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Summary  

Effective survey design is essential to ensure high-quality data. One critical aspect of this process 

is managing the overall length of a survey. Research shows that respondents are more likely to 
complete shorter surveys (Yan, Conrad, Tourangeau, & Couper, 2011), while longer interviews 

and more complex questions can impose a greater cognitive burden on participants, 

potentially leading to less accurate responses (Alwin & Beattie, 2016).  

Respondent fatigue (or survey fatigue) refers to a decline in survey responses’ completeness, 

quality, or accuracy when participants become tired, bored, or disengaged during an interview 

(Jeong et al., 2023; Andreadis & Kartsounidou, 2020). These effects are not uniform across all 
respondents; individual differences in attitudes – such as varying levels of patience – can 

influence how participants engage with a survey. Impatient respondents may be less attentive 

and engaged during a long interview, thereby reducing the likelihood of capturing 

comprehensive or reliable answers – even if they complete the full questionnaire.  

Afrobarometer surveys have grown over the years both in the number of questions asked and in 

their overall duration, with the average interview taking significantly longer than the 45-minute 

estimate communicated to respondents.  

To evaluate whether and how longer interviews compromise data quality as a result of 

respondent impatience, we must determine effective ways to measure this disposition and to 
identify potential sources of impatience beyond fixed personality traits. Afrobarometer’s current 

approach is to capture respondents’ attitudes through interviewers’ observations. While this 

measure exhibits significant variation in impatience levels across countries, it shows no consistent 
association with interview duration. These patterns raise questions about the reliability of this 

approach for assessing respondent attitudes.  

This methods note proposes an alternative measurement approach: topic modelling, a natural 

language processing methodology designed to uncover latent (i.e. hidden) themes within large 

collections of texts. Using interviewer comments from four Afrobarometer country surveys, we 
apply topic modelling to explore how these qualitative data capture negative respondent 

attitudes – including impatience – and how such attitudes are perceived and recorded by 

interviewers. This method is particularly advantageous because it automatically identifies 
patterns across unlabelled text, thus significantly reducing the manual effort typically required 

for qualitative analysis. Moreover, it enables researchers to organise and search documents 

based on broader thematic content, rather than relying solely on pre-defined keyword 

matching. 

Results from this preliminary topic modelling analysis suggest that Afrobarometer interviewers’ 

comments capture meaningful insights about respondent attitudes related to interview length. 
In particular, comments from Round 7 tend to reflect mild annoyance, whereas those from the 

longer interviews in Round 9 indicate more direct signs of impatience. These patterns highlight 

the importance of developing a systematic method for recording impatient attitudes to ensure 
consistent interpretation across rounds and countries. Without such standardisation, there is no 

clear method for evaluating the effect of impatience on data quality, making it challenging to 

assess how these respondents may bias survey results.  
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Key findings 

▪ Interview duration: 

o Average interview duration increased by 15 minutes from Round 7 to Round 9, while 

the number of questions asked increased by an average of 17.8 items.  

o The average interview in Round 9 took 33 minutes longer than the 45-minute 

estimate, with most interviews (96%) lasting beyond this benchmark. 

▪ Respondent attitudes: 

o In Round 9, interviewers assessed 17% of respondents as impatient based on a 

quantitative scale. 

o The proportion of impatient respondents per country varied widely, from 5% in Niger 

and São Tomé and Príncipe to 65% in Mauritius.  

▪ Interviewer comments: 

o As with respondent evaluations, the proportion of Round 9 interviews containing 

interviewer comments varied considerably across countries, from 1% in Morocco to 

45% in Cameroon. 

o Results from topic modelling of Round 9 interviewer comments show evidence of 

increasing negative respondent attitudes in response to longer interview times. 

o Results from Round 7 also reflect negative demeanours observed in respondents, 

although their concerns seem to centre on the interruption of daily activities caused 

by the interview rather than its length. 

Data and methods 

Afrobarometer is a pan-African, non-partisan survey research network that provides reliable 

data on African experiences and evaluations of democracy, governance, and quality of life. 

Ten survey rounds in up to 45 countries have been completed since 1999. Afrobarometer’s 
national partners conduct face-to-face interviews in the language of the respondent’s choice 

with nationally representative samples of 1,200-2,400 respondents. This yields country-level results 

with margins of error of +/-2 to +/-3 percentage points at a 95% confidence level.  

This methods note incorporates a combination of qualitative and quantitative data on 

respondent attitudes from Afrobarometer Round 7 (2016/2018), Round 8 (2019/2021), and Round 

9 (2021/2023) surveys. (See Appendix Table A.1 for a list of countries and fieldwork dates.) 

Reported results are based on unweighted data. 

