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Abstract: The main goal of the study was to make a subjective assessment of the social security of
households during the coronavirus pandemic. In order to achieve this goal, a three-stage primary re-
search based on the CAWI method (computer-assisted web interview) was conducted on households
in Poland in April, June, and September 2020. The research used statistical methods of structure
evaluation and the fuzzy TOPSIS method. It assessed the security of households and respondents’
subjective perceptions of the loss of financial stability, income, and employment, as well as presenting
the deterioration of the situation of their households in the immediate future. The respondents also
assessed the possible deterioration of the situation in Poland, the growth of poverty in families and
unemployment in the immediate future. In addition, the respondents’ subjective assessments of the
level of insecurity about the future of their households and the situation in Poland were quantified.
One of the most important conclusions was the dichotomy in the respondents’ perceptions, as they
assessed the situation of their households better than the situation in Poland. The research shows
that in April 2020, i.e., at the first stage of the research, the respondents strongly felt that the financial
situation of their households had deteriorated. In June 2020 (stage II) this perception weakened
slightly because they may have considered the pandemic situation to be temporary. However, in
September 2020 (stage III) the sense of the possible deterioration of their financial situation increased
again due to the ongoing pandemic and its consequences.

Keywords: dichotomy in perception; COVID-19; sense of insecurity; social security; socioeconomic
situation; subjective poverty

1. Introduction

A society with a sense of security in all dimensions of its life seems to be only a literary
fiction, as in Utopia by Thomas More. The reality of contemporary societies around the
world lies outside the boundaries of Utopia and seems to be becoming a quasi-Orwellian
anti-Utopia. It is manifested by restrictions of interpersonal contacts and the promotion of
the ‘Stay at home’ slogan, as well as the preposterous closure of forests due to the epidemic.
These restrictions increase poverty and limit the possibility of earning a living. In the
real world, a dystopian vision of the past is beginning to emerge. It is an extrapolation
of the existing social order and the world affected by the omnipresent sense of the slow
disintegration of various systems and structures, including economic and social ones.

The alternative present and future are becoming real. Especially the 21st century
brings both challenges and difficulties in meeting the requirements of contemporary times.
One such challenge is the COVID-19 pandemic and the related restrictions and changes
taking place in households (the micro scale) and the economies of individual countries (the
macro scale). This period is undoubtedly a continuation of the changes which Bauman [1]
described as liquid modernity. The variability of life, which was mentioned by Heraclitus
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many centuries ago, echoes in Bauman’s investigations. The lack of stability and anchoring
can be observed in various areas of life. Sometimes it is manifested as a lack of capital, other
times as a lack of value or self-identity. Of course, these are not all aspects of these changes.
There are noticeable changes in the housing market [2,3], as well as in monetary and fiscal
policy [4,5]. Additionally, the structure of consumption and its character are changing [6–8];
the demand for products from nature-friendly production systems has changed [9]. Some
interesting phenomena in this regard were observed during the COVID-19 pandemic.
Hromada and Cermakova [10] stated that “the gap between household income and real
estate prices is constantly widening” and “economic downturn is very different from all
recent financial crises impact on property”. The impact of the pandemic has also revealed
itself in the banking sector [11] as well as in the market for agrotourism and tourism
services [12,13]. Some tourists have begun to avoid travel, which can stoke ethnocentric
sentiments as people begin to fear crowded destinations where the chance of encountering
a sick person is greater [14,15]. However, it is necessary to ask whether Bauman was right
to say that everything is changeable. This question will be left open for discussion so that
readers can pause and consider an answer.

The changes that actually occur during the pandemic relate to actions both by individ-
uals and entire societies. Individuals are looking for solutions that would rationalise their
everyday life—a change in their daily routine, reorganisation of work, and changes in the
education system. The actions of the authorities seeking to counteract the unfavourable
phenomena in the economy and society are also adapted to the current situation. These
problems affect countries with different standards of living. Enormous effort needs to be
taken by individuals and entire societies to maintain a high standard of living in devel-
oped ountries.

These facts lead to reflection on the current socioeconomic situation, which affects
people’s security. There are numerous studies and articles indicating both people’s adap-
tation to the reality of the COVID-19 pandemic and negating this phenomenon [16–24].
The period of insecurity caused by the COVID-19 pandemic and the related restrictions
has continued for over a year, and nobody knows how people’s lives will be influenced
by changes in the global economy. The pandemic and related restrictions have affected
people’s personal, occupational, and social lives in various ways [25,26]. This article is the
result of extensive research on people’s situations during the COVID-19 pandemic. This
period has become the quintessence of living under precarious conditions [27–30], when
income, work, and future are the most serious causes of people’s anxiety [31–36]. There
are also problems with unavailable housing [37], and material deprivation has become
commonplace [38–43].

The study was designed to investigate people’s situations during the COVID-19 pan-
demic. The key issue was to determine how the economic changes and adaptation measures
addressed at individuals, and indirectly at the enterprises in which the respondents were
employed, affected the situation and consumption of households. The study presents
changes in people’s behaviour and the situation of their households resulting from the
COVID-19 pandemic.

The main goal was to make a subjective assessment of the social security of households
during the coronavirus pandemic. The authors were particularly interested in finding
answers to the following main research questions:

RQ1: Do the respondents think that their financial situation deteriorated during the
period under analysis?
RQ2: Do households fear poverty during the pandemic?
RQ3: Do the respondents think their employment situation is secure?
RQ4: What is the respondents’ level of uncertainty about the future situation of their
households and the socioeconomic situation in Poland?

