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Online research is becoming more prevalent in the market research industry in Australia and many other 
countries. It is important to understand the implications of using an online research panel compared to a random 
telephone sample (RTS) methodology. Essentially we believe that there are two key factors: 
 

·  Data collection effects: These are issues related to the way respondents complete surveys online 
compared to offline and hence do not change dramatically over time. In this instance, the key difference is 
that there is no interviewer and this is a self-completion survey. 

 
·  Respondent differences: There may be some effect caused by our respondents being Internet users. Are 

they typical of the population we want to research? Are they somehow attitudinally or behaviorally 
different to our target audience? 

 
The key objective of this research study is to determine whether we draw the same conclusions from an online 
panel as from a random telephone sample in Australia. It aims to show which, if not both, sample sources and 
methodologies is appropriate for data capture in various market research applications, and to understand what 
adaptations and modifications that need to be made when moving studies from one source/methodology to the 
other. 
 
This report seeks to address some of the key questions regarding using an online panel or changing from a 
telephone to an online panel methodology in Australia and includes:  
 

·  The analysis and comparison of the data collected from an online, research only panel, a randomly 
generated telephone sample and a sample interviewed via telephone but sourced from the same online 
panel. 

 
·  The answers to seven key questions about online panelists and telephone samples to determine 

similarities and differences. 
 

1. Are online respondents from Mars? 
2. Are online panelists representative of online users? 
3. Are there category differences? 
4. Do online panelists answer questions differently? 
5. Are the same answers generated? 
6. What are the motivations for becoming an online panelist? 
7. Do attitudes differ between online panelists and telephone samples? 

 
·  Statistical tests are used to see if there are any differences in each dataset in order to understand the 

impact of different sample sources on overall research results. 
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This research study was conducted in Australia by the collaboration of three members of the Kantar Group: 
Lightspeed Research, Research International and Millward Brown. The fieldwork for this research study was 
conducted during June 2006. We had three groups of respondents as follows:  
 

·  A sample from our online panel with online methodology, 
·  A sample from our online panel pre-recruited to telephone methodology, 
·  A Random Digit Dial sample with telephone methodology. 

 
Respondents were aged 18-64 and resided in the 5 main capital cities in Australia. Each cell was balanced on the 
key demographics of age, gender, and location based on census information. 
 
The questionnaire, of approximately 20 minute duration, taken by respondents from each sample was near 
identical. Some differences in the questionnaires were necessitated due to methodological demands i.e. an 
interviewer administered versus a self completion. 
 
Question topics measured respondents’ attitudes, brand awareness, and product ownership and usage across 
different product categories (FMCG [confectionary, laundry powder], financial products, telecommunications, 
media and internet usage). 
 
Samples from different cells were compared and tests of significance (Z test and T test) were conducted to 
understand whether data from different cells are significantly different from each other. Data analysis was 
conducted using Quantum and SPSS. 
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There are some differences but all in all online respondents are from the same planet as everyone. They 
generally look, act and behave like all of us. 
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There are no differences in FMCG purchase behavior but there are some expected differences in purchasing and 
usage of the internet by online panelists 
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A similar pattern of purchase and behavior is seen overall between the samples although there are some 
expected differences amongst online panelists.  
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There are some differences in levels of involvement and response and there are differences amongst online 
panelists about the use of the internet. The same interpretation and insight can be drawn from both samples 
however. 
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In the majority of cases yes and similar conclusions can be drawn from both samples. 
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Online panelists are more positive toward research and media in general but both samples were equally positive 
about this particular survey. 
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Some differences in levels of attitude are seen in the product categories that were measured however the rank 
ordering was the same between both samples. 
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According to the results of this research study, conducting research via telephone or online is likely to yield a 
similar pattern of results whether absolute or rank order, especially for FMCG products thus generally leading to 
the same insights and conclusions. When age, gender and locality quotas are applied, other demographic profile 
components are similar across all cells thus implying that behavioral and attitudinal measures will be similar. 
Moving studies that have previously been conducted via telephone to an online environment is possible provided 
appropriate modifications to questionnaire design and to some question types.  
 
Other factors need to be considered when considering sample source/methodology 
Although not explored in this study, these considerations include the length of questionnaire/interview, media 
requirements etc. The need and composition of the study and the demographics of the targeted audience will 
determine which sample source/methodology is suitable.  
 
In summary, although differences may be observed, these in the main result in the same conclusions being 
reached and the results of this study suggest that online panel samples are valid for market research studies in 
Australia. Ensuring a demographic balance is good practice to achieve a valid result. Ultimately, research 
objectives and category experience will determine appropriateness of sample source/methodology. 
 
  


