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Tired of playing guessing games with your potential site visitors? Who are they? What do they want from you? How will they use your site? And how do you make sure they use your site and not the competition's? Answers to these questions can be extremely helpful as you set out to build and fine-tune your site. Unfortunately, getting your hands on this kind of data is unbelievably tricky business. 

But it can be done. 

Webmonkeys Josh and Oliver welcome you to the wonderful world of marketing research in this two-part article, which covers all you'd ever want to know about culling qualitative and quantitative lowdown about your site users. 

Marketing Research on the Web - Lesson 1 

Market Research - you've probably heard the term thrown around quite a bit recently, and while it may have stirred up a yawn (or two) at the time, it did pique your curiosity enough that you're reading this article. So what is it, exactly? 

Is it pollsters calling you during The X-Files to ask whether Bill Clinton's extracurricular habits will have any effect on whom you elect to Congress? Is it the grocery-store card you caved in to getting because the deals it provided were just too good to pass up? 

Yes and yes. Quite simply, if it tracks the profiles, opinions, and past behavior of a group (like your customers or constituents), revealing the reasons behind its actions (and thus predicting its future needs and behavior), it can be considered market research. 

While the practice of market research may not be glamorous, the practical application of the data it provides is one of the driving forces shaping our country - like it or not. Politicians rely on it more than any other source to create public policy, and producers of food (from organic tomatoes to Cheez Whiz) adhere to it almost to the exclusion of all other data. 

"Fantastic," you say. "All hail the revolution of pork barrel politics and new Coke!"

Even scarier (or more thrilling, depending on your perspective) is how market research is being used with interactive media to predict, on a person-to-person basis, the kinds of content, services, and even advertisements users will find most appealing.

Market research can do a lot more than provide rock-climbing enthusiasts with life insurance ads. It can also be a great help to you Web developers or project managers. Imagine how a thorough understanding of your users' personal characteristics, interests, needs, and technological capabilities could affect the choices you make as you develop a site. Think for a moment about the past embarrassment you could have avoided had you simply watched a few folks surf around the site before your boss presented it to his boss' boss. Also, consider how much energy you might save if you could prove that there is no market for that dreadfully boring product you're currently working on, but a huge, un-met need for that dream Web site you've always wanted to build. 

These are just a few of the many reasons why you should familiarize yourself with the types of market research that are available to you as you conceive of, develop, and market Web-based products. More important, you should know when and when not to use them. And that's just what this two-part article will teach you: How to apply market research in a practical manner to develop your Web site. 

In this half of the article, we'll cover the hunting and gathering of qualitative data, which involves the triple-threat use of focus groups, usability testing, and email feedback. (We'll tackle quantitative data in Part 2.) 

Qualitative Research

Qualitative research resides at the touchy-feely end of the research spectrum. It is an open-ended method of acquiring information about the consumers' product requirements (what they want) or product perceptions (what they think of what you've got). While the variations are limitless, this type of research typically takes the form of focus groups, user testing, or email feedback. 

Qualitative methods can be useful in all stages of development and tend to be quite popular. These methods are very tangible to marketers and developers because they most often involve sitting a group of people down in a room and actually talking with them about the issues at hand. If an interviewee says something of particular interest during a focus group, the interviewer can probe deeper into the topic, uncovering information that might never be gleaned from a dozen brainstorming meetings. Similarly, if users do something unexpected during a usability test, the interviewer can ask what the heck they hoped to accomplish by, say, constantly viewing source and then endlessly clicking on the <HREF> tags. 

While qualitative data is very accessible and often leads to never-before-considered results, it falls short in the realm of reliability. Qualitative research tends to be highly biased, and it is essential to interpret results while keeping in mind the context in which they were gathered. Even so, all research is biased in one way or another. The important thing to remember while conducting research is to examine biased data; don't dismiss it out of hand. It's smart to try to understand the nature of the bias you introduce into your research and interpret your findings accordingly. 

