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Abstract

This article addresses the methodological challenges of conducting social research during wartime,
with a focus on the Russian-Ukrainian War in Ukraine. The complexities of military operations, large-
scale internal and external migrations, and the absence of up-to-date demographic data due to the lack
of a population census since 2001 significantly hinder the collection of representative data.
Researchers have been compelled to adapt their methodologies, employing alternative techniques
such as web-based surveys, and use social media recruitment to reach respondents in otherwise
inaccessible areas etc. However, these methods come with limitations, including non-representative
samples and potential biases. The article also underscores the ethical considerations in wartime
research, emphasizing the protection of data and safeguarding respondent confidentiality. Despite
numerous obstacles, Ukrainian sociologists have demonstrated remarkable adaptability and
creativity, applied innovative methodologies and responded flexibly to the shifting context. This
study makes an important contribution to the understanding of conducting sociological research in
zones of military conflict, stressing the need for methodological flexibility and ethical diligence. The
challenges encountered not only present obstacles but also open new opportunities for refining

research approaches and deepening our understanding of social dynamics in war-affected societies.

Keywords: The Wartime Social Survey, census, web survey, quantitative research methodology,

bias, Total Survey Error
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Introduction

Conducting sociological research requires, on the one hand, a clear formulation of the research
question, objectives, and tasks, and on the other hand, a precise description of the target population.
While defining the objectives and subject matter of the study directly stems from the need to fill gaps
in knowledge and is not directly influenced by uncontrollable circumstances such as natural disasters,
epidemics, or warfare, determining and accessing the study population can become particularly
challenging under such conditions. For example, identifying the characteristics of the target
population may be problematic in cases of uncontrolled migration or the absence of reliable socio-
demographic data for other reasons. Additionally, the accessibility of respondents during data
collection is often dependent on objective circumstances beyond the researcher’s control. Military
actions in the area where the research is conducted affect the population under study and play a role
in the organization of the research, the choice of methods, and data collection procedures.

The challenges of studying the characteristics of empirical sociological research during
wartime are reflected in the classical work of K. Box and G. Thomas, The Wartime Social Survey
(Box, 1944), which describes the peculiarities of fieldwork, thematic research inquiries, approaches
to sampling design, and data analysis during World War 1. Building upon The American Soldier, a
published four-volume study based on wartime research, an analysis was conducted into how wartime
conditions influenced the development of statistical and sociological studies under military and
governmental patronage (Schweber, 2002).

In contemporary discourse, one of the central topics of debate surrounding sociological
research in conflict zones is the quality and reliability of surveys conducted in such regions (Axinn
et al., 2012). Other critical issues include high non-response rates (Mneimneh et al., 2008) and the
difficulties in collecting reliable and representative data during war, as seen in surveys conducted in

Irag, the Democratic Republic of Congo, and Nepal (Axinn et al., 2012; Marker, 2008; Spagat et al.,

55



EJTS European Journal of Transformation Studies 2025, V. 13, No. 1

2009). During Russia’s war in Ukraine, numerous studies have been published based on research
conducted within the war-affected country (Kuchler, 2024; Kiis, 2022; Rating Group, 06.04.2022;
SOCIS, 2022). Although no definitive algorithm exists to enhance the quality of research results due
to the uncontrollable changes brought on by war and migration, researchers have nevertheless
managed to share their experiences of conducting social research during this significant conflict.
The aim of this study is to analyze the methodological features of conducting quantitative
social research by Ukrainian survey institutes and university researchers under the major challenges
facing Ukrainian society: the full-scale Russian-Ukrainian war and the resulting uncontrolled forced

migration.

Methodology issues of sociological research during the war
Key events over time have led to methodological challenges that Ukrainian researchers have faced
and periodically discussed in various forums, including in academic publications:

e The annexation of Crimea and parts of the Eastern regions: How to bridge the gap in
knowledge regarding the size and structure of the target population; how to compare survey
data before and after the events; and how to conduct surveys in uncontrolled territories.

e The COVID-19 pandemic: Data collection methods, as well as the fieldwork of interviewers,
had to be contactless.

e Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine on February 24, 2022: How to conduct research
during wartime in general, and whether such data can be trusted.

For instance, a special issue of Ukrainian Analytical Digest in May 2024 was dedicated to how

public opinion research is conducted in Ukraine under wartime conditions!. While the official

1The issue featured contributions from: the Deputy Director of Info Sapiens, Inna Volosevych (Volosevych, 2024); the Deputy Director
of the Institute of Sociology, National Academy of Sciences of Ukraine (ISNASU), Serhii Dembitskyi (Dembitskyi, 2024); the Director
of the Kyiv International Institute for Sociology (KIIS), Volodymyr Paniotto (Paniotto, 2024); and an analyst at the llko Kucheriv
Democratic Initiatives Foundation (DIF), Serhii Shapovalov (Shapovalov, 2024).



Mykola Sydorov, Yeliena Kovalska, Svitlana Salnikova

websites of Ukrainian survey institutes provide information on how each quantitative social survey
Is conducted, the experiences of individual researchers are scattered across various academic articles,
reports, and other publications. A literature review and reflection on personal experiences allow us to
structure this research according to the main methodological issues in the Wartime Social Survey in
Ukraine. Thus, conducting quantitative social research in Ukraine during the Russian-Ukrainian war

presents several fundamental methodological challenges.

