
want to know what consumers
think? Go online. Internet-based
questionnaires this year will account
for nearly one-third of U.S. spend-
ing on market-research surveys, ac-
cording to the newsletter Inside Re-
search. Marketers get their results
more quickly and—aided by a brutal
price war—for less money.

“Faster. Cheaper. It boils down to
that,” said Laurence Gold, the
newsletter’s editor and publisher.

The shift from older methods—
phone and mail surveys, for exam-
ple—isn’t surprising given growth on
the net. About two-thirds of Ameri-

cans age 15 and older now use the in-
ternet, and rapid adoption of broad-
band makes it easier for consumers to
participate in surveys. U.S. spending
on online market research has rocket-
ed to $1.35 billion this year from $3.8
million in 1996, according to Mr. Gold.

“The migration from mail and
face-to-face to phone research as a
mainstream data-capture platform
took more than 10 years. The move to
online from phone is taking half that,”
said Jonathan Jephcott, exec VP of
Synovate ViewsNet, the online re-
search and panel division of global re-
search firm Synovate. “It is inevitable
that online panels will be a basis for the
majority of ad-hoc quantitative re-
search around the developed world
within the next two to three years.”

Marketers historically have been
able to cut costs 15%-20% by mov-
ing from mail surveys to online and
about 30% by shifting from phone
surveys to online, said Kevin Wa-
ters, exec VP of TNS Custom Re-
search, part of market-research pow-
erhouse Taylor Nelson Sofres. 

Online surveys eliminate the cost

of phone interviewers and postage,
and tabulation is easy because con-
sumers enter the data. So marketers
count on big savings. “Sadly for the
market-research industry, this has
caused a significant price war,” Mr.
Waters said. “Prices have dropped,
margins have dropped and there is
this expectation that it’s very inex-
pensive to do it online.”

Online work still has a relatively
small share (about 17%) of overall
U.S. market-research spending, ac-
cording to Mr. Gold. The bulk of in-
ternet research money is spent on
surveys, an application particularly
suited for the net.

In contrast, Mr. Gold said, qualita-
tive research accounts for just 1% of
online research spending. Qualitative
work—such as focus groups or in-
depth interviews—“just hasn’t
budged” online, Mr. Gold said. 

BIGGER TOOLKIT
There are strong arguments for both
online and offline research—and good
reason to do both. At Kraft Foods, on-
line research is a supplement to tradi-
tional research, said Seth Diamond, di-
rector-consumer insights and
strategy. “Online is not a solution in
and of itself to all of our business chal-
lenges,” he said, “but it does expand
our toolkit.” For example, insights
from Kraft-sponsored online commu-
nities helped the company develop its
popular line of 100-calorie snacks.

Joe Plummer, chief research officer
at the Advertising Research Founda-
tion, advises marketers to start with
the objective and then choose the ap-
propriate research method. It may
make sense to solicit proposals from
firms that offer both online and offline.
“Working with them allows you to
say, ‘Here’s my marketing issue,
here’s my research issue, come back
with a proposal,’“ said Mark D. Wolf,
manager-market research at Guardian
Life Insurance Co. of America. Top re-
search firms tend to offer both online
and offline; TNS does 40% to 50% of
its U.S. custom market research on-
line, according to Mr. Waters.

Marketers do have an alternative:
Think small. Howard Moskowitz,
president-CEO of research and con-
sulting firm Moskowitz Jacobs and
co-chair of an ARF task force evalu-
ating the state of online research, ar-
gues the edgiest research is done out-
side the global giants. Clients open to
new ideas would do well to evaluate
offerings from both big firms and
small, innovative rivals. “It’s the
Wild, Wild West,” he said. “Almost
anything goes.”

Forget phone and mail:
Online’s the best place
to administer surveys
Marketers spend $1.3B
for efficiency provided by
internet-based research

By BRADLEY JOHNSON

■Analyze the sample. Challenge the research firm
on how it manages survey panels and polices for
“professional respondents” who sign up for every
survey to get cash or prizes. Market research
organization ESOMAR offers “25 questions to help
research buyers.” 1

■ Think before you DIY. Technology makes it easy to
create online research in-house, but the quality is
only as good as the questions, the pool of
respondents and the analysis. Don’t “mistake the
execution part for the thinking part,” says Howard

Moskowitz of researcher Moskowitz Jacobs. If you
plan to do it yourself, consider hiring a freelance
consultant to raise the odds that your work will
produce valid, actionable results.

■Be transparent. “Push for as much 
transparency as you can,” says Joe Plummer, chief
research officer at the Advertising Research
Foundation. Ask to see examples of completed
reports or a demo. Ask for past survey
questionnaires to review both the wording and flow
of questions.

ONLINE MARKET RESEARCH: EXPERT ADVICE

Advertising Age’s American Demographics appears the third Monday of each month.  We welcome hearing about your
consumer research. Please send research findings to bjohnson@crain.com

OFF THE CHARTS

1. Phone, mail, in-person, focus groups and other traditional research.

$ billions; includes audience/advertising/traffic measurement. More

info: www.insideresearch.com. Source: Inside Research

Online research accounted for
about 17% of the $7.7 billion spent
last year on U.S. market research.
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U.S. spending on online market research will exceed $1.3 billion this year. Growth has slowed, which newsletter Inside
Researchattributes in part to a price war that started late in 2004.

U.S. SPENDING

1. Forecast. Figures exclude audience/advertising/traffic measurement. Based on revenue reports from 26 firms (estimated 80% of market) plus unreported spending (20%). More info:

www.insideresearch.com Source: Inside Research, January 2006

YEAR 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 1

Spending ($ million) $3.8 11.3 32.4 108.9 253.0 401.0 650.6 823.8 1,010.6 1,184.4 1,347.9

$ increase $7.5 21.1 76.5 144.1 148.0 249.6 173.2 186.8 173.8 163.5

% change 197% 187 236 132 58 62 27 23 17 14
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% OF U.S. SURVEY SPENDING DONE ONLINE

1

U.S. online research spending by type of research. Concept/product testing is the biggest category, accounting for
30% of spending. Share of spending in 2005:

WHAT GETS DONE

Internet surveys are the dominant form of online market research, commanding nearly 80% of U.S. online
research spending this year. Almost one-third of survey spending now goes online.

SURVEYS

1. Based on revenue reports from 25 research firms. More info: www.insideresearch.com Source: Inside Research, Jan. 2006 
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1. http://www.esomar.org/web/show/id=49859 

1. Forecast. Figures exclude qualitative and sales-tracking market research and audience/advertising/traffic measurement. More info: www.insideresearch.com Source: Inside Research, Jan. 2006




