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For four ye a rs I have purchased the same brand and model of
running shoes, the New Balance 991. H oweve r, after my sec-
ond knee surgery I decided I might be due for a change. I

went shopping for a shoe that was a perfect fit for my running style
and would give me the support I needed. I was amazed by all the
choices I had. I didn’t know where to begi n .

I often get the impression market re s e a rc h e rs feel the same way
when they are looking for the perfect online data collection ve n d o r.
In the last three ye a rs the number of companies offering a va riety of
s e rvices has tri p l e d . F i g u ring out how to differentiate between the
o f f e rings and the quality of those offer ings is no small task when
re s e a rc h e rs are being called on by so many different companies.
Because I was wishing I had my shoe issue of R u n n e r ’s Wo r l d w i t h
me as I was star ing at the racks of running shoes, it dawned on me
that it might be helpful to develop a checklist of questions to ask
potential online part n e rs . I came up with these questions by listen-
ing and asking - listening to my prospects as I spoke with them for
the first time, and directly asking people in the industry, who do a
lot of online, to tell me what is important to them.The same issues
came up over and over again and it was not difficult to narrow it
d own to the following 10 areas of concern .

1 . What services does your company provide?
This is the best place to start

because there is great va ri a t i o n
among what vendor companies
a re offering and what re s e a rc h
companies need.T h e re are ser-
vice bu reaus offering one-stop
s h o p p i n g . D e l iver a final survey
to them and they will delive r
data to you and do eve rything in
b e t we e n .T h ey supply sample or
work with client lists, t h ey pro-
gram and host. M a ny also offer
t a bl e s , coding and we i g h t i n g . B u t

not eve ry company needs or wants this full-service option and there
a re many choices for just programming or just sample. Match the
o f f e rings to your needs and then ask the more specific questions.

2 . How large is your panel?
This seems like a simple question, but panels actually count their
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panelists differe n t l y.The nu m b e r
can re p resent households or indi-
v i d u a l s . Panels counting households
assume they have access to eve ry-
one living in that household for
s u rveys through the individual who
actually signs up for the panel. Fo r
instance if they have one million
households they would assume per-
haps 2.5 million potential re s p o n-
d e n t s . Panels that count indiv i d u a l s
m ay have more than one person in
a household on their panel but they
do not track that.

The size of the panel is especially
i m p o rtant if you plan to do large
tracking studies that re q u i re unique
respondents for eve ry wave or if
you are looking for low - i n c i d e n c e
gro u p s . If you are doing re s e a rc h
ove rs e a s , what is the panel’s inter-
national reach? If they do not have
their own panel do they have re l i-
a ble global part n e rs ?

3 . What do you know about yo u r
p a n e l i s t s ?

The more information know n
about respondents and their house-
hold members , the better it is for
the health of the panel and for
panel bu ye rs . If consumer bu y i n g
b e h av i o r, h o b b i e s , o c c u p a t i o n , e t c. ,
can be targeted, f ewer e-mails have
to be sent out - which cuts dow n
on the number of invitations each
panelist re c e ive s . It is good for
re s e a rc h e rs because it helps ke e p
d own the cost of low - i n c i d e n c e
s t u d i e s . Most panel companies can
supply you with a list of their tar-
g e t s . Usually the list is long bu t
t h ey may have only screened a por-
tion of the panel on each target
(except for major demogr a p h i c s ) .
What this means is that there may
not be sufficient nu m b e rs to do the
size study you need to do, e s p e c i a l l y
for B2B. B2B is still difficult online
but for some specific groups such as
p hy s i c i a n s , s m a l l - business ow n e rs
and C-level exe c u t ive s , panel com-
panies have invested in deve l o p i n g
s u b - p a n e l s . Find out what is ava i l-
a ble or if they offer a phone-to-
Web option. M a ny panel companies

regularly re - s c reen panelists for spe-
cific inform a t i o n , so a good follow -
up question (if you have a gro u p
you routinely survey) is to ask if
t h e re is a way to get a question or
t wo on soft exits or on scre e n i n g
q u e s t i o n n a i re s .

4 . What steps do you take to make
sure I have a representative group
taking my surve y ?

Most panel companies can claim
that their panels stack up we l l
against the Census, except for the
e l d e r l y, the ve ry low-income and
the minority segments. But the base
re p resentation of the panel is not
the key issue.What is important is
the number and va riability of the
s o u rces for the panelists and the
p rocess used for pulling a re p re s e n-
t a t ive sample. One issue to be awa re
of is that when sample is pulled, t h e
pull is usually based on three va ri-
a bles - age, g e n d e r, g e ogr a p hy - and
it is not pulled by race unless it is
specifically requested by the client.
T h e re is nothing wrong with this,
but from my experi e n c e, c l i e n t s
a re n ’t always made awa re of it, a n d
t h ey get frustrated when they get
their data back they often have only
2-4 percent A f ri c a n - A m e ricans and
H i s p a n i c s . In the client’s mind a re p
sample is re p re s e n t a t ive on all
d e m ogr a p h i c s , not just thre e. F i n d
out how many and which va ri a bl e s
t h ey are using.Also make sure to
ve rify that when they are pulling
sample that they take into account
the response rates of the differe n t
segments of their panel.