Lack of Data on the Population

The primary issue is the absence of current socio-demographic data on the Population (the entire
population of Ukraine or its parts) due to the outdated results of the 2001 census. The census data are
partially adjusted and modeled by the State Statistics Service of Ukraine, but despite the absence of
a new census, sample construction is often based on data from the Central Election Commission of
Ukraine.

The situation worsened in 2014 due to the annexation of Crimea and parts of the Eastern
regions, which became inaccessible for conducting any sociological research, and was further
exacerbated by internal migration. The situation became significantly more complicated after
February 24, 2022, with Russia's full-scale invasion of Ukraine. Military operations across a much
larger territory, constant and widespread aerial bombings and drone attacks, intense and poorly
controlled internal and external migration, and war-induced resource constraints all represent major

obstacles to defining the Population and, consequently, constructing a random sample.

Systematic Errors and Biases in Data Collection

The lack of knowledge about the Population during the construction of random samples results in
systematic errors and biases. The main problems include: a large proportion of Ukrainian citizens
serve in the Armed Forces of Ukraine and do not reside at their civil registration addresses; data on

Ukrainian military casualties are classified, and information on civilian casualties is incomplete;
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many internal and external migrants have not officially registered at their temporary residences; and
certain categories of the population are very difficult to reach. Additionally, the frontline is constantly

shifting.

Data Collection Methods
The COVID-19 pandemic posed a significant challenge for Ukrainian sociologists, yet it led to the
development and popularization of online methods of sociological research in Ukraine in 2020. Since
the war began in 2022, face-to-face interviews have lost their relevance, leading to a shift in the
methods used—online methods (including online panels) have continued to gain popularity, and
telephone interviews remain one of the most popular methods.

In examining the methodological specifics of conducting empirical sociological research in
Ukraine during the war, we will draw on the experiences of commercial Ukrainian survey institutes
and public academic/university researchers, who have been conducting research long before the 2014

invasion and continue to do so despite the war and intensified migration.

Inferential population for a country at war

Population of Ukraine: digitized, but non-censused (not enumerated)

Since 1991, only one population census has been conducted in Ukraine, in 2001, which recorded a
population of over 49 million. As noted by I. Pribytkova, “the modern history of Ukraine is filled
with dramatic events that have made it impossible to conduct further censuses in the traditional form.
Therefore, the national statistical service uses alternative methods of accounting for demographic
events in the sphere of population reproduction” (Pribytkova, 2022, p. 93). In particular, I. Pribytkova
presents forecasts from the Population Division of the Department of Economic and Social Affairs

of the United Nations Secretariat, made in 2000, according to which Ukraine's population was
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projected to be 43.3 million by 2015, 39.6 million by 2025, and 30.0 million by 2050 (Pribytkova,
2022, p. 93). Later, due to economic growth in the 2000s, the United Nations (United Nations 2015,
p. 22) offered more optimistic projections: 44.8 million by 2015, 40.9 million by 2030, and 35.1
million by 2050. However, considering the impact of Russia's full-scale invasion of Ukraine
(February 24, 2022), the UN released updated figures in 2024 that were closer to the 2000 forecast:
38.5 million by 2030 and 32.2 million by 2050. The Word and Deed analytical portal (Word and
Deed, 2024) published an infographic with population forecasts for Ukraine provided by four
different organizations, and all the forecasts differ significantly (see Fig. 1). This further supports the
argument that the adjustments made by the State Statistics Committee of Ukraine? do not adequately

compensate for the lack of a population census.

’The State Statistical Service of Ukraine (https://ukrstat.gov.ua/metod_polog/menu/menu_/1_nas_mig.htm) annually assesses
changes in the socio-demographic characteristics of the population. Annual population estimates are conducted according to the
Methodology for Calculating (Estimating) the Population and the Methodology for Estimating (Calculating) the Total Population in
Rural Settlements within Ukraine, regions, districts, and localities, based on the database from the most recent population census and
administrative data on civil status registration (births/deaths) provided by the territorial bodies of the Ministry of Justice of Ukraine, as
well as data on the declaration/registration and deregistration from declared/registered places of residence, provided by registration
authorities (executive bodies of village, settlement, or city councils, village heads). According to the Methodological Guidelines of the
State Statistics Service "Population and Natural Population Movement"
(https://ukrstat.gov.ua/norm_doc/2022/126/126_2022.pdf), if territorial bodies of the State Statistics Service receive incomplete
administrative data (not covering every administrative-territorial unit) due to extraordinary and uncontrollable circumstances (in
particular, under the martial law regime in Ukraine), official population calculations (estimates) are not conducted.
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Fig. 1. «How population forecasts for Ukraine are changing» (Word and Deed, 17.07.2024)

Sources: Author's translation of infographics from “Cnoso 1 [ino” (Word and Deed, 17.07.2024)
The Russian-Ukrainian war, which began in 2014, has made significant changes to the socio-
demographic structure of Ukraine's population. The occupation of a significant portion of the territory
(nearly 20% remained under occupation as of May 2024), large-scale internal and external migration,
and human and economic losses from the war (civilian casualties — the UN Human Rights Monitoring
Mission in Ukraine (HRMMU) verified that in 2022-2023, "more than 10,000 civilians were Killed,
and nearly 20,000 were injured. The actual numbers are likely significantly higher" (UNHR, 2024,
p.1); military losses remain classified until the end of the war) have significantly altered Ukraine’s
socio-demographic structure. Furthermore, delayed or refused registration at new places of residence,

as well as undocumented external migration, have further worsened the available data on Ukraine's
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population structure. Even official statistical sources have shown significant discrepancies in
estimating the number of internally displaced persons (IDPs).

