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SOCIAL REPRESENTATIONS OF THE ECONOMY:

A KEY FACTOR IN ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT

Such representations of the economy have a marked effect on the interpretation of economic
reality and directly influence behaviour, These representations are a form of knowledge
which is not without Importance for everyday life and which, in any case, conditions

The content of such a culture is related to both €conomic training and economic information.
But, in order to train and inform people properly, it is necessary to know the state of socia]
representations held by young people.  So it has been our intention to Clarify
recommendations regarding both content and methods of leamning through a comparative study
involving Poland, the Czech Republic, the United Kingdom and France ' Our study




To measure the evolution of these representations from 11 to 17 years of age, we constructed
questionnaires which allowed us to show the evolution of various aspects of economic
representation: the meaning of key economic concepts; the progressive complexification of
schema of the economy; and the understanding of the market economy. Altogether, some

5000 pupils were involved in the study, as well as some 140 teachers in France and the Czech
Republic.

I.PRINCIPAL RESULTS
1.1 The Ever-present Concept of Money

A major transformation occurs in the lexical understanding of money as between the
youngest pupils and the oldest ones. At the age of 11 the vision of the €conomy revealed is
very family-based. By the age of 13, notions have been strongly transformed. Pupils now
have a much more socjal approach. They talk of /ife? and of living thanks to money. They
also use words which are more economic in nature: spending, salaries, taxes. From 15 to
17 the nature of words used Spontaneously by youngsters becomes more abstract and gives
4 greater emphasis to words connected with production and the firm.,

more specialized, more economic vocabulary) the assemblage of these domains. [t also
allows social elements (eg the good life) or other elements of a more qualitative hature (eg
wealth and poverry) to be linked to the economy,

2. ltalicised words are those chosen here by pupils or, later, those arising from our
Questionnaires. Here we are concerned with words evoked by the question, "What
does money mean to you?” '
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1.2 The Firm Reflects the Economic System

. The "firm" is already present in some countries in the minds of youngsters aged 11 to 15.
Poles and Czechs already see the "firm" in a functional way at the age of 11. They associate
the firm with investment. They give it a liberal tenor by associating profit with investmen,
In Britain, the chain the Jirm - profit -investment - bank - savings indicates a financia]

approach.

However, the "Firm" does not become a real economic reality until towards the end
of schooling. The words, wages, salaries, work, investment then occur more frequently in
the vocabulary of the Pupils. ‘This is true in all four countries. In the case of France, it is
€ven necessary to talk of the apparition of these terms at this late age level. And the inclu§ion

To begin with, youngsters see the "firm" as an économic agent. For them it has two main
aspects. When factors of competitivity -internationg] frade, production, salaries - are
stressed, it is an agent of the world economy. On the other hand, when investmen; and
profir are stressed, it is seen Mmore as an actor in the economijce development of the .
country. Secondly, the "firm” is an organism with its own rules of conduct. |t
organises itself around the relationships between production, capital, invesimeny and profit,

not have direct relationships. On the other hand, Czech youngsters stress a zone around the
concept of the "market”. They relate to each other the concepts which are separated by the
French sampie. They do this in a way that is relatively independent of the Irm": demand,
market, buying, selling, price. And the "firm", for them, is constructed around notions of
financial concepts: profit, capital, investment, borrowing.

These differences between the four countries become greater when One goes deeper into the
concept of the "firm". Thus we can talk of a major challenge which the Poles and,
particularly, the Czechs se¢ with regard to the "firm"_ For example, we can see this when
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The Cauvses of Unemployment (percentages)

Causes
FR UK cz pL
14 - Lack of commercial aggressiveness | 7 | 6 32 25
19 - Inefficency of Firms | 20 30 55 21

Pupil Opinions- do they agree or not with the Statements ( %age)

Fully Partly  Partly pypry ng

agree agree
Private enterprise is the FR 7 12 25 15 18 18
best way to solye a ' UK 2 22 34 18 6 11
country’s economic PL 18 39 16 13 8 ¢
problems ' CZ 14 41 18 16 5 7
Full cooperation in firms js FR 25 37 12 11 5 ¢
really impossible because UK 5 26 24 25 13 3
Mmanagement and workers are PL 23 4 3 13 8 ¢
really on opposite sides _ CZ 8 23 17 24 29 3

the other hand, when we consider upper secondary education, the concept of the firm is at
the heart of economic and socia] education and of business studjes. The development



