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Not the first time the results of sociological surveys are used as arguments to convince the audience. But often disputes occur around these numbers. Various non-registered foreign organizations such as the Independent Institute of Socio-Economic and Political Studies – IISEPS - constantly drew attention of the Belarusian audience to the results of their research on social and political issues. So what criteria should public opinion poll comply with to be considered valid? In general, how are surveys carried out? What sociological institutions can be trusted? These topics were discussed in an interview with Belta by Alex Durbin, the director of the Information Analytical Center at the Presidential Administration of Belarus (IAC).  

- How can we understand, in principle, whether results of particular surveys presented by a research organization are valid or not, or as sociologists themselves say – how to know if they are they representative?  

- It is important to realize that in Belarus all the structures which are conducting polls on the socio-political situation in the country should get the appropriate accreditation by the Special Commission on Public Opinion Polls of the National Academy of Sciences of Belarus. To date, a number of Belarusian institutions, including the IAC, have received such accreditation. At the same time pay attention to the fact that foreign organizations, like IISEPS, do not have accreditation. 
- What is taken into consideration in the accreditation?

 - It is important that it is conducted by the Commission, which includes respected social scientists. In fact, this commission verifies whether the quality of sociological research meets the requirements that allow us to speak about the reliability of the results. Moreover, accreditation means that the qualification of the personnel of the organization and the methods that it uses meet the necessary standards of modern applied sociology. And this is not just the Belarusian know-how, it’s a recognized practice in many countries. 

- And can you describe in general the principles of public opinion polling, how does it look like in practice?

- In general, the basis for any sociological survey is a sample, i.e., that part of the population which is directly surveyed. And it is important that this sample is consistent with the characteristics of the structure of the population as a whole. In this regard, it is appropriate to recall the quote of one of the most well-known pollsters George Gallup, who reflected on the basic principle of sample surveys: "In order to appreciate the taste of soup, you do not have to bail out the entire pot to the bottom. It is enough to stir the soup and taste one spoon".

Another important element is the methodology of collecting the information. Today, the most common method is to survey at the place of residence of people. Our center also conducts telephone interviews and street polls. But in a "face to face" interview at home the researcher has an opportunity to get more detailed information on the problem under study, or to monitor more precisely compliance with the sample. For example, the interviewer should interview 10 people aged 20 to 30 years of age, or a certain category of people: men, women, students, etc. When the polls are conducted on the street or by the phone it is much more difficult. Not always we will find those who we need. For example, one part of the street is mostly used by young people and not older people, and elsewhere it is the contrary. In the case of it is a door-to-door poll it is another matter. It is possible to select several categories of people that are needed for a particular sample. It is very important for reliability.

- Taking into account the active development of the World Wide Web is it possible today to conduct nation-wide surveys on the Internet?

 - It is possible, but what is the reliability in that case? Even if users of social networks specify age and other parameters, it is not certain that this information can always be trusted. If the survey is being conducted by a certain website, only visitors of that website will respond to questions. And it is not necessary that the results of this kind of survey would reflect public opinion in general. In order for the poll to be representative, as I said before, there have to be samples by age, gender and other parameters. So, I repeat: it is best to conduct door-to-door polls.

How it's done? Naturally, we need a network of interviewers. We have so far formed the base of six hundred interviewers who conducted a survey of citizens in different regions. As a rule, middle-aged woman with pedagogical education, or with experience of direct contact with people. About 80 interviewers take part in a survey. They undergo training periodically.

- These people are interested to carry out their job with quality and conscientious. Why is that?

- Very simply: if we see that, for example, instead of surveying a real person our interviewer simply fills out the questionnaire under false names, or uses the same people - his friends – then we will  simply reject all the questionnaires from him. This means that the interviewer won’t get paid. 

- How do you know that the questionnaire is fake?

- We closely monitor the quality of work of our interviewers. Starting with visual checking of the questionnaire and ending with statistical analysis. We also selectively call respondents and ask whether someone came to him and carried out this survey. In addition, we demand our interviewers to conducts surveys not at random, but, for example, use even number of houses on the streets whose names have certain letters. We specifies the number of apartments, etc. That is, we give a specific itinerary.

I need to note that each interviewer has a license, which contains the topic of the survey, its timing and the title of the organization. But even with all this there were times when vigilant citizens reported to the police that our interviewers conducted door-to-door polls. However, we do not know of cases where the police came and met IISEPS interviewers. If they went from door to door, sooner or later, such precedents would have happen. So there is a big question about how in general do they conduct their survey. Moreover, their center is not even located in Belarus. The big question is, in fact, how do they coordinate the work, how do they recruit interviewers, how do they conduct labor relations with them.

In addition, it is worth noting another important point – how are the questions in the questionnaires formulated. In the words of Carlson, the character of Astrid Lindgren, it is not always easy to answer the question unequivocally "yes" or "no." The wording should not be pushing for a definite answer. If we ask whether a person has he ceased to drink brandy in the morning, when they answer "yes," it turns out that he does not drink now, but it's kind of implied he was drinking before. When he says "no", it means that drinks now and drank before. And what if he does not drink at all? Then the formulation is not correct. It is necessary to formulate the question in such way that people will responded to it the most free way. The question must be valid, and not contain hidden answer. Professionals know all this. If you intentionally break the rules of formulating questions, it is possible to achieve the desired result, and the survey will look credible to the uninitiated person. Therefore, we must always pay attention to what organization conducted the survey and how transparent is it. Moreover, if the organization itself is located outside of Belarus and conducts interviews remotely, then what kind of quality are we talking about? Such surveys do not make sense from the point of view of science.

In conclusion I should say that conducting of a full national-wide survey is a complex process that requires great organizational resources and employing a significant number of interviewers across the country. So, it seems to be impossible to organize and implement a survey from abroad.
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