As of June 6, 2016, data from the Ministry of Social Policy® indicate that 1,785,740 internally
displaced persons were registered in Ukraine, of whom nearly 1,100,000 were women, and 700,000
were men. According to the Interdepartmental Coordination Headquarters (ICH)* for the social
support of Ukrainian citizens displaced from the Anti-Terrorist Operation (ATO)® zones and
temporarily occupied territories, as of June 2, 2016, 1,029,260 individuals were officially registered.
The ICH tracks individuals who sought assistance with relocation and housing, while the Ministry of
Social Policy tracks those who applied for pensions or social benefits at their new place of residence.
In reality, the Ministry of Social Policy’s records include not only displaced persons but also those
who refused temporary relocation and continue to live in occupied territories, periodically traveling
to receive pensions or social benefits in government-controlled areas (Smal, 2016).

Russia's full-scale invasion of Ukraine on February 24, 2022, triggered a massive wave of
both internal and external migration. The OPORA organization compiled data on the number of
forced migrants after February 24, 2022: "As of June 2023, 8.177 million Ukrainian citizens were
staying abroad. This represents about 20% of the country’s population before February 24, 2022"
(OPORA, 2023). The document also describes other sources that provide information on the number
of migrants and explains the discrepancies in the estimates, including data from the Ukrainian
Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Ukrainian State Border Guard Service, UN High Commissioner for
Refugees (UNHCR), and data from Ukrainian mobile operators (National Commission for the

Regulation of Communications), among others.

3See: https://www.msp.gov.ua/news/8118.html
4See: https://zt.dsns.gov.ua/news/ostanni-novini/6720

>The Anti-Terrorist Operation (ATO) is a term used to describe the military actions in Eastern Ukraine prior to the full-scale invasion
on February 24, 2022.
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In late 2019, to save time and budgetary resources, Ukraine conducted a so-called "population
assessment™, which has entered sociological folklore as the "Dubilet coefficient” or "0.888."
According to the initiators of the "population assessment”, this study used a combined method to
obtain data on the population and residence locations, including data from mobile operators,
sociological surveys, and registry information. The methodology provided data on the quantitative
and age-sex composition of the population — as of December 1, 2019, the population was 37.289
million (a figure significantly different from United Nations projections), with women accounting for
53.66% (20.01 million) of the total population, and men 46.34% (17.28 million). The sociological
community was skeptical of this "digital census,” as it is not scientifically grounded.

The latest data from Ukraine’s State Statistics Service on the estimated population of Ukraine
date back to January 2022 (Statistics Ukraine, 2022). However, considering the wide variation in
projections from different institutions, these data cannot serve as the foundation for constructing

national quantitative surveys.

Population of Ukraine: why it matters?

The population of Ukraine, regardless of projections, represents an infinitely large general
population®. Therefore, the reduction in this figure is not the main concern for sociologists conducting
quantitative research, especially when designing complex random samples. While this is a significant
demographic issue, it is not the primary concern for sociologists. Ultimately, with extensive scientific
and practical experience’, Ukrainian survey institutes adjust the population size, accounting for the

high and spontaneous migration of specific population groups.

8In the European Social Survey (ESS), two types of infinite general populations were distinguished (countries with populations up to
2 million and countries with populations over 2 million), which differed in the minimum sample size (800 and 1,500 individuals,
respectively). Under any projections, Ukraine has more than 2 million inhabitants.

"We hope that the history of the establishment of the Ukrainian survey institutes will be written. It is an interesting chapter in Ukrainian
sociology, as all representatives of commercial Ukrainian survey institutes come from academic backgrounds. As scholars in the non-
governmental sector (while education and science in Ukraine have predominantly been state-controlled since the 1990s), they have
maintained their academic and educational ties, largely through membership of the Sociological Association of Ukraine. Thus,
Ukrainian higher education institutions and commercial survey institutes continue to collaborate through scientific conferences,
publications, joint projects, and work with students in classrooms or during internships. The practical goal of each commissioned study
is accompanied by a methodological aim, which makes the scientific contribution of commercial survey institutes significant.
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Although the projected population data for the country is also broken down by gender and age
groups, these distributions are neither identical to those obtained from the population census nor
sufficient for sample formation. A traditional census is a comprehensive survey of the existing
population of the country based on multiple indicators (gender, age, education, marital status,
language of communication, etc.). Only census data (or other comprehensive research) can provide
information about the size and demographic structure of the population (not only the age and gender
composition but also data on education, employment, and household composition, etc.), preserving
the relationships between the collected indicators. In fact, the difference between adjusting statistical
data (without a population census) and the actual population census is similar to the difference
between election results and an exit poll (elections record only the quantitative distribution between
candidates, while exit polls additionally capture the socio-demographic characteristics of voters,
allowing for the study of electoral behavior). For political sociologists, exit polls are essential, while

for applied sociologists, the census is necessary.

From an inferential population to a sampling frame

It is well known that the United Nations recommends conducting a census every 10 years, but
many countries also conduct annual register-based censuses (UNSD, 2022) to selectively correct
census data (register-based censuses are significantly cheaper than full censuses and provide the best
correction of data between full censuses).

