TRANSLATION
This translation contains the essential facts of the document/or excerpt attached herewith.


Newspaper Belarus Today 

Sociology does not know everything

When sociologists explain the main principle of their work, they often use this comparison: "In order to appreciate the taste of the soup, you do not have to bail out the entire pot to the bottom. It will be good enough to stir the soup and taste one spoon." But other "chefs" do not prepare this dish according to the recipe. The result is something absurd and completely inedible. Director of the Institute of Sociology of the National Academy of Sciences, Professor Igor Kotliarov told us, why not all sociological data should be trusted and whether it is possible to carry out remote sociological; research from abroad.

[image: image1.jpg]



Igor Kotliarov
- Igor Vasilevich, so how accurate is the picture projected by the polls and what is their significance? After all, some people think that sociology does not bring real benefits, but only helps manipulating the public opinion.

- This is a very primitive approach. Sociology, like a mirror, allows the public to look at itself. It reveals the development of society, provides a chance to see the risk factors on time, and to predict the possible solutions to various issues. No wonder in the EU and in the US profession of sociologist is one of the most popular and highly paid.

As for the accuracy and objectivity of surveys, if they comply with all the requirements and methodologies, the probability of error is negligible: plus or minus one percent. I always give this example. In 1991, on the eve of the referendum on the fate of the Soviet Union, we conducted sociological surveys on the subject. The results were in line with a national referendum on March 17, up to the decimal. 
- And what about the objectivity and reliability of the data? Why do different organizations obtain different answers to the same questions?
- If one is to study public opinion employing strict scientific method, the results will be fair and objective. Another thing is when some sociological organizations are fulfilling someone's order, and try to get the results they need. In fact, it's pretty simple to do. For example, a public opinion poll conducted in the women's bathhouse can thus prove that there are no men in the country. For any survey a representative sample is needed. It is clear, for example, that a survey among students will not give the real picture, because young people are not particularly concerned about the problems of pensioners. If in our country there is 53.5 percent of women, then 53.5 per cent of the respondent have to be women. And it’s the same with each other feature: age, education, place of residence and so on.

It’s not that simple to survey two thousand people across the country and to process the data. It requires a lot of money, time, human resources, and professional knowledge. Even bad wording of the question may skew the final result. And if we have a unified sociological network, where 10 - 15 trained interviewers are constantly working in every rural area, there is a mechanism for monitoring the quality of research, then the objectivity of the data cannot be doubted.

- In a recent interview the director of the Information Analytical Center at the Presidential Administration Alexei Durbin drew attention to the fact that all the organizations conducting surveys on socio-political situation in the country should be accredited. The accreditation is carried out by a special commission on the polls at the National Academy of Sciences. What are the requirements?

- This is a worldwide practice. Applicants for accreditation should meet certain requirements. First of all, it is an existence of a certain number of educated specialists and in-field experience. I remember a case where an application for accreditation was filed by a structure that had never conducted research on social and political issues before, and decided to do it. Why all of a sudden? It turned out that behind all this was American Gallup Institutions, with a lot of money and quite unambiguous goal.

From time to time surveys by the Independent Institute of Socio-Economic and Political Studies (IISEPS) are reported in the press. It is based in Lithuania. Frankly speaking, I do not know anything about this organization, I never met any people related to it. They are positioning themselves as independent researchers, but they should tell for whose money do they conduct research? Our respondents had never met their people. How do they work, with whom, what kind of methodology is used? In my opinion, they do not carry out any research in Belarus, but simply use completely random data, that has nothing to do with the topic of survey. I insist: the quality of such remote surveys does not hold water.

Is objective sociological research through the Internet possible?

- At one time it was very popular do conduct polls through mass media, and then websites started being used. But each website or media outlet have their own audience. So, their answers do not reflect public opinion in general. It might be possible in 10 years – 15 to conduct surveys via the Internet. But today, there are no methods or techniques. In addition, as our surveys show, the level of trust among the people in the Internet is much lower than in television and print media. And even more people trust their relatives and acquaintances.
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By the way:

More than 80 percent of people get their information mainly from television, and about 54 percent get it from the Internet. These are the results of the December media monitoring conducted by the Institute of Sociology. Almost every third person prefers to get news from the print media. Television is the leader in the ranking of confidence. It is trusted by 37.6 percent of respondents (41 percent more likely trust than not). The Internet component of complete trust half.
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