Due to the intended multi-stage repetition of the research, additional goal was to
observe changes at individual stages of the pandemic and whether the respondents’ assess-
ments were polarised.
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Hence the following research hypotheses were formulated:

Hypotheses 1 (H1). The respondents felt that the income situation of their households would
deteriorate during the pandemic.

Hypotheses 2 (H2). The respondents’ perception of poverty in their households will increase
during the pandemic.

Hypotheses 3 (H3). The respondents feared losing their jobs and the increasing unemployment
in Poland.

Hypotheses 4 (H4). During the period under analysis, the respondents felt highly uncertain of the
future financial situation of their families and the socioeconomic situation in Poland.

Our three-stage primary research based on the CAWI method (Computer-Assisted
Web Interview) was conducted on households in Poland in April, June, and September
2020. In summary, our contribution includes the following major aspects. We assessed
the social security of the respondents’ households during the coronavirus pandemic. The
respondents’ perceptions of the future of their households and their opinions about the
future socioeconomic situation in Poland were analysed. We also developed a quantitative
approach based on fuzzy multiple-criteria decision-making (MCDM) methods to assess
the respondents’ perceptions of insecurity of the future socioeconomic situation of their
households and Poland as a whole. The research results are very important for governments,
politicians, and other decision-makers involved in the prevention and reduction of the
impact of the coronavirus pandemic.

The article (apart from the introduction) is structured as follows. Part 2 presents the
data and methods used in the empirical study. Part 3 presents the results of the research on
the respondents’ subjective assessment of the social security of their households during the
coronavirus pandemic. The authors also quantified the respondents’ subjective level of the
insecurity of the future socioeconomic situation of their households and Poland. Changes
in the respondents’ perceptions of the socioeconomic situation of their households and
Poland depending on their place of residence and stage of survey were also taken into
account. Part 4 is the discussion. Parts 5 and 6 contain conclusions and recommendations.

2. Materials and Methods

The empirical materials used in the article are part of a much wider primary research
entitled My Situation During the Coronavirus Pandemic [44]. The research based on the
CAWI (computer-assisted web interview) method was conducted from 9–15 April 2020
(stage I), 16–24 June 2020 (stage II) and 21–30 September 2020 (stage III). As it was difficult
to contact respondents directly, the CAWI method was one of few options to learn about
their situation. The method enabled the participation of a large group of respondents and
ensured their anonymity. The following number of respondents took part in the research:
stage I—3086; stage II—1368; stage III—1431. The entire area of Poland was included in
the research.

As the interest in the research on the situation of households in Poland was very
high, over three thousand questionnaires were collected from respondents in stage I of
the research. In the next two stages, the number of questionnaires received from the
respondents decreased by more than a half. It is noteworthy that, by definition, not
everyone was able to take part in the questionnaire survey (e.g., people without Internet
access). Nevertheless, the survey enabled the observation of dependencies and changes
in the behaviour of the population. The sample collected was not random, because it
did not meet the postulates of procedural representativeness. However, the research
assumption was that at each stage the sample should be representative—a quota sample
according to the most important research criterion: the class of locality of a household.
In order to achieve this goal, a quota sample structure was designed, and an appropriate
number of households was recruited. The following classes of respondents’ places of
residence were assumed: village, small town with less than 20,000 residents, urban area
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with 20,000–99,999 residents, urban area with 100,000–499,999 residents, urban area with
over 500,000 residents. The research assumption was that the structure of the sample should
be similar to the population structure. Thus, 458 households were selected at each stage
of the study, mapping the structure adopted in the Household Budget Survey in Statistics
Poland [45].

In order to answer research questions RQ1-RQ3 and to verify research hypotheses
RH1-RH3, statistical methods were used to compare the structures of answers to the
questions about the subjective assessment of the respondents’ sense of social security
of their households. Structure indicators (percentages) were used, and their similarity
was assessed with the Wilcoxon signed-rank test at a significance level α = 0.05. The
Wilcoxon test verified the equality of medians (null hypothesis) for variables describing the
socioeconomic situation of the household and Poland as a whole. In addition, the relative
similarity coefficient was used to test the degree of similarity of the responses [46]:

RSC(wt, ws) =
∑P

j=1 min
(
wjt, wjs

)
∑P

j=1 max
(
wjt, wjs

) . (1)

where: wt, ws—two vectors of response structures (in %); wt = [w1t, w2t, . . . , wPt]
T ,

ws = [w1s, w2s, . . . , wPs]
T , P—the number of response variants in a question. The more

similar the structures, the closer is the RSC(wt, ws). measure of similarity to 1. When
RSC(wt, ws) = 1, the structures are identical. Table 1 shows the intervals of the relative
similarity coefficient values and the corresponding degrees of similarity [46].

Table 1. The intervals of the relative similarity coefficient (RSC) values and the corresponding degrees
of similarity.

Degree of
Similarity

Very Low
Similarity Low Similarity Average

Similarity High Similarity Very High
Similarity

RSC(wt, ws) [0; 0.20) [0.20; 0.40) [0.40; 0.60) [0.60; 0.80) [0.80; 1.00)

Source: Authors’ own elaboration based on [46].