This approach is used by Ukrainian companies to design and implement complex random
samples — preliminary point censuses, which significantly increase research costs but make it feasible.
Every year, Ukraine conducts a large number of social surveys (including monitoring surveys) to

study citizens' opinions on social and political processes, values and attitudes, social institutions, and
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the overall structure of society. Sociologists note the level of representativeness of the sample
population and the margin of error, generally asserting that the data are representative and reliable.

However, how representative can a sample population be if the data on the Population are
hopelessly outdated, the last comprehensive study was conducted in 2001, and the country is
experiencing constant migratory movements? Of course, the data on the Population are "repaired"” by
the State Statistics Service and sociological companies themselves. But how accurately do these data
reflect reality? Unfortunately, we face a paradox here: only a census can provide an answer to this
question. All these limitations, on the one hand, cast doubt on the reliability and representativeness
of empirical research in Ukraine, and on the other hand, in the first year of the full-scale invasion, "it
was hardly possible to conduct representative surveys among the entire population” (Klein,& Pleines,
2024, p. 2).

According to Dembitskyi (2022)8, despite the lack of objective data on the Population,
conducting sociological research for certain types of research tasks is still possible. Even with
insufficient information for constructing a sample, researchers can track and observe trends occurring
in society. The Population can serve not only as a statistical population but also as an analytical one.
These samples may not help us study the social structure of the population, but they do allow us to

study various social phenomena that exist in society.

8Transcript of the presentation delivered at the XXII International Scientific Online Conference "Kharkiv Sociological Readings.
Sociology at War: Mission and Social Responsibility of Science".
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Total Survey Error (TSE)

Representation Error: what the war did not affect
The components of Total Survey Error (TSE) are related to obtaining a representative conclusion.

Groves et al. (Groves et al., 2004) identify representational errors (Fig. 2).

Representation

Inferential Population

Target Population

Coverage
Error

Sampling Frame

Sampling

Frror

Sample
< Nonresponse
Q Error
Respondents

Fig. 2. Representation-related components of TSE (Groves et al. 2004)

"To assess the quality of data, the Total Survey Error Approach is often used. It involves
identifying various components of the total error and evaluating each of them. The war does not affect
some of these components, for example, the statistical error of sampling (Sampling Error in Fig. 2 —
author's note), but has a strong influence on others (such as coverage or frame error)" (Paniotto, 2024:
9).

The respondent accessibility rate has decreased (due to stress caused by the war and migration,
limited access to the Internet due to power outages, etc.), but it remains a measurable indicator, so it

can be argued that the war has not affected it significantly.
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Thus, representational error and errors related to respondent sincerity have increased, while
the response rate (RR) has decreased. However, these can be evaluated and accounted for by
increasing the sample size (which increases the cost of the research). For example, KIIS achieves an

error rate that does not exceed 6-7% (Paniotto, 2024).

Systematic error and biases

One of the fundamental reasons for systematic biases in surveys conducted during wartime is the
incomplete representation of the existing population® in the country, with certain groups directly
affected by military actions and/or forced migration being excluded. These groups include:

e The population living in territories not controlled by Ukraine, occupied in 2014 (Crimea and
parts of the Donetsk and Luhansk regions);

e The population living in territories occupied after February 24, 2022 (estimated to be 3-5%
according to KIIS (Paniotto, 2024, p. 9);

e The population living in active combat zones (estimated to be 1-2% according to KIIS
(Paniotto, 2024, p. 9); considering that the frontline is dynamic and the population continues
to leave frontline areas, this figure requires monitoring;

e Ukrainian military personnel and other representatives of Ukraine's security forces,
particularly combatants (estimated to be around 2% according to KIIS (Paniotto, 2024, p.
9); information about the size of this population group is classified and therefore not
accessible for survey research.

Summing up the population groups not covered by national surveys gives a figure of 6-9%,

meaning that 91%-94% of the available population in Ukraine is represented in national samples.

9Sociological surveys cover only the available population — those residing in the area where the survey is
conducted. For this reason, we do not include internally displaced persons (who are generally accessible for
surveys) and external forced migrants (who are temporarily not residing in Ukraine).
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KIIS carefully analyzes the paradata and metadata of its surveys. For instance, press releases for
studies conducted since 2022 include an explanation as to why “in wartime, in addition to the formal
error mentioned, there IS a certain systematic deviation”
(https://www.kiis.com.ua/?lang=ukr&cat=reports&id=1253&page=1), caused by the absence of the
population residing in territories not controlled by Ukraine, and by the disconnection of telephone
services by the occupiers, which excludes these areas from KIIS’s phone survey samples. V. Paniotto
notes that 2.5-4.5% of the population is inaccessible, meaning that KIIS data represent 95-97% of the
population residing in Ukraine (excluding Crimea and parts of Donbas, occupied before February 24,
2022, where surveys were conducted less frequently and under a very specific scheme since 2014).
The use of special verification methods helps to reduce systematic error (Paniotto, 2024).

