
Elevated Insights and the Industry Unite: 
Problematic respondents in marketing 
research; understanding how to handle 

professional, lazy or inattentive 

respondents and fraud.

B e a t i n g 
t he

C h e a t e r s

ELEVATED INSIGHTS



Beating the Cheaters

Co-Authored  
Debbie Balch  
Cailee Osterman  
JoeyTorretto

Editor
Allena Nimetz

Elevated Insights  
525 N. Tejon Street
Colorado Springs, CO 80903  
(719)590-9999
info@elevatedinsights.com 
http://www.elevatedinsights.com

ELEVATED INSIGHTS 2

mailto:info@elevatedinsights.com
http://www.elevatedinsights.com/


ELEVATED INSIGHTS 3

Co n t e n t s

Introduction

Quantitative Research

Leading or Price-Focused Advertising 

Professional Respondents

Poor Sample Quality 

Survey Design

Data Cleaning

Qualitative Research

Professionals

Posers

Passive Participants 

Lazy Recruiters

Get Involved



A
Many of the challenges to the industry –
professional respondents, fraud, bots, and 
posers – simply weren’t issues in the 1990’s.

In addition to issues pertaining to how
research is fielded, I was further intrigued 
with the evolution and merging of methods. 
Because of the larger base sizes available 
affordably through online tools, qualitative 
has shifted to become more quantitative. 
With the help of chatbots in fielding and 
text analytics in reporting, quantitative 
can incorporate more open-ended, rich 
feedback. Research methodologies are 
merging and becoming more of a hybrid.

While this is an exciting time, a hybrid 
approach means problematic respondents
don’t just impact one area of research. The 
far-reaching impact must be considered in 
qualitative, quantitative, sample, recruiting 
– many sides of the industry.

Debbie Balch
Founder,
President

INTRO D U CTI ON
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A dynamic, 
transforming industry 

little background on me, my 
company and why Elevated 
Insights has taken on the issue

of problematic respondents…  

Over the years I have conducted hundreds 
of qualitative and quantitative research 
studies from both the consumer and
supplier sides; I understand the challenges 
of both roles. When I started my career in 
the early ‘90s, I worked on the client side
with P&G and Pepsi. During this time, I 
conducted qualitative and quantitative 
research until finally breaking off after 10
years to form my own company specializing 
in qualitative techniques. As the business 
grew, I slowly returned to incorporating 
quantitative methods into our research 
toolkit. I’ve now been researching for the
better part of three decades and continue
to be amazed at the massive changes in 
our industry. Separating from quantitative 
and then re-entering after some time 
away provided an especially clear view of 
just how different everything had become.



Elevated Insights is positioned to take on 
this issue because of our unique role 
within the market – we are full-service, 
yet boutique. So many research 
companies specialize in a single aspect of 
the market research deliverable; since 
Elevated Insights is full-service, we have 
the opportunity to steward research 
efforts full-circle. From identifying the 
problem, to qualitative to quantitative 
and back again, we develop insights and 
provide specific recommendations along 
the way.

We are immersed in the entire project 
lifecycle and work closely as a team on the 
full effort. This provides the unique 
opportunity to identify when different 
pieces of the research are suspect. As an 
example, if a qualitative recruit is 
especially challenging, we’d expect the 
quantitative screening to be similarly 
challenging – and the range of sentiments 
and habits should hang together (although 
perhaps shift proportions) across phases.

The ability to examine quantitative 
research techniques from a qualitative 
perspective (and vice-versa) has enabled us 
to establish and reapply best practices in 
beating the cheaters across multiple 
methods of research.

I am driven by a deep love for market 
research. I’ve consistently seen research 
improve ideas and yield successful 
initiatives over the years – I know the value 
market research provides. I hope that by 
bringing these issues to the forefront, we 
can band together as an industry, combine 
our best practices, and emerge stronger.
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Refers to the actual third rail used in electric rail 
systems which carries a high voltage, so touching it is 

extremely dangerous.
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BAC KGR O U N D

The Cheaters of
Market Research:

A THIRD
RAIL ISSUE

A third rail – an issue that most don’t want to touch 
because it’s too controversial.