The first set of analyses focuses on quantitative measures of respondent attitudes. After 

completing an interview, Afrobarometer interviewers are invited to evaluate a respondent’s 
attitude across six dimensions, capturing whether a participant is friendly (vs. hostile), interested 

(vs. bored), cooperative (vs. uncooperative), patient (vs. impatient), at ease (vs. suspicious), and 

honest (vs. misleading). In each case, interviewers can also rate respondents as being “in 
between” each of these extremes. For this analysis, respondents initially evaluated as “in 

between” are reclassified as exhibiting the negative form of the respective attitude, under the 
presumption that if respondents cannot be confidently identified as displaying a positive 

attitude, their behaviour may align more closely with that of negatively evaluated respondents. 
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In addition to rating respondent attitudes on a categorical scale, interviewers are given the 

opportunity to provide open-ended comments on the interview.1 The second set of analyses 
uses topic modelling to examine how these comments discuss respondent attitudes. Topic 

modelling is a natural language process technique2 used to uncover latent or hidden themes in 
a large collection of documents, such as social media posts or news articles. Rather than 

analysing each document individually, topic modelling automatically learns patterns in the full 

body of texts and groups these patterns into themes (called “topics”). Each topic is made up of 
a group of words that frequently occur together (e.g. “president,” “election,” and “voting” in a 

politics topic). Each document can be represented by a combination of these topics. For 

example, a news article may discuss politics (Topic 1) 70% of the time and the economy (Topic 

2) for the remaining 30%. 

In survey research, topic modelling allows researchers to analyse large quantities of text data 

efficiently. For example, it can identify the key themes in open-ended responses and provide 
summaries of respondent views. This method is particularly useful in public opinion surveys, where 

understanding underlying topics in survey responses can help researchers to refine future 

questions to ensure that they more effectively capture relevant attitudes and behaviours.  

One benefit of topic modelling is that it is an unsupervised learning process, meaning that no 

previous knowledge of themes is required. Instead, the algorithm learns what is being discussed 

across the set of documents without needing to manually label or read each document. This 
makes topic modelling an appropriate application for analysing how interviewer comments 

capture respondent impatience, as they do not contain any labels detailing their content.  

However, a central limitation of topic modelling is its reliance on human interpretation. While text 
data can be collected in multiple languages, researchers can only meaningfully interpret topics 

in languages they understand. This limitation may restrict case selection, narrowing the scope of 

analysis and potentially introducing selection bias. As a result, findings may not generalise across 

all country cases.  

If interview duration influences respondent attitudes – particularly their likelihood of being 

characterised as impatient – topic modelling should identify themes containing language 
reflecting these attitudes. It is worth noting that the number and composition of countries differ 

across survey rounds. While this analysis considers average interview duration to reduce 

sensitivity to sample size, any changes in the set of countries included may influence overall 
patterns if those countries differ systematically in respondent behaviour. As such, some of the 

observed increase in impatience could reflect differences in sample composition across rounds 

rather than genuine shifts in respondent attitudes.3 

To explore this possibility, topic models were estimated based on interviewer comments from 

Round 9 surveys in Ethiopia, Mauritius, Namibia, and South Africa (see Table 1 for details on 
average interview duration, question count, and number of interviewer comments). These 

countries are in either East or Southern Africa – regions that experienced the second- and third-

greatest average increases in interview duration between Round 7 and Round 9. Each of these 

 
1 The question asks: “Do you have any other comments on the interview? For example, did anything else significant 
happen during the interview?” 
2 Natural language processing is a branch of artificial intelligence that enables computers to read, process, and 
generate output in human language.  
3 Rounds 7 and 8 surveyed 34 countries; Round 9 surveyed 39 countries; and 32 countries were surveyed across all 
three rounds. 
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countries ranks among the top 10 in terms of the proportion of respondents whom interviewers 

assessed as impatient in Round 9. In addition, all interview comments are recorded in English. 

Table 1: Case studies data description | 4 countries | 2021/2023 

Country 
Survey 

year 
Sample size 

Average 
duration 
(mins.) 

Question 
count 

Interviewer 
comments 

Proportion 
of impatient 
respondents 

Ethiopia 2023 2,400 75.2  284 134 62% 
Mauritius 2022 1,200 71.5 287 174 65% 

Namibia 2021 1,200 71.4 301 173 20% 

South Africa 2022 1,580 74.8 294 356 44% 

It is important to emphasise that these cases do not serve as a representative sample of the 

continent, and findings should not be generalised to all respondent attitudes. However, the 

intentional selection of extreme cases offers a valuable opportunity to examine whether and 
how interviewer comments reflect respondent attitudes related to interview length, and how 

interviewers interpret and document signs of respondent impatience. 