Overall, sociological research, even during wartime, allows us to gather information about
trends in public opinion changes. However, when designing the research itself, it is essential to
account for a range of methodological issues related to the formation of the sample population. These
include the calculation and consideration of the total survey error, addressing the types of errors in
the research (sample) caused by the war:

e Coverage Error (Frame Error):

- The sample structure changes (internal migration does not affect this but increases the
cost of forming the sample);

- In occupied territories, it is impossible to conduct surveys (CATI) due to the absence of
Ukrainian phone networks, or they must be conducted through Internet messengers such
as Viber, Telegram, WhatsApp;

- The issue of respondent location quotas — in online surveys and CATI, it is difficult to
determine where the respondent is actually located (country, region).

e Unit nonresponse and Item nonresponse Errors;
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e Measurement Error due to Respondent Condition — the emotional state of the respondent

influences the extremity of their responses.

Problem with survey methods during the war

The COVID-19 pandemic allowed Ukrainian sociologists to prepare for conducting social research
in extreme emergency conditions. During the pandemic, they began to more actively develop
methodologies and more broadly implement and use online methods and mixed methods instead of
traditional face-to-face (f2f) interviews. As V. Paniotto asserts, "the main method of conducting
surveys during the war in Ukraine is the computer-assisted telephone interview (CATI)" (Paniotto,
2024, p. 9).

However, the full-scale war introduced its own adjustments, related directly to military
operations, the targeting of the energy infrastructure (which led to power outages and issues with data
transmission and storage), strong migration flows, mobilization, heightened emotional states, and
other factors.

According to V. Paniotto, the main challenges to survey methods in Ukraine during the war
are: 1) financial problems (a reduction in the number of projects, funding issues for personnel); 2)
staffing issues — migration (within the country and abroad), mobilization, and employees taken
prisoner; 3) technical problems — decentralization of software and equipment (servers); and 4)
methodological problems (Paniotto, 2022)%.

Financial problems are primarily related to the overall economic downturn in Ukraine, which has led
to changes in the market structure for sociological and marketing research. There has been a sharp

reduction in the number of projects, resulting in underfunding, the need for staff reductions, etc. At

OTranscript of the presentation delivered at the XXII International Scientific Online Conference "Kharkiv Sociological Readings.
Sociology at War: Mission and Social Responsibility of Science".
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the same time, there are more international research social projects related to issues such as displaced
persons, migration processes, the reintegration of war veterans, and the rebuilding of post-war
Ukraine. The European Social Survey is returning to Ukraine, with the methodology and
questionnaire of the ESS applied in a survey conducted in 2021, right before the start of military
aggression, and the 11th official wave is now being planned.

The staffing crisis is mainly connected to migration processes both within Ukraine and abroad.
Some sociological companies have opened offices in the western part of Ukraine, as well as in Poland
and other European countries. Some employees were able to continue working remotely, but some
were mobilized and are now serving on the front lines. Thus, there have been inevitable losses in
intellectual and human resources.

The technical problems faced by sociological companies are primarily related to systematic
power outages. Due to the destruction of Ukraine’s energy sector, power cuts have become common.
This problem has been partially mitigated by generators and power stations, but this is only a solution
at a local or private level and is quite costly. Sociologists have encountered two major problems:

The data centers hosting the servers of research companies cannot ensure uninterrupted power
due to power outage schedules, for example, 7-2+7- (7 hours without electricity, 2 hours with
electricity, and then 7 hours without electricity), where no uninterrupted power supply unit can
recharge within the 2-hour window to support the servers for the next 7 hours. Not all data centers
can technically provide fuel-powered generators. As a result, respondents during web surveys were
sometimes unable to access the servers hosting the survey, leading to loss of participants, or survey
resources had to be transferred to foreign servers, incurring additional hosting costs.

Another problem has been the lack of power and, therefore, internet access for respondents. They
now have much less time to participate in surveys, and the time when they can access the internet is

used for more pressing needs.
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Thus, the energy crisis in Ukraine has affected the stability of telephone and internet
connections, complicating the collection of empirical data (such as phone and online interviews), as
well as the recording, processing, and protection of data. However, the methodological challenges
are more fundamental and complex. First and foremost, the quality of the sociological data collected
during the war is called into question: Can we trust the data collected during wartime? (Paniotto,
2022).

During the war, the quality of the data is influenced by the accounted and unaccounted (or
even illegal) migration of the population of Ukraine, as well as the "spiral of silence" effect, described
by Elisabeth Noelle-Neumann, where respondents express socially acceptable opinions instead of
their own. Additionally, the use of mixed methods for data collection, the adjustment of question
wording, and the increasing number of highly sensitive questions all affect the quality and

reproducibility of sociological research results.

Use of web research methods during the war

Briefly About Web Research
The implementation of sociological research in the context of full-scale war highlights the relevance
of using distance technologies for surveys. The popularity of this method in Ukrainian research has
been growing since the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic and the ensuing lockdowns
(Dembitskyi et al., 2020). Sociological studies conducted online during wartime face similar
limitations: the sample is not random and may not be representative in the classical sense, particularly
for regions where armed conflict is taking place; there is limited participation by men (for example,
in Israel, men were unavailable due to their involvement in combat (Gil et al., 2015); similarly, in
Ukraine, surveying military personnel is quite problematic).

However, the advantage of web surveys lies in the ability to capture the immediate

experiences of civilians under threat in real time. Researchers focus on recording the psychological
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state of different socio-demographic groups during actual stress events, rather than retrospectively.
They analyze changes in the effects caused by varying levels of stressors. While a model of gradual
accumulation of stressors and trauma is more nuanced, considering different cumulative nonlinear
dynamics that affect the threshold of resilience to distress (Hobfoll et al., 2009), its implementation
in wartime research is significantly more challenging, as these studies are conceived and conducted
under the influence of all the war-related stressors mentioned above.