A brief example: You ask one of your engineering buddies to review a mock-up of your new Web site, which is targeted at college students. He pokes around on the site, and sends you back an email message to tell you he loves it (no surprise - he's still has your mountain bike, which he borrowed four months ago), but has a couple of comments: 

1. He has difficulty making out the text on navigation buttons.

2. He thinks you should add a section to the site that lists "good studying places in your neighborhood." 

Now, your buddy's pushing 30, and he didn't even graduate from college (he was hired straight off a BBS into some company that is now worth slightly more than most developing nations). So he obviously doesn't represent your typical college student. Consequently, in terms of being representative of your average college consumer, his feedback is probably pretty biased. 

Should you ignore his comments entirely? 

Not necessarily. You need to determine what differentiates your buddy from a college student and ignore any findings that might be influenced by these factors. Though your buddy has been staring at computer screens for 10 hours a day since well before amber screens were the rage, you've played laser tag with him and know his vision is just fine. So when he tells you the text on the navigation buttons is too small to read, you can be pretty confident that a college student would have the same complaint. 

What about your buddy's suggestion that you incorporate a section on local study hot spots into your site? Well, you know he has never studied a day in his life, so you probably don't want to implement his idea immediately. That's not to say it's a bad suggestion. It just means that you should probably talk to some college students about the value of this feature before spending late nights at local cafes - to see how long you can nurse a cup of coffee before you and your pile of books get kicked out. 

So, how do you find out what real college students think? Grab a cup o' joe and conduct a focus group. 

The Focus Group Mentality

Think of a focus group as a way to formalize your preliminary qualitative research. So, rather than simply using friends you were able to badger into coughing up an opinion, an actual focus group should be populated with participants who mirror your target consumer more closely than your maverick engineering pals do. 

Focus groups are very popular because the results they provide are immediate, accessible to the lay person, and often reveal issues that developers and marketers hadn't previously considered. Organizations typically use focus groups during the very early stages of product development to help test new products ideas. They are especially informative when your own ideas are not yet fully formulated. 

Traditionally, a focus group consists of a room full of people and a moderator, all of whom should know something about the topic at hand. The moderator guides the discussion by asking participants questions about the topic and probing deeper into the more intriguing answers. If you hire a real class act to run your focus group, you'll even get to sit behind a one-way mirror, watching the whole ordeal in luxury, while sipping cocktails and eating hors d'oeuvres (another reason that focus groups are so popular). 

The big downside of running traditional focus groups is cost. It takes cash to convince complete strangers to sit in a room with a bunch of other strangers and talk about their "dream portal." It takes cash to find people who dream about portals in the first place. It takes cash to pay someone who is skilled enough to talk to them. And you'd be surprised by how many Cosmopolitans and toothpicked snacks you can put away over the course of a few hour-long focus groups. As if that weren't enough, to do focus groups right, you should probably get the opinions of people in a few major metropolitan areas, which means costly hotels, airfare, and expense accounts (and yet another reason why focus groups are so popular). 

But if you lack the resources to rent facilities, hire facilitators, and wing your way from coast to coast, don't despair. The basic goal behind conducting focus groups is to gather the opinions of your target audience, and in most cases, this can be achieved on a shoe-string budget. 

If you're developing a college Web site, go to a college campus and put up fliers offering free beer, pizza, and perhaps a few bucks to anyone willing to spend an hour discussing Web sites. Provide a Web address that links to a short form that collects information about the respondent's Web usage, expected year of graduation, contact information, availability, etc. Use this information to put prospective participants in groups, and then schedule times to meet with them. 

Don't have a place to meet? Well, if you're buying pizza and beer in great enough quantities, I'm certain any pizza parlor would be happy to lend you their facilities. This plan, however, probably won't work so well if you want to show participants other Web sites (perhaps the competition) and solicit feedback about them. For this, you may have to invite participants to your office - an equally acceptable alternative as long as you can keep the pizza hot and the beer cold. 

If you choose to try your hand at holding your own focus groups, here are a few suggestions: 

1. Make up a discussion guide beforehand. This way you won't miss any critical questions. 

2. Create materials for respondents to react to (such as descriptions of product concepts, mock-ups, working prototypes, final product, and the like). 

3. Remain as objective as possible so you don't lead the respondents to parrot your views. 

4. Make sure everyone has a chance to provide input. Oftentimes you'll end up with one or two folks who think they are God's gift to focus groups. They dominate the conversation and dwarf individuals who have equally valid opinions but can't get a word in edgewise. Make sure to moderate the discussion, allowing all the participants to talk and provide information. 

