
By John J. LewisThe Internet revolution taking
place in the marketing informa-
tion business is just hitting its

stride.Today,about 10 percent of research
is conducted online — but online mar-
ket share is growing quickly.All indica-
tions are that,in the next few years,online
will account for about 70 percent of
research dollars.As this change occurs,the
amount of core and high-stakes research
migrating to the Internet will also rise.
While there will always be roles for other
media — particularly where they suit
research needs better than the Internet —
online custom research will certainly be
the most common future methodology
for informing business decisions.

At this pivotal time,as Internet research
moves from a new method to a core
method, important questions must be
investigated:

• How can online research be reliably
integrated with business decisions?

• What are the opportunities and the
pitfalls in applying online research to
decision-making?

• What are the differences between
higher- and lower-quality Internet
research approaches?

All of these issues must be under-

stood by users as we go forward.
Correspondingly, other factors that
affect online marketing information
quality — such as the environment for
recruiting, maintaining and retaining
respondents — are also at a tipping
point, and changing even faster than
the business uses of online research.
Clutter, spam and slowing growth of
computer and Internet penetration are
all creating dramatic transformations in
the online world — and more change
is on the horizon. As a result, users of
online research must not only be cog-
nizant of how to choose and apply
online research today, but also must
know how to move through the chaot-
ic future we are facing.

Through an ongoing research-on-
research program,our firm is committed
to understanding how, in the context of
better decision-making, researchers,
marketers and social scientists all must
adapt to the evolving consumer and
online environments.We must challenge
ourselves to use the Internet revolution
not just as a change in data collection
method,but as an opportunity to max-
imize research’s value for more informed
consumer–based marketing decisions.
But to make this important leap, we
must first gain a thorough understand-
ing of the variety of online research
tools and their effects.

Quality dictates
Research quality should be defined by its
impact on the business decision.
Research outcomes are determined by
the quality of the sample, the research
design,or the analysis and interpretation
of results. This assessment deals mostly
with sample quality, which var ies
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widely in the online world. Simply put,
sample quality dictates the soundness of
results. So, while supporting decisions
with good research requires more than
high sample quality, it is a necessary pre-
condition if one wishes to project find-
ings beyond the specific set of respon-
dents used in a given study.Thus, sample
quality represents the most logical place
to start assessing online studies and their
business impact.

Most online research respondents
come from one of two sources:

• Volunteer panels and e-mail lists:
Consumers who have volunteered to
participate in ongoing research;most are
obtained via pop-up ads, e-mail blasts,
word of mouth, list purchases.

• Volunteer rivers:Recruited by many
of the same techniques as panels and lists,
these respondents have volunteered for
one-time research only.

Two things are common to both of the
above types of sample.First,neither of the
populations are defined by the researcher
(anyone and everyone can sign up and
participate in research conducted in this
manner).This poses security as well as
methodological risks.Second,neither of
these methods is based on random selec-
tion — so respondents,in essence,choose
the research(er) rather than the other
way around.

An alternative to these methods is the
representative approach,as embodied by
the Knowledge Networks Panel. The
panel is based on a representative sample
of the full U.S. population — both
Internet and non-Internet households.
Sample members are initially recruited by
phone; those who do not have Internet
access are given it free of charge. The
result is an online sample that represents
all U.S. households.

In any research,there are three prima-
ry types of bias associated with sample
source:

• coverage bias: excluding certain
groups from the universe of potential
respondents;

• self-selection bias: allowing respon-
dents to be “self-chosen” (“volun-
teerism”), rather than using a pre-desig-
nated sample; and

• non-response bias: receiving survey
responses from only some of those who
were invited to participate.

Depending on the methods employed,
these sources of bias can have a dramat-
ic effect on survey results.The job of the

researcher is to minimize, as much as
possible, these biases.Thus, the “quality”
of sample should be judged with refer-
ence to these types of bias. A brief
description of each follows.

Coverage bias: Findings from Pew’s
highly regarded “Internet and American
Life”studies show that 61 percent of the
U.S. population goes online from any
location to access the Internet or to send
and receive e-mail;this level has remained
constant for well over a year.This means
that, for the foreseeable future, any sam-
ple that is derived wholly from the
Internet population — as volunteer
online samples are — will exclude 40
percent of the population.The fact that
there is no universal database of e-mail
addresses also means that there is no way
to create a probability sample of the 60
percent of consumers who are online.
And, since Internet use is skewed to
upper-income, white, highly educated
people, this segment will be over-repre-
sented in online-only samples.