In order to answer research question RQ4 and verify research hypothesis RH4 a
synthetic measure was constructed, which was used to assess the respondents’ sense of
social insecurity. This process was based on the fuzzy TOPSIS method (Technique for Order
of Preference by Similarity to Ideal Solution) [47], which consisted of three main stages:

Stage 1. Creation of a hierarchical structure concerning the sense of social insecurity.
Stage 2. Normalisation and aggregation of the variable values.
Stage 3. Linear ordering and typological classification of objects according to the synthetic
measure value.

Stage 1. The hierarchical structure of the multiple-criteria problem of the sense of
social insecurity was created by breaking it down into the following elements: the main
evaluation criterion (i.e., the sense of social insecurity) and subordinate criteria (the sense
of insecurity of the future socioeconomic situation of one’s household and the sense of
insecurity of the future socioeconomic situation in Poland), variables (V1–V7) (Figure 1).
The main criterion was placed at the top of the hierarchy and consisted of two subordinate
criteria. These included several qualitative variables describing the households surveyed.

Each linguistic variable was assessed according to a five-point scale, where: 1—definitely
not, 2—no, 3—maybe, 4—yes, 5—definitely yes. Next, the variants of household responses
to each variable were compiled into two data matrices XCj = [xik], (j = 1, 2), where:
xik
(
i = 1, 2, . . . , m; k = 1, 2, . . . , pj

)
—opinion (qualitative variable variant) of the i-th

household about the k-th variable; m = 3n, where n was the number of households surveyed
at each of the three stages, pj—number of variables within criterion j (j = 1, 2); p1 = 4 and
p2 = 3. Each household was assessed according to two subordinate criteria Cj (j = 1, 2)
and pj of the variables adopted for their description.
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socioeconomic situation in Poland
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V6: family poverty will increase

V7: unemployment will increase

Figure 1. The hierarchical structure of the sense of social insecurity. Source: Authors’ own elaboration.

The variants of household responses obtained were transformed into triangular fuzzy
numbers. On the ordinal scale, the arithmetic operations can be performed, and due to
the fact that the distance between the numbers is not specified, we used fuzzy numbers
to solve this problem. Table 2 shows the method of changing a linguistic variable with
five levels, each expressed by a fuzzy triangular number x̃ = (a, b, c) in the form of
three parameters. For example, the respondents assessed, e.g., whether the socioeconomic
situation of their own household will deteriorate in the nearest future (V1). If one of
the respondents expressed concern about the deterioration of their own household in
socioeconomic situation as “definitely yes”, this corresponds to 5 on the ordinal scale.
Then, 5 is converted to a triangular fuzzy number as (80, 100, 100). However, if another
respondent assessed that the socioeconomic situation of own household will not deteriorate
in the nearest future, and answered “no”, this corresponds to the number 2 on the ordinal
scale. Then, 2 is transformed into a triangular fuzzy number as (20, 30, 40). Thanks to these
transformations, all relations between the fuzzy numbers were shown as operations on
their parameters [48,49].

Table 2. The linguistic variable levels and the corresponding triangular fuzzy number used to
describe the ordinal variables.

Linguistic Variable Level Definitely Not No Maybe Yes Definitely Yes

Five-point scale 1 2 3 4 5

Triangular fuzzy numbers (a, b, c) (0, 0, 20) (20, 30, 40) (40, 50, 60) (60, 70, 80) (80, 100, 100)

Source: Authors’ own elaboration based on [50].

The triangular fuzzy numbers corresponding to the qualitative variable variants
were compiled as fuzzy data matrices X̃Cj = [x̃ik], (j= 1, 2), where x̃ik = (aik, bik, cik),
i = 1, 2, . . . , m, k = 1, . . . , pj, pj—the number of variables for subordinate criterion Cj
(j = 1, 2), m—the number of objects. In our study p1 = 4, and p2 = 3.
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At the second stage the values of the variables should be normalised in order to make
them comparable. Different variables (i.e., benefit and cost) should be normalised according
to the selected formula [47,51,52]. All variables in this study were defined on the same
scale and they were benefit variables. Thus, normalisation was not required.

The values of the variables were multiplied by weight factors relating to the importance
of the variables in each subordinate criterion:

r̃ik = x̃ikwk
(
i = 1, 2, . . . , m; k = 1, . . . , pj). (2)

where r̃ik = (lik, mik, uik). The same weights were assumed for the variables.
Next, the coordinates of model objects were determined—the positive ideal solution

(PIS) Ãj
+

and the negative ideal solution (NIS) Ãj
−

for each subordinate criterion (j = 1, 2).

Ãj
+
=

(
max

i
(̃ri1), max

i
(̃ri2), . . . , max

i

(
r̃ipj

))
=
(

r̃+1 , r̃+2 , . . . , r̃+pj

)
(3)

Ãj
−
=

(
min

i
(̃ri1), min

i
(̃ri2), . . . , min

i

(
r̃ipj

))
=
(

r̃−1 , r̃−2 , . . . , r̃−pj

)
(4)

where r̃+kj =
(

l+kj , m+
kj , u+

kj

)
, r̃−kj =

(
l−kj , m−

kj , u−
kj

)
.