Web surveys follow the logic of traditional survey methodologies. In their technology and
organization, the most recent web surveys closely resemble the oldest mass survey methods, such as
mail questionnaires (Sydorov, 2006), a method with over a century of history.

The development of web methods in Ukraine has a history of more than 30 years. Initially,
the use of this method was hindered by the low level of internet penetration in Ukrainian society. As
internet penetration grew in Ukraine, the popularity of the method increased sharply. As of 2023,
80% of Ukrainians use the internet daily (UNDP, 26.01.2024). This level of penetration allows for
sufficient representativeness of web research in cities with populations over 50,000, particularly for
the 18-65 age group.

The most popular sampling methods in web research in Ukraine today are:
- Probabilistic and non-probabilistic panels;
- Full samples based on email lists;

- Directed sampling (spontaneous sampling with targeting).

Non-probabilistic online panel **Vlasna Dumka™ (**Own Opinion™")

Recruitment methods for non-probabilistic panels are varied, but in almost all cases, anyone who
learns about an open invitation can voluntarily join the panel. In other words, people self-select into
the group rather than the researcher selecting specific individuals from the Population, which includes

all members of the target group. It is impossible to know in advance who will see the invitation and
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how many times they will see it. As a result, the recruiter cannot know the probability of each
individual being selected. Since none of these methods are based on probability, researchers lack a
scientific basis for calculating standard statistical measures, such as confidence intervals (Callegaro
et al., 2014). Probabilistic panels recruit participants using established sampling methodologies, such
as random-digit dialing (RDD), address-based sampling (ABS), and area-based sampling. Regardless
of the specific sampling method, the key requirement is that all members of the population of interest
have a known non-zero probability of being invited to join the panel. No one can join unless they are
first selected for the probabilistic panel (Callegaro et al., 2014).

An example of a non-probability panel is one of the largest and most modern online panels in
Ukraine — the online panel “Vlasna Dumka” (https://vlasnadumka.ua). This is a voluntary community
of people who wish to participate in sociological and marketing online research, established in 2017.
The recruitment platform adheres to global quality standards for participant recruitment and
verification of information collected during surveys. The panel is founded and maintained by the
Research.ua team. The panel's parameters meet the requirements of the ESOMAR Code.

The panel’s geographic coverage includes all of Ukraine, except for temporarily occupied
territories, and cities with populations of more than 10,000 residents (approximately 400 cities). The
panel’s recruitment sources include online advertising in Google Ads, Facebook, Instagram, snowball
invitations, and river sampling.

The panel's audience represents Ukraine’s online audience according to data from the offline
KIIS omnibus survey. The panel interface is available in both Ukrainian and Russian. The
participant’s personal account is in Ukrainian. Invitations to surveys are sent via email. The average
response rate for participation in surveys is 20% (respondents answer invitations within the first 3
days). The panel consists of more than 147,000 participants (as of January 2023), is refreshed by 2%
monthly and includes the option of conducting surveys using river sampling. Over 120,000 interviews

were conducted in 2023. The quality control of panel participants is carried out through email
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verification during registration and identity verification during payment. The IP and cookie control
procedure prevents multiple registrations and participation in surveys from abroad. The panel’s
software is Cint!!, Sweden. Participants receive rewards in the form of payments in hryvnias to a
Ukrainian bank card or mobile phone credit. The panel is easily synchronized with the professional

survey platform LimeSurvey.

University Researchers' Experience: Examples of Full and Directed Samples

University Research UNIDOS: Example of a Full Sample Based on an Email List
The use of full samples based on email lists is possible when objective data (email addresses or IP
addresses) about the Population are available. An example of the successful implementation of this
type of web survey is the UNiDOS monitoring survey on various aspects of student life, conducted
annually since 2009 at Taras Shevchenko National University of Kyiv, Ukraine. Sampling tools and
methods were developed before the COVID-19 pandemic, when face-to-face (f2f) surveys were more
popular and accessible, based on which in-depth surveys were conducted for first-year students and
multi-stage sampling methods were used for second- and senior-year students, covering both
undergraduate (2-4 years) and master's programs (1-2 years) (Sydorov & Sereda, 2018). These
surveys were conducted using self-completed paper questionnaires distributed in classrooms during
lectures or other classes. With a confidence level of 0.95, the sample error did not exceed 4.2%.
However, the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020 forced researchers to abandon
traditional survey methods (UNiDOS 2020, 2021). Due to restrictions that prohibited direct contact

between interviewers and respondents and the transition to online learning, conducting surveys in the

1¢int, URL: https://www.cint.com/
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usual format became impossible. Relying on many years of experience in conducting online surveys
since 2006 and the implementation of LimeSurvey in 2008 (Sydorov, 2009), it was decided to
transition UNiDOS 2020 to an online mode using LimeSurvey. Since 2011, solid surveys of first-
year undergraduate students and sample surveys of students in other years have been conducted.
Previous paper-based surveys between 2011 and 2019 typically achieved a response rate of about
90% from the full sample of first-year students and nearly 100% from the planned sample of senior
students. It was not possible to cover the entire full sample of first-year students only because not all
students were present in classes during the survey, and nearly 100% implementation of the senior
student sample was achieved through a fairly complex approach to data collection. Considering that
web surveys typically yield lower response rates than paper surveys, in 2020, solid web surveys were
conducted for both first-year students and second- and senior-year students.