5. Make video or audio recordings to help you remember what happened. You'd be amazed at how much forgotten stuff you can find in recordings. Recordings are also useful for sharing the session with colleagues who were absent from the focus group. 

6. Don't hog all the pizza or drink too much of the beer yourself. 

Usability Testing - 1, 2, 3

Any input is certainly good input, because we as Web developers tend to lose our perspective on projects we've invested so much time in. Any Web site you create is imbued with your assumptions and affinities about design, interface, and product requirements. After spending a month clicking that oh-so-clever, frosted-chocolate-doughnut help button or letting your brain adapt to the florescent-green background, it's impossible for you to take a step back and critically evaluate how these aspects of your Web site look to a first-time user. 

The friends-and-family approach is certainly a good way to get friends and family in on an IPO, but for usability testing, it is far better to watch a few members of your target audience click their way around the site. For that final look-see, there are a couple of choices: You can pay a professional company a bundle of cash to conduct user testing, or you can do it yourself. By this point, you must know that we're all in favor of do-it-yourself qualitative research. We especially like usability testing, in which developers have the opportunity to sit down with individual users as they surf the site. 

Unlike focus groups, the very nature of which bulges with people, user testing of Web sites works best one on one. Similar to focus groups, pizza and beer still apply, as does the method of recruiting participants. If standing on a street corner handing out fliers isn't your style, there are a few other effective methods for recruiting participants. Use your site's existing email lists or login data to find out which users live in your local area. Contact these users via email (assuming this is within the privacy agreement you presented when they initially gave you their addresses). You might be surprised at how many eagerly agree. If you don't have existing site data, put a link for "Free pizza and beer!" up on your site. The linking page, which will solicit participation in your new product test, will probably be your most heavily trafficked page. 

Here are a few helpful hints for conducting your own usability testing: 

1. Don't lead your tester through the site. Usability testing is about evaluating your site's ability to speak for itself, conveying the critical issues of navigation and product benefits to the user. As much as it pains you to watch users struggle, try to avoid grabbing the mouse and yelling "Click on the frosted chocolate doughnut, you moron!" Remember, the customer is always right. If they can't find what they need, perhaps you should consider making adjustments. You can, however, ask probing (not leading) questions to gauge users' expectations of navigation elements or product features before they click on them. But ultimately, the site needs to speak for itself; you won't be there to help each new user get settled in. And if you see a user passing through pages without noticing critical features or navigation tools, these features might need revamping. 

2. Keep the sessions moving. Now we're going to contradict ourselves. Sometimes, for the purposes of making the best use of the time, a little coaching may be necessary. If, through earlier sessions, you believe you've identified a major design issue that's troubling almost every user (but you haven't been able to fix it between testers!), assume that you'll change the problem spot; therefore, move users past it if they founder. Otherwise, you'll have spent two nights and $200 in beer and pizza to discover nothing more than your frosted-chocolate-doughnut navigation element wasn't nearly as clever as you thought. As far as the rest of the site goes, well, no one managed to get to it. When things like this come up, make a note, and then keep things moving. 

3. If possible, let natural usage patterns occur. If you have a decent number of participants, a great thing to do is observe the different usage styles of your testers and see how your site stands up against them. Some users might look for immediate access to interesting content via a "search our site" feature. Others might use your main menu. And still others might look for the site map. Remember that all kinds of users are out there. It's a good idea to see how each type is (or isn't) satisfied by your creation. 

4. If you don't have the time to conduct user testing yourself and have some extra money to spend, here are some companies that can help. Still, since you're the one who will be implementing any changes, we think it makes a lot of sense to be involved in the process and hear users comments first-hand.

Picking up Email Feedback

Email feedback is the type of qualitative data that developers receive through Feedback or Comment links on the site. It can range from one-line approvals ("Dude, your site rocks!") or disapprovals ("Man, this site is totally whack!") to 12-page testimony about how your site changed a life (examples of which will not be provided, but they're out there - we've seen them). Occasionally, email feedback comes in the form of a useful bug report, which is helpful for putting out fires. But as far as using user email to determine your site's overall performance or perception among your audience, you'd be better off using more structured approaches. But why? 

