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THE SOCIAL COKRTEXT OF QUESTIONNAIRE INTERVIEW

There ars in smoclology numerous models of the interview situa-
tion and of the role of the respondent. The American model, which
functions in a context of almost completely ascculturated interview
techniques, has been oreated in a liberal-demooratic smociety, and
it essumes the respondent’s strong motivation for giving “true"
answers deriving from @ belief in the usefulness of sooial studies
and of the expression of one’s own opinions. Such views ars a con-
stituent part of the role of a citizen in & “aemooracy through pu-
blie opinion" and a role of a consumer of goods and services.

The socialist model of the respondent, represented by Frie- , ‘

driobh &and Hennig in GDR or by various Soviet theories assumes that
the respondent has & positive attitude towards the interview and
is ready to express his opinions since social researchk contributes
to the solution of sooial problems, According to theses suthors the
interview unites both participants as partners in their efforts
to improve social 1ife., Both approaches presented above focus on
the attitudes of a model ocitisen and a resulting positive percep=~
tion of the purposes of social rolurohz. ‘

An entirely different situation has been described by Pasiak
in his studies of Slovak peasant communities 4in which no model of
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the reapondent has been defined yet, and where the interview situ~
ation has not been culturally and scoially aoooptod’.

Models of the respondent appeared also in Polish mociology but
their assumptions were not parallel to those of Friedrioh and Hen-
nig., They referred to the roapondots' mental reactions to survey
questions and disregarded all motivational elements whose oconsti-
tuent part are their attitudes to social studies. It was probebly
due to some pragmatic reasons resulting from the fast that most
people in thie country did grant the interviews and the proportion
of refusals was usually very small. Another reason could have been
a realistlo estimation of the possibllities of creating any models
of the reapondent in a socialist soclety, especially on the basis
of such ideological elements 8s in Friedrich and Hennig,

The research of respondent’'s attitudes towards social studien
datea back to the time when they were #irst initiated in this oo~
untry. Their inveatigation has taken 2 double form. In some works
1%t wes aimed at defining attitudes towards sociology or social
ressarch exhiblted by ceriain members of our soclety.More numerous
inveatigations resulied from empirical research undertaken on the
elide of various atudies conducted in a variety of s8sooial groups,

¥e shall start this discussion of the respondents’ = attitudes
towards social research with & brief description of the concept of
science, including sociology, whioh functions in our ecciety. Data
referring to the problem come from a study by Gisa and Worotyhska
af a 300-person sample, representative of the whole oountry, The
research was conducted in 1979, after a period of intensive socio-
ldgioal exploration of the 70s, The authors bave observed in the

”’2olish soolety a gpecific perception of science, "SCIENCE is what
refers to the study of space, the struoture of atom, or the organs
of human body". Considerably less frequent are opinions that SCIEN-
CE studies "human characters®; the study of soocial 1ife - alcoho-
liam, prostitution, marke$ supplies, or the work of the health sar-
vice is not SCIENCE, Problems of social life are dealt with by the
STATE and ite specialized sgencies - among them perhaps also so~
ciclogy {(like statistics), and maybe also some sociological insti-
tute (1ike GUS - Central Bureau of Statistics)?.

3j.,Pramtak Metodologiczne Blomy wywiadéw soocjologloz-
nych, [ in:]) Analizy i préby..., vol. fﬁf pe 136-137.

“K.Worotyhsxa, Spotecany kontekst badah ankietowyoh
(unpublished manuseript, Warszawa 1983’.
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Acoording to the resulte obtained by Lutyfska and Gostkowski,
the knowlsdge of sociology as a science is determined by member-
ship of a social group e.g. only 1/6 of the olerks interviewed in
1960 could give any answer (and even then not always to the point)
to the question: What ie sociology? A researsh by Gostkowski 4in
1961 showed & high degree of popularity of this soisnce among pe-
ople exhibiting active intellectual interestas (readers of sooisl
and literary magazines), 91% of whom had completed their secondary
sducation’. In spite of the probability that a repid increass 4n
the number of sociological studies, especially in the 70s, and the
gradusl popularization of mociology through presentation of 1t¢s
results in the mass media influenced the spreed of knowledge about
sooiology in this society, the results obtained by Ciza and Woro-
tyhska are quite discouraging for sociologiets sotive in the field
of solentific research.

