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Introduction
Surveys are one of the most widely used types of primary data collection within market research. This
methodology is so popular that many non-researchers are familiar with the terminology used, phrases
such as: “statistically representative”, “statistically significant” and “margin of error.” Market researchers
and users seeking reputable insights about their consumers trust this well-established type of research to
make smart business decisions.
Despite seeming like a straightforward methodology, market research surveys can be complicated, and
users can sometimes experience confusion or suspicion when examining survey results. This can occur
when actual results contradict expectations, reveal missing demographics or disagree with other surveys
covering the same topic. How can survey data be made more consistent and useful for understanding
consumers?
While borrowing practices and methodologies from the social sciences, the industry falls behind in its
transparency about the proper application of surveys for market research. This lack of transparency
has resulted in a much-needed re-think of best practices of one of the most accessible and essential
methodologies in market research to openly discuss them in a more tangible way.
This white paper will reveal common misconceptions, discuss different survey sampling techniques and
recommend best practices on how to leverage and get the most out of your consumer surveys.
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Common Challenges with
Survey Data
There are two main sources of miscommunication that can occur with market research surveys. First, a
survey may not be the right solution for the question being asked. Surveys are an essential and fast way of
collecting data from consumers, however, just like every other methodology, we must carefully consider
whether it can answer our research question and keep in mind each method’s limitations and mitigate
expectations of what each can deliver.
Second, there can be a fundamental misunderstanding or lack of visibility in sample design and creation.
For those seeking consumer insights, creating a sample can feel inaccessible and too technical; however,
it’s important to know the sample design approach when interpreting and contextualising your
survey data.
In this paper, we address these areas and more to help simplify and clarify consumer surveys.

What is sample design?

While effective questionnaire design and using the right methodology for the right question is important,
there needs to be more focus on better understanding the sample design. There are many ways to create
a survey sample, but depending on the approach chosen, there might be vastly different results. Being
unaware of your sample design is most glaring when the same question yields different results across
market research firms. This doesn’t mean the results are incorrect, but rather answering a different
problem or perhaps it might even be the result of a tradeoff for the sake of time or cost.
For example, assume your objective is take a new dog food to market and you need to understand dog
owner’s deciding factors when choosing dog food. You have data from a previous survey that says “low
cost” is the main concern of dog owners. In a more recent survey you conducted, respondents cited “type
of ingredients used” as the main area of concern. Finally, in a new question added to the most recent
survey, you found that dog owners were claiming to be buying only your brand, which was unexpected
given that sales were declining. Additionally, the average age of the dog owner was different in each study.
Without understanding how the two studies were sampled, it might not be immediately apparent why
the two studies are so divergent. Let’s continue with the dog food example. If we look at the sampling
methods of each study, we find that while they both targeted dog owners, the sampling technique is
different. In one study, a sample of 1,500 dog owners were surveyed via an online panel. Respondents were
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filtered by questions of dog ownership and shopping responsibilities for the dog. In the other study, a
sample of 1,500 dog owners were surveyed in-person across pet shops in major cities in the country. These
two methods, while both capturing dog owners, do not capture the same type of dog owners. Additionally,
they do not include a typical dog owner of the market in question – or, in common survey terminology,
neither are statistically representative of the population.
Sometimes, users of the data will jump to conclusions about the results. There might be questions about
whether the sample size was enough or whether it was truly representative of the total population. As
a result, users may decide to go with results of one study over another purely based on a gut instinct or
based on who did the research and whether they trust that researcher. However, it might be that neither
is technically wrong or have “bad data”, but rather sampling through different methods that can lead to
slightly different outcomes. Therefore, knowing your sampling method is important.
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Market Research Survey
Sampling Methods
Sampling techniques can be split into two major branches; probability sampling and non-probability
sampling.