Afrobarometer interview and questionnaire length 

The time taken to complete an Afrobarometer survey has increased significantly over recent 

survey rounds. Between Round 7 and Round 9, average interview duration rose by 15 minutes, 

from 63 minutes to 78 minutes.  

These trends are concerning considering respondents’ expectations about the survey’s length. 

Prior to beginning an Afrobarometer interview, enumerators inform potential participants that 
the survey is expected to last approximately 45 minutes. Yet these expectations are rarely met. In 

Round 9, for example, 96% of all interviews lasted beyond the 45-minute estimate (Figure 1). By 

comparison, 81% of interviews in Round 7 and 94% of those in Round 8 exceeded this 
benchmark (not shown). (For a more detailed examination of these trends, see Khachaturova, 

Marques-Moura, & Ornaghi, 2025). 

Figure 1: Interview duration | 39 countries | 2021/2023 

 

Chart shows the distribution of interview duration for Round 9 surveys. The vertical dotted line represents the 
45-minute estimate.  
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The worry is that the discrepancy between estimated and actual interview length may 

negatively affect respondent attitudes during an Afrobarometer survey. Respondents may be 
expected to grow increasingly impatient as the interview approaches or carries on past the 

indicated benchmark. Such impatience can, in turn, compromise data quality by leading to 
rushed or less thoughtful responses. Given the trend of increasing interview duration across 

rounds, there is good reason to suspect that later rounds will include higher proportions of 

impatient respondents. 

Questionnaire length is a central driver of the recent increase in Afrobarometer’s average 

interview duration. Afrobarometer questionnaires contain two types of questions: master 

questionnaire items and country-specific questions (CSQs). Master questions are designed to be 
applicable to most countries, but are dropped from the questionnaire in cases where they are 

not relevant. In contrast, Afrobarometer’s national partners develop CSQs to address nationally 

relevant issues. Variation in question counts within the same survey round are a product of 
omitted master questions and differing numbers of CSQs asked in each country. (For more 

information on questionnaire design, please see Afrobarometer’s Round 10 Survey Manual).  

Figure 2 shows the distribution of total question counts (the sum of master questions and CSQs) 
for each country in different rounds. Questionnaire length increased from an average of 270 

items in Round 7 to 287 items in Round 9. The chart also reveals that several countries had 

particularly long questionnaires (South Africa in Round 7, Ghana in rounds 8 and 9) or particularly 

short questionnaires (Tunisia in Round 9). 

Figure 2: Questionnaire length | 34-39 countries* | 2016-2023 

 
Chart shows the distribution of questionnaire length across survey rounds. Each box represents the middle 
50% of the data. The horizontal black line inside the box indicates the median number of question items for 
the round. Lines extending from the box, or whiskers, indicate the range of the data. Dots represent outlier 
cases. *Rounds 7 and 8 had 34 countries, while Round 9 included 39 countries. 

 

Trends in the total number of question items vary across both countries and survey rounds. 
Among the 32 countries surveyed continuously across all three rounds, Ghana saw the largest 

increase in questionnaire length (33 items) from Round 7 to Round 9 (Figure 3). Mauritius, one of 

the selected case studies, experienced an increase of 17 question items, which is close to the 

https://www.afrobarometer.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/06/AB_R10.-Survey-Manual_eng_24jun24-rev31may25.pdf
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overall average increase across all 32 countries (17.4).4 By contrast, the question count 

decreased by 10 in South Africa, another selected case.   

Figure 3: Questionnaire length by country | 32 countries | 2016-2023 

 
Chart shows changes in questionnaire length across survey rounds. Points represent the total number of 
questions asked in Round 7 (blue circles), Round 8 (yellow triangles), and Round 9 (green squares). The 
vertical dashed lines show the average number of questions for all countries in each round.   

 
4 Average question counts for the 32 countries were 270.3 in Round 7, 278.5 in Round 8, and 287.7 in Round 9. 



 

Copyright ©Afrobarometer 2025        7 

As Khachaturova, Marques-Moura, and Ornaghi (2025) note in their analysis of Afrobarometer 

interview duration, the overall length of an interview is influenced not only by the number of 
questions, but also by the complexity of those questions. Longer or more complex questions can 

reduce respondent comprehension and increase the time needed to answer, ultimately 
extending the overall interview duration. Afrobarometer surveys often include such questions, 

suggesting that question complexity may be an additional factor contributing to the trend 

toward longer interviews. This effect could be direct (if later rounds include questions that are 

more complex on average), indirect (by increasing cognitive load), or a combination of both. 

