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Session Topics
• Background and defining Online panels
• Do you need to set up an Online panel?
• What are your options?
• Option 1: Your own Online panel
• Option 2: Outsource your panel management
• Option 3: Subcontract to specialist panel suppliers
• The ‘carrot’, Advantages & strengths
• The ‘darkside’, Disadvantage – limitations
• Case studies; Sport (shooting), Retail liquor (wine 

buyers), Medical (GPs), and Beer (male consumer).
• Project management considerations
• So what’s out there?
• Summary of appropriate uses of Online panels
• Food for thought!
• The future; growth and quality assurance



 

Background - Using Online panels

• Early days Online Surveys were used for a captive 
audience e.g., customers, members, staff, attendees, 
suppliers and channel partners. Excellent methodology.

• Explosion of interest middle 2003 for random pop studies.
• Increasing number of articles and books for Online 

Surveys
• Very little information available on Online panels. But surf 

the Internet and you will find a myriad of offerings to 
undertake paid surveys (or some reward).

• Two foundation references re using Online panels
– 2004 Paper ‘Liar, Damned Liars and Respondents’ by Dr. Erik 

Heller & Dr. Timothy Bock presented at the AMSRS 
Conference.

– 2004 Letter to the Editor ‘Online Research – Code of Common 
Sense?’ By Dr Robert Chatfield, Research News, February.



 

Defining - Online Panels (for research)

An Online panel is a collection of people with 
Internet access and email address who have 
opted-in to be members of the panel. In doing 
so, members have given permission to have a 
quantity of known demographic and 
behavioural data linked to them as individuals. 
The purpose and why the panel exists is clear. 
Ideally, the panel owner will state and have 
mechanisms in place to respect members 
privacy and the database is secure. Members 
are motivated to join and remain active 
because of some unique motivation, either for 
intrinsic or explicit reward. Members are free 
to opt-out at anytime.



 

What are your options?

There are simply three choices;
1. Set up and own an Online panel
2. Outsource your panel management
3. Subcontract to special panel suppliers



 

Do you need your own Online panel?

You need to answer these questions
• How often do I undertake studies with the target 

audience?
• Can I achieve greater insight and value?
• Can my research budget accommodate such an 

undertaking? Needs ongoing funding.
• Do we have the human resources and skills?
• What is the branding and positioning of the 

panel. Website to reflect both.
• What is the motivation for panelists to join?
• How are you going to reward participants?
• Will they value the reward?
• Who will be responsible for managing the panel?



 

Option 1: Issues in setting up your 
own Online panel

2. Estimate the size of the panel and consider sampling, 
response rates and representativeness

3. Technology – proprietary or off the shelf?
4. What level of automation can be achieved?

a) Can you quickly segment and target the database?
b) Is it  easy to communicate with members?
c) Can members access their account and update details?
d) Is the reward redemption system streamless?

5. Do you have multiple sources to attract your target 
audience to your panel? To freshen up.

6. Have a means to reconcile data and the accuracy of email 
addresses within these source/s – remove duplicates.

7. Test the process by which you plan to recruit people into 
your panel.



 

Option 1: Maintaining and using your 
Online panel

Establish KPIs
 Number and type of projects; if new or converted from 

another methodology 
 Member acquisitions per week/month
 Redemption of rewards (cash flow)
 Number of opt-outs
 Staff hours and costs

Using and keeping the panel ‘alive’
 Plan and communicate the frequency of studies and 

other communications
 Consider feedback on recent studies and explain why 

their ‘views count’.
 Have an electronic means by which members can 

contact you.



 

Still want your own Online panel?

You must; 
 carry out a cost-benefit analysis
 consider your opportunity costs
 get buy-in from the whole organisation
 have a plan, timelines and budget



 

Option 2: Outsource your panel 
management

• Weigh up cost and efficiency gains with increased 
risks of control loss over panel security.

• Subjective and difficult decision.
• You will need assurances.
• Price on tasks undertaken and completed. 
• Set expectations and range to work within.
• Have mechanisms to monitor 

progress/performance. 
• Be jointly responsible for outcomes.
In reality, it will be difficult for you to find 

someone to subcontract your Online panel 
project to.



 

Option 3: Subcontract to specialist 
panel suppliers

• An attractive option; reinforces the concept of 
specialisation

• Can draw on experience; Online panel suppliers undertake 
non-market research work across many industries.

