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SENSITIVE QUESTIONS IN SOCIOLOGICAL SURVEY

"The protective system of our psyche,
[esel its camouflege, turns our re—
lations with others :Lnto a diaslogue
-of the deaf",

R. Pinto, M. Graﬂ.‘tz, Methodes des
Sciencea Sociales

t .

In spite of their pramieing nature, all attempts at ebolishing
the fundamental in socioclogy division of ressarch situation into
the subject (researcher) and the object (respondent) by 4introdu-
oing symetric techniques of the "“dialogue method”  type have, &o
far, left the methodologloal orthodoxy :I.ntact‘. The soociological
survey, with ite characteristio aaymmetry of the process ¢f commu~-
unloation between interviewer and respondent is still & dominating
method of data collection, It is my view that this esymmetry comes
from the fact that the respondent in our soclety 1s  oculturally
unacquainted with interview situation, and that he is most often
made %o talk to the interviewer of things he has never considered
before,

The present paper analyses & partiocular type of questions
which augment the asymmetry of communioative process in survey, due
to a feature called “sensitiveness". According to the Polish Lan-
guage Diotionary "sensitivenesa" denotes this feature of a subjeot,
topie or problem whioch "may lead to irritation, disagreement and

& Uninu:.ty of Lédé.

ukasi o w 1 o s D:lalog ;nko metode badawcza, [ int]
4. S :l c 1 t e ki (ed.), iuy teoretyssne i metodologloszne
badad stylu fycia, IFiS .All, Warssawa 1980, p. 75-95.
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confliot"?, It remains to be determined whether the feature in
queation has been subjected to satisfactory investigation in me-
thodological literature, and whether the present state of knowled-
ge on the subject suffices to help the researcher avold Airrita-
tion in standarized interviews,

We all know from our research expsrience that even in surveys
conducted in a friendly atmosphere there are questions whioch pro-
voke nervousness and anxiety in the respondent. His behaviour and
his attitude towards the interview suddenly change. He refuses to
give answers and starts to comment on questions 'by msaying "What
are you asking this for?", "No, that’s unnecessary question..."”
eto. The transfer of information between two partners, so far pro-
per and desirable with regard to the purpose of research, becomes
disturbed. There appear obstacles in the interview which may be
generally defined as psychological problems.

In discussing the state of methodological literature I should
like to observe thet there exist studies whioch deal with questions
whose contents provoke uneasiness, embarrassment or anxiety in
the respondent, i.e. ones that trigger off a ocomplex of mental
processes which disturb, or even preclude, communicative process.
We must note as well, however, that all of these studies are frag-
mentary and common-sense inveatigations,

To begin our discussion, there is a surprising diversity of
terms used for this type of questionss '

1) embarraseing qu.ationéa. =

2) discomcerting questions (question qui 53n¢)‘,

3) sensitive questions”, ' -

4) delicate questions (question d‘lioato)‘,

5) traumatising questions (question traumatisante),

2 Srownik Jezyka polskiego, vol, I, PWN,Warssawa 1978, p.449.

?325..5 yman, Interviewing in Social Research, Chicago 1952,
Pe <lce

4R, P1nt 0, M, Garvit s, Methodes Des Sciences So~
viales, vol, II, Dallos, Paris 1964, p, 693-698,

ss.Riohlrdoon,B’.Dohro'n'ond Do Elein,
Interviewing - its forms and funotions, New York {955. Pe 49,

6 R. Daval, Traité de Psychologle Sociale Paris 1963,
P 146; Pinto, Grawit s, op. olt., p. 593, 681.

Tpaint o Grawit s, op. oit,, p. 690,
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6) threatening qucationsa,

7) indisoreete questions (question indiscrate)’,

A similar diversity of terms appears in connection with the
character of probleme to which thoac:quoltiona refaer:

1) sensitive topiol'o.

2) topics which are gonortllg tnboo*‘.

3) embarressing information' ¥

4) threatening information'>,

In our investigations we should therefore seek answers to cer-
tain fundamental problems. Which questions have the particular po-
tential for provoking negative emotional states (ahamo. anxiety,
fright, suspiciousness, aggression eto.) in the respondent? Ia
the sensitive character of questions a constant feature, indepen-
dent of the sooio-cultural eystem, or, on the contrary, substan-
tially dependent on certain easential features of the socio-oultuw
ral system within which the sociological research is conducted? Inm
other worda: Can the "sensitiveness" of questions be oconsidered
a8 non-relative or & relative (i.e. one which ocours only in the
analysis of relations between the socio-cultural system and the
social situation of survey) feature?