Enumerator-coded respondent attitudes 

Interviewers’ assessments of respondent attitudes are often overlooked in standard 

Afrobarometer analyses, which tend to prioritise analysing responses to substantive questions. 

However, such assessments present a valuable opportunity to examine how interview conditions 

– including duration – may influence respondent behaviour. 

This methods note focuses specifically on respondent patience. While interview length can 

affect various respondent attitudes – such as willingness to cooperate with answering questions 
or answering honestly – it is likely to be the most directly related to patience. However, this focus 

presents an inherent limitation: Data on respondent attitudes are only available for individuals 

who complete an interview. The standard Afrobarometer questionnaire currently has no method 
for capturing the behaviour of those who exit the interview early, whether due to impatience or 

other factors. As a result, the data may systematically exclude the most impatient respondents, 

potentially biasing any analysis based on this measure. 

Most respondents are rated positively on the dimension of patience: Among the 53,444 

respondents interviewed in Round 9, only 17% are rated as impatient (Figure 4). This is a 
consistent trend over time: Impatient respondents make up 16% of the Round 7 sample and 17% 

of the Round 8 sample. This stability – despite variation in interview length – provides further 

evidence that the question may be a flawed measure of respondent attitudes (assuming no rise 

in the number of respondents who exit the interview early as duration and length increase). 

Figure 4: Patient and impatient respondents | 34-39 countries* | 2016-2023 

 
Chart shows the percentage of patient and impatient respondents across each survey round. *Rounds 7 
and 8 had 34 countries, while Round 9 included 39 countries. 
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In fact, there may potentially be a general bias toward more positive evaluations of respondent 

attitudes. Across the six dimensions on which interviewers evaluate respondents, attitudes are 
overwhelmingly recorded as positive. These consistently positive ratings persist across both 

categories of respondent behaviour and survey rounds, even as interview length increases, 
raising questions about the sensitivity of these measures to actual changes in respondent 

engagement. (See Appendix Table A.2 for the percentage of respondents for each attitude 

across rounds.)  

Figure 5 displays cross-national variation in the proportion of respondents categorised as 

impatient, which ranged from 6% to 65% of respondents in 2021/2023. In 27 of 39 countries, fewer 

than 20% of respondents are classified as impatient. However, eight countries report that around 
one-quarter or more of their sample falls into this category. Mauritius and Ethiopia are notable 

outliers, with 65% and 62% of respondents deemed “impatient,” respectively. The other two case 

studies, Namibia and South Africa, also fall within the top 12.  

Figure 5: Impatient respondents by country (%) | 39 countries | 2021/2023 

 
Chart shows the percentage of impatient respondents in each country.  

  

Figure 6 compares interview length for patient and impatient respondents in Round 9. (See 
Appendix Figure A.1 for the distribution in rounds 7 and 8.) It is reasonable to expect that longer 

interviews will be associated with an increased incidence of respondent impatience, as survey 
participants “run out of patience” – particularly beyond the 45-minute mark relayed as the 

estimated interview length. If correct, this would correspond to a larger share of impatient 

respondents at the higher end of the distribution, while patient respondents would be clustered 

among the shorter interviews.  

Unexpectedly, interview duration does not appear to explain any variation in respondent 

attitudes. In fact, there is little difference in the proportion of patient and impatient respondents 
beyond the 45-minute mark. In addition, the two groups have near-identical average duration 

times, at 78 and 77 minutes, respectively. 
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Figure 6: Interview duration by respondent patience | 39 countries | 2021/2023 

 
Chart shows the distribution of interview duration, grouped by respondent impatience. The vertical dotted 
line represents the 45-minute estimate and dashed lines the average duration by respondent patience.  

 

Together, these results indicate that evaluations of respondent attitudes may not accurately 
reflect actual behaviour. Although longer interviews do not appear to be associated with 

reported impatience, it remains uncertain whether these assessments are valid indicators of 

respondent dispositions.  

Relatedly, what defines a “patient” vs. “impatient” respondent remains ambiguous. For instance, 

some interviewers may code respondents who displayed visible signs of annoyance as patient, 

acknowledging their willingness to complete the questionnaire despite their irritation, while 

others may interpret the same behaviour as a sign of impatience. 

It is therefore unclear whether the marked cross-national variation in these levels reflects 

differences in cultural expectations, actual respondent behaviour, or a lack of shared 
understanding, potentially due to absent or inconsistent protocols communicated during 

fieldworker training. Because Afrobarometer lacks a standardised protocol for assessing 

respondent attitudes, it is uncertain how these evaluations are conducted across different 

countries. 

Afrobarometer interviewer comments  

To further investigate the potential relationship between interview duration and respondent 

attitudes, this analysis draws on a valuable but underutilised data source from the 
Afrobarometer surveys: open-ended interviewer comments. Although these comments are not 

required and can be skipped, they offer complementary qualitative insights that help to 

contextualise or explain evaluations of impatience highlighted above.  