This was the basis for the calculation of distances for each object assessed from PIS d+ij
and NIS d−ij :

d+ij = ∑
pj
k=1

√
1
3

[(
lik − l+kj

)2
+
(

mik − m+
kj

)2
+
(

uik − u+
kj

)2
]
(i = 1, 2, . . . , m; j = 1, 2), (5)

d−ij = ∑
pj
k=1

√
1
3

[(
lik − l−kj

)2
+
(

mik − m−
kj

)2
+
(

uik − u−
kj

)2
]
(i = 1, 2, . . . , m; j = 1, 2). (6)

Next, the values of synthetic measures were calculated for the sense of insecurity of
the future of one’s household and the sense of insecurity of the future situation in Poland
by means of the following formula:

Sij =
d−ij

d+ij + d−ij
(i = 1, 2, . . . , m; j = 1, 2). (7)

The Sij values were normalised to the interval (0, 1) so that Sij assumed the value of 0
for the anti-model object (NIS) and the value of 1 for the model object (PIS). The smaller the
distance of a household from the positive ideal solution, and thus the greater the distance
from the negative ideal solution, the closer was the value of the synthetic measure to 1.

The third stage involved the identification of the level of social insecurity in one’s
household and in Poland as a whole on the basis of the normalised Sij values, according
to the research stages. For this purpose, the values were averaged using the median for
Poland, as well as for the rural areas and different categories of urban areas. Next, the types
of the sense of social insecurity were distinguished arbitrarily, assuming the numerical
intervals of the synthetic measure values Sij as shown in Table 3.

Table 3. The levels of the sense of social insecurity and the corresponding intervals of the synthetic
measure values.

Level Very Low Low Medium High Very High

Sij [0.00; 0.20) [0.20; 0.40) [0.40; 0.60) [0.60; 0.80) [0.80; 1.00)
Source: Authors’ own elaboration based on [53].
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3. Results
3.1. Subjective Assessment of Social Security of Households during the COVID-19 Pandemic

Security is one of the most important values for every person and country. It can
be considered according to various criteria, the main ones being the objective, subjective
or spatial approach. In the objective approach, security may concern individuals, social
groups, countries, or international security. In the subjective approach, security is presented
within its areas of concern (e.g., social, economic, political security). Moreover, security
can be considered according to the place of occurrence (e.g., global, local security). The
significance of security has changed over the centuries, and it can be defined in different
ways. A narrow definition of security concerns its military concept and the defence of
sovereign interests of the state. However, our considerations are concentrated on security
in its broader sense, i.e., social security. Social security can be defined as the perception of
“all the ways in which people organise their lives in order to ensure access to an adequate
income” [54]. According to Webb and Wills-Herrera [55], the subjective sense of security or
insecurity is one of the main dimensions affecting development and well-being. Currently,
it is still valid to say that “contemporary thinking about security should include the many
interactions between the social, political, cultural, epidemiological, and economical systems,
which are often studied and treated separately in past research” [56]. In the context of
our research, the following definition of the concept of a sense of social security should
therefore be proposed: a subjective feeling that the material needs of the household are
satisfied and one is able to acquire funds to maintain at least the current standard of living
in the household.

This study presents the respondents’ feelings concerning the social security of their
households and their perception of the security of the future situation in Poland expressed
at three stages of the research. The respondents expressed their sense of insecurity about the
future of their households, including their subjective feelings about the deterioration of the
situation of their households in the near future, the loss of financial stability, income, and
jobs. The respondents’ feelings about the situation of their households were compared with
their sense of insecurity about the future situation in Poland. The respondents assessed
the possible deterioration of the situation in Poland in the near future, an increase in
unemployment and poverty in families. The comparison of the respondents’ feelings about
the possible deterioration of the situation of their households and the situation in Poland
revealed a dichotomy. At the first stage of the research almost 84% of the respondents
(answers: yes and definitely yes) assumed that the situation in Poland would deteriorate,
60% of whom were sure of it (Figure 2).

At the second stage, almost 69% of the respondents expressed their concern about the
deterioration of their situation, and 39% of them were definitely sure of this. At the third
stage, this fraction decreased slightly to about 68%, but the number of people who were
certain that their situation would deteriorate increased by more than 5 percentage points.
However, the same respondents did not assess their own situation so strictly. At the first
stage, almost 23% of the respondents were certain that their situation would worsen, and
slightly less than 25% of the respondents believed that this was probable. At the second
stage, these percentages decreased by about 12 and 7 percentage points, respectively, and
remained at a similar level at the third stage (Figure 2). The value of the RSC index was 0.87.
It showed that the structures of the responses given at the second and third stages were
highly consistent (Figure 3). However, it is noteworthy that the structures of the responses
concerning the assessment of the situation of the respondents’ households and the situation
in Poland exhibited only medium similarity (the RSC was about 0.45).
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Figure 3. Values of the RSC index showing the degrees of similarity between the research stages and
variables in relation to the respondents’ perceptions of changes in the situation their households and
the situation in Poland. Note: V1: the socioeconomic situation of my household will deteriorate in
the nearest future, V5: the situation in Poland will deteriorate in the nearest future. Source: Authors’
own elaboration based on [44].