5 . How do I know if Jane Doe really
filled out my surve y ?

This is a hard question for panel
companies to answer as there is no
e q u ivalent to phone validation in
the online wo r l d . Some panels have
a system in place where they re -
s c reen for demos that should not
h ave changed, l i ke gender and ye a r
of birt h , and compare that data to
what is in the re s p o n d e n t ’s re c o rd .
If there is a discrepancy they can
delete the survey.This process needs

to be combined with passwo rd pro-
tection so that Jane Doe cannot
t a ke the survey multiple times as
d i f f e rent people and then send it to
John Smith so he can take it.
Pa s swo rds insure the survey
assigned to Jane can only be take n
o n c e.

6 . Do you limit the number of surve y s
respondents can receive ?

E ve ryone is wo rried about pro-
fessional re s p o n d e n t s , and most
panels claim to have a strict policy
of survey management. Some com-
panies limit the invitations sent to a
respondent over a certain period of
t i m e ; o t h e rs rest panelists when
t h ey have taken a certain number of
s u rvey s . Find out what the policy is
and then join the panel using a per-
sonal e-mail addre s s .That is the best
way to determine their commit-
ment to their policy. In their
d e f e n s e, panel companies are find-
ing it more and more difficult to
c o n t rol survey volume to their pan-
elists because the demand for
online re s e a rch has dramatically
i n c reased over the last few ye a rs .
The demand has grown faster than
the panels have grow n . Ask what
their plan is to balance supply and
demand for sample with their panel
management policy.

7 . What information will you need to
g i ve me pri c i n g ?

Although incidence, length in
m i nutes and number of completes
is what is minimally necessary,
companies will usually re q u i re
complexity level and progr a m m i n g
length as well as respondent length
and specific quotas.The more
i n f o rmation you are asked for the
m o re likely the price will be accu-
r a t e. If you are asked all the ri g h t
questions up fro n t , t h e re is lowe r
l i kelihood of price issues down the
ro a d . Of course if your specs
change before or during fielding,
the price will also likely change. I n
g e n e r a l , incidence is the re s p o n s i-
bility of the client, not the ve n d o r.
Most companies are willing to give
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p ricing for several incidence leve l s
if the client is unsure.

8 . Will your programming platform
meet my needs for complexity and
timing? 

The ability to program specific
types of questions (discrete choice),
to handle complex quotas and to
offer cool tools (card sorting) is an
i m p o rtant area to explore. Ask if
t h ey have a survey demo.You can
get a good feel for their capabilities
and a good look at how they pre-
sent the questions to the re s p o n-
d e n t .This is also a good time to
i n q u i re about the experience leve l
of the progr a m m e rs on staff and
w h e re they are located.A re they in-
house or ove rseas? Will you have
access to them? Will they be on the
kick-off call? A n d , since timing is
often an issue, what is the typical
t u rn a round time and can you accel-
erate a schedule if necessary ?

9 . Who will be managing my project? 
Once a project hits the field, t h e

d ay - t o - d ay contact is with the pro-

ject manager. If you are looking for
a company to partner with, yo u
p ro b a bly want to develop a re l a-
tionship with one or two pro j e c t
m a n a g e rs who will be a constant on
all your jobs. F i rst find out the
e x p e rience level on the team in
re s e a rch and in managing re s e a rc h
p ro j e c t s . If you do ve ry complex
wo r k , ask if you can be matched
with a project manager who can
handle that level of complexity.T h i s
is a key re l a t i o n s h i p :You wa n t
someone who understands yo u r
re q u i rements and can anticipate
your needs. If you work well with a
p a rticular project manager, can they
be assigned to all your pro j e c t s ?
Will there be a back-up pers o n
assigned? 

1 0 . How do you price your services? 
Does it always come down to

p rice? Clients say no, but they wa n t
to understand how things will be
p riced and if it is a firm pri c e.A re
the charges per hour, per complete,
per amount of sample used? Can
costs be bro ken out so they can

c o m p a re between ve n d o rs? A re
t h e re hidden costs? One unive rs a l
complaint is being nicke l - a n d -
dimed to death. Clients expect
p rice changes if the length and
incidence change dramatically, bu t
t h ey don’t like surp rises that knock
their budgets out of the wa t e r.

The right fit
Asking the questions that re f l e c t
what is important to you is cru c i a l
when you are interv i ewing a
potential online ve n d o r.Does the
c o m p a ny have the re s o u rces to do
the job the way you need it done?
Just like shopping for the right ru n-
ning shoe, you need to make yo u r
choice based on the r ight fit for
your needs. But in either situation,
the proof is ultimately in the pud-
d i n g .Whether you are out on the
road for the first time or part n e ri n g
on that first pro j e c t , what matters
most is if promises are kept and it
feels good. H o p e f u l l y, asking these
questions will help you narrow the
field down to those who are poten-
tially the best options. |Q