By contrast,96 percent of the popula-
tion has a telephone number;thus,a sam-
ple recruited from a universe of tele-
phone numbers will exclude only 4 per-
cent of the population.

Self-selection bias: Opt-in samples are,
by definition,self-selected;and those who
volunteer to participate in research repre-
sent a narrow sub-group of the Internet
population — possibly more opinionated,
and more interested in the topic of the sur-
vey or in answering surveys in general.
When the researcher, via random sam-
pling or other techniques,chooses samples
then self-selection bias is eliminated.

Non-response bias: If a representative
research sample has been chosen in
advance, the quality of findings will
depend on the ability to obtain answers
from as many potential respondents as
possible. In the world of telephone
research, this means maximizing the
number of surveys obtained from a pre-

selected sample of telephone numbers.
Volunteer Internet surveys do not have

a predefined sample; their respondent
pools consist of whoever has seen a given
pop-up ad or received an e-mailed solic-
itation.Since this universe is almost never
defined in volunteer surveys, it is impos-
sible to prompt participation through
follow-up messages.

Using a representative approach min-
imizes the three sources of bias as follows:

• Coverage: Because the sample for
the representative panel is based on the
telephone universe,only 4 percent of the
population is excluded.

• Self-selection: Respondents are
selected via random sampling; no self-
selection is involved.

• Non-response:In our case,we make
aggressive attempts to build a commu-
nity — to recruit its full sample to the
panel and to maintain their participa-
tion through incentives,newsletters and
other techniques.

Table 1 compares average levels of suc-
cess for typical volunteer Internet
research, RDD telephone studies, and
the Knowledge Networks Panel.

Some researchers have suggested that
bias caused by opt-in samples can be
essentially eliminated after the fact
through weighting and balancing. But
such adjustments can only be made
according to a standard demographic
profile that cannot reproduce the unpre-
dictable ways that a truly representative
sample would respond to a given set of
survey questions. And our research has
shown that,even with sample balancing,
results from opt-in surveys can still differ
widely from representative research — a
fact we illustrate below.

Put it in context
The value of research quality cannot be
established or understood in the abstract;
it must be tied to specific interpretations
and business decisions. Are the quality
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variations from one survey to the next
large enough to change actual decisions
about products, ads, policies or com-
modities? Placing quality differences in
this context demonstrates their signifi-
cance — or lack thereof — and gives
clients a sense of how best to deploy dif-
ferent types of research.

To shed light on this issue,we used two
surveys as opportunities to compare vol-
unteer research to that produced by a
representative sample (the Knowledge
Networks Panel). In both cases, after the
proprietary surveys had been completed
by KN, we obtained volunteer sample
from prominent vendors and fielded the
same instrument among those groups.
(For more information on these studies,
see Pineau & Slotwiner, “Probability
Samples vs.Volunteer Respondents in
Internet Research: Defining Potential
Effects on Data and Decision-Making
in Marketing Applications.” Knowledge
Networks, 2003.)

In one case,a study of alcohol product
potential among young men was fielded
with two different opt-in samples,yield-
ing three data sources. In the other,
research on acceptance and liking of a
new line of facial products was conduct-
ed among one volunteer group,as well as
the KN Panel. In both cases, the volun-
teer samples produced data that was con-
sistently different — often to extremes —
from the representative KN data, and
would have led to different marketing
decisions. And in both cases, the client
affirmed that the representative KN find-
ings were more in line with expected lev-
els and thus would be considered the
definitive findings.

In the alcohol research, we first
examined the data to see whether or
not the different vendors produced
comparable levels of on- and off-
premise alcohol consumption among
men ages 21 to 27. Second, we evalu-
ated whether the data exhibited the
same relative distributions across the
vendors. Finally, we investigated the
extent to which weighting the volun-
teer samples changed the results of the
first two analyses. In all cases,we found
that the data from the volunteer groups
differed significantly from the KN data.

Chart 1 summarizes the estimates
derived from the first question in our
survey: “Which of the beverages listed
below have you consumed in your own
home or someone else’s home in the

past month?” Data are presented for the
KN sample and from one of the volun-
teer list vendors. (We could not use the
data from the second source for this chart
because that vendor would only provide
data for the qualified completes [hard
liquor drinkers],and this table is based on
all completes.)