The important thing to remember about email feedback is that it is unsolicited and, as such, can be extremely biased. After all, these are users who loved or hated your site so much that they proactively sought out a means of contacting you to tell you all about it. Their observations may be valid and their opinions may be similar to those of your target market, but you can't really count on it. If you were to translate these users into people you know, they would be your parents and your ex-girl/boyfriends. In other words, their overall feelings for you predetermine their comments, which run along the lines of "I'm so proud of him/her" or "You won't believe what s/he's doing now." 

So don't despair when you get that email from someone saying your site is to the Web what the plague was to Europe. Instead, take a deep breath, relax, and then mail bomb the bastard from your AOL account. Or if you're a firm believer in karma, just delete the offending missive and move on. One of the best ways to tone down those booming voices and expand upon some of those one-liner email messages is to change your email feedback link into a short feedback survey form. 

Interpreting comments is quite a bit easier when you know something about the people saying them. When you provide users with a blank page to write on, you're leaving it entirely up to them to provide you with the fundamental information you're going to need to properly interpret their comments. 

So take matters into your own hands. If you're running a search engine, ask users how often they search overall, how often they search on your search engine, what types of things they search for, what other search engines they use, and how they would rate your search engine's design, navigation, and performance. At the bottom, be sure to provide an open-ended space for them to voice their opinions freely. The open-ended feedback will make a lot more sense when you examine it within the context of the respondents' relationships with the category and your site. 

If you don't know how to write a CGI to process your data, check out the Webmonkey article about form processing. If that seems like too much trouble, just set the Action attribute of the <form> tag to mail you the information directly. Sure, your engineering buddies will scoff and mock you, but who cares? You'll be sipping cocktails at a focus group instead of being hunted mercilessly by your sysadmin for crashing the live server with your runaway code (once again). 

All this talk of forms and CGIs is a nice introduction to our next topic, which we'll be covering extensively in Part 2 of this article: quantitative data. 

Market Research on the Web - Lesson 2

While qualitative research, which we discussed in Part 1, is fuzzy and visceral, quantitative research provides data you can chart, graph, and thoroughly geek out to. 

Quantitative research is usually conducted via surveys or behavioral tracking (e.g., logfile analysis). It's based on the principal that the characteristics of a randomly selected group of people will closely reflect the characteristics of the entire group from which the sample was taken. So, when marketers and site developers need to know, with relative certainty, the answers to specific questions, they should turn to quantitative methods of research. 

If you want to know what percentage of your users are women, focus groups or email feedback won't help you much. What you need is a survey. Similarly, you wouldn't embark on the development of a multimillion dollar product without first coming up with some decent estimates about the size of its market. Or would you? (Don't answer that.) 

And if you want to discover what additional features your users most want to see on your Web site or how your target market would react to different advertising messages, would you want to use quantitative or qualitative methods? The answer to that question varies depending on the many different factors particular to your situation. 

To help you decide what research solutions are best for you, the rest of this article will guide you through the different types of quantitative research and give you an overview of the most popular online research techniques. By the time you finish reading Part 2, you'll have a good idea of the tools at your disposal and when and where to use them. 

Let's start the tour with a little something called "primary research." 

Primary Research

In our experience, many Web companies operate under only the most subjective understanding of their current customer base and its needs. Often this "information" is comprised of equal parts a) customer feedback via email, b) random speculation, and c) artistic license. We've also noticed that a lot of Web companies lack a vision that remains consistent throughout the organization over time. As a result, their goals tend to vacillate wildly and their development efforts wander. 

Could it be that a company's lack of vision is directly related to its misunderstood customer base? 

We think so, and we hypothesize that a big contributor to the problem is the Web itself. Our medium of choice inherently keeps you several steps removed from your customer. Unlike the brick-and-mortar world, where you have direct and daily contact with your customers, the Web is an ethereal place where, in the absence of any hard evidence, it's difficult to get a bead on your customers or their needs. And if your organization lacks a confident, consistent, and thorough understanding of its customers, each person at your company will create his or her own version of The Customer, thereby directing his or her efforts toward meeting the perceived needs of this unique vision. This lack of a unified effort leads to heated arguments, misdirected development, and a general spinning of wheels. 