 42% of North 
American 
survey 
respondents 
claim to 
participate in
market
research once
a week or more
often. (GRIT 
2017 Global 
Sample Source 
Study)

 ComScore 
cites that 
20% of 
respondents 
complete 
80% of 
surveys

 Optimus and other 
algorithmic screen 
methods routinely 
remove 15-20% of 
responses for likely 
fraudulent activity
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Problematic respondents are a third-rail issue 
in the market research industry – quality 
issues aren’t discussed or addressed
publicly out of the concern that the 
research field could lose credibility. 

Technology has lent research an increased 
level of agility; sample and panel 
companies have massive reach and can get 
research feedback in a relatively short 
time-frame. Simultaneously, corporate 
researchers operate in an increasingly 
competitive and fast- moving 
environment, pushing research partners 
for immediate data to influence actionable
business decisions. 

But there must be a balance, and we in the
industry must hold ourselves and one
another accountable.

Companies that have taken the plunge 
into quantifying quality control issues have
discovered some unsettling realities:

 EI buys top-
notch sample, 
focuses 
intently on 
survey design, 
and still 
regularly 
replaces 15-
20% with our 
cleaning 
process



An Industry Call to Action

ELEVATED INSIGHTS 9

• Lead the charge! Educate your 

organization on the challenges the 

industry faces – you can 

simultaneously provide ROI case 

studies on the need for market 

research. You have the ultimate power

as the purchaser of research.

• Consider triangulation or hybrid 

methods for consistency checks.

Demonstrate your dedication to 

sample quality with quantitative 

research – ask who the respondents 

are, how they were sourced, how they

are validated, and frequency of 

participation.

End Users – Research Purchasers

A
t Elevated Insights, we believe an
answer to the fight for data quality
requires a collective effort by the

.

Some professional participants
have created blogs to share their hacks:

industry – as a whole – to improve.
Corporate researchers should seek
partners that are committed to quality, 
and researchers should seek both data 
collection and sample partners committed
to truthful responses. Below are areas
where we believe additional quality
initiatives can be incorporated into
research efforts across several areas of the
industry.

• Hold yourself accountable. If you 

utilize DIY approaches/websites, 

conduct quality checks on sample/ 

past participation in line with what 

you expect from outside suppliers.

• Select the fastest and highest value 

route to truth; don’t focus solely on 

the fastest/cheapest bid.

• Push back on internal clients to 

preserve the respondent experience 

through visual elements, brevity, and 

experiences to engage respondents.

• Select Fill out the questionnaire or 

online activity yourself using a mobile 

device, and take a stab at answering 

the questions in qualitative to catch 

potential opportunities to improve 

design.



Sample Companies

• Cap participation frequency.

• Share best practices with each other.

• Use the techniques available (digital 

finger printing, GPS verification, etc.) and

drop the lower quality sample.

• Share blacklists within the industry. Track

number of panels, overlap, and 

participation stats and make these

available.

• Utilize multiple methods to source

respondents.

• Rather than offering “tiered” options for 

sample quality/validation, drop subpar

options.

Qualitative Recruiters / Facilities

• Consistently explain to dialers/recruiters 

the background and objective of the project

– help them know what to listen for during 

recruitment.

• Incent fairly for the time/effort involved. 

Personally answer the screener and the 

homework to confirm the length of the

respondent "ask."

• Add consistency checks in the screener –

re-ask questions in several ways; for "user"

or "loyal user" groups, ask brands-used 

open-ended vs. check-box. We also request 

photos or videos of physical products as

proof.

• Link the articulation question to the topic

at hand. For example, in a sensory project, 

ask for a description of their favorite pizza 

crust in town – probe on texture, taste, etc.