Probability sampling

A probability sample is when the true population (e.g. all dog owners in a given market) have an equal
chance of being selected to be part of a study. Probability sampling is the “gold standard” of survey
methodologies and the predominant sampling approach for academic research. Within probability
sampling, there are many sub-types that include simple random sampling and stratified random sampling;
however, they are all similar in the population we want to observe, and a study has an equal chance or
equal probability of being selected in the sample. This equal probability comes from a source, or a sample
frame, that contains the whole population that can be sampled. Equal probability allows researchers to
create representative samples by mimicking key demographics within the population, thus permitting
a statistic to be projected to an entire population (e.g. 68% of dog owners care about ingredients in pet
food).

Non-probability sampling

In the example study, neither samples of dog owners that were surveyed were from probability samples.
Rather, the example studies used a non-probability method, a sampling method that is most commonly
used in market research. A non-probability sample is when you do not have the guarantee that everyone
in the population has an equal chance of being surveyed. This might be because there is no way of finding
all the people in the population that you want to observe. In other words, there may not be a sample
frame of the population (e.g. in this case a sample frame of all dog owners in a population). Or it might be
too timely and costly to find enough members to observe through a probability sample (e.g. enough dog
owners).

Sub-types of non-probability sampling

Within non-probability sampling, there are also several sub-types to consider. Convenience samples are
samples that are selected because they are accessible to the researcher. This is one of the most popular
ways to sample and is more commonly known as a panel without any screening. A purposive sample is
one where samples are screened for certain criteria and selected based on what is thought to be more
© Euromonitor International

Market research survey sampling methods

5

fitting to be part of the study. Snowball sampling is typically used when the population is so small that
researchers use one respondent to find others that are similar. Finally, quota sampling is a technique used
when the researcher puts quotas around certain criteria, like demographics that are well-known to the
population, to make the sample representative of that population. Quota sampling has been found to be a
good substitute for probability sampling when the objective of a study is to reach the general population
(not screening or narrowing to sub-populations).
Sub-types of Non-probability Sampling

Convenience Sampling

Purposive Sampling

Snowball Sampling

Quota Sampling

Source: Euromonitor International

In these types of non-probability sample types not everyone has an equal chance of being part of the
study. For that reason, results from non-probability samples, if unacknowledged and uncontrolled for,
could be biased toward a subset of the population. Take the dog owner study as an example – this was
a purposive sample of dog owners from an online panel. Online panels are, by definition, comprised of
respondents who have internet access. In many countries, like emerging markets, internet-connected
consumers typically have higher incomes and are more likely to live in urban areas, and therefore are
not necessarily representative of the actual population. This could mean the sample is skewed for higher
income individuals, which does not reflect the true population of dog owners.
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On the other hand, it is difficult to control who participates. This might skew our results in another way,
such as an increase in lower income respondents. Not taking this into account may misinterpret why low
cost was the main reason for choosing dog food in our analysis. However, in many cases these variables
are unknown. Therefore, we might simply need to sample enough respondents to be able to look at the
results by different incomes and determine whether these variables impacted results.
Within market research, there is currently no industry standard or consistent solution for challenges
with non-probability samples. Some researchers suggest not reporting margin of error to avoid projecting
results of a non-probability survey to the entire population. Others argue that while margin of error
can be reported, it is only measuring the margin of error for the panel and that projecting results to the
population is fine so long as it is understood that the population is the panel.
Given all these limitations, it might seem that non-probability samples are not as good as a probability
sample. However, this is not the case. Non-probability sampling provides its own benefits to market
research and is superior to probability samples in several ways, namely: access to people, across
geographies, in less time and for less cost to the researcher. Overall, this approach balances need, as well
as practicality of conducting business, to data science accuracy.
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Rethinking Best Practices
The Information Age increased not only the importance of the internet as a means for dispersing
information and data, but also for collecting information and data. With the advent of online panels,
researchers have access to millions of participants ready to take a survey or share their opinions in
exchange for an incentive. This immediate accessibility to respondents across the globe has shortened
the length of data collection (in some cases from weeks or months to minutes) and reduced the cost of
conducting in-person data collection, and even replaced in-person data collection all together. Market
research companies were among the first to use these panels in their data collection. To this day, market
research firms either leverage these third-party panels or have developed their own.
Geographic and demographic reach also increased researchers’ access to more respondents. Panels often
include thousands or even millions of respondents in a single market, allowing researchers to narrow in
on certain types of characteristics or behaviors. This scope gives researchers the ability to immediately
target a subset of the population, rather than screening respondents over a long period of time just to find
the few that fit a certain criteria.
Non-probability panels also enable faster results with fewer resources. Before online panels, a researcher
would need a team of field interviewers or call centre of interviewers to conduct in-person research or
phone research. This meant more resources, longer fielding time and respondent fatigue that can lead to
lowered response rates and non-response bias. A non-probability panel only includes respondents who
have agreed to take these surveys that are willing and more engaged. This leads to a shorter field time,
enabling the end user to make faster decisions. Overall, these elements of online panels have reduced the
cost of conducting surveys, also making them more accessible to a wider range of end users in a way that
was not possible before.
Non-probability samples and studies are pervasive within market research. Their accessibility and agility
make them an ideal method for researchers and business decision-makers who do not have the luxury
of time and resources. As such, this methodology is not going anywhere anytime soon, but this does not
mean we cannot re-think its approach and use.
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What are some best practices for market
researchers and data users?
Understand the research objectives
• What are you trying to achieve?
• What are your hypotheses?
• How will this data be used?
All these questions should be asked as a first step for scoping a consumer survey regardless of how
it is being conducted. Clear discussions between researcher and users of the data collected should
understand that research designs hinge on the research objective. We often make the mistake of leading
with methodology first, but a good researcher will always try to understand the research question and
hypotheses in order to make recommendations of research design and approach. It might be the case that
a methodology other than a survey is the recommended approach, or that a non-probability sample design
is most appropriate for the research objectives.
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Determine the right tool