1.4, Searching for the Concept of Consuming

The act of buying is naturally present in the minds of of al] 1] year olds in the foyur
countries, But ope cannot deduce from this the existence of an €Conomic understanding of
consumption. The jatter begins to appear in some countries by the age of 15, taking two
torms. On the one hand, consumption becomes 3 part of the vocabulary of the children.



happens in Britain and in the Czech Republic, |p those countries there €merges a true
integration of the elements of production with thoge of demand and of consumption,

countries makes jt appreciation Particularly desirabje.

The market can be approached by a question which asks the respondent to define the elements
which enter into the determination of prices. Answers cap take three mgip forms, First,



its consequences, both in 4 social and ap individya] sénse. On the Other hand, i Polang
and the Czech Republic, we find a fess Structured vieyw of the market but one which js
nNevertheless more globaliy Positive, This_ latter view g less structuraj in the senge that it



2 EAST-WEST: REPRESENTATIONS SHAPED By THE PAST AND BY
NATIONAL CULTURES

We have foung a first major difference between western countries and those jp
transition reflected in the replies of the pupils,

European countries, from the age of 11 years, are very focused on the concept of the firm.
On the other hand, in western Europe, youngsters prefer to associate the family and buying
in a zone of consumption and Consuming, Thig contrast is somewhat Paradoxical, we might
have expecteq that consumption wouyld have been more central to centraj European thinking

in France hyt by only 19% in Poland and 299, in the Czech Republic.

France. |y the same way the concept of foreign competition is not g, evident in central
Europe: 60, of British youngsters cite jy as a cause pyr only 33% of Poles.

The East/West cleavage is not always ag Pertinent, Nationaj characteristics are also
relatively strong, : '



The British youngsters have another particularity. At 15 Years of age, they stregs the role of
advertising. By 17 years, compared with the other countries, this concept becomes the key
Organiser of the other toncepts of economic life.

consumption. Buyt thejr construction g relatively lacking in abstraction. The notion of
consumption is not Very evident, This relatively concrete construction of the market and of
the €conomy of the family is g good reflection of the economic reality of the country and of
the central role of their own economic practice in the development of their representations.

overseqs investment.

the pupils illustrate the importance of this financia| interpretation of the firm. Thyg they
mention invesimeny and profir trom the age of 1] By the age of 17, the picture becomes
more diversified, n addition tq investment and Profir, business is also mentioned, I
general, the Czechg adopt a libera] vision of development.



evolution of their rojes and the multiplicity of thejr forms. And these notions relate to an

legitimacy in the collective thought and recollections of oyr societies. AlJ] teaching, aj)
educational enterprise, must take account of them.

Taking our questionnaire Tesearch as a whole allows ys to reply to two central
questions. g

First, young peoples’ economic Teépresentations reves] economic understanding to the
point of enabling them o €xpress themselves in an autonomous economic language

age of 11 and of 135, We have seen that the media begin to take over at 15 and become
important by 17. We have also seen how, in practice, different results can occyr: eg where



The inflyence of schooling seems to us to be parﬁcularly important, we do not find
the same kind of developments ip the adult world that we have beep able to discern through



of their representations. It is also desirable to pay attention to the development of approaches
to education which refer to the social and economic environment.

We underline the need for 2 basic economic culture, The level of economic culture of all
citizens needs to be raised though not necessarily in the same ways or by the same
means. It would be desirahle to give priority to certain fixed targets. The determination of
these targets is a responsibility of the authorities at centres of decision-making concerned with

"minimum cuitural basis of economic understanding” has often been, most particularly in
France, at the centre of study and debate of a somewhat disappointing nature. What js
needed is a capacity to interpret the environment and items of information. This presupposes
difterent kinds of knowledge, depending on the nature of different professions and activities.
The objective should be to widen the field of vision and to facilitate the understanding of the
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existence of a number of €ntry points to the economy.

each having its own required knowledge hase, and interpretive S0Cio-cultural forged for each