Since the number of comments collected in each country is influenced by its sample size, the 

data are reported as proportions (displayed as percentages) to account for these differences. 

Interviewer comments are analysed at the country (Figure 7) and regional (Figure 8) levels. 
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The proportion of interviews containing enumerator comments varies considerably across 

countries (Figure 7). In Morocco, comments were recorded for only 1% of interviews in Round 9, 
whereas nearly half (45%) of interviews in Cameroon include a comment. This variation suggests 

that interviewer commenting practices are not uniform across contexts, and are potentially 
influenced by country-specific factors, including differences in interviewer training or in cultural 

norms about what is considered unusual or noteworthy behaviour during an interview.  

Figure 8 provides suggestive evidence for this claim. The chart shows that the proportion of 
interviewer comments varies substantially across regions (for Afrobarometer’s regional 

categories, see Appendix Table A.3). Interviews conducted in North African countries contain 

the fewest comments (11%), whereas comments are far more prevalent in East (23%) and 

Central African (31%) countries.  

Figure 7: Interviewer comments by country (%) | 39 countries | 2021/2023 

 
Chart shows the share of interviewer comments recorded in each country. Column colour indicates the 
percentage, ranging from blue (higher rates) to orange (lower rates). 

Figure 8: Interviewer comments by region | 39 countries | 2021/2023 

 
Chart shows the proportion (%) of interviewer comments recorded in each region.  
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Topic modelling of interviewer comments  

This section presents the results of topic modelling applied to interviewer comments from 

Afrobarometer surveys in Ethiopia, Mauritius, Namibia, and South Africa. While there is no 
definitive rule for selecting the number of topics in a topic model, the decision to specify 15 

topics to be estimated was made to capture a broad yet manageable range of themes 

emerging from interviewer comments. 

The analysis begins with topic modelling of interviewer comments in Round 9. Next, topic 

modelling is used to explore interviewer comments from Round 7. Ethiopia was not surveyed in 

Round 7, so interviewer comments for this analysis are compiled from the other three country 
case studies. Finally, a direct comparison is made between topics in Round 7 and Round 9 to 

better understand how increasing interview length affects the content of interviewer comments. 

Round 9 topic structure 

Figure 9 displays the topics estimated by the model based on the expected proportion of 

comments that belongs to the topic. Expected topic proportions tell us how much of each topic 
is present, on average, across a set of documents – in this case, interviewer comments in the four 

countries. Therefore, while the label number associated with a topic is arbitrarily assigned, topics 

with a higher expected proportion represent those that are more prominent in interviewer 

comments. The chart also lists the top three words associated with each topic.  

Figure 9: Estimated topic proportions in interviewer comments | 4 countries | 2021/2023 

 
Chart shows the topics identified by the model, ordered by the estimated share of all interviewer 
comments assigned to each topic.  
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The analysis demonstrates that the most common topic in interviewer comments is Topic 13, 

which is associated with the words “number,” “phone,” and “refuse.” The penultimate question 
of the Round 9 survey asks respondents to provide their contact information if they are willing to 

participate in a follow-up survey in the near future. The prevalence of this topic suggests that 
interviewers are likely documenting whether respondents were willing to provide a phone 

number, and if not, why not. 

The results also suggest that there are several topics to which concerns about interview duration 
could belong. Consider Topic 9, where two of the top words associated with the topic are 

"question" and "long." It is possible that the topic is capturing respondent comments about the 

length of interviews. Additionally, Topic 2 is associated with the word "busy"5 and Topic 4 with the 
word "interest." In these cases, it is possible that interviewer comments provide information about 

a respondent's feelings regarding participation in the survey, including their willingness to 

complete longer interviews.  

To further explore whether this expectation holds, researchers can take a closer look at the 

collection of words associated with each topic.  

Table 2 presents both high-probability and FREX words for topics 9, 2, and 4 in the topic model 
described above. High-probability words are those highly associated with a topic, while FREX 

words are not only common in a specific topic (frequent) but are rare in other topics 

(exclusive).6 Thus, FREX words provide insight into the unique vocabulary associated with each 

topic.  

Based on these results, Topic 9 appears to be most closely associated with negative respondent 

attitudes toward interview duration. The presence of words such as “complain,” “tired,” and 
“bored” suggests that respondents expressed dissatisfaction specifically relating to the length of 

the interview. By contrast, topics 2 and 4 are less clearly linked to such attitudes. Topic 2 includes 

words such as “chore” and “play,” while Topic 4 includes “cook,” “job,” and “mother.” These 
word clusters appear to reflect the everyday responsibilities of respondents that may be 

disrupted by lengthy interviews, but they imply inconvenience rather than direct expressions of 

frustration or impatience. 

