Int J Epidemiol. 2008;37(5):956–62.

19. Zaidi J, Grapsa E, Tanser F, Newell ML, Barnighausen T: Dramatic increase in
HIV prevalence after scale-up of antiretroviral treatment. AIDS (London,
England) 2013, 27 (14):2301–2305.

20. Tsuchiya T, Hirai Y. Elaborate item count questioning: why do people
underreport in item count responses? Survey Res Methods. 2010;4(3):139–49.

21. Nepusz T, Petróczi A, Naughton DP, Epton T, Norman P. Estimating the
prevalence of socially sensitive behaviors: attributing guilty and innocent
noncompliance with the single sample count method. Psychol Methods.
2014;19(3):334–55.

22. Corstange D. Sensitive questions, truthful answers? Modeling the list
experiment with LISTIT. Pol Analys. 2009;17(01):45–63.

23. Blair G, Imai K: List: statistical methods for the item count technique and list
experiment. 8.4 edn; 2010.

24. Ulrich R, Schroter H, Striegel H, Simon P. Asking sensitive questions: a
statistical power analysis of randomized response models. Psychol Methods.
2012;17(4):623–41.

25. Napper LE, Fisher DG, Reynolds GL, Johnson ME. HIV risk behavior self-
report reliability at different recall periods. AIDS Behav. 2010;14(1):152–61.

26. Karlan D, Zinman J. Lying about borrowing. J Eur Econ Assoc. 2008;
6(2–3):510–21.

27. Willis G. Cognitive interviewing: a tool for improving questionnaire design.
Los Angeles: SAGE Publications; 2004.

28. Tourangeau R, Rasinski KA. Cognitive processes underlying context effects in
attitude measurement. Psychol Bull. 1988;103(3):299–314.

Haber et al. BMC Medical Research Methodology  (2018) 18:46 Page 12 of 12


	Abstract
	Background
	Methods
	Results
	Conclusions

	Background
	Methods
	Setting and population
	Sample generation protocol
	Target sample generation
	Study sample generation
	Randomization to experiment arms
	Arm a
	Arm B
	Sensitive items of interest
	Survey procedures
	Human subjects and IRB approval
	Statistical analysis

	Results
	Discussion
	Conclusions
	Additional files
	Abbreviations
	Funding
	Availability of data and materials
	Authors’ contributions
	Ethics approval and consent to participate
	Consent for publication
	Competing interests
	Publisher’s Note
	Author details
	References