Individual by himseif Or herself,

4. FOLLOw-yp

This study needs o he expanded: geographic expansion is needed to include other countries
from central ang eastern Europe; thematic €xpansion is required; so is expansion to include
NEw populations; Tepetition is needed at two-year intervals jp order to measure changes in
central Europe,

There is a whole area of research which needs to be structureq. The authorities concerned
- Meed to consider the possibility of creating a network of teams capable of studying and
monitoring priority areas of interest, Associated with sych a network should pe g plan to

Pierre VERGES
Laboratoire Méditerranéen de Sociologie
Université de Provence - CNRS

Jean-Marie ALBERTIN] :
GIS de Pédagogie de Pinformation économique
CNRS

Raymond RYBA
Economic and Industrial Awareness Programme .
University of Manchester

March 199¢ |



20
ANNEXE 1

G.IS. de Pédagogie de linformation économique

Laborarojre Méditermne'en Centre de Reéherche en

de Sociologie : ' Pédagogie de ¢ ‘Economie
Laboratoire 4o I"Université go Faculté de Sciences économiques
Provence associé au CNRS . Universite Aix-Marseille i

Questionnaire

«les jeunes et la vie économique »

Nous effectyons une recherche syr J5 maniére dont [eg Jeunes envisagent I3 vie €conomique de

NOwe pays et leur via e’conomique Quotidienne, Cegte recherche s'effectue aygs; dans d’autres
Pays d’Europe,

Par les média, I’école, {es Conversations et votre expérience de tous les jours Yous entendez
parler d ’écon_omj e

Nous avong besoin de votre point de vue, ¢'egt PoUrquoi nous voug demandons de répondre
le plus Spontanément possible,



In your opinion, which words or expressions are Closely linked .or associated with money?

Please give at least 4 answers:

-ll'vo-'Iiloi-D'll--ltn-ln.llvllnlﬂll‘-l-l-vl-..r-lv-l‘c.-n.r".nv---.. .....

-vo-c----.--o--p--o--o-.o--o

-...-on----nn--o--o--o-o-o.--o-o-.'--r-o--oo-c-onnoﬁ-o-----uc..-..

l.'.l.l llllllll LIL R I . res "red ey I.I.l"l'.... *w res L N LI LE N

6. e e e
:
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Question B
1, Draw lines to link up any of the words below which you think are conaected to any
oOther,

The same word can be linked with more than gne other word,
Do not draw more than 12 link lines.

Wri-te the numbers of the linked words in the boxes on the right, -

0l Investment

_ | L] L
02 12
C Famly ™ CForeien frade ™

03 - _
CmES WU
: L 10 L L
L L1 ]
.US w o
@ C The State > L
C 06 B

Lo L
C Shopping ™ L
| | 07 - |

Taxes



List

Ol Prices 08 Spending 15 Savings
02 Work 09 Advertising 16 Leisure

03 Consuming 10 Waste 17 Production
04 Income 11 Profit 18 Selling
05 Capital 12 The good life 19 Tnvestment
06 Needs 13 Market 20 Buying

07 Borrowing 14 Demand

a. Cross out any words which YOu do not understang

b. Make &roups with. the words which You think are Cconnected
c. Form at Jeast 2 groups,

d. Put 2 10 6 words in each group,

e, The same word cag be used in ag Many groups as yoy like.

¢ , .

---------------------------------------------

-./eontinyey



Third Group : Fourth Group

-----------------------------------

o-.-p--.n-.c-’- ------------------------------
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Question D
Which of the possible explanations given below would you choose as the best explanation of
the meaning of the words in the boxes?
Put a circle round the one number of the expression you choose,

All expressions are good, but one only must be chosen.

Part of income which is not spent
Money kept to be spent later
Money in the ’piggy-bank’

Don’t know

A WR

Money loan
Means of anticipating payments

Payment in several instalments (Hire purchase)
Don’t know '

BORROWING

.p.mN:--

Cost of goods
Amount of money to be paid

Monetary expression of exchange valye
Don’t know '

PR~

. Sources of family expenditures

- Payment for a factor of production
. Wages, interest, profit, etc

. Don’t know

A place where buyers and sellers meet
Where supply meets demand

A place where fruit angd vegetables (etc) are sold
Don’t know

MARKET

el s

Means for maintaining or increasing production
The use of a financia] Opportunity