Table 2: High-probability and FREX words in interviewer comments | 4 countries  

| 2021/2023 

Topic FREX words Example comment 

Topic 9 question, long, answer, complain, finish, took, 
questionnair, mani, ask, tire, ladi, repeat, got, can, 
bore, repondant, shes, length, vacant, tablet 

“The responded [sic] got tired along the 
way and complained about the long 
questionnaire” 

Topic 2 hous, busi, get, respod, around, walk, water, anoth, 
neighbor, move, near, much, follow, age, side, road, 
listen, abit, chore, play 

“The respondent was thirsty so every now 
and then the respondent had to get water” 

Topic 4 
respond, take, interest, move, cook, mother, 
sometim, attend, away, insid, thus, break, job, unsaf, 
small, put, drug, paus, leav 

“We started the interview late so my 
respondent was cooking so we had to 
pause sometime or repeat the question” 

Topic structure across rounds 

 
5 Note that the spelling does not come from interviewer comments. Text analysis operates on word “stems” (e.g. 
“busi” for “busy,” “busied,” or “business”), which is why researchers must know and be able to interpret their data. 
6 FREX is an acronym of “frequency and exclusivity.” 
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The results from topic modelling in Round 9 reveal the presence of topics related to respondent 

behaviour in Ethiopia, Mauritius, Namibia, and South Africa. In particular, the analysis of 
interviewer comments has identified words – such as “busy” and “complain” – that plausibly 

signal impatience or reluctance to continue an interview.  

Yet it is less clear whether the attitudes and behaviours exemplified by these comments are 

being directly impacted by interview duration. To further explore whether longer interviews drive 

these impatience-related themes, a topic model is estimated separately for the three case 
countries surveyed in Round 7.7 If longer interviews contribute to negative respondent 

experiences, then topics associated with impatience should be more prominent in later rounds, 

as they had longer interview durations. 

Figure 10 shows the estimated topics for Round 7 in Mauritius, Namibia, and South Africa. As in 

Round 9, the results suggest evidence of negative respondent attitudes, including impatience. 

Topic 4, for instance, is characterised by words such as “question” and “long” (similar to Topic 9 
in Round 9). Topic 8 is also worth noting, with prominent terms such as “complain” and “much.” 

Despite both the questionnaire and interviews being shorter in 2016/2018, these topics indicate 

that concerns about interview length were already present during this round. 

Figure 10: Estimated topic proportions in interviewer comments | 3 countries | 2016/2018 

 
Chart shows the topics identified by the model, ordered by the estimated proportion of all interviewer 
comments assigned to each topic. Topics at the top account for a larger share of comments than those 
below.   

Table 3 presents the word distributions for topics 4, 8, and 10. Unlike several topics identified in 

Round 9, these topics appear less directly related to concerns about interview duration. Instead, 

 
7 See Appendix Table A.4 for summary statistics of Round 7 data. 
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the associated terms suggest more general concerns regarding participation. The association of 

Topic 4 with “job” and “mother” and of Topic 8 with “children” and “baby” suggest that 
interviews, regardless of length, may get in the way of everyday responsibilities of respondents, 

prompting feedback. However, example comments associated with these topics indicate that 

respondents were often commenting directly on the length of interviews.  

Table 3: High-probability and FREX words in interviewer comments | 3 countries                        

| 2016/2018 

Topic FREX words Example comment 

Topic 4 respond, take, interest, move, mother, 
sometim, attend, away, insid, thus, break, job, 
unsaf, someth, small, put, drug, paus, leav 

“The respondent was very patient but she told 
me that the questions are too long” 

Topic 8 respond, polit, wasn’t, wait, babi, look, manag, 
safe, day, son, children, share, husband, 
repond, poor, hurri, stay, little, electr 

“She was tired and complaining about the length 
of the survey” 

Topic 10 done, place, gps, that, like, quation, becous, 
second, resid, see, almost, twice, entranc, 
found, lenghi, first, got, action, flag 

“Respondent had to go do her nails at a nearby 
salon and I had to accompany her as she had to 
take long, so it was time consuming if I had to 
wait for her to get back home” 

 

To further explore changes in respondent attitudes between Round 7 and Round 9, the words 

most frequently associated with topics in each round are directly compared. Figure 11 illustrates 
these differences in vocabulary: Words in red are more strongly associated with Round 7, while 

those in blue are more strongly associated with Round 9. Words in other colours appear less 

exclusively tied to either round. 