The average difference between the
representative and volunteer estimates is
about 16 percent. Reproducing this
chart for the second question —
“Which of the beverages listed below
have you consumed outside the home,
for example in bars,clubs or restaurants
in the past month?” — yields nearly
identical results (the mean difference
in the estimates was 12 percent).Chart
2 summarizes these differences by cat-
egory for the measures of on- and off-
premises alcohol consumption.

The measures of on- and off-premis-
es consumption,then,show clear dispar-
ities across the two groups — differences

large enough to influence decision-mak-
ing.The pattern of higher consumption
in the volunteer group holds true for
practically every type of alcoholic bever-
age examined in the study.

If the client were trying to estimate
the overall size of the market for fla-
vored alcoholic beverages and intend-
ed to invest heavily in product devel-
opment if the size of the market
exceeded 25 percent of males age 21 to
27, the final business decision would
have been different depending on
whether they relied on KN panel data
or volunteer respondents. The result
could have been development and
launching of a product whose demand
was significantly lower than expected.

Similar results
We obtained similar results — with equal
potential to impact marketing decisions
— when comparing volunteer and rep-
resentative findings for the facial products
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study.The study was intended to supply
answers to important questions such as:

• Who are the early triers of the new
product line (in terms of demographics
and behaviors)? 

• Does the profile of early users match
initial marketing efforts for the line, or
does the targeting need to be refined? 

To answer these questions, it is criti-
cal to obtain accurate measures of inci-
dence and reliable data on the demo-
graphic profiles of users. If the target
group is not,ultimately,representative of
all new users, then measures of product
performance and benefits may be
skewed as well.

The KN Panel data indicate that U.S.
marketplace penetration for the line is
about 1.2 percent; that is, 1.2 percent of
those surveyed said they used the prod-
uct one or more times per week.This fig-
ure is appropriate for an HBA product six
months post-launch in a highly frag-
mented category.The volunteer group,
however, yielded substantially different
measures of brand usage; the line pene-
tration number was 3.3 percent — near-
ly two-and-a-half times the representa-
tive panel data estimate.

Other differences were clearly evident
between the two samples. For example,
the profiles of brand users described by
the two sources of data show notable
deviations. Early brand triers identified
via the volunteer study appear to be
younger, more educated, wealthier, and
have more children then their KN data
counterparts;they are also less likely to be
African-American or Hispanic. All of
these skews match the classic profile of
Internet users.

Chart 3 shows the data differences
between representative and volunteer
samples in terms of those liking the new
products “better than others.”

The disparities between the estimates
of brand usage could lead the manufac-

turer to draw dramatically different con-
clusions about the success of its product.
As these data are used to make explicit
decisions regarding advertising and mar-
keting efforts, overestimation of the
brand’s success could lead to decreased
marketing support when,in fact,perfor-
mance is average for the category. Such
a mistaken decision could have serious
consequences for the brand.

The extreme difference in the profiles
of early adopters painted by the two data
sources could also yield divergent busi-
ness decisions. Understanding the basic
characteristics of early adopters is key to
assessing and refining marketing strategy.
It affects all decisions related to the pur-
chasing of targeted media for marketing
and communications efforts.As a result,
misunderstanding this group — as would
likely happen with the volunteer data —
could lead to an unwarranted change in
course, or lack thereof.

Unlimited potential
The Internet offers almost unlimited
potential as a marketing and public pol-
icy information source,and is fully suit-
ed to core studies if appropriate meth-
ods and quality checks are deployed.
Studies like those discussed above

demonstrate that different online
research resources and techniques can
yield very different results and change
business decisions; knowing the effects
of these factors is essential to taking
full advantage of all that the Internet has
to offer.

We will continue to explore quality
issues of all kinds related to research —
an initiative that will take on growing
significance as the online business and
research environment continues to
transform. Pop-up blockers, anti-spam
technologies, the growing number of
companies soliciting respondents via the
Web,and government regulation all are
poised to transform the Internet expe-
rience.Their effects demand monitoring
and adjustment among those who wish
to fulfill the Web’s potential as a market
research medium.
The path to informed business deci-
sions — by researchers and information
suppliers alike — requires that the char-
acteristics and business value of quality
research become a high-profile issue in
the industry.Understanding how to use
and unlock the power of data obtained
from the Internet is perhaps the most
important opportunity — and challenge
— in market research today. |Q
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