Production machinery

Don't know

e

Means of payment for goods
Coins and notes

Measure of purchasing power
Don’t know

SR VS I N S

-LUJE\J:—-
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Question E
It is said that we live in ga market economy in which mm_mw

Please read carefully the following:
The price of a product can be defined in various ways. It may:

01 - be the result of supply and demand
02 - be determined by leading firms in the market
03 - be the result of negotiations between shopkeepers and producers

04 - be calculated on the basis of costs and revenues of the firms concerned
05 - be determined by a "mafia"

06 - be "just” or "honest” _

07 - be calculated on the basis of what consumers are prepared to pay
08 - depend on decisions made by the Government

09 - depend on competition T

10 - depend on the power of consumers’ organisations

11 - depend on consumers’ choices

12 - depend on the balance of strength between buyers and sellers

13 - depend on the possibility of working out a special arrangement
14 - depend on international trade

15 - depend on the purchasing power of consumers
16 - depend on quality

17 - depend on the bargaining power of the Unions
18 - allow the €Conomy 0 be in equilibrium

19 - permit everybody to buy whatever they wish
0 - represent the value of things -

Which, in your view, are the 5 phrases which best express how the price of a product is

fixed?
(OO

(Write their numbers in the 5 boxes provided.)

When you buy a product, which of these would be:

a. Your first preference D:]

b. Your second preference ED

For each of these preferences. name a product which seems to you to have its price defined
in the way proposed (or in a way which is very similar) to your;

a. first preference
b. second preference

----------------------------------------

----------------------------------------
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' Question F

A market economy can be described in various ways.

In this questionnaire, we ask you to place yourself on a 5 point scale regarding a series of
Opposite opinions.

For example, Mathematics, according to you:
is easy L2 3 4 5 g difficult
In this example you could ring a number based on your judgement, as follows:
l.very easy 2.fairly easy 3.average 4.fairly difficult 5_.véry difficult

We ask you to give your opinion on the following pairs of expressions regarding
the "Market" by ringing the most appropriate number,

THE MARKET:

L. offers equal opportunities for al 1 2 3 4 3 Creates inequalities

2. prevents waste 1 2 3 4 3 is a source of waste
3. creates order in economic affairs 1 2 3 4 5 Creates disorder in economic
affairs

4. reduces bureaucracy | 1 2 3 4 5 does not reduce bureaucracy

3. i-s basic to the social order 12 3 4 3 destroys the social order

6. strengthens good personal 1 2 3 4 35 weakens good personal
relations _ relations

7. allows everyone to do what they | - is a means for some to
please - 1 2 3 4 3 impose their will on others

8. favours honest people 1 2 3 4 5 favours those without scruples

9. is moral 1 2 3 4 35 is immora]

10. is good ' I 2 3 4 5 i1s bad

H. is just 1 2 3 4 35 is unjust

12, regulates the economy 1 2 3 4 35

leads to excessive competition

15. ensures cooperation : |

-3
(WE]
=
LV /]

cnsures competition

14, provides direct contact between
buvers and sellers l

[N
[
=~
wn

is an impersona] mechanism
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Question G

Unemployment can be caused in various ways. From the list below, please choose the five
ways which are, in your view, the most important;

01 - Lack of investment

02 - High rates of interest

03 - Technical progress

04 - Demographic changes

05 - Lack of mobility of wage earners

06 - Foreign competition

07 - Working hours which are too long

08 - Poorly qualified wage earners

09 - Protectionist policies in other countries
10 - Inflation

Il - Trade union power

12 - Inefficient Government interference

13 - Wage levels which are too high

14 - Lack of commercial aggressiveness

15 - Insufficient protection for national products
16 - Poor quality products

17 - Low wage levels in particular countries
18 - Too little buying

19 - Inefficient firms

20 - Administrative snags

In youf view, which 5 causes of unemployment are the most important?
the least important in box 5.

0 N T O o o O o 5 1]

In your view, which 5 statements listed are not a cause of unemployment.

LT 2 3 s OO o 0O s [T



Please consider each of the fol-iowi_ng statements
appropriate number.

a. Governmen: should redistribute income Jrom the better-gff 10 those who are less well-off,

1 2 3 4
Totally Partly Neither agree Partly
agree agree nor disagree disagree

b. Too many people these days like 1o rely on the governmeny Jor handous.