And that is why we believe you should consider primary research - the study of your current customer base - the cornerstone of your marketing research efforts. 

Traditionally, primary research is conducted by calling people at home or work or by sending questionnaires through the mail (which, one can only hope, are filled out completely and returned). Such surveys are often mailed with a crisp $1, $2, or even $5 bill as an incentive (read: guilt tactic). 

Unfortunately, withdrawing thousands of $1, $2, and $5 bills from your bank account is an expensive way to find out what percentage of your customers are men. It is, however, a great way to torment your bank teller. 

Luckily, our customers can be found at our Web sites, so we can use the Web to conduct our surveys. Conducting surveys on your Web site is known as site-centric research, and it is, in our opinion, the easiest, most inexpensive, and flexible method of executing online research. 

Site-centric Research

The Web is ideally suited to conducting surveys. HTML forms are standard and simple to code; the code for processing form data is relatively easy to write in Perl or ASP; and a few lines of JavaScript are all it takes to sample a random and representative selection of your users. 

Once built, the survey and the sampling code do all the work for you, while you sit back and concentrate on more pressing issues (like cross-posting clips of the new Star Wars movie). There are no envelopes to stuff, no stamps to lick, and there are no ill-informed phone interviewers pronouncing Yahoo! like a cowboy because of the exclamation point (this was an actual problem we personally witnessed). 

Best of all, you can leverage the dynamic and interactive aspects of the Web to create extremely rigorous study designs and realistic product experiences for respondents to evaluate. 

Say you are running a music review site and you want to determine whether you should include RealAudio clips, MP3 clips, or both. You could create a survey that implements an experimental design, randomly splitting the group of survey respondents into three groups. The first group could see a sample review with only RealAudio clips, the second an MP3-only version, and the third the review with both RealAudio and MP3 available. 

Each group could then answer questions that would probe into their degree of satisfaction with the review and whether they would use a review feature like this one in the future. Since the groups would be created on an entirely random basis, and all else would be held constant, the only differences in the ratings would arise out of the differences inherent in each of the three groups. 

In this example, the group given the review with both RealAudio and MP3 would probably be the most satisfied with the review. But by how much? Would the lift in satisfaction be enough to justify all that additional server space, encoding time, and bandwidth? Or could you get by with just having RealAudio samples? 

Granted, this is a pretty advanced example of site-centric research, but it does serve to show how powerful it can be. Perhaps we should take a step back, however, and give you some examples of less-complicated, site-centric research - the audience profile, for instance. 

The Audience Profile

The most basic, and arguably the most valuable, quantitative assessment that sites can undertake is gaining a thorough understanding of their users as people. How old are they? How much do they earn? Are they students or working stiffs? Are they Web newbies or Web veterans? 

While audience profile studies can contain questions about any aspect of your audience, they typically will cover demographics, Webographics, corpographics, and fundamental questions about users' relationships with your site and how they originally learned of it. These studies can provide an accurate picture of your user and improve every aspect of your Web site. 

For example: 

If you are a developer, knowing the percentage of your users who are first-time visitors, their overall level of Web experience, or the speed of their Internet connections will help you make critical decisions about interface, content, and features. 

If you are an editor, understanding the educational level, age, and gender of your users will help you tailor the subject and tone of your content to resonate instead of alienate. 

If you are in marketing or sales, reliable information on gender, income, occupation, or industry can help you sell your audience to advertisers or pursue profitable business development deals. Data on which sources, both offline and online, drive awareness of your site can inform outbound marketing efforts. 

Another way to get inside the heads of your users is by dividing and conquering them through segmentation studies.

Segmentation Studies

Few sites have entirely homogeneous audiences. Unless you are targeting a very specific niche, you'll probably want to meet the needs of a variety of target markets. Segmentation studies attempt to identify distinct subpopulations in your audience and assess their unique needs and expectations. By developing these segments, site developers can identify which groups are most valuable and strategically important, and then focus features and content to suit them. 

A segmentation study might divide your audience into heavy, moderate, and light users of the site. It may turn out that heavy users access the site five times more than moderate users and 10 times more than light users. If you are an advertisement-supported site, this means that heavy users account for a disproportionate amount of your revenue. 