• Costs are aligned to and are project specific. 
• For Buyers of research; greater choice as small or niche 

suppliers are able to compete with global full-service firms 
who have their own panel.

• For suppliers with an Online panel; can offer an integrated 
solution but also can supplement. 

• For field providers; marriage of independence and 
specialisation. 

• No conflict of interest – independent service provider.



 

The ‘carrot’, Strengths & Advantages 

The sixteen major strengths (as proposed by Evans & Mathur 2005)  associated 
with Online surveys are listed below for ease of reference;

14. Required 
completion of answer

9. Low administrative

4. Speed & timeliness

16 . Knowledge of respondent vs. non-respondent characteristics

15. ‘Go to’ skip 
capabilities

13. Control of 
answer order

12. Large sample 
easy to obtain

11. Controlled 
sample

10. Ease of follow up8. Question of 
diversity

7. Ease of data and 
analysis

6. Convenience

5. Technological 
innovations

3. Flexibility2. B2B & B2C 
appeal

1. Global reach

The advantages associated with using Online panels;
 Capitalises on the major strengths of Online surveys.
 Mitigates some of the weaknesses of Online surveys e.g., 

improved response rates, reward motivated.
 Leverages niche Online suppliers and specialised skills
 Costs are contained and directly apportioned to outcomes



 

The ‘dark side’, Weaknesses & 
Limitations 

The nine major weaknesses (as proposed by Evans & Mathur 2005)  associated 
with Online surveys are list below for ease of reference;

9. Low response 
rates

4. Respondents lack 
of online 
experience/expertise

8. Privacy & 
security issues

7. Impersonal6. Unclear answering 
instructions

5. Technological 
variations

3. Questions 
about sample 
selection 

2. Skewed attributes 
of Internet 
populations

1. Perception as junk 
mail

The limitations associated with using Online panels;
 Seen more as a convenience sample.
 The incentive regardless of size encourages respondents to try 

and qualify e.g., guess the profile of the survey’s intended target 
audience. In other words, lie to screen in.

 Little or no restriction for the number of surveys completed 
within any time period.

 Usually for long Online surveys the incentive doesn’t justify 
complete alertness; i.e., fatigue and or poor responses will set 
in after say 15mins.



 

Be mindful how people join panels
Referrals by;
 family & friends
 popular websites
 advertising via TV and newspaper
 web search
 online survey referral portal
 Yellow pages



 

It's the PERFECT "job" - if you call 
it a job! 

Membership is only US$34.95
“Just one hour online can pay for your membership”

YES! I'm ready to get paid! I want to receive 
access and Instant Membership to 
GetCashForSurveys.com 
for a one-time fee of only $59 $37! 



 

Five case studies with performance 
outcomes

2. Sport – competitive shooting
3. Retail liquor – wine buyers
4. Medical – General Practitioners
5. Beer – male consumers



 

1st Case study – Sport
Competitive shooting

Field brief
• Virgin topic for researcher & client 
• Attributes and perception to.
• Positioning to other sports.
• Determine interest (demand) to take up.
• Review of data collection methodologies
• Small and fixed budget
• Required 200+ completes
• Assumed polarised population – two streams.

Project parameters
• Online panel to be used.
• 10mins to complete
Assumptions and forecasts:
• N=3,000 for S=1,200 
• nc=600 for n=600
Sydney and major NSW regionals (quotas)
Sex split: Adults: Male 65% Female 35%
Schedule: 7 days allowed

Project outcomes
• n=600 achieved
• On budget
Defined: 
Incidence rate 
Starter ratio
Non-completers (nc)
Soft quotas 
Better than expected response 

rate from non-Metro areas.



 

2nd Case study – Retail Liquor
Wine Buyers 

Field brief
• Commissioned directly by client 
• Data to be delivered to 

Researcher/Consultant.
• Determine buying behaviour, brand 

awareness/loyalty, positioning and competitor 
analysis.

• Medium size and fixed budget.
• Required 700+ completes in 7 segments.
• Incidence and Online performance unknown.