1 2 3 4
Totally Partly Neither agree Partly
agree agree nor disagree disagree

. Big business benefits owners at the expense of workers,

| 2 3 4
Totally Partly Neither agree Partly
agree agree nor disagree disagree

d. Ordinary working people do nor ger their fair share of the nation’s weqith,

t 2 3 .4
Totally Partly Neither agree Partly
agree agree nor disagree disagree

5
Totally
disagree

5
Totally

disagree

5 .
Totally

disagree

-3
Totally
disagree

e. Many people who ger social security do not really deserve any help.

1 2 3 4
Totally Partly Neither agree Partly
agree agree nor disagree

- disagree

5
Totally
disagree

6
Don’t
know

Don’t
know

Don’t
know

Don’t
know

6
Don't
know

S Full cooperarion in Jirms is really impossible because management gnd workers are reqaily

on opposice sides.

1 2 3 4
Totallv Partly Neither agree ‘ Partly
agree agree nor disagree disagree

5
Totally
disagree

Don’t
know



g. Private 'emerprz'se is the best way to solve Britain's economic problems,

1 2 3 4 5 6
Totally Partly Neither agree Partly Totally Don’t
agree agree nor disagree disagree disagree know

h. Employees need strong trade unions 10 protect working conditions and wages,

1 2 3 4 5 6
Totally Partly Neither agree - Partly Totally Don’t
agree agree nor disagree disagree disagree know

I. The less governments intervene in the econonty the berer,

1 2 3 4 5 6
Totally Partly Neither agree Partly Totally Don’t
agree agree nor disagree disagree disagree ©  know

J. Trade unions should be banned in essential public services.

1 2 3 4 5 6
Totally Partly Neither agree Partly Totally Don’t
agree agree - nor disagree disagree - disagree know

k. If welfare benefits were nor so generous people would learn 10 stand on their own rwo

Jeer.

1 -2 3 4 5 6
Totally Partly Neither agree Partly Totally Don't
agree agree nor djsagree disagree disagree know

L. The besr education is one that leads to greatest earnings.

1 2 3 4 3 6
Totally  Partly Neither agree Partly Totally Don’t
agree agree nor disagree disagree disagree know

m. Educarion should not be considered solety on the basis of how much it enables one 10
earn.

| 27 3 4 5 6

Touwlly Partly Neither agree Partly Totally - Don’t
agres agree nor disagree disagree disagree know

i e e e L



n. It seems unfair for everybody to pay taxes for education while only some attend higher
education, :

1 2 3 4 5 6
Totally Partly Neither agree Partly Totally Don’t
agree agree nor disagree disagree disagree know

0. Educarion and rraining take rime, cost a lot and give poor requrns.

1 2 3 4 5 6
Toually Partly Neither agree Partly Totally Don’t
agree agree nor disagree disagree disagree know

p. Anending a prestigious school or university is the best investment for the futre.

1 2 3 4 5 6
Totally Partly Neither agree Partly Totally Don’t
agree agree nor disagree disagree disagree ~ know

g. One has to work hard at school to earn more in life.

1 2 3 4 5 6
Totally Partly Neither agree Partly Totally Don’t
agree agree nor disagree disagree disagree know

r. Onaverage, university graduates have a more interesting and wealtky life than those who
did nor go 10 university, ’

1 2 3 4 5 6
Totally Party Neither agree Partly Totally Don’t
agree agree nor disagree disagree disagree know
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PERSONAL INFORMATTON

DATE OF BIRTH

* B P 8 8 85 8 S S S s AN F Y E R WS ETSE SR

PLEASE INDICATE Male Female , l

FATHER’S OCCUPATION

MOTHER’S OCCUPATION

LR B B N A L I N A

DID YOUR PARENTS CONTINUE THEIR STUDIES BEYOND SCHOOL LEVEL?
FATHER YES/NO

MOTHER YES /NO

HAVE YOU STUDIED ECONOMICS AS A MAIN COURSE?

YES/NO

IF NOT, HAVE YOU EVER STUDIED ANY ECONOMICS AT SCHOOL?

-

YES/NO
IF YES, GIVE DETAILS:

-------------------------------------------