The feeling that the effects of the pandemic and the economic lockdown did not
directly affect the respondents increased their optimism. The respondents’ perception
was also influenced by the fact that they had become used to the coronavirus pandemic
restrictions and returned to their everyday tasks. The lockdown ended in most areas of
the respondents’ personal lives and their jobs, thus their sense of insecurity decreased.
Returning to work, the possibility of participating in cultural events, and lower restrictions
reduced the respondents’ interest in the survey. It is noteworthy that the third stage was
completed just before the introduction of further restrictions in the Polish economy. If the
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survey had been conducted at a slightly later date, the answers provided by the respondents
might have changed significantly and their pessimism may have increased.

The Wilcoxon test showed that the p-value was below the significance level (0.05). At
each stage of the research, there was a statistically significant difference in the respondents’
level of perception of the deterioration of the situation of their households and the situation
in Poland. These differences consisted in the fact that the respondents’ subjective sense of
deterioration of the situation of their households was lower (median 3 at each stage of the
research) than their sense of deterioration of the situation in Poland (median 5—stage I,
median 4—stage II and III).

The respondents were pessimistic as they expected the level of poverty in Poland to
increase. At the first stage of the research, about 84% of the respondents (answers: yes
and definitely yes) assumed that the situation in Poland would deteriorate, and almost
59% of them were sure of this (Figure 4). At the second stage, the negative perception
decreased by over 16 percentage points, whereas at the third stage the change amounted
to 2 percentage points only (from 67.5% in June 2020 to 65.3% in September 2020). It is
noteworthy that at the second and third stages of the research, the respondents’ perception
of the increasing level of poverty in Poland was characterised by very high consistency,
as evidenced by the value of the RSC index equals 0.94 (Figure 5). Far fewer people
were concerned about their financial situation. Here, the changes between the first and
second stage were greater and the respondents were more optimistic. The percentage of
the respondents who were worried about losing financial stability fell from 39.7% at stage I
to 23.8% at stage II. However, at stage III it increased slightly to 27.5%. It is noteworthy
that the percentage of the respondents who were definitely worried about losing financial
stability dropped by almost half at the second and third stages of the research (from 20.5%
to 10.9% and 10.0%) (Figure 5).
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Figure 4. The respondents’ perceptions of increase in the poverty of their households and the loss of
financial stability and income (%). Source: Authors’ own elaboration based on [44].
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Figure 5. Values of the RSC index showing the degrees of similarity between the research stages and
variables in relation to the respondents’ perceptions of increase in the poverty of their households, loss
of financial stability, and income. Note: V2: loss of financial stability, V3: loss of income, V6: family
poverty will increase. Source: Authors’ own elaboration based on [44].

The respondents’ perception of the loss of income was slightly higher. At stage I,
48.3% of the respondents assumed that the situation of their households would deteriorate,
and almost 26% of them were sure of this. At stage II, this percentage decreased to 33.4%,
whereas at stage III the situation was slightly worse (37.1%). It is noteworthy that at the
second and third stages of the research, the respondents’ perception of the loss of financial
stability and income was characterised by very high consistency (the values of the RSC
index were greater than 0.8, Figure 5).

The analysis of the results of the Wilcoxon test showed p < 0.05 for all stages. This
means that at each stage of the research, there was a statistically significant difference in
the respondents’ perceptions of the increase in the poverty of families in Poland, the loss of
their financial stability, and the possible loss of income. The medians of the respondents’
ratings referring to their perception of the loss of the financial stability of their households
(median 3 at each stage of the research) and loss of income (the medians were equal to 3 at
each stage of the research) were lower than the median referring to their perception of the
increase in the poverty of families (median 5—stage I, median 4—stages II and III).

The question about the possible loss of employment also confirmed the divergence in
the respondents’ perceptions. There was a noticeable difference between the percentage
of the respondents who were afraid that unemployment would increase in Poland and
those who felt that they would lose their job. In April 2020, 70.4% of the respondents were
convinced that unemployment would increase. In June 2020 this percentage dropped by
27 percentage points, whereas in September 2020 it decreased by another 3 percentage
points. In September 2020 (the third stage of the research), 72.9% of the respondents (a
decrease by 18.8 percentage points in comparison with the first stage and by 7 percentage
points in comparison with the second stage) expressed their concern (answers: definitely
yes and yes) about increasing unemployment in Poland. The respondents’ assessment of
the increase in unemployment was characterised by very high consistency, as evidenced by
the values of the RSC index showing the degrees of similarity between the stages of the
research (RSC > 0.8). It is noteworthy that in September 2020, only 10.9% of the respondents
were sure they would lose their jobs, and another 11.4% expressed such concern. At
the same time, during the last period of the survey, when the incidence of the disease
began to increase significantly, the respondents’ fear of losing their jobs increased only
slightly between the second and third stages of the research (Figure 6). Detailed analysis
showed that the concern about the job loss was chiefly expressed by the respondents whose
employment contracts were about to expire, those running their own businesses, and those
who had lost financial liquidity as a result of the lockdown. It is likely that the restrictions
introduced in October, i.e., just after the survey, would have intensified the respondents’
concerns. Additional questions addressed to some of the respondents lead to the conclusion
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that their fear of the loss of employment increased again at the end of October 2020. One of
the respondents running a restaurant said he could not stand another lockdown. Another
said it would ruin his business. A respondent working in a theatre said that a smaller
audience meant a lower pay not only for the actors but also for other staff, who might be
laid off. It is also noteworthy that the respondents’ negative feelings expressed in their
answers to the additional questions they were asked in October 2020 could have been
influenced by other events in Poland [21].
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Figure 6. The respondents’ perceptions of the increase in unemployment and job loss (%). Source:
Authors’ own elaboration based on [44].