It is notable that Poles closely associate mociology end 8o~
clologlcal research with the State, its institutions and the sy-
stem of politiocal power. As a result, questionnaire studies are
treated not as mesns of data collection but as & tool 4n making
decisions an social matters. Sooiology supplies & rationale for
these decisions or merves for their verification. It helps to
‘evaluate the public feelings and reactions to actions™ taken by
suthorities., Aocording to the authors "it was seldom possible to
extraot such definitions of questionnairs research in whioch res=-
pondents agreed to treat questionnaire ss & scientific method.Yet,
an acceptance of sociology as a soience, or of the questionnaire
88 & scientific method of research is very uncomfortable for us,
sociologists, and for ocur self-perception. The respondents tell us
that »1f sociology exists, it’s got to do something, and ques=
tionnaire studies is precisely what it doon«ﬂ's. According to Cisa
an Worotyldska the results of their research may point to a feeling
of helplessness and hopelesness among people and institutions in
the face of a disorganized, disorderly and inert state whioch crea~
tes an absurd net of institutions and positions whose only task

K. Lut
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is to exist. Sociology and agencies whioh practice 4t are such
hopeless institutions, oreated because they have to exiet also in
this country, and having no prectical role or task, They conduct
guestionnaire studies because they must do something in order to
exiet,

An analysis of numerous research results indicates thnt & po=
aitive or negative attitude of respondents to sociological studies
is determined by evaluation of their practical applicebility. Once
introduced, a research should serve for some purpose; its task
should be to induce ochanges aimed at improving sooial 1ife, the
material situation of people or their standard of living in gene-
ral, The adoption of the oriterion of applicability as an indice-
tor of positive or negative attitudes of respondents towards the
research remains in close connsction with the acoeptance of socio~
logy, especially in its institutional espect, as an element of the
power asystem and decision making, It seems to be oconfirmed by the
resultu of research that dcfinito attitudou towards social studies
are a funotion of ro-pondonts conviotions as to the poasibility
of positive chenges in the mechaniem of the society or in their
perscnal situation, Of equal importance is whether the respondents
believe in the possidbility of changes or improvemenis resulting
from decisions of authorities, and whether they believe that re-
sults of sociological research are oonsidered in the process of
decision making. In the light of available data suoh beliefs are
*uncommon®” among Polish respondents (to put it mildly), Their at-
titudes vacillate acoording to rapid turns in the offiocial poliocy,
which take place at every change of the power élite. A good exam~
ple of a clearly positive attitude towards a research is provided
by a survey referring %o social and economic problems of farmers,
corducted in December 1971 and in January 1972, following a go=-
vernmentall bill abolishing compulsory supplies of farming produce
and introducing a health insurance program for farmers. The inter-
viewed farmers perceived the study as yet another element of the
new sgrarian policy of the State, and sometimes even as an opinion
poll preceding further, bonofioitl ohansol7.

7 A, Boocskowski, Stosunek respondentiw wiojakioh do
lnki.to:du i oytuaoai cgolooznoa wywiadu w dwietle konxrolnci
kiety pocztowej, [in:] Gostkowski (ed,) Z me odo-
lo i metody aoojologiclnyoh badah terenowych, i!is
szewa 1973, p. 159
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It is obvious that besmides applicability, pecple’s attitudes
towards sociology and social studies are based on some other ori-
teria as well, In & research from 1964 Stomozydski noted that in
the stratum of intelligentsia 505 of studied population defined
sociology as an &cademle soience whose mole purpose 1s to satisfy
intelleotual ocuriosity, and to form world-views for the use of men,
This group of respondents were botter disposed towarde sociology
than those who perceived it as a tool of social politics, yet they
also denied it any practical vnluoa.

