A CASE STUDY  OF  INTERNET SURVEY IN HOLLAND

In early 1999, after two years of development, our firm, NIPO, launched a new methodology of data collection for market and opinion research: NIPO CAPI@HOME. It is a methodology which uses a database of 10,000 Dutch households, or some 25,000 individuals, all of which have a PC at home and have agreed to participate in research projects using their home PC.

CIRCUMSTANCE THAT MOTIVED THIS APPROACH

The development of CAPI@HOME has been made possible by the combination of circumstances in market research that are forcing us to rethink conventional ways of data collection, and socio-technical changes. 

The factors that forced us to rethink current methodologies include: 

  Decline in response-rates. At NIPO, as elsewhere in many parts of the world, we are experiencing declining response rates for both telephone research (CATI) and face-to-face interviewing (CAPI). Despite all imaginable technical and non-technical measures, we are facing a downward trend that seems difficult to stop. This has led to a situation where a 30 %response rate (without recontacting) in both CATI and CAPI research is no longer exceptionally low. Of course, this is a major cause for concern. 

First, because response rates of this magnitude and lower raise questions about the representativeness of our studies. Who are the people who are still willing to respond in our surveys? Are they different from those who refuse to do so? The lower the response rates, the more important these questions become. Ultimately, it would result in the need for heavy reweighting of virtually every study, and even the situation where the reach of certain target groups such as higher-educated singles or dual income couples has become so minimal that it would affect the validity of the research to a methodologically unacceptable point. 

Second, because it threatens to affect the speed with which field work can be set up and carried out for our customers, and 

Third, because it negatively affects the costs of research. 

  The interviewer factor. Another element that forces us to rethink current methodologies is the interviewer factor. Good interviewers nowadays are difficult to find and recruit, and even harder to retain. One cause for this is the boom in call centers in many urban areas. Call centers for research, direct marketing, and company help desks have become very popular, and they are all fishing in the same pond for interviewers or agents: usually higher-educated young people, often university students with good communication skills. In addition, the booming Dutch economy has made part-time jobs easily available anywhere, adding to the shortage of qualified interviewers. 

These people are not motivated by pay alone. Interviewer job becomes mundane after a while espeically when they like to have pleasant and intelligent conversations with their respondents; instead of  spending a lot of their time keying in reasons for non-response instead of conducting proper interviews. This adds to the difficulty of retaining these valuable people. Not to mention the understandable reluctance to go door-to-door (often in the rain) to conduct face-to-face interviews. 

Salary of interviwer increase. In addition, in the Netherlands, as in other countries, the authorities want to force research agencies to pay social security benefits on top of interviewer wages, which would add to the costs of field work, as do the costs of recruitment, which becomes more and more difficult. 

But there are also other sides to the interviewer factor. Interviewers can introduce interviewer bias, despite countermeasures like briefing, training and instruction. Besides, it is not always absolutely necessary from a methodological point of view to have an interviewer conduct the interview. 

  Privacy legislation. A third factor that forces us to rethink current methodologies is privacy legislation. As a result of the boom in all kinds of telemarketing, lawmakers in the Netherlands and elsewhere in Europe are tightening privacy laws and regulations. These laws will make it more and more difficult to approach potential respondents without their prior written consent or at least without pre-notification letters. The database (blacklist) of people who do not wish to be approached for any kind of marketing or research activity, effectively also prohibiting legitimate research agencies from contacting them, is growing daily. This factor also negatively affects representativeness, as well as costs. 

The factors that enabled the development of CAPI@HOME: 

  Dutch households become wired rapidly. When we started our computer-assisted Telepanel 15 years ago (with PCs provided to the households by us), computer penetration in Dutch households was very low. Now, it approaches 60 percent. And though the number of Dutch households that are connected to the Internet is still lagging at just below 20 percent, there is an unmistakable trend towards on-line penetration to levels that are now considered normal for the telephone: virtually 100 percent for businesses and households alike. 

  Increased computer literacy. With rising computer and Internet penetration, we also see a growing familiarity with computers and increasing computer literacy. At first, many segments of the audience were reluctant to touch a PC, let alone to purchase and to use one. We now see that elderly and lower-educated segments of the market are also getting used to the phenomenon and -- though at a lower rate -- getting wired as well. We are convinced that in terms of representativeness as well as familiarity and acceptance, computers and the Internet are and will be methodologically useful tools for research -- if used correctly. 

  The reasons for non-response hold the key. Let’s turn back to the reasons for non-response. Over the years, we have studied the development of the reasons for non-response for all methods of data collection. Refusals have shown a significant increase, amongst our target groups -- consumers and professionals -- for a variety of reasons. 
One important reason is that there is a growing dislike of cold-call sales techniques, and with this, a growing suspicion towards every contact attempt -- even when it is for genuine market research or opinion polling. So unless the respondent can be convinced immediately that you are not trying to sell anything, you are increasingly likely to end up with a refusal. 

A second important reason for non-response is related to the fact that interviewers (telephone and face-to-face alike) only have a limited time window during which it is appropriate to approach households or businesses for interviewing. Time reasons account for almost half of all non-response. In most cases, consumers ideally should be approached at night, to try to ensure representativeness of the sample, but not later than 9:30 p.m. And we wouldn’t dare approach them on Sundays. Face-to-face interviewers encounter the same problems, aggravated by the growing reluctance people have to answer their doors at night, especially in urban areas. Interviewers themselves are also not too keen to walk around certain areas at night carrying a $2,000 laptop computer. 

A recent internal study showed that in fact many people do have an inherent willingness to participate in research, but under certain conditions. They want to know that it is genuine research, not a sales pitch. They want to know the study is being conducted by a legitimate research agency. They would like to be pre-notified that they may be approached for research. And most importantly, they would like to decide themselves when they answer the questions. 

THE IMPLEMENTATION

· Recruitment of respondnets were first carried out to find out house holds and individuals who are interested in participating in a internet survey.

· A database of respondents were created. – 10,000 respondents with diverse profiles in terms of gender, education, age, life style, social status and a variety of behavior.

· Prenotification were sent by either e-mail or letter. In the notification, it provides an introduction to the research and the dead line for the response.

· On-line help plus help desk support was provided to respondents who needed help.
THE OUTCOME

· Response rate were as high as 85% in the first week with 45-50% response rate per day. 

· Re-contacts via e-mail or telephone are possible but not necessary due to high response rate.

· Users found that the user interface was user friendly and easy to use.

· Incentives were given in the form of shopping vouchers, small gift to a charity of choice, or some small gifts.

· The respondents were frequently updated with a news letter with regards to the various surveys that were carried out. This in turn helps to build rapport between the research firm and the respondents.

REPRESENTATIVENESS OF RESULTS

A comparison  was carried out in a cross sectional study to see if response were different from respondents who answer via internet and through CATI. They tried to measure the level of worry on a number of contemporary issues. The results from the two groups DID NOT differ. Hence, Internet survey was found to be a important means of survey in the very near future in the Netherlands. 