It is noteworthy that the respondents’ opinions were characterised by the greatest
dichotomy in their perception of losing their job and an increase in unemployment in
Poland. The values of the RSC index showing structural similarity of the responses to these
variables were low or very low at each stage of the research (Figure 7). Moreover, there
were statistically significant differences in the respondents’ level of fears of job loss and an
increase in unemployment in Poland. These differences were demonstrated in the Wilcoxon
test (p < α = 0.05). These differences consisted in the fact that the respondents’ subjective
fear of the loss of their job was lower (median 2 at each stage of the research) than their fear
of the increase in unemployment in Poland (median 5—stage I, median 4—stages II and III).
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The analysis of the graphic profile of rural and urban respondents’ perceptions of the
situation of their households and the situation in Poland showed that the ratings at the first
stage of the research were definitely worse than at the subsequent stages. Additionally, the
dichotomy between the respondents’ perceptions concerning the individual and macro-
scale situations was confirmed. It is noteworthy that at the third stage, the impact of
the epidemic in rural areas was noticeable. Rural respondents perceived their financial
situation worse than the city inhabitants. The analysis also confirmed earlier theses that
the rural respondents’ perception of unemployment was more favourable than the city
inhabitants’ perception (Figure 8).
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Figure 8. A graphic profile of rural and urban respondents’ perceptions of the future situation of
their households and the situation in Poland (stages I-III). Source: Authors’ own elaboration based
on [44,56].

In order to confirm the analyses presented above, box and whisker plots based on
descriptive statistics were prepared for all stages of the research, with the median as the
central point. Detailed analysis of Figure 9 shows a shift in the median of responses between
stage I and stage II as well as slight shifts in the upper and lower quartiles. This indicates
that the respondents’ optimism increased. The lower the values of the positional measures,
the better was the respondents’ assessment of their current situation and the situation in
Poland. Apart from this, the comparison of the p values in the Wilcoxon test with the
significance level of α = 0.05 showed that at each stage of the research, there were no
statistically significant differences in the respondents’ perceptions between the fact that the
situation in Poland would become worse and that poverty in families would increase (stage
I: p = 0.607, stage II: p = 0.452, stage III: p = 0.488), and between their perceptions of the
deterioration of the situation of their households and the loss of income (stage I: p = 0.072,
stage II: p = 0.662, stage III: p = 0.849).

3.2. Subjective Assessment of the Level of Social Insecurity Concerning the Future Situation of
One’s Household and the Situation in Poland

Synthetic measures were also used to assess the respondents’ level of insecurity about
the future situation of their households and the situation in Poland, including the division
into rural and urban areas (Figure 10). The level of the sense of social insecurity concerning
one’s household is defined as the degree of one’s subjective feeling of being threatened
by poverty and a lower standard of living caused mainly by social risk, e.g., illness, un-
employment, poverty, or other random events. The variables shown in Figure 1 were
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adopted. They were based on the research survey My Situation During the Coronavirus
Pandemic [44]. The FuzzyMCDM package was used for calculations [57] in R [58].
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Figure 9. A box plot of the respondents’ perceptions of the future situation of their households and
their opinions on the future situation in Poland (stages I-III). Source: Authors’ own elaboration based
on [44].
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Figure 10. Values of the synthetic measure of the level of sense of social insecurity. Note: The values of
synthetic measures were calculated as medians for the corresponding groups of households. Source:
Authors’ own elaboration based on [44].

The analysis of Figure 10 reveals a noticeable dichotomy between the respondents’
perceptions of the future situation of their households and the situation in Poland. At each
stage of the research, the respondents’ perceptions of the situation of their households
were much more optimistic, as evidenced by the medium level of the values of synthetic
measures. However, it is noteworthy that at the first stage of the research, the rural
respondents’ level of perception of the possible deterioration of the situation of their
households (synthetic measure value 0.54) was slightly higher than the level of perception
of the city inhabitants (0.48). Moreover, at the second stage of the research, the value of the
synthetic measure was slightly lower than at the first stage, but it increased again at the
third stage.

The analysis of the respondents’ perceptions of the situation in Poland showed that
at the first stage of the research they were very pessimistic in the perception of social
insecurity. The value of the synthetic measure was 0.91. The respondents’ perceptions
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became more positive at the subsequent stages of the research. However, it is noteworthy
that at the third stage of the research urban inhabitants felt more pessimistic about the
possible deterioration of the situation in Poland. This was reflected by the average value of
the synthetic measure, which was 0.81 for urban residents, and 0.72 for rural inhabitants.
This means that urban residents were affected by the coronavirus pandemic more than
rural inhabitants.

4. Discussion

It is intriguing why there was a dichotomy in the respondents’ perceptions. If there
is general prosperity and the economic situation is good, people have higher aspirations.
Richer people may therefore perceive their standard of living as being worse. However, at
the time of crisis or special situations, such as a pandemic, people may have a completely
different approach. When respondents compare themselves with other reference groups,
they may feel that their situation is better, thus they find it easier to accept their current
standard of living. As they have limited possibilities to achieve their goals, they lower
their aspirations and accept their economic situation. Moreover, at the initial period of the
pandemic there may have been a “bolt effect”—people maintained their current standard
of living although they lost some income. At the second and third stages of the research the
respondents noticed that, in most cases, their situation had changed minimally. As a result,
their ratings improved and their optimism increased. In the survey, they also expressed
the opinion that the pandemic did not directly affect them and their surroundings, but it
affected other people. It is likely that the sudden increase in the incidence of the COVID-19
disease in October and November 2020 would have changed the respondents’ perception of
their situation. A higher risk of the disease and its increasing incidence in the respondents’
immediate environment would have resulted in a larger number of negative assessments.

