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day in 2003. Although my dissertation for the

Department of Statistics at Carnegie Mellon
University was not (and still is not) yet complete, I
had moved to Washington D.C., to live with my
brand new husband, and had taken a leave of
absence to get my son settled into a new school.
Having just completed an analysis for the Peruvian
Truth and Reconciliation Commission with Patrick
Ball, I stopped by his office at the American
Association for the Advancement of Science to see
what else he might have for me to do in town. Little
did I know that I was about to be conscripted for
the rest of my academic year.

Patrick had been working with Wendy Betts of
the American Bar Association for about a year on a
grant proposal to the U.S. State Department to do
work in Sierra Leone. The grant was to be used to

It was a reasonably sunny but cool September

gather data for the purpose of estimating the number of
human rights violations that occurred during that coun-
try’s 10-year long armed internal conflict, via a combi-
nation of statement-taking and a random sample sur-
vey. When I arrived at Patrick’s office, he had just heard
that the grant proposal had been approved. Could I
put together a project plan for a nationwide survey on
human rights violations by our meeting with Wendy
the next day, including all aspects of obtaining the ran-
dom sample, designing the questionnaire, testing the
questionnaire, training the interviewers, and imple-
menting the survey in the field?

“No problem,” I answered with false bravado, and I
went home, panicked wildly for about half an hour,
and then calmed myself down. I could do this, I rea-
soned. I was one of the few statisticians in the world
focusing on the analysis of human rights violations
data. I had spent time working at the U.S. Census
Bureau, and had learned about all of the steps involved
in putting the decennial census together. I had survey
methodology training from the Joint Program in Survey
Methodology at the University of Maryland. I had inde-
pendently researched questionnaire design for sensi-
tive topics, and had attended the QDET conference the
previous year as a student fellow. I knew who the
experts were, and could go to them if I ran into trou-
ble. I could do this.

I got to work laying out a schedule of activities. First,
an advance trip later in the fall to research potential
sample frames and get the lay of the land. Then a ques-
tionnaire design period, based on well-formed research
questions and including reviews by subject experts and
questionnaire design experts. Then to the field for a
translation and back-translation of the survey, a ques- -
tionnaire-testing period that would include cognitive
interviewing in multiple languages and a field test, a
six-day training course for interviewers, and a period of