Knowing the limitations and benefits of a methodology can help a researcher better understand their
consumers. For example, if we understand that consumers may not be able to recall how much they
spend, which is a limitation of the methodology, then we can avoid making costly decisions based on the
data. Rather, the data might be looked at differently and used to understand what consumers think they
spend as an indication of how they perceive a product or service. Then, the researcher should consider
alternative data sources to answer the question. Knowing the methodology, its limitations and when to
use it will help to analyse the data in the most useful way.

Clearly identify the survey population

Choosing the right methodology might not be enough. A key part of selecting the right methodology is
understanding who to survey or what population to observe. Is it dog owners or dog food shoppers or
both? It may determine whether a probability, non-probability or different approach is recommended.
At times, respondents may be part of a narrower sub-population, like urban dog owner. In this case,
because an urban dog owner is a sub-set of the general population and markedly different from a typical
consumer in terms of demographics and behaviour, a non-probability sample may be appropriate. Not all
surveys will be negatively impacted by the limitations of non-probability studies. However, the surveyed
population may determine if an online panel is appropriate. For example, in markets where internet
penetration is lower than 50% nationally, an online panel will likely skew more urban, educated and
higher-income earners than the average consumer, so offline methodologies may be more appropriate.
Knowing who the population is will drive these decisions.
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Consider which non-probability sample is the right approach

Not all non-probability sample methods function the same. In some cases, a purposive sampling method
may be more effective than a convenience sample, but a snowball sample might take less time. The
question of which non-probability sample method should be used is dependent on several variables:
the population, the sensitivity of the topic and time. Often, snowball samples are leveraged when the
population or topic is of a sensitive nature (e.g. observing drug use behaviours). For studies where the
research objective is to speak to any consumer within a given market (no qualifications or screening
needed) and the intention is to project results to the entire population, quota sampling gives the
researcher control over the sampling errors that can occur with non-probability samples. Quota sampling
involves looking at population parameters like demographics and setting quotas that are proportional
to the population. For example, to understand Americans’ opinion about Starbucks, regardless of
whether they are Starbucks consumers, you can ensure that the sample has a gender split that reflects
the population. Generally, these population parameters are well-known and can be easily found through
census-type data. This can be done for several different demographics and is typically done for gender,
age, income and geography. In fact, researchers found that quota sampling results are close enough
to results given from a probability sample, allowing the researcher to control for potential biases that
negatively impact non-probability studies.