Although initially it seemed that the dichotomy in the respondents’ feelings would
gradually disappear as the risk of the loss of job and income approached or faded away,
our observations showed that this dichotomy in assessments continued. At the second
and third stages of the research, two phenomena caused improvement in the respondents’
ratings of the situation—they became used to the coronavirus pandemic, and they felt
that the authorities had taken exaggerated measures to control the situation. At the initial
period of the research, the respondents were concerned about the situation in Poland and
their households. Their concerns about the situation in Poland were influenced by the
media, which fuelled the atmosphere of insecurity, and by the restrictions introduced after
20 March 2020. A detailed assessment of the epidemiological situation in Poland and
other European countries in the first months of the pandemic was shown in the study
by Łuczak and Kalinowski [59]. According to Holman et al. [60] and van den Bulck
and Custers [61], the involvement of the media in various traumas increases people’s
anxiety and stress. The level of insecurity increased along with the information provided
by the media, including social networking sites. TV journalists used metaphors which
evoked the feeling of fighting a war (“doctors and nurses on the frontline”) and resulted
in the respondents’ lower ratings of the current situation. The language of war, full of
catastrophism and apocalyptic comparisons intensified the sense of fear. In media reports,
COVID-19 became a “posthuman creature” with a great sense of agency, almost like in
works by Bruno Latour [62]. However, as time passed and people returned to reality,
there were voices denying the pandemic and actions showing that people had become
accustomed to it, which caused a change in their emotional patterns. As the immediate
danger weakened, people felt less threatened in their personal lives and at work. There
were therefore higher ratings at the second stage of the research, when the situation began
to return to normality. Although some people, including owners of enterprises, still did not
know how their situation would develop, the slow return to the pre-pandemic situation
noticeably improved their ratings. At the third stage, when the situation had begun to
return to normality, the respondents’ ratings remained at the same level, although many of
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them were still uncertain of their future. Some entrepreneurs began to regain their clients,
and there was a chance to make up for at least some of the losses from the previous months.

The next stages of the pandemic were characterised by “new normality”, which was
manifested by a change in some people’s aspirations. Kahneman [63] and van Praag and
Frijters [64] extensively discussed the adaptation to expectations in their studies. The
adaptation changed people’s expectations. The satisfaction of one’s needs at a high, often
hedonistic level was reduced to a limited level. Moreover, this lower level became obvious
to some people. Michoń [65] expressed his apprehension of such a simple adaptation,
which may lead to the feeling that one can do little by oneself and that every action seems
to be pointless. However, the researcher expressed his fears at a time when hardly anybody
was thinking of a pandemic, and the satisfaction of one’s needs depended mainly on the
purchasing power of one’s income. Should the same concerns be expressed during the
pandemic? The answer to this question depends on whether the adaptation is temporary
or permanent and whether vaccines and the partial or total elimination of the coronavirus
will result in the development of “even newer normality”.

The perception of the situation in one’s environment may be influenced by the fact
that under the circumstances of ambiguity or even uncertainty people tend to attach more
importance to negative information provided by the media. In consequence, the respon-
dents’ optimism may be weakened on a macro scale [66]. The respondents’ assessment
of their situation improved as they were becoming accustomed to the unusual situation.
The higher ratings of their situation may be explained by the self-valorisation theory, i.e.,
the pursuit to raise one’s self-esteem [67]. This consists in processing information from the
environment (including TV programmes about COVID-19) and comparing it with one’s
personal situation. In this way, one’s personal situation seems to be positive, whereas the
information obtained from the media weakens the assessment of one’s environment.

The sense of insecurity, and consequently the assessment of one’s situation, is influ-
enced by a number of economic factors, such as changes in prices, the value of money,
continuity of employment and one’s income, the amount of one’s real savings, the conti-
nuity of public services, etc. [68]. However, their strength depends on the simultaneous
influence of the social consequences of a particular phenomenon, including personal in-
terests and behavioural characteristics of individuals. The accumulation of these factors
causes states of deviation from the normal situation, and results in an intensified or weak-
ened assessment of it. It is noteworthy that the assessment of these factors may be biased.
According to Daniel Kahneman [63], people tend to be irrational in a narrow constructivist
context when they feel insecure. The social and behavioural aspects thus influence cognitive
errors. The dichotomy in perceptions may therefore be the result of cognitive errors [69].

It is also important to consider the initial situation of the respondents in relation to
the reference groups. When living conditions are generally deteriorating, a comparable or
even slightly lower level of satisfaction of one’s needs may favour the reduction of these
needs and, consequently, it may lead to greater acceptance of one’s level of consumption.
A compensatory mechanism appears, which economic psychology refers to as “sweet
lemons”. This is manifested by the acceptance of goods which were previously regarded
with aversion. This individual rationality is a self-conscious process of maximisation of
one’s assessment. In consequence, another question arises, of whether one’s individual
situation or the situation of one’s household is so much different from the situation of
one’s environment.