4 superficial analysis of methodologiocal handbooks is suffi-
cient to prove that their authors are apt to treat "sensitiveness"
a8 &n absolute feature and think it unnecessary to refer in their
analyses to the essence of social systems. Let us quote some sha-
racteristio statements. Analysing causes of certain failurea of
sociological surveye a French methodologist, R, Daval says:
"Questions relating to religion, politics, sex and finances may
be regarded as sensitive” 4. A similar stand is taken by two other

- {
Riohardeon, Dohrenwend, K 1
°1t.. p. 50. ] w n F) e 1 n. op.

Hyman, op.oit., p. 212,

10 |
"Ch, Cannell, R Kahn, The Dynamics of I tervie~
wing, John Wiley and Sons, New York 1957, p. 144-148. =

1 Ibidem, p. 147.

Daval, op. oit., p. 146.
BPinto, Gravits, op. oit., p. 693.
“Ypavail, op. oit., p. 146,
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French authors R, Pinto and M. CGravita who write in their handbook:
"Certain topiocs way have an embarrassing aspect, e.g. religious,
sexual and political lesues, or questions related to soocial pro-
blems", In such cases questions like "Do you go %o « church?", ox
"Which party do you belong to?" enteil a risk of provoking not
only felse answers, but alsc embarrasswent and perplexity in the
respondent, or even in the interviewer himself, and thereby may
interfere with the further course of interview., In the first part
of their handbook & hint ocan be traced, that ite suthors are aware
of some goclo~cultural conditions of the role of the respondent in
survey: "a question should never place the respondent in a situa-
tion whers he must give socially unacceptable annwors'15. At this
poin%, however, the authors unfortunately drop thise interesting
train of thoughis and we remein uninstructed as to the nature of
the "soolal unacceptability® of answers.

A similer approach to the problem of sensitiveness can be
founl in Americen handbooks, R. Richardson, B, Dohremwend and D,
Klein, authors of the handbook "Interviewing, Its Forms and Funo~
tions" state the following:

"Threatening or teboo subjects are usually defined as those
gubjecta that are perasonal, intimete, and not generally topics of
public conversation - e.g. sex, religion, or financlal status,
A somewhat broader view of a threatening subjeot defines it as sny
erea in which respondent cannot know hies status as eompared %o
others because the subject is rarely discussed in public. Since
he cannot be certain of the norms, the respondent is reluctant to
give information because it may depict him as deviating from norms

Similarly, even a subject that is publicly discussed may be
threstening to & respondent who believes that his own views or
practices are deviant or status reducing" .

& number of other authors have also peld attention %o the
problem of realization through survey of one of the fundamental
social expectations ~ the need of social recognition and of beha-
viour according to eocial norms - which clearly emerges from our
present consideratlions, C, Cannel and R, Kahn warn ressarchers
ezainst situations in which enswers demended to survey questions

Bpant o, Gravit sz, op. oit.

16 Riohardson, Dohrenwend, Klei n, Ope
cit.. p. 720
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constitute a substantial threat to the respordent’s "ego”": "no
question should confront the respondent with the necessity of gi-
ving a socially unacceptable response®™. And next: "Offering a ran-
8¢ of responses which meets the reupondont'a oriteria of sooial
acocbtubility is necessary $c good question formation, A broader
atatement might be that the question must never gonstiftutea threat
to the respondent’s ego., Such a threat may be introduced if the
regpondent is required to give an answer whioh he feels is soclal«
1y unascceptable, or it might come about if the respondent is placed
in a position where he feels less well informed than be should
b.'11¢ 3

The viewa quoted above made me include in this analysis of
sensitive questions yet another, extremsly important, :though still
underrated, element. It seems that sensitivensss gennot be asso-
ciated solely with religious, political, and sexual issues, In
faot, all questions may become sensitive, especially those whioh,
for various reasons, may be too diffioult for the respondent. It
ie beat evidenced by the peculiar character of the so-called "then-
retical language of sociology"., Due to a diversity of concepiual
schomes in soclology, and their purely abstraot character, there
appesr in survey questlonnaires certain linguilstic representations
of social reality which ocan hardly te accepted by a wooclologist,
let alone the respondent., It seems that Kahn and Cannel had in
mind predisoly this sort of difficulties in soclological research,
when they warned social researchers, to no effect as yet, in the
following words:

"The importance of asking questions appropriate to the respon-
dent’s level of information, and not productive of reapondent
embarrasament, does not necessarily limit us to asking questions
to which every respondent knows the answer. It does mean, however,
that caution in wording questions must be used when we anticipate
that a conalderable proportion of respondents '111 not be in
possession of anewer [...]. '

The problem is sometimes referred to as axpert error - tblt
is, the error of asoribing to the respondent a degree of expert-
ness in a particular field which he doss aotually poe-eaa"e

17 ¢p, ¢ a nne 1, B. K a hn, The Collection oi Dato by
Interviowing 1ntl . tinger, D, Kats cds. s Re-
search Methods he Bohnvio!ul Seierces, London 1954. 346,

8 Ibidem, p. 345.
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In situations where survey questions are not adjusted to the
respondent’s intellectual abilities, his level of knowledge and
soclal experience, or his apecific perceptlion of the social world,
the interview situation may generate a meaningful disturbance in
the respondent's image of self, and in his self-evaluation.

To finish this part of the paper it is necessary to point out
& Polish "differentia specifica™ which is discussed at lenght by
I. Przybylowska and K, Kietelski in their paper which ocould bde
glven a sub=-titler "The Soclal Contex of Questionnaire Interview"
glven 8 gub-title: "The Social Contex of Questionnairs Inter-
view"'?, Baging on en enpirical study by Giza and Worotyfhska ("The
Social Context of Questionnaire Remesarch") they have observed in
answers of Polish respondents that socolology and sociological re-
search are very strongly associated with the State, 1its 4nstitu-
tions and 1te system of authority. This empirically documented hy-
pothesia (1979) of perception of sociologioal research in perma-
nent connection with an omnipresent center of political power (the
State), typlcal of Polish resgondonts. is oonfirmed by = earlier
research by Lutyfska (clerks) Q Slomozyﬁakix(1ntelligontaia)23 and
Gostkowski (peasanta)??, All these studies point to the faot that
in the Polish society there are two important factors whish augment
sensitiveness in sooiologiocal surveya. They are:

1. 4 specifioc perception of the role of intérviewer as a re-~
presentative of one of the numerous state institutions, 1.e. a
projection of & relatiom: "institution - controlled citigen®™ onto
the situation of interview,. Ry

2. Stereotypical and foggy ideas of most Polish respondents of
institutions in their wide, socio-political context, and of institu-
tional sanctions directed at those who are critical of their work.

V1, Praybytowseka, K.KEis telskdi, The So-
cial Contex of Questiomnaire Interview, The article was published
in this volume.

0 Ke Lut ydska, Rorlokagg mntody gne o wywladach =
ursgdnikami w Zodzi w latach 1960-1961, {in:] Analizy i préby tech-
nik badawozych w aociologii, vol. I, Ossclineum, Wrociaw-Warszawa-
Krakéw 1966, p. 225=256,

1 Kc.SXTomozyAski, Wplyw oficjalnej i prywatnoi sy-
tuacjl wywiedu na wypowiedzi respondentéw w érodowieku inteligen-
cji, [in:]) Apalisy i préby... p. 187-223.

2 Z, Gostkowskdi, Z zagadniet socjologii wywiadu,
"Studia Socjologiozne™ 1961, no. 2.
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It seems that this behaviour of respondents in Polish scoclo=-
logical atudies (let alome the question of negative social  expe-
rience stored in oommon-sense consciousness) finde a partial ex-
planation in "The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life"™ by E. Gof=
fmans:

"ihen an individual enters the presence of others, they ocom=-
nonly seek to acquire information about him or to bring into play
information about him already possessed. [+..] Information about
the individual helps to define the situation, enabling others to
know in advanoce what he will expect of them and what they may ex=-
pect of him. [...] If unaocquainted with the individual, observers
can glean clues from hie conduct and appearance which allow them
to apply their previous experience with individuals roughly eimi-
lar to the one before them or, more important, to apply untested
stereotypes to hin"z’.

4All so far presented concepts of "question sensitivenese" have
fhus been found as inadequate, Before I present my own conception
of "sensitiveness™ I should like %o propose a general definition.
By a "sensitive question" I understand eny question which, due to
external features of the socio-cultural system, and internal fea-
tures of the respondent, generates in him certain negative emotio-
nal processes (sheme, anxiety, fright) which make him unable to
give anewers, or meke him supply answers which are insincere.

