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“You don’t need a we a th e rman to know
w h i ch way the wind blows .” —Bob Dyl a n ,
19 6 5

Four decades ago, Bob Dyl a n’s ly ric was a
call for dynamic individual thought. To d ay,
it can be inte rp reted more lite ra l ly: You re a l-
ly don’t need a we a th e rman, you just need a
Web brow s e r. As we pro gress th rough th e
second decade of the Inte rn et Age, the sheer

u b i quity of th e
I n te rn et as a con-
sumer and business
c o m m u n i c a t i o n s

medium is absolute, and it is providing a
dynamic means to get visibility into yo u r
c u sto m e rs’ ofte n - changing thoughts. 

It has also alte red the way we market and
a re marketed to, pri m a ri ly by providing th a t
same ubiqu i tous access to info rmation and
communication for markete rs. In 2005,
c o mpanies will spend more than $1.1 billion

on online market re s e a rch, a 16% incre a s e
over 2004, according to Inside Research. 

The advanta ges of online re s e a rch are
s e l f - ev i d e n t: There’s no need for data entry
or inte rv i ews, and responses are collecte d
a u to m a t i c a l ly, saving time and money while
eliminating coding erro rs and inte rv i ewe r
bias. Also, respondents may feel more com-
fo rtable in answe ring sensitive qu e st i o n s
w i th their anonymity ensure d .

Wi th the increasing prevalence of online
re s e a rch, a handful of tips can begin to out-

line the best practices for maximizing th e
e fficacy of conducting surveys via the Inte r-
n et. Some of the tips outlined in this art i c l e ,
s u ch as sugge stions on planning, are equ a l ly
re l evant to offline and online re s e a rch. Oth-
e rs are specific to the online re a l m .

No. 1: Planning—real-wo rld com-
mon sense for the online realm

If you are planning an online survey, do
you know why you and your orga n i z a t i o n
want to conduct it? If so, use these re a s o n s
to develop your survey ’s mission. Once
d eveloped, the mission should dri ve eve ry-
thing th roughout the survey process to
m a ke sure that eve ry action ta ken support s
it. If yo u’re uncertain as to why you are con-
ducting your survey, or if your answer is,
“We do it eve ry ye a r,” dig deeper for the re a l
reason befo re you begin plotting ste p s
towa rd imp l e m e n tation. Once your survey is
d ra fted, te st it on a sample audience and
include qu e stions that elicit fe e d b a ck on
h ow the survey can be imp roved befo re it is
put into play. And make certain your samp l e
size maps to your budget and time con-
st raints and the type of analysis to be con-
d u c te d .

No. 2: Un d e r stand your population
C l e a rly, the population influences th e

e n t i re re s e a rch
p ro c e s s — m eth o d o l o-
g y, layout, conte n t ,
i n c e n t i ves; eve ry-
thing is dri ven by
their influence. The
inability to pro p e rly
d e fine your popula-
tion has serious ra m i-
fic a t i o n s .

No. 3: Use th e
c o rrect medium
to contact part i c i-
p a n t s

Re s e a rch e rs can
use a vari ety of media
to inv i te part i c i p a n t s
to ta ke part in online
s u rveys, such as e-mail, Web links and pop-
u p s :

◆ E-mail not i fications wo rk best for a
we l l - d e fined audience, and a we l l - w ri t te n
m i s s i ve provides a cost - e ffe c t i ve means of
re a ching ex i sting custo m e rs and prospects. 

◆ Web links provide an easy means to
elicit ge n e ral fe e d b a ck from Web site visi-
to rs. Howeve r, it is more difficult to ta rget
p a rticular respondent pro files using We b
l i n ks .

◆ Pop-ups have fallen out of favo r, part i c-
u l a rly as fe d e ral and sta te legislation are
limiting such windows when th ey are tri g-
ge red by adwa re and spy wa re. Broad con-
sumer dissatisfaction, coupled with fre e
b l o cke rs from online pro p e rties such as
G o o gle and Yahoo!, has led to a ve ri ta b l e
pop-up re b e l l i o n .

No. 4: Keep it simp l e
C reating a short survey to answer a few

qu e stions is easy ... and it’s easy to cre a te a
long survey to answer many qu e stions. The
ch a l l e n ge is finding the balance bet we e n
s u rvey length and depth of qu e stions and
a n s we rs. The holy grail is the short survey
th a t’s long on answe rs. Here are some tips to
m a ke that happen:

◆ Keep qu e stions and answer lists short
and to the point.

◆ Use pre - ex i sting qu e stions when possi-
ble (the tried and tru e ) .

◆ Avoid using double nega t i ve s .
◆ Avoid double-barreled qu e st i o n s .
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Special re p o rt

If yo u ’ re
u n c e rtain as to
why you are
conducting yo u r
s u rvey, dig
deeper for the
real re as o n
b efo re plot t i n g
steps towa rd
i m p l e m e n t at i o n .