Gisa and Worotyhska argue that the oriterion of applicability
becomes empecially valid whenever research deals with these mocial
problems whioh come olose to the respondent’s experience (e.g. the
work of a polyclinic, & housing project in the area etc.). On the
other hand when research concentrated on attitudes, values or so-
oial structure in general, respondents rescoted in three different
ways, Most of them were convinced that it was aimed at verifying
some basic tenets of the system or, even more frequently, at dia-
gnosing global social problems, Respondents with such attitudes
acoept as proper the sponsor’s intentions, fell favoured to Dbe
offered the role of “experts" and perceive the research as a po-
tential tool of socisl change. They usually say the research could
be useful, but "under present conditions® it ie not., -

Less frequent ism & conviction that the research 1is statespon~-
sored in order to cheok on the oltizens’ loyalty and t$o ocontrol
their consoiousnesa, "They’'ve got to know even our thoughta" -
says one ronpondont9. Agcording to this view research questions
ars captious since through them the citizen is being forced to
exhibi% his true - disloyal - opinions,

The third view 1s least frequent of all, Thoae who express it
treat the so-called basic sociological research as a study of
human charecters and categorise it together with payohological
studies. :

The last two variants contain oortnin phobo-genic elements:
they are esasociated with a conviction that the interview is desi~
gned in order to find out some hidden features or opinions of the

8
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respondent, Thume biesed respondents try to discover what the
authors oall "a false bottom, & sphere of indefinitneas® which is
conneoted with the interview situation emd which mekes them afraid
of revealing their psyche, their ignoremce, or -worse still- their
opinions which might incriminate them in the face of $he State.

Also other authors point (o the element of apprehension in
the respondents’ attitudes towards social ressarch., In a study by
Tutyhdske a group of olerks granted interviews with some reluctance
and fear of negative consequences in their joba, as well aa an
apprehension of sanctions of a "more general® social, political,
or ocoupational character., Gostkowski observed similar attitudes
emong respondente ocoming from a small community end noted, that
begsides fear and apprehension resulting from ignorence of the pur-
pose of study, or lack of culturally sanctioned social norms of
bshavior in the situation of interview a part of respondenta tre~
ated the survey as official registration constituting a threat to
their well-being" (an inorease in taxes, eviction ota. )10,

Under present circumstances it seeme that this oconviection of
respondents that an expression of opinions is likely %o bring senc-
tions from the part of some vaguely defined authorities 1is one of
major problems for soocial researchers. Privately, peopls offer
viewa which differ from those expressed in official situstions (e.g
during an interview), This hypothesis is partly confirmed by the
resulis of a study by Sitomcsyfski in whioh san interviewer, who
introduced herself &s an agent of a state institution, asked ques~
tions related to the official ideoclogy and thereby made her res-
pondents define their role (more or less consciously) as citisens
eoting in the context of large scoial organisations'', During the
interviews & part of respondents presented opinions which were
closer to the official state line than views pressnied by them as
menber of informal groups. 3 \

It 48 thus natural %o ask: How is it possible that interviews
are grented at all in this society whioch is so unfamiliar with so-
ciologicel research, in which (due to the lack of adeguate oultu.
ral norms) respondents are unable to define their »ole correatly,

1°z.GontToTok1. Kontrola procesu badawose W Da-
e .PO&.O‘M‘O’.. int] Analizy 1 Mb’-.o. vol, III. Pe 6o
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in whioh the purpose and charecter of research are misinterpreted,
where there is hardly eny conviotion as to the use of such re-
search (especially in respect to ite applicatiom by authorities in
order to improve socoial life), and in which granting an interview
requires & suppression of rear or apprehension?

The following hypothesis may explain this seeming contradio-
tion as well ae the fact that the proportions of interview refu-
gals ars minimal in Polish surveys. .

On the one hand it seems that respondents 2ot eaccording to a
traditional and deeply internalised cultural norm requiring of
them to be hospitable to everyone, inoluding strangers, whioh ma-
kes them let the interviewer into their homes, On the other hand
the interviewer iz usually treated as a public officer, a repre-
sentative of some state agenocy which constitutes a part of the
power system. It is thus possible that fear of running info trou=-
bles or of being aalled to account for a refusal of interview do-
minates over the feeling of apprehension resulting from partioei-
pation in the interview. It is also probable that this feeling of
apprehension is partly neutralized by other peychological factors
like curicsity of the new social situation (so far unrecorded by
the respondent’s expsrience), the impression of being favoured by
the fact that some official, even soientific, institution aske him
for information and treats him as an expert on social matters eto.