Therefore, when marketing your site, you'll want to focus on the characteristics of the heavy users and leverage that knowledge to advertise to similar individuals. Why? Because people similar to your heaviest users will probably find the most value in your site and become heavy users themselves. 

Furthermore, when developing new features for your site, consider paying attention to the needs of your moderate users. Perhaps there is some element missing from your site that's preventing them from becoming heavy users. But if you revamp anything, be very attentive to the needs of your heavy users. You want them to continue using your site like mad. Make sure you don't cause them to use the site any less. 

As you can see, using the data you get from your visitor information can require a light touch. The best way to make sure you're not improving the site experience for one group of people at the expense of another group, you need a thorough understanding of the the way your different visitors use and relate to your site. And that's the kind of in-depth info a site evaluation can give you. 

Site Evaluation

Site evaluation studies go one step beyond simply understanding who your users are as people (or segmenting them into meaningful groups). These studies investigate how visitors use and relate to your site. 

Site evaluation studies typically have the most value when they are conducted prior to the beginning of a major site overhaul. The idea behind the site evaluation is to find out what your current site is (and isn't) doing to achieve your objectives. This way, your team can go forward armed with a better idea of how the last implementation worked out and with a consensus about the areas in need of improvement. 

In this type of study, respondents are questioned about various aspects of the site's performance. For example, survey takers might be asked about their usage level with regard to various features or sections, and how satisfied they are with each in terms of design, navigation, and content value. 

Of course, you can find out which sections of your site are most popular by looking at your server logs, but log analysis won't tell you whether the heavily accessed areas are visited because they contain the most desirable information - and whether this is despite the fact that they're difficult to use. They also won't tell you whether visitors thought the section would be useful initially, but found it was totally useless once they visited. Finally, those log files won't tell you when users stumble upon a buried area of your site and find it incredibly valuable - indicating that a redesign, featuring this area more prominently, could boost usage. 

While all this info about your users and their traffic patterns is extremely valuable, there is still more research to be done if you want to keep up with the Joneses. 

Competitive Analysis Study

Your site doesn't operate in a vacuum. Your users are constantly in danger of being lured away by the superior quality or high-powered marketing of sites similar to yours. Competitive studies determine which of these sites your users access most frequently and, more importantly, why. 

By comparing the performance of certain attributes of your site to the performance of similar attributes on your competitors' pages, you can determine which aspects of your site are tip-top and which don't stack up, thus leave you vulnerable to losing users. 

This information enables you to improve the competitively weak areas of your site and reduce attrition to competitive sites. Conversely, you can work at moving users of competitive products to the exclusive use of yours by showcasing and marketing areas in which you excel over the competition. 

But one of the best ways to build a site that's appealing to your users is to seek their opinions before and during the development process. 

Product Development Study

Similar to our earlier example of the music-review site, product development studies show concepts or early versions of new products to a small subset of your current user base. 

In many ways, these studies are like quantitative versions of focus groups or usability testing. Because the results are quantitative rather than qualitative, however, the studies can be conducted using a larger, more representative sample of your user base. As such, you can be confident that the feedback you solicit is representative of your entire audience or at least of the segment you're most interested in reaching. 

Product development research is probably one of the most powerful research tools available to Web developers. By incorporating this type of research into your development process, you can predict which products or features your audience demands. Furthermore, you can ensure that your execution is in line with your audience's needs and expectations, which increases the likelihood of a successful launch. 

Currently, we know of only a few companies that have shifted away from qualitative analysis and are increasingly relying on quantitative concept testing and product development methods. This is largely because the creation of truly effective quantitative product development strategies requires an in-depth knowledge of a site's users and their needs. Also, in order for user feedback to make sense, the users must be efficiently segmented into meaningful groups. But most difficult, a company must have explicitly stated goals for its product and a clearly articulated business objective. All of these are elements that few sites have managed to pull together. 

So far. 

As competition becomes increasingly fierce and company decision-making processes become more data-driven, these highly effective methods of understanding your customers and developing products designed to meet their needs will soon be widespread. 