Project parameters
• Online panel to be used.
• 10mins to complete
Assumptions and forecasts:
• est. N=9,334 for Starters=4,667 
• Non-completers c=3,967
• for n=700
East Coast metros Melb/Syd/Bris 
Must have purchased wine in past month
Schedule: 2 x 7 days allowed

Project outcomes
• n=700 achieved
• Under budget
Defined: 
Incidence rate 
Starter ratio
Non-completers (nc)
Carried out twice; 

Questionnaire complications



 

3rd Case study – Medical
General Practitioners 

Field brief

• Online methodology considered risky.
• Willingness to experiment.
• Base line study to determine attributes, treatment 

reigns with specific drug. 
• Flexible budget; different scenarios costed.
• Required 250+ completes
• Incidence and Online performance unknown.
• CATI contingency in place

Project parameters
• Field supplier’s Online panel to be used.
• 15mins to complete
Assumptions and forecasts:
• N=700 for Starters=unknown 
• non-completers=if started will 

complete
• n=250 with incentive $50/ea
National 
Must have treated patients with a particular 

condition on a weekly basis.
Schedule: 14 days allowed

Project outcomes
• n=250 achieved
• Suggest using smaller 

number of completes in 
future – exhausted sample.

• Length of interview ranged 
from 15 to 25mins. 

• Large variation in length of 
verbatim responses

• Meet budget expectations
• Needed reminder email
• Pause and return feature 

used
• Incentive considered low by 

GPs who made an effort to 
give fuller verbatim 
comments.

• CATI contingency not 
required.



 

4th Case study – Beer 
Male beer consumers

Field brief
• Direct with Panel supplier

• Original brief “men who have drunk beer in past 7 
days”

• 3000 completes required 
• No quota or further specifications provided at 

brief
• Estimate incidence 40% of males

Project dilemma
Project specifications changed with target 

audience narrowed by both age and 
consumption

Project outcomes
• n= 2552 achieved
• Project ran over budget
• Specs changed at 

commissioning of project to 
“males 18-45 who drink 7 
or more beers per week”

• Hard quotas place on age 
and location at 
commissioning of project

• Actual incidence 17% on 7 
or more beers

• Specs changes late in 
project to 6 or more beers

• Balanced panel of 24,162 
exhausted, eventual overall 
incidence 24% 

Project parameters
• Online panel to be used.
• 15-20 mins to complete
Assumptions and forecasts:
• N= 18750 for est. Starters=?
• est. Non-completers=unknown
• n= 3000 $5/ea
Schedule: 7 days allowed



 

Project management using
Online panels

• Accept there is a degree of uncertainty and risk.
• Usually there is no known precedence i.e., this particular 

study has not been undertaken Online before.
• This said, you still need to estimate incidence and anticipate 

completion rates. Convert to (estimate) Online incidence.
• The panel provider will calculate the size of the total sample 

and estimate the number of starters and completers. Both 
are given a reward.

• Watch out for and around public and school holidays.
• Allow for a $ buffer 
• Have a contingency
• Once you have carried out the study you have precise and 

expert knowledge and experience.



 

So what’s out there?

Classifying Online Panels
• Customised marketing & promotions

– PureProfile

• Mobile phone (or service) portal 
– Empowered Communications’ smspup.com.au

• Rewards driven
– Emailcash

• Online research – pure play
– Market tools; GMI’s GlobalTestMarket

• Field supplier 
– ekas’ Select Opinion Leaders

• Full service
– WPP’s Lightspeed, AC Neilsen’s My Voice, Colmar Brunton and AMR Interactive



 

Online marketing and promotions 
panel



 

A mobile portal and Online panel



 

A rewards Online panel



 

Online Research – Pure plays



 

Field supplier’s Online panel 
Used for recruitment to focus groups



 

Full service – Online panels



 

Summary of appropriate uses of 
Online panels

 Exploratory and preliminary research.
 Possible viable substitute for ‘mail out’ (paper) surveys
 Attitudes and Perceptions.
 For a quick ‘dip’ (polling).
 Concept & Ad testing.
 Hard to find people? (Be careful!)
 Where multi-media is required e.g., show image, tvc or video.
 Target audience roughly matches Online users profile.
 Sampling methodology is congruent with Online users and or 

households.
 **If previous Online research using a panel met expectations 

or learnings were sufficient to adjust the methodology for an 
anticipated better result**.

 Limited budget – better than nothing at all.
 Time expediency – need fast turn around.
 Try experimenting with a longitudinal study e.g., survey the 

same panel members in three months.