The use of LimeSurvey enabled organising and using a database of respondents’ email
addresses to send invitations and reminders directly, while maintaining anonymity in the responses.
This enhanced the ability to monitor survey completion, evaluate response rates and errors, and
minimize the involvement of external respondents.

Before starting the online survey, the email addresses of all students were officially obtained
from university services (with a few exceptions due to local issues in some faculties), a database of
email addresses was created, and unique access tokens for each respondent were automatically
generated. Each token could only be used once, preventing registered respondents from taking the
survey multiple times and excluding external participants.

One of the main concerns for students at the beginning of the survey was the issue of
respondent anonymity. LimeSurvey's anonymization feature ensured not only confidentiality but true
anonymity, while still providing full control over survey completion in real time. Unlike non-
anonymous surveys, this led to the creation of two separate data tables: one containing respondents'

answers and random keys, and another containing the email database, tools for sending invitations
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and reminders, and a survey completion indicator. Although it was impossible to determine which
respondent gave which answer, it was possible to track whether the respondent had completed the
survey. This feature is also used for online secret voting within the Academic Council and similar
contexts.

In 2020 full online surveys were conducted and achieved a response rate (RR) of 51.37% for
first-year students and 32.59% for students in other years. The implementation of online survey
methods yielded satisfactory results for data collection. Bias analysis showed that the difference
between data collected using paper methods in 2019 and web methods in 2020 was primarily due to
difficulties related to the quality of the student email database and response rates.

For the averages, 95% confidence intervals were built using bootstrapping (functions boot and
boot.ci from the "boot" package in the R programming environment (R Core Team, 2024)).
Bootstrapping allows for the calculation of non-parametric confidence intervals; the BCa (bias-
corrected and accelerated) method was used.

The beginning of the Russian-Ukrainian war in 2022 did not affect the RR of first-year
students (51.9%), but it did impact senior students (23.3%). The sharp drop in RR in 2023 (26.77%
for first-year students and 19.15% for seniors) prompted us to plan changes in survey implementation
for 2024.

Two main problems affecting data collection quality were identified: an insufficiently
populated student email database across faculties and years of study, and low response rates across
faculties and years. The first problem arose due to incomplete email lists provided by faculties. This
issue can be resolved by initiating requests to faculties in advance to collect email addresses from all
full-time students. Addressing the second issue may involve launching a promotional campaign
before the survey, presenting the results of previous waves, and emphasizing how these results impact

student life.
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Directed Sampling (Spontaneous Sampling with Targeting)

In conditions where access to the characteristics of the Population is limited or when exploratory
analysis is needed, directed sampling is a relevant method (Salnikova, 2021, p. 91-92). This type of
sampling relies on general knowledge of the population as well as access to virtual communities —
groups in social networks where members of the population are sufficiently represented. In this case,
the targeted recruitment method in social networks and messengers can be used to reach at least 10%

of the general population.

Survey of Ukrainian Teachers within the Erasmus+ Project

Many Ukrainian and international projects involve monitoring the situation at the initial stages of
their implementation. One such project is "Curriculum Reform to Promote Education for Peace in
Ukraine, Georgia, and Moldova" (101128854-PeaceEdu-ERASMUS-EDU-2023-CBHE). The
survey was conducted in March 2024 under the conditions previously described; its purpose was to
obtain the opinions of Ukrainian school teachers regarding measures and tools for peaceful
coexistence, peacebuilding, and conflict resolution. The researchers reached out to the Ministry of
Education and Science of Ukraine with an official letter requesting support in disseminating
information (a link to the survey on LimeSurvey) through official channels among schools in Ukraine.
Additionally, local government bodies were asked to spread the word about the survey among
secondary education institutions. As a result, between March 12 and April 15, 2024, 16,717 complete

responses were received from teachers across all regions of Ukraine (with a total of 31,163 responses).

Web Survey of Ukrainian War Refugees
For a comprehensive study of the living conditions of Ukrainian war refugees residing in Konstanz,
Germany (Sydorov & Kovalska, 2022), respondents were invited to complete an interview using a

standardized questionnaire on the LimeSurvey platform. The fieldwork phase took place from
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October 6 to October 28, 2022, and respondents were recruited through the "Help Ukraine —
Konstanz" group on Telegram (with 1,886 members).

A total of 376 questionnaires were collected, of which 264 were deemed valid. This validation
rate is considered favorable, particularly given the absence of complete data on the general
population, allowing for the creation of a relatively objective picture of relationships, trends, and
opinions. In our case, this is the best approach available.

The chosen research methodology assumes a certain level of spontaneity in the sample, as
invitations were not sent individually to participants but instead encouraged participation through
general announcements in the refugee Telegram channels in Konstanz. The participation rate can be
explained by the sensitive nature of the research topic and the emotional state of the respondents. It
primarily reflects the involvement of the most active segment of displaced persons who learned about
the survey. However, the results allow for the identification of key trends, characteristics, and
challenges in a qualitative context, which helps in formulating potential solutions. Thus, the research
maintains its representativeness concerning the intended research objectives, as "representativeness
refers to concepts that reveal the subject of the study" (Salnikova, 2021, p. 146).