Figure 11: Round 7 and Round 9 vocabulary | 3 countries | 2016/2018 vs. 2021/2023 

  
Chart compares words most strongly associated with Round 7 (red) or Round 9 (blue); words shown in other 
colours are less exclusive to either round. Word size reflects the proportion of use across rounds. 

The figure highlights that the word “time” is associated with topics in both rounds, aligning with 
earlier findings that concerns about interview duration are common across rounds. Notably, 
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interviewers in Round 7 were more likely to describe respondents as being “busy,” while the word 

“complain” was used more frequently in Round 9. This shift provides suggestive evidence that 
respondents in earlier rounds were beginning to note the disturbance to everyday life caused by 

long interviews, while those in Round 9 were more likely to voice direct dissatisfaction with how 

long the interviews took. 

As this section illustrates, while topic modelling can reveal patterns in the content of interviewer 

comments, its results are ultimately dependent on human interpretation. Future analysis could 
therefore extend this analysis to a larger set of countries by using a team of multilingual 

researchers. Additionally, this preliminary analysis has not controlled for other important factors, 

such as gender or education, which may influence how respondents behave or are perceived. 
To provide more convincing evidence of a relationship between interview duration and 

negative respondent attitudes, future analysis could incorporate regression analysis to control for 

respondent-level covariates. Additionally, qualitative checks – such as reviewing a sample of 

comments – could strengthen the interpretation of estimated topics. 

Conclusion 

Afrobarometer interviews are becoming longer, both in terms of questionnaire length and 

interview duration. This trend raises important concerns about how respondents experience and 

react to survey participation. While longer interviews are likely to increase the risk of respondent 
impatience, evidence of such a shift is not found in Afrobarometer surveys between 2016 and 

2023. Instead, this attitude varies across regions and interview lengths.  

This methods note proposes the use of interviewer comments as an alternative approach to 
quantitative survey questions for evaluating how respondent behaviour is recorded and 

analysed. Using topic modelling, the findings identify recurring themes in interviewer comments 
that plausibly reflect growing impatience or frustration during longer interviews. Notably, 

descriptions of impatience are more prominent in the longer interviews of Round 9, whereas 

comments during the shorter interviews of Round 7 appear to reflect milder forms of 

disengagement. 

The results also suggest potential applications for enhancing interviewer safety in the field. For 

example, a notable proportion of comments from Round 9 reference drug-related activity – 
such as usage, purchases, or sales occurring during interviews – leading to the term “drug” 

emerging prominently in Topic 4. This indicates that topic modelling could help flag potential 

safety concerns by identifying recurring themes in fieldworker reports. Such incidents could also 
plausibly impact data quality, as respondents under the influence of drugs may provide less 

reliable or consistent answers during the interview. 

Given the evidence of respondent impatience in interviewer comments, it is important for 
Afrobarometer surveys to adopt a more consistent approach to recording these attitudes 

through quantitative measures. Establishing clear criteria for what constitutes an impatient 

respondent and incorporating these guidelines into interviewer training would help to 

standardise evaluations across countries and improve the reliability of these data.   

Further, the impact of these attitudes on survey data quality is not yet fully understood. Impatient 

respondents may be more likely to rush through questions, provide inconsistent answers, or 
disengage partway through the interview – all of which can introduce measurement error, 

increase item non-response rates, or bias results on key indicators of citizen preferences and 

attitudes. Without systematic tracking, it is difficult to assess whether and how respondent 

impatience influences the reliability of survey results.  
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for any country and survey round. It’s easy and free at 

www.afrobarometer.org/online-data-analysis. 
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Appendix 

Table A.1: Afrobarometer Round 9 fieldwork dates and previous survey rounds 

Country Round 9 fieldwork Previous survey rounds 

Angola Feb.-March 2022 2019 

Benin Jan. 2022 2005, 2008, 2011, 2014, 2017, 2020 
Botswana June-July 2022 1999, 2003, 2005, 2008, 2012, 2014, 2017, 2019 