But you don't need to worry about that now. Start by doing a site-centric-based audience-profile study of your users, and see where that takes you. Even better, get someone else to do it for you - like (ahem) SiteCentric, for instance. 

While all these kinds of primary research can be mighty revealing, you can also learn plenty from syndicated research. 

Syndicated Research

While primary research is focused on understanding your share of the market, syndicated research is designed to understand the market as a whole. 

Syndicated research is often conducted on a national scale and involves hundreds, if not thousands, of participants. This means that you get a big, fairly reliable picture of what's going on across the entire country, instead of just in your neck of the woods or on your site. If you're hoping to sell your product to people across the nation (or world, for that matter), you'll probably want to get your hands on data that is equally as broad in scope. Since nationally representative research is very expensive to conduct, however, you may find that syndicated information is the only cost-effective way of getting it. 

Sharing the cost among a broad base of users is the idea behind syndicated research. Lots of people have the same basic questions that they need answered, and answering these questions can be extremely expensive for any individual customer. But by sharing the cost among many users, major issues can be investigated very rigorously without the price being prohibitively high. Yet, it still isn't exactly cheap. Prices for syndicated research can range from roughly US$300 for a subscription to a newsletter-style report to more than $10,000 for the rights to get a peek at the data on, say, the online buying habits of Quake-playing retirees. 

Once you spend a chunk of change on syndicated research data, what should you do with it? 

Syndicated research is a good way to shape your company's long-term strategies. You might use it to pick up important base-line information about the market size and target market composition for a new product you are considering. Or you can use it to keep up-to-date on the shifts occurring in a market that you are already in so you can stay ahead of the game and meet the market as it comes around the next corner. 

Unfortunately, there is a catch (there always is). You may find that the one-size-fits-all approach of syndicated research leaves you with many unanswered questions. For example, you might learn from a syndicated report that 50 percent of Web-using college students plan to purchase a book online in the next year. While that's a good start, suppose your business concept revolves around selling textbooks. You don't know what part of that 50 percent is buying textbooks, comic books, Danielle Steele novels, whatever. 

But syndicated research can be an excellent jumping off point, and plenty of companies would love to show you what they've got. Two of the biggest providers in the online arena are Forrester Research and Jupiter Communications. 

While syndicated research concentrates on forces affecting the market you do business in, it typically ignores the position of your company in that space. To discover how the market views your company's products or concepts, you'll have to conduct your own nationally representative research. 

Panel Research

Prior to the Web, conducting nationally representative research was pretty simple. You hired a bunch of people to sit at phones and randomly call a nationwide sample of consumers (a process known as random digit dial phone research), asking them questions about cars, salad dressings, or crockpots. It was simple: It relied on the one thing that nearly every household has (besides a toilet, of course, but we strongly recommend you avoid conducting a survey through the john), and that's the phone. At the very least, you'd be able to call people at dinner time and force them to take part in your "very important national study." With the Web, it's trickier. You can't exactly solicit the entire Web population at random, and even if you could, it just wouldn't be kosher. Trust us. 

One alternative is to continue using the trusty old phone to get a hold of your Web users. But that's very expensive. The cost of traditional phone survey research is largely driven by the amount of hours the interviewers spend making the calls necessary to gather your data. Say you're trying to pinpoint the number of Web-using college students that would buy textbooks online, and further, what types of books that would most interest them. The following equation shows you approximately how many initial contacts you'd need to make in order to get feedback from just 100 people. 

Total US population, multiplied by the percentage of college students (let's say it's 2 percent of the US population), multiplied by the percentage who currently use the Web (say 60 percent of college students), multiplied by the percentage who would use the Web to buy books (say 50 percent of Web-using college students), multiplied by the percentage who would use the Web to buy textbooks (say 70 percent of Web-using college students who'd buy books on the Web). 

So, given the wildly inaccurate percentage assumptions we pulled out of our hats, you could expect your chances of getting a hold of the right person on any given call to be about .42 percent (.02( x .60 x .5 x .70 = 0.0042). This means that, to get your 100 people, you'd need to call more than 24,000 angry dinner eaters. Oh, and we forgot to tell you that at least half of those people you call would never even tell you whether they were in college, let alone what they thought about buying textbooks over that newfangled Web thing. So take that number and double it: You'd need to make nearly 48,000 calls to get 100 measly completed surveys. Ugh. 