It is noteworthy that the dichotomy in perceptions of poverty results from differences
in the understanding of its personal and social aspects. The personal aspect usually concerns
one’s ideas and expectations concerning a dignified life. It therefore relates to satisfying
one’s needs not only at the existential or basic level, but also in a wider sense, including
higher-order needs. However, this is not used to assess the poverty of one’s environment.
Then, people have a greater tendency to expect that the satisfaction of their basic needs
determines their unfavourable financial situation. The sense of deterioration of the situation
on a global or national scale was also observed in studies by other scientists [70–72]. They
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could also be related to the logic of relative deprivation, which was extensively described
by [73–77].

5. Summary

The main goal of the study was to make a subjective assessment of the social security
of households during the coronavirus pandemic. The respondents provided answers
to the research questions concerning the perception of their socio-economic situation,
which enabled verification of the research hypotheses. In April 2020, i.e., at the first
stage of the research, the respondents strongly felt that the financial situation of their
households had deteriorated. In June 2020 (stage II) this perception weakened slightly
because they may have considered the pandemic situation to be temporary. However, in
September 2020 (stage III) the sense of the possible deterioration of their financial situation
increased again due to the ongoing pandemic and its consequences. The analyses enabled
the verification of the first research hypothesis (H1), which indicated that during the
pandemic the respondents strongly felt that the financial situation of their households had
deteriorated. However, this feeling was strong only at the first stage of the research.

The second research question concerned family poverty. In April 2020, more than four
in five respondents thought that the poverty of families in Poland might increase. In June
and September 2020, the respondents were more optimistic and only two in three of them
expressed their concern in this respect. Thus, the second research hypothesis (RH2), which
assumed that the respondents’ perception of poverty in their households would increase
during the pandemic, could not be positively verified.

The next research question was related to the sense of job security. In April 2020,
about a fifth of the respondents thought that they could lose their jobs. At the next
two stages of the research—in June and September 2020—the respondents were more
optimistic. It is important to add that the respondents were surprisingly firmly convinced
that unemployment in Poland would increase. In April 2020, as many as nine in ten
respondents thought that it would increase. At the subsequent stages of the research, their
assessments were slightly less pessimistic. The verification of the third research hypothesis
(RH3) concerning the respondents’ fears of losing their jobs and increasing unemployment
in Poland revealed a considerable difference between the percentage of the people who
feared higher unemployment in Poland and those who felt that they would lose their jobs.
The respondents were far more afraid of higher unemployment in Poland than losing
their jobs.

The last research question concerned the respondents’ assessment of the level of
uncertainty of the future situation of their households and the situation in Poland. The
fourth research hypothesis (RH4) assumed that during the period under analysis, the
respondents’ level of uncertainty about the future financial situation of their families and
the situation in Poland was high. It is noteworthy that at each stage of the research, the
respondents’ sense of uncertainty about the situation of their families was at the medium
level. On the other hand, in the first stage of the research, the respondents felt very
highly uncertain of the situation in Poland. At the next two stages of the research, their
sense of uncertainty decreased to a high level, which only partially confirmed the fourth
research hypothesis.

One of the most important research conclusions is the dichotomy in the respondents’
feelings. There was a noticeable difference between what they thought about their socioe-
conomic situation and what they thought about the situation in Poland. The respondents
were more radical in their assessments of the changes they expected in their environment
rather than in themselves. At the same time, the respondents’ attitude changed noticeably
between stages I, II, and III.

6. Recommendations

The COVID-19 pandemic has affected households all around the world. This article
presents research on the respondents’ subjective assessment of the social security of their



Sustainability 2022, 14, 1363 17 of 20

households and their estimations of the level of uncertainty about the future situation of
their households and the situation in Poland during the COVID-19 crisis. Our procedure
provided estimates which can be useful in national analyses, and they may also inspire
research in other countries. The research makes it possible to monitor the situation of
households in Poland during the COVID-19 pandemic. We assumed that our research
can be repeated, as it concerns a broader issue of the situation of households in Poland,
especially in terms of perceived poverty.

The message of this article is also to show that the new public policies which are
currently being introduced have positive but insufficient effects on households, and that
it is necessary to increase their effectiveness. It is therefore very important to search
for new solutions through various analyses and research paths concerning the situation
of households, including their subjective assessment of social security. This message
also applies to other developing countries and will be particularly important if further
restrictions are introduced on business in the future, with new negative consequences
for households. If new lockdowns and restrictions are not accompanied by adequate
social programmes, they are less likely to be widely accepted by society and will have
significant consequences for households experiencing problems. For this reason, the results
of this study may help to shape the right policy to mitigate the consequences of the
COVID-19 pandemic.
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the Edge—The Social Margins of a Big City); Galor, Z., Goryńska-Bittner, B., Kalinowski, S., Eds.; Societas Pars Mundi: Bielefeld,
Germany, 2014; pp. 387–404. Available online: http://www.spmpublishing.eu/?zycie-na-skraju-%E2%80%93-marginesy-
spoleczne-wielkiego-miasta,8 (accessed on 6 May 2021).
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65. Michoń, P. Ekonomia Szczęścia (The Economics of Happiness); Wydawnictwo Harasimowicz: Poznań, Poland, 2010. Available online:
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