Ensure that you have a large enough sample size

Confusion between probability and non-probability samples have also impacted determining sample sizes.
When scoping a study, researchers often employ widely used online sample size calculators that rely on
the same back-end calculations. However, the maths used to determine sample size assumes that
a probability sample is being used. This assumption is critical for determining the appropriate sample size,
which helps researchers understand the probability that a result is reflective of the actual population and
not just a sampling error result. While no decision has been made on how to calculate this for
non-probability samples, researchers continue to use the same approach. However, this may not
be effective for all types of non-probability sampling where certain demographics or variables are
uncontrolled for. For sampling methods other than a quota sampling approach, having a larger sample size
can help researchers dive into sub-samples of a study and segment based on demographics that may be
over- or under-sampled. For example, a large enough overall sample size will allow you to segment results
by demographics to see if lower vs. higher-income respondents had different responses.

Choose your wording carefully

Even if you are using a probability sample, be cautious to avoid strong language that could project
unintended results to the entire population. In short, avoid drawing too direct of a projection on the
population being observed. Researchers should avoid terms like ‘representative’ if the sample isn’t
and decide if using measurements like margin of error are appropriate. It is ultimately the researcher’s
responsibility to provide transparency and make recommendations on the right approach and how to
describe the data. The user should also understand that each methodology has its own set of pros and
cons, limitations and biases that are natural tradeoffs of conducting research.
© Euromonitor International
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Interpret your results, don’t just report

It’s easy to look at a statistic or a result of a survey and report it as is, devoid of context. As market
researchers and users of market data, we must go beyond simply reporting results for face value and
interpret what they mean for our research and business questions. Looking at what was not said is just as
important as what was said. This may require additional digging into the context of why results turned out
the way they did and must be supported by other methods to give us confidence if we are less confident in
the sampling method. Segment results by demographics or behaviours to better understand why results
may look the way they do.

Keep realistic expectations and recognise limitations of every
methodology

Savvy researchers understand that any methodology, even the most contemporary approaches, is not
without its own set of biases that skew results in some direction. Response bias, social desirability bias
and seasonality still impact both probability and non-probability sample designs. Assuming the research is
devoid of bias is unrealistic and misrepresents the results. While we should aim to reduce biases where we
can control them, interpreting results in the context of these limitations leads to more realistic analyses.
No methodology is a perfect or single way of collecting data. A lack of openness about these survey
limitations hampers transparency efforts that led to confusion
over the years.

When in doubt, leverage a mixed
methodology approach

Mixing methodologies, rather than relying solely on one input,
is one of the best ways to manage uncontrollable biases in
survey research. Reliance on a single methodology is often a
huge source of miscommunication between researchers and
end-users. Because no one methodology is perfect, combining
inputs from different methods can help contextualise, reinforce
or complement the findings. Take the dog owner study for
example, the results would be more reliable if in addition to the survey we looked at other market data to
find which type of pet food was purchased the most and whether this came down to price or ingredients
used. Between the survey results and market data, we may triangulate the answer as well as distinguish
where there is a gap between what consumers believe to be important and what they ultimately might do.

Be transparent about the methodologies used

Whether you are reporting the results or using the results, arguably the most important best practice
for conducting research is transparency. Clearly identify the sampling methodology being used
(non-probability vs. probability sampling), the source of the respondents (panel, in-person recruitment,
email invite or others) and the limitations if they apply. Seeking this information and understanding what
implications the methodology has on the objectives is as important as what the data says.
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Conclusion
There is currently no consistent approach on how to handle market research surveys that leverage
non-probability sampling. This led to challenges for researchers and end-users to understand, interpret
and feel comfortable with these data. The approaches taken in market research are not incorrect or worse
than any other approaches. Therefore, identifying pros and cons does not mean that an approach should
be entirely abandoned. Even the most advanced and sophisticated approaches and methodologies have
their own issues and a good researcher will always be transparent about those limitations and biases. The
suggestions made in this white paper are a step towards reconciling practicality of business needs and
stringent academic “gold standards” of surveying.
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