◆ Avoid leading qu e st i o n s .
◆ Avoid using loaded qu e st i o n s .
◆ Avoid vague qu a n t i fie rs such as “few,”

“ m a ny” or “usually.”
◆ D o n’t assume knowl e d ge about specific

topics or issues.
◆ Consider the location of open-ended

qu e st i o n s .
◆ Remember the audience for each par-

ticular qu e stion, not just the ove rall survey.
◆ A l ways offer a “pre fer not to answe r ”

on sensitive qu e stions and to p i c s .
◆ P rete st whenever possible.
◆ G et fe e d b a ck early in the pro c e s s .

No. 5: Set ex p e c ta t i o n s — th e n
r e s et th e m

The top two re s p o n d e n t s’ qu e stions are
“ H ow long will this ta ke?” and “What will I
get for doing this?” We’ll answer the first
qu e stion here and the second in No. 8. 

◆ B ri e fly sta te the purpose of the survey
and how long it should ta ke to comp l ete .

◆ M a ke sure the length of the survey is
a p p ro p ri a te for your audience and purpose. 

◆ L et your respondents know th e i r
p ro gress th roughout the survey using a bar
or perc e n ta ge section.

No. 6: Utilize the power of open-
ended qu e st i o n s

Tra d i t i o n a l ly, re s e a rch e rs think of closed-
ended qu e stions when dra fting a survey,
meaning you provide response choices fo r
p a rticipants. Tra d i t i o n a l ly, th ey provide two
m ajor benefits: They ’re easy for re s p o n d e n t s
to answe r, and th ey ’re easier for surveyo rs to
ta b u l a te. Howeve r, th ey do limit the bre a d th
of responses to pre d e fined answe rs .

Now, new text mining te chnologies are
e m e rging that make it possible to harve st
d a ta and knowl e d ge from open-ended qu e s-
tions by ex p l o ring a gre a ter bre a d th of
respondent attitudes and pre fe rences. 

T h e re are two types of open-ended qu e s-
tions: those with a pre d ete rmined set of
a n s we rs and those with a nearly infin i te
ra n ge of potential answe rs. For exa mp l e ,
“W h i ch soft dri n ks have you enjoyed in th e
p a st month?” allows the respondent to
a n s wer the qu e stion without supplying a
l i st, yet th e re are only a certain number of
b eve ra ges on the market. Howeve r, “A re
th e re additional fe a t u res yo u’d like to see in
our products?” will ge n e ra te comments th a t
a re not as qu i ck ly classified as a simple list
might be. Howeve r, it may uncover views or

p re fe rences that we re hereto fo re unimag-
i n e d .

Place open-ended qu e stions at the end, as
it gives you gre a ter flexibility and more
room to re c o rd verbatim responses. At th e
same time, be certain not to ove ruse open-
ended qu e stions. They do ta ke more
thought and time from the respondent and
a slew of early open-ended qu e stions may
cause your respondent to qu i t .

No. 7: Monitor the fie l d
Be pre p a red to make ch a n ges, if neces-

s a ry. Monitor for the fo l l ow i n g :

◆ If the comp l etion ra te is low, why ?
◆ Is th e re a patte rn to re s p o n d e n t

d ro p o u t ?
◆ H ave the respondents been appro p ri-

a te ly scre e n e d ?

◆ If the survey is media-inte n s i ve, have
you screened for connection speed?

◆ Is the survey taking longer than sta te d ?

O ffer respondents a chance to ra te th e i r
s u rvey ex p e rience in a closed- and open-
ended qu e st i o n .

No. 8: Make it wo rth their while
O ffe ring an incentive helps mot i v a te peo-

ple to ta ke part in your survey. When ch o o s-
ing incentives, though, think about how
these might influence the types of part i c i-
pants th ey could attract, or ultimate ly, dete r.
No one wants a cadre of survey re s p o n d e n t s
who are the online equivalent of the tra d e
s h ow swindlers who load up on shopping
bags full of free vendor T- s h i rts, pins and
hats, with no intention of becoming a cus-
tomer any time soon. At the same time, it’s

i mp o rtant to match the re l a t i ve value of an
i n c e n t i ve to the effo rt re qu i red to comp l ete
the survey.

Wi th the Inte rn et, time is on your side.
D a ta from a Web survey can be collected in
a few days or a few we e ks, while a survey
via the mail adds at least a month to th e
p rocess. By using online surveys, yo u’ll save
on posta ge, printing and wa ges for inte r-
v i ewe rs, and minimize the costs of data
e n t ry and data cleansing. 

U l t i m a te ly, the Inte rn et, if used pro p e rly,
can provide the qu i cke st path to valuable
insight into your custo m e rs’ minds. ■

R i ch a rd Kot t l e r, based in the London office, is
vice president of survey applications pro d u c t
m a n a gement for SPSS Inc., a Chicago-based
d a ta analysis soft wa re prov i d e r.
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F ree Marketing 
Webcasts from AMA

A M A’s webcast archives pro v i d e
an opportunity to learn stra t e g i e s,
find new ideas and get the latest

information from the conve-
nience of your office.  Browse the
f ree collection of online seminars
by thought leaders in the market-

ing field in categories such as:
Internet Marketing, Marketing

ROI, Marketing Stra t e g y, 
Advertising and more
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