Comparison of Online and Mall Intercept Data Collection Methods for Concept & Message Testing

	
	Online
	Mall Intercept

	Best for tasks like…
	· Knowledge/Attitude/Behavior (KAB) surveys

· Flagging problems at the concept & message development stage 

· Validating brief print or electronic materials with closed-ended questions 
	· KAB information benefiting from probing

· Concept & message testing

· Validating brief print or electronic materials benefiting from prompts 



	Audience
	· Skews toward younger and more highly educated respondents

· Inability to verify that respondents meet criteria sought (e.g., children could respond to surveys targeting adults)
	· Can approximate random samples 



	Open-ended questions
	· Coded into categories

· Very limited ability to probe
	· Makes available rich data, more time-consuming to organize and analyze

	Security issues
	· Higher risk of draft materials & services being “leaked”
	· More control over products 

	Quality of responses
	· Varies, can be more likely to have vague or unusable responses
	· Managed by interviewer, more likely to be usable and can provide “added value” through probing

	Considerations for material testing
	· Best for images with minimal text to read
	· Can be used for reviewing more text content

	Likelihood of Interviewer Bias
	· Less likely, but at the cost of some questions not understood or unusable answers 
	· More likely to have bias in the form of leading questions or incorrect information from interviewers, and tendencies of respondents to answer in socially acceptable manner

	Costs
	· Lower
	· Higher

	Turnaround time
	· More effort needed at front end to ensure working skip patterns and suitable visual presentation

· Completion of surveys and results can usually be accomplished in less than a week
	· Analysis of transcripts or notes from an equal number of interviews requires considerably more time

	Management effort
	· Minimal effort required during data collection
	· Effort is required for training interviewers and monitoring data collection


The following section provides more explanation of considerations for combined mall and online testing, as well as lessons learned. 
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General Considerations

· Consider whether the types of materials being tested are best suited for online and/or mall methods. Items that are very long or that are in a potentially confusing format (e.g., storyboards) may be better presented in person. Selecting an in-person method also requires careful consideration, however. For example, mall intercepts are expected to be brief encounters whereas focus groups can last up to several hours. 

· It is also beneficial if the materials being tested look similar to the final product (e.g., testing a rough cut of a PSA instead of a storyboard). This gives respondents a more realistic idea of what the final product will look like and may help avoid suggestions that are irrelevant, such as “use real people.”

· Consider whether an online or in-person method will work best to reach your target audience and what method will elicit the best responses. While an online survey may not be suitable for reaching a less technologically savvy audience such as the elderly, it may be appropriate for mothers with young children. On the other hand, a mall intercept may work well for reaching the elderly and not work as well for mothers who are likely to have their children with them in the mall. 
· Ask only the most essential questions in order to maximize the quality of data gathered from participants before inducing fatigue. Also, bear in mind that mall or online participants may experience distractions that prevent them from devoting their full attention to the survey, so it is best to keep the survey as succinct as possible.

· Use cognitive response or interviews as part of pre-testing questions to ensure they are understood by the priority audience.

· Since both online and mall methods appear to give comparable data on some queries (e.g., which PSA concept is preferred, which scenes need revision), it may not be necessary to do an equal number of online and mall surveys if time and costs are a consideration. 

Audience Considerations

· Be specific about quotas if these are important. If there is a threshold in mind for specific groups, this is important to clarify up front. Keep in mind that a “national survey” online will not always generate a distribution mirroring U.S. demographics. Similarly, respondents selected for mall intercepts are not necessarily chosen at random and therefore may not be representative of the target population. If specific percentages or numbers are required for certain groups, these should be specified early in the process.

· Prioritize the screening categories. If recruiters have difficulty filling specific segments, consider a contingency plan to make up the difference by filling other segments. 

Logistical Considerations
· Specify with the vendor how data should be cleaned and in what format you need the data returned (e.g., whether/how to include open-ended responses in the data file, or what specific cross-tabs are most important).
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General Considerations

· Ensure up front that the desired audience is reachable online, particularly if the sample relies on a Web panel that has a defined membership. 

· Clarify any security concerns early and as specifically as possible. In cases where materials are extremely sensitive, online testing may not be the best choice of methodology because you are not in full control of the materials each participant sees. Also, although steps can be taken to deter distribution of drafts or rough cuts, it is impossible to guarantee complete security when materials are made available online.

· While non-response of online respondents did not appear to be a major factor in this study, it has the potential to delay completion of the survey or add additional costs. Thus, it is important to be mindful of respondents’ time and attention span when designing the length and content of a survey. 

Logistical Considerations

· Keep in mind that, while online data collection can usually generate results faster compared to traditional methods, it may not be possible to conduct the research as quickly as hoped. Adequate time must be allotted for procedural requirements, namely procuring a vendor following good business practices (e.g., comparing three bids, checking references, etc.), and securing clearances from IRB or OMB. Other important considerations for timelines should include designing and approving instruments, and developing sample materials. 

· Send the vendor a sample of the material to be tested, in the exact format that will be used (e.g., pdf, jpg, Windows media, etc.). If there are delays in preparing the samples for the research, send an example using a similar format.

· The survey instrument should be finalized prior to programming the survey. Once it is programmed, it is difficult to make changes and may be more time consuming to sort data.

· Pre-test the survey thoroughly in order to estimate the length of time required and to ensure that all potential programming errors are caught.
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Interviewer Considerations

· Do not rely on interviewers being able to probe respondents without prior training. It may be necessary to conduct a formal training in which the interviewers can go over the instrument and practice probing before they actually go into the field. 

· To avoid leading the respondent or providing misinformation regarding the intent of the materials being tested, interviewers should be briefed on when it is acceptable to provide clarification and what is appropriate to say. 

· Interviewers should assure participants that they do not have a vested interest in the research being conducted and participants should feel free to answer honestly. This includes answering “no” or “unsure.” 
· Interviewers should be properly trained in the use of recording equipment. Inexperience using audio recorders can result in poor sound quality, incomplete transcripts, and difficulty comprehending the interviewees’ responses.
Logistical Considerations

· Prior to beginning mall intercepts, a good system must be established for data collection to ensure consistency across intercept locations. It is important that all intercept locations follow the same procedures regarding data labeling (e.g., referring to participants according to a set naming convention) so that data can be matched up with recordings, transcripts, and any interviewer notes. 