The above types of respondents’ attitudes towards the socio-
logical research are of definite consequence for the evaluation
of research resulta, In surveys aimed at desoribing a broadly de-
fined soociopolitiocal and economio situation of the oountry or the
individual eituction of the respondent against this broad back-
ground, respondents, let alone their informational inocompetence,
express “official" views, in agreement with currently acoepted po-
litical line, expected by authorities and different from private
opinions expressed during informal contacts. Equally disadvantage-
ous from the point of view of results are cases in whioh respon=
dents are not afraid of anything but supply answers in order fto
maintein the conversation since they are convinced that their opi-
nions are of no practical importance with regard to possible ohan-
ges in the oconditions of life, We may thus say that the Polish re-
spondent before 1980 was a men who easily granted utorum. but
nldcn met the requirements of a good interviewee.
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The situation desoribed above underwent a modification in the
period of "Solidarity®”. On many occasions interviewers recorded
opinicns not in line with official views., We were obviously faoing
8 retarded reaction to the previous blocade of possibilities for
authentic expression. It might have been connested with a common,
at that time, conviction that living conditions were going to im-
prove, and that the common men would have some influence on the
- eituation of his country., Acoordingly, his views premented in an
interview were to be taken into consideration in the process of
decision-making. '

It 1a worth recalling that in 1956 a similar hope for changes
in the execution of political power and prospects for gradual ds
mooratization of social life and for free expression ocontributec
to, and facilitated the introduction of opinion polls. Since then
untill 1980 the situation in which soclologists had to work fell
short of those expectations. August 1980 made the way for free ex-
pression and revived the bellef in usefulness of sosial research
= a trend confirmed in all surveys in that period.

Martial law -~ as can be seen in reports from research done
sfter December 13 - has not, so far, inhibited - this spontaneity
and openness of expresgion, as if in spite of present social and
political situation, Meanwhile, the state authorities have oreated
an Opinion Poll Center whioh is to supply information facilitating
decisions on sooial and political matters. It is & new element in
the system of Polish sociological institutions and it may play
an important role in the formation of respondents’ attitudes to~
wards soolal research in this country.

The following hypotheses seem plausible in tho light of what
has bsen said here. :

1. It is possible that changes which ocourred after August
1980 and the resuili:iz transformation of the sooclety have penstre-
ted d“ply enough into the social comsciousness as to promote
further free expreasion of opinions regardless of political condi-
tions,

2, 4 clear connection between mocial rasearch and the power
system (viz: the Opinion Poll Center mentioned above) may result
in a return to, or even & growth of, attitudes ocharsoteristic of
the period before August 1980, i.e. to presentation of public
opinions reflecting the offioial political line.
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3. It may bring sbout a deorsese in the number of people gran-
fing interviews as a result of the growing popularity of a "model
o2 refusal” (under the condition that refusal will not be followed
by especially severs sanoctions).

4. Pipally, it is also possible that present drestic restric~
tion of opportunities for self-expression will result in a treat-
ment of the interview situation as the safest way of expressing
one’s thoughts, views and attitudes.

Ilona Praybylowska, Krzysstof Kistelski

SPOLECZNY KONTEKST WYWIADU KWESTIONARIUSZOWEGO

Artykul prsedstawia spoleosne wysznaosniki prowadszenie badah
kwestionariussowych w oparoiu o wyniki sonda2y praeprowadsonych
na ten temat w oi ostatnich 20 lat, Na ich podstawie mo%na
stwierdszié, 4% wiedsza na temat badanh spotecznych jest sasadniozym
osynnikiem wpiywajgoym na wyniki badefi kwestionariuszowych,
W zwigsku s tym badaos postugujgoy 8i¢ tg teohnikgy musi uwzgled-
niaé ltoaioﬂ joi skulturecji w. spolecsefistwie, jak réwniet
% réinyoh jego Srodowiskach.