 

Food for thought 
Is Online panel membership uptake tracking Internet growth?  

In 2003, 66% of Australian households had access to a computer at home (up 
from 44% of households in 1998) and 53% of Australian households had home 
Internet access (up from 16% of households in 1998). 

Source: ABS 8146.0 Household Use of Information Technology, Australia
EMBARGO: 11:30 AM (CANBERRA TIME) 22/09/2004

USE OF COMPUTERS OR THE INTERNET BY 
PERSONS AGED 60 YEARS OR OVER,

by sex –2003

HOUSEHOLD COMPUTER OR INTERNET 
ACCESS - 1998 TO 2003



 

The Future – unstoppable uptake

Broadband take up passes 1.8m mark: ACCC
June 28, 2005 - 12:54PM

The commission's (ACCC) latest Snapshot of Broadband Deployment 
report shows that at the end of March there were 1.84 million 
broadband services connected across Australia.
"This represents an increase of over one million customers, or 122 per 
cent, over the preceding 12-month period," said ACCC commissioner 
Ed Willett.
"ADSL (broadband) remains the primary area of growth with 
near to a quarter of a million new services connected in the 
March quarter," Mr Willett said.

Accessed Sun 3July 2005 SMH’s website 
http://www.smh.com.au/articles/2005/06/28/1119724618477.html

http://www.smh.com.au/cgi-bin/common/popupEmailArticle.pl?path=/articles/2005/06/28/1119724618477.html
http://www.smh.com.au/articles/2005/06/28/1119724618477.html
http://www.smh.com.au/articles/2005/06/28/1119724618477.html
http://www.smh.com.au/articles/2005/06/28/1119724618477.html


 

The Future – quality assurance

ESOMAR/AMSRS’ draft guidelines

ask these 25 questions
 for Online panel and sample supply for the purpose of research

Quote

 “Reputable suppliers with established methodologies and active 
panel management policies will be able to provide answers to these 
questions. The decision to go ahead or not can then be made on an 
informed understanding of the approach being offered and its likely 
quality”. 

Unquote

http://www.smh.com.au/cgi-bin/common/popupEmailArticle.pl?path=/articles/2005/06/28/1119724618477.html
http://www.smh.com.au/articles/2005/06/28/1119724618477.html
http://www.smh.com.au/articles/2005/06/28/1119724618477.html
http://www.smh.com.au/articles/2005/06/28/1119724618477.html


 

Want to learn more about 
Online panels?

Q & A time

Accessed Sun 3July 2005 SMH’s website 
http://www.smh.com.au/articles/2005/06/28/1119724618477.html

http://www.smh.com.au/cgi-bin/common/popupEmailArticle.pl?path=/articles/2005/06/28/1119724618477.html
http://www.smh.com.au/articles/2005/06/28/1119724618477.html
http://www.smh.com.au/articles/2005/06/28/1119724618477.html
http://www.smh.com.au/articles/2005/06/28/1119724618477.html


 

Reference material

Three generic references for using Online 
surveys

– 2005 ‘The value of online surveys’ by Joel Evans 
& Anil Mathur, Internet Research Vol. 15 No. 2 
pp.195-219.

– 2004 ‘Conducting Internet Surveys – A Practical 
Focus’ by Carmen Gould, Australasian Journal of 
Market Research Vol. 12. No2. 

– ‘Keep Online Surveys Short’ by Jakob Nielsen 
accesses via useit.com Feb, 2004.



 

Other reference books and material

• Best, Samual & Krueger, Brian. 2004. Internet Data 
Collection. Sage Publications, Thousand Oaks, CA.

• Anderson, Terry & Kanuka, Heather. 2003. E-research: 
methods, strategies & issues. Allyn & Bacon, Boston.

• Monster, Robert & Pettit, Raymond. 2002. Market 
Research in the Internet Age. John Wiley & Sons, 
Singapore.

• Schonlau, Mattias. et al. 2002. Conducting research 
surveys via e-mail and the web. Rand, Santa Monica, CA.

• “Internet Research” publication by Emerald Group.
• ESOMAR guidelines on Conducting Marketing and Opinion 

Research Using the Internet. (refer AMSRS Directory and 
Yearbook 2005 pp.343-4)