Burkina Faso Sept.-Oct. 2022 2008, 2012, 2015, 2017, 2019 

Cabo Verde July-Aug. 2022 2002, 2005, 2008, 2011, 2014, 2017, 2019 

Cameroon March 2022 2013, 2015, 2018, 2021 

Congo-Brazzaville June-July 2023 NA 

Côte d'Ivoire Nov.-Dec. 2021 2013, 2014, 2017, 2019 

Eswatini Oct.-Nov. 2022 2013, 2015, 2018, 2021 

Ethiopia May-June 2023 2013, 2020 

Gabon Nov.-Dec. 2021 2015, 2017, 2020 

Gambia, The Aug.-Sept. 2022 2018, 2021 

Ghana April 2022 1999, 2002, 2005, 2008, 2012, 2014, 2017, 2019 

Guinea Aug. 2022 2013, 2015, 2017, 2019 

Kenya Nov.-Dec. 2021 2003, 2005, 2008, 2011, 2014, 2016, 2019 

Lesotho Feb.-March 2022 2000, 2003, 2005, 2008, 2012, 2014, 2017, 2020 

Liberia Aug.-Sept. 2022 2008, 2012, 2015, 2018, 2020 

Madagascar April-May 2022 2005, 2008, 2013, 2015, 2018 

Malawi Feb. 2022 1999, 2003, 2005, 2008, 2012, 2014, 2017, 2019 

Mali July 2022 2001, 2002, 2005, 2008, 2013, 2014, 2017, 2020 

Mauritania Nov. 2022 NA 

Mauritius March 2022 2012, 2014, 2017, 2020 

Morocco Aug.-Sept. 2022 2013, 2015, 2018, 2021 

Mozambique Oct.-Nov. 2022 2002, 2005, 2008, 2012, 2015, 2018, 2021 

Namibia Oct.-Nov. 2021 1999, 2003, 2006, 2008, 2012, 2014, 2017, 2019 
Niger June 2022 2013, 2015, 2018, 2020 

Nigeria March 2022 2000, 2003, 2005, 2008, 2013, 2015, 2017, 2020 

São Tomé and Príncipe Dec. 2022 2015, 2018 

Senegal May-June 2022 2002, 2005, 2008, 2013, 2014, 2017, 2021 

Seychelles Dec. 2022 NA 

Sierra Leone June-July 2022 2012, 2015, 2018, 2020 
South Africa Nov.-Dec. 2022 2000, 2002, 2006, 2008, 2011, 2015, 2018, 2021 

Sudan Nov.-Dec. 2022 2013, 2015, 2018, 2021 

Tanzania Sept.-Oct. 2022 2001, 2003, 2005, 2008, 2012, 2014, 2017, 2021 

Togo March 2022 2012, 2014, 2017, 2021 

Tunisia Feb.-March 2022 2013, 2015, 2018, 2020 

Uganda Jan. 2022 2000, 2002, 2005, 2008, 2012, 2015, 2017, 2019 
Zambia Aug.-Sept. 2022 1999, 2003, 2005, 2009, 2013, 2014, 2017, 2020 

Zimbabwe March-April 2022 1999, 2004, 2005, 2009, 2012, 2014, 2017, 2021 
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Table A.2: Respondent attitudes by round (%) | 34-39 countries | 2016-2023 

 Round 7 Round 8 Round 9 

Attitude Positive Negative Positive  Negative Positive Negative 

Friendly 88.8 11.2 89.9 10.1 89.6 10.4 

Interested 82.8 17.2 83.6 16.4 85.2 14.8 

Cooperative 87.3 12.7 87.2 12.8 87.9 12.1 

Patient 84.1 15.9 82.8 17.2 83.4 16.6 
At ease 82.7 17.3 83.0 17.0 84.4 15.6 

Honest 83.8 16.2 85.4 14.6 86.7 13.2 

Table A.3: Afrobarometer countries by region 

Region Countries 

Central Africa Congo-Brazzaville, Gabon, Cameroon, São Tomé and Príncipe 

East Africa Ethiopia, Kenya, Uganda, Tanzania, Madagascar, Mauritius, Seychelles 

North Africa Morocco, Mauritania, Tunisia, Sudan  

Southern Africa Angola, Namibia, South Africa, Zimbabwe, Zambia, Botswana, Malawi, Mozambique, 
Eswatini, Lesotho 

West Africa Mali, Senegal, The Gambia, Guinea, Liberia, Sierra Leone, Côte d'Ivoire, Cabo Verde, 
Burkina Faso, Ghana, Benin, Togo, Nigeria, Niger 

Table A.4: Round 7 interviewer comment data description  

Country Survey year 
Sample 

size 
Average 
duration 

Question 
count 

Interviewer 
comments 

Proportion 
of impatient 
respondents 

Mauritius 2017 1,200 49 279 50 40% 

Namibia 2017 1,200 52.8 291 79 15% 
South Africa 2018 1,800 56.4 304 330 19% 

  



 

Copyright ©Afrobarometer 2025        20 

Figure A.1: Interview duration by respondent patience | 34 countries | 2016/2018 and 

2019/2021 

 

Chart shows the distribution of interview duration in Round 7 (2016/2018) (top panel) and Round 8 
(2019/2021) (bottom panel), grouped by respondent patience/impatience. The vertical dotted line 
represents the 45-minute estimate and dashed lines the average duration by respondent patience.  
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