Therefore, the cognitive potential of the web survey method is not inferior to classical methods such
as personal and telephone interviews. Although the latter methods face several challenges in
implementation during wartime, the web survey method provides a viable and reliable alternative. As
a result, we can highlight the following advantages of using the web survey method during the war:

e It enables high-quality surveys even during wartime;

e ltis less costly compared to paper questionnaires;

e It ensures the safety of both respondents and interviewers;

e Itallows for comprehensive surveys;

e It offers full anonymity.
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Ethical Issues in Web Research

This final point is particularly important in light of the EU’s ethical standards and data security (Ethics
in Social Science and Humanities). All individuals conducting research involving human participants
are obligated to keep participant information confidential. This duty requires researchers to
implement security measures to protect the privacy of their participants at all stages of the research
cycle. These stages include:

e Recruitment;

o Initial collection of information/data;

e Use and analysis of the collected information/data;

e Dissemination of results;

e Storage and retention of information;

e Destruction of records or devices on which the information is stored.

There are four types of security measures that can be implemented to protect the confidentiality
and privacy of research participants: physical measures, administrative measures, technical measures,
and research design measures.

The listed requirements can be met through web surveys. Below, we present an example of
compliance in a web survey (based on the aforementioned "Vlasna Dumka" panel) conducted in 2023.
Two external panels were used, both organized by the Ukrainian sociological company Research.UA.
The first panel was directly organized by Research.UA via https://www.cint.com/, and the second
panel was organized by the international sociological company KANTAR via
https://panel.kantar.com.ua/. The recruitment process and panel organization of both panels adhered
to ESOMAR guidelines. Participation in the panels and the survey, of course, was voluntary.

Our part of the survey (data collection) was conducted using LimeSurvey software hosted by the
University of Konstanz (in accordance with their data privacy policy) https://surveylab-

unikn.limequery.com, with the integration of external panels.


https://www.cint.com/
https://panel.kantar.com.ua/
https://surveylab-unikn.limequery.com/
https://surveylab-unikn.limequery.com/
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Research.UA provided respondents with a link to our surveys (the questionnaire was the same
for both external panels) based on quotas (age x gender). Respondents received an invitation to
participate in the survey, which included information on the topic, purpose, and consent to voluntary
participation.

At the first stage, respondents who did not meet the survey requirements — residing in Kyiv —
were excluded from the survey, and an early exclusion code was sent back to the panels for these
individuals. The second quota level was based on age and gender indicators built from statistical data
on the Population — residents of Kyiv (18-65 years old).

Upon survey completion by respondents, we sent the panel a code indicating whether the
respondent had completed the questionnaire. This process was automatically performed by
LimeSurvey software and was fully anonymous (for both the researcher/sender and the
panel/receiver).

Researchers did not collect or receive any personal data from the panels, such as email
addresses, names, locations, or home addresses. Furthermore, they did not transmit survey results
(survey responses) to the panel owners or any other parties. All data were exported from LimeSurvey
software as a general anonymized dataset, without fields for email addresses, names, or other personal

data. The data analysis was conducted exclusively in aggregated form.

Conclusions

Conducting social research during wartime in Ukraine faces a number of serious methodological and
ethical challenges, which significantly affect the reliability and representativeness of the collected
data. Among the primary issues is the lack of up-to-date demographic data—the last census was
conducted in 2001, and since then, the country has undergone significant changes, particularly due to

the war, which has caused massive internal and external migrations. This complicates the
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identification of the Population, which is crucial for building representative samples in quantitative
social research.

Due to the challenges of war and migration, many data collection methods that previously
worked have lost their effectiveness. For example, traditional face-to-face interviews have become
dangerous or technically impossible due to active combat, damaged infrastructure, lack of access to
certain regions, and respondents' fear of participating in research. This has forced researchers to turn
to alternative methods, such as web surveys, which allow for real-time data collection and a wider
reach. However, this approach has its drawbacks, including the non-representativeness of the sample
due to voluntary participation, as well as limited internet access and low digital skills among certain
groups of the population.

Ethical aspects of research in conflict settings also become more acute. Ensuring the
confidentiality and safety of respondents is critically important in the context of military actions, as
respondents may fear the consequences of participating in research. Researchers must adhere to high
ethical standards, including the protection of personal data and participant anonymity.

Despite these difficulties, Ukrainian sociologists have shown great flexibility and innovation
in their research approaches, adapting methods to ensure the reliability and accuracy of data. The
authors propose the use of mixed data collection methods, such as web surveys with additional
verification measures to minimize biases, as well as approaches that account for the specific
conditions of wartime. In the future, further improvement of methodologies and strengthening of
ethical standards will remain essential for conducting reliable social research in conflict settings.
These studies are crucial for understanding the societal processes triggered by war and for making
decisions aimed at the recovery and development of the country.

Overall, conducting sociological research in conflict zones requires a delicate balance
between methodological rigor and ethical responsibility. Despite numerous challenges, the resilience

of researchers in adapting to adverse conditions highlights the importance of sociological research in
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understanding and addressing societal dynamics in the context of conflict. “Thus, if one wants to run
a representative survey in Ukraine, this is organizationally doable, and despite the war, survey results

are trustworthy” (Klein & Pleines, 2024, p.4).
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