So that's where panels come in. Smart research companies have come to recognize that it is way too expensive to do some types of research for Web-based clients. What they are doing instead is creating large databases of Web users who agree to be contacted for the purposes of surveys. These Web users initially complete an extensive questionnaire about themselves (e.g., I am a college student; I like rock music; I want to buy a car in the next three years). 

Research companies can then select samples of Web users with specific characteristics (in our example, Web-using college students) from the existing database and survey them about the topic at hand (online book purchasing). This approach has given Web companies a fighting chance at getting to the right people and asking them the right questions. 

Now, before you start thinking that panels are the answer to your prayers, there are some things you should consider. 

1. Panels ain't cheap. It costs lots and lots to recruit, maintain, and survey a panel. Expect to pay more than $10,000 to talk to a decent panel and ask anything of value. 

2. Good panels are built by large companies. Since it costs so much to develop a good panel, the ones that are worth checking out have been backed with the resources of large market research firms. Sometimes, dealing with larger firms (especially if you are a small fish) can be a trying experience. Of course, the big wigs are looking to develop partnerships with the high-rolling clients that can help them make their investment pay off. Still, if you want quality, that's who you have to talk to. 

3. Not all panels are created equal. A good panel needs a sizable sampling of respondents to reflect the entire group that it's attempting to represent. So, a nationally representative panel (probably what you're looking for if you are considering using a panel in the first place) should have the same relative share of men, women, students, retirees, firemen, and homicidal maniacs that you would find if you picked up the phone 48,000 times and tried to do the study on your own. 

And here's (yet another) catch: Though a panel might appear to be nationally representative on the surface, looks could be deceiving. 

The manner in which consumers are contacted, solicited, and enrolled in the panel can also affect its quality. For example, some participants are solicited via Web banners and other marketing-type approaches. These banners often tout the cash and prizes you could win by just "clicking here." What's the big deal, you ask? After all, ad banners are everywhere, and what better way to reach lots of Web users than through banners? True, but if you consider that ad-banner clickthroughs hover somewhere between 1 and 2 percent, you'll realize that this "nationally representative" panel actually consists of the 2 percent nation of banner clickers! 

Now while it's possible that people's propensity to click on a banner has nothing to do with the rest of their consumer behavior and characteristics, I wouldn't actually bet my company on it. After all, if you wanted to gauge reaction to several new advertising concepts, would you rather show them to the tiny share of Web users who click on banners or to the other 98 percent who the ad really needs to impact? 

So, while we won't go into excruciating detail about the best ways of building, maintaining, and weighting a panel, we will suggest that you inquire into the recruitment methodology. Random digit dial phone solicitation is good because it is more likely to get a hold of people who are like the real consumers you need to understand. Approaches that rely on panel members proactively seeking out and joining panels are generally more suspect, because you can end up with a bunch of people who have nothing better to do with their time than take survey after survey in the hope of one day winning a fabulous cruise to Cabo San Lucas. 

Before investing in the use of a panel, ask yourself the following question: "Is it necessary for my information to be nationally representative, or can I find the answers to my questions by using my existing audience?" If you can't use primary research among your site users to get the data you need, then ask yourself, "Is there a syndicated source where I can get the information cheaper than using a nationally representative panel?" If there is no decent syndicated source, then check out some of these companies. 

The Bottom Line

Throughout the two parts of this article we've covered many of the major kinds of online research available to site developers. We've attempted to do so without putting you to sleep. There are, of course, many types of research we've not touched upon. This is partly because we wanted to focus on the most valuable approaches. We also felt that discussing the more esoteric research methods would have been a sure-fire snooze alarm for our readers. 

Sure, sure, on the surface, market research can be a bit dry. We, however, choose to think of it as an exciting quest for knowledge, a mission in search of truth, a journey that boldly goes where no human has gone before. 

Actually, that's a lie. Market research is more than dry; it's downright boring - except when it involves beer and pizza (duh!). But a lot of really effective things are boring. And as a site developer, you have to look at the bottom line: Using marketing research will help make your site better and more profitable. Period. 

So go get started - and try to have a little fun doing it. 
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