Thersfore, in speaking of "sensitiveness” we must always teake
into consideration parameters of the socio-cultural system, the
interview situation, and the respondent’s personality.

"Sensitivenesa" occurs in survey whenever:

1« A question deals with, in rénpondont ‘s problems opinion,
constitute his sphere of intimmacy. Consideration of these pro=
blema is his sole prerogative; in principle they are not intended
for verbalisation in the presence of others, especially of strange
individuale. This characteristic segmentation of personality into
& gphere of intimacy and & sphere of publio relations has been
siressed by many psychologists, The problem in stated with parti-
cular clarity in "The Structure of Personality® by J. Nuttin®d.

235, coftma n, The Presentation of Self in Everyday
I‘:!.foé Penguin, Harmondsworth, 1971, s. 13,

43, Nuttin, Strukture osobowodoi, PWN, Warssews 1968,
Pe 249-251,



80 Andrze] Rostocki

The author refers to the theory of "social mask” according to whish
masks are utilized in oontacts with others with the intention of
protecting one’s "intimate inside™ from threats of the extarnal
world. It appears that "soclal masks" are put on most often by
people living in these soclal systems in which expression of own
individuality and spontaneity is not the most highly regarded so-
cial value., The sphere of intimate personality includes also to-
pics which are cultural taboo. If there exists in the sooclety a
cultural rorm which oondemna publlec conversations on "taboo"
toples, then it may be strongly internalized by the respondent and,
consequently, constifute an important factor of his aphere of in-
timacy. A

2. 4 question is a threat for the respondent’s self-estesm be-
cauges ,

a. An answer contradleting generally accepted social norms mey
put him under a charge of dlsregarding these norms, The anticipa-~
ted disapproval of the interviewer is identified with negative
evaluation on the part of the soclety (society as a whole)., It is
thus not possible to expect with any probability that in the course
of interview the respondent will admit having opinions or behaving
in a way which ias socially disapproved, Instead, we may expected
that .he will try do avoid "incriminating" answers in hope of esta=~
blishing scme accordanse of hls behaviour, attitudes end experie-
noes with social norms whioh regulate the behaviour of people
ip his socio~-political frame. of reference, This statement ssems to
be especially well-founded in relation to sooiological research
conducted in the so-called "monocentric system” (8. Osgowsri),

b. A questlon is too difficult for the respondent and he fasls
to be less well informed than he should be, He perceives his ina=-
bility to give answer as a failure which disoredits him =snd ridi-
cules in the eyes of the interviewer (or, worse, still, in %the pre-
gence of his-family), snd hence 1t violates the sub-system of hin
convictions relating to own person,’

3. A question constitutes (in the respondent’s opinion) &
threat to his soclal existence, because & sincere answar may expo-
se hin to formal and informal senctions on the part of some inati-
tutions. It refers especially to cases in which the respondent
defines the interview situation ae 8 means of evaluation by ons or
another institution., It should be remembered that in such oasex
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the interviewer is perceived as related to scme "office" equiped
with negative sanctions. Given such attitudes of the respondent to
the interview situation, questions become signals of an external
threat whickh can be properly avoided by shuning answers,

1 have frequently mentioned inm this paper threats perceived by
Polieh respondents, These threats are localized in certain featu-
rea of our socio~political system. In order to avoid misunderstan~
ding 1 want %o state explicitely that it is of no importance whas
are the actual features of the syetem. According %o the general
thesis of sociology of knowledge, only these social experiencen
are meaningful whioh result from past historical <form and which
ere still stored in the common-sense knowledge of respondents,

Andrsej Rostooki
PYTANIA DRAZLIWE W BADANIU SOCJOLOGICZNYM

Auvtor podejmuje enalizg wybranej klasy pytahd, kitére pojawiajg
8i¢ w wywiadach kwestionariuszowych, a mianowicie tsw, pytan dra
liwyoh. Sq to te pytenia, ktérych naujcxatwon Jest poczucie szakio-
potenia bgdé ofenia u respondents., Artykul zawlera typologig
pytan drefliwyoh uwsglgdniajgcg sréinicowane niekoriystne odazuoia
respondenta przez nie wywoiens.