• When names are misspelled, pay and send 

the participant. Remove them from your 

database and/or block them from future 

studies – this is a method to fly under the 

radar for frequent participation.

• Conduct rescreens when recruits arrive 

at the facility – if respondents change 

their answers, pay, send, and block. And 

consider investing in a live rescreener vs. 

written questions – respondents are 

more likely to be truthful when speaking 

to a real person.

• If supplementing the recruit with 

sample, ask sample companies about 

using third party sources, the approved 

number of participated panels, the 

number of surveys sent to respondents, 

and whether samples are validated.

We all have a role; we need 
full integration within 

research teams and to work 
together through the steps.

• Limit past participation (accurately 

track it, respondents’ claims of 

participation can be wildly under-

represented) and don’t overuse your 

panel.

• Verbally screen respondents who are 

initially recruited online via a link/ 

quantitative screening tool.

• Train recruiters to re-ask qualification 

questions without any change of verbal

inflection to avoid a cue to desired 

responses.

• Require respondents to present their ID

upon arrival at a facility.
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Incentive/Fulfillment Firms

• Notify quantitative or qualitative providers

if you pay the same person more than 

once; their information should be

scrubbed from the results.

• Notify sample company of any 

respondents who are fraudulent or try

to cash a check twice.

• Forward fraudulent contact information

to industry blacklists – prevent them 

from participating in future studies.

Strategists

• Acknowledge challenges exist; it’s worth

the effort to design around them.

• Build enough time into your timeline to

dig, discover, and ask questions.

• Consider a multi-modal/hybrid or 

triangulation approach to listen for 

repeated themes.

• Note inconsistencies with insights… dig to

get to the bottom.

When designing your approach, 
consider hybrid methods or a 

triangulation approach.
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Be sure to build in consistency 
checks throughout the stages and

allow time in the project timeline to 
deliver quality.



Beating the Cheaters
Optimizing Quality through each

Phase of theStudy

Designing Approach

Bidding and Vetting

Sample or Recruiter

Screening

Survey Design

Interview

Reporting and
Recommendations

Cleaning and Analysis
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A Big Problem
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nline surveys currently dominate 
the quantitative market research 
space and for good reason. O

We, as researchers, can get feedback from 
thousands of people from all over the world in 
a matter of days. However, the anonymity 
that online surveys provide has had a huge
impact on the validity of data collected.

Unrealistic Expectations

When we (Elevated Insights) first started 
this case study, we thought a good first 
step was to take a look at online surveys 
from a respondent’s perspective. We asked 
one of our newest assistant researchers,
Austin, to act as someone who heard 
there were opportunities to get paid from 
taking online surveys, but had never taken
any. Austin started where most people 
would: Google. One of the first things he
noticed was a barrage of advertising aimed 
at recruiting people to start taking online
surveys. 

Panel advertising and messaging, like the 
images on the right, can be a big catalyst
for lower quality responses. Depending on 
their content, ads may cause participants 
to enter a survey with the expectation to 
earn easy money with little effort. The 
credibility of the market research industry 
is rooted in honest, thoughtful insights,
and this creates a serious issue. 

With leading copy points, panel and survey 
invitations can also cue the desired type of 
respondent and cause some to fabricate their 
answers in order to qualify. 

Another worrisome discovery Austin made 
was the existence of message boards where 
people who make significant money from 
online surveys discuss their tips and tricks. As 
expected, discussions are centered around 
how to qualify for more surveys in order to 
make more money, primarily fabricating 
information on some level – personal 
demographics, product usage, and 
participation frequency, to name a few. Online 
chatter continues to degrade the quality of 
responses and we need to be very careful of 
who completes surveys.



Professional Respondents

It’s likely that “professional respondents” are 
even more prevalent in quantitative research
(vs. qualitative), because they have the 
luxury of hiding behind a computer screen. 
According to CivicScience, one-third of 
panelists in the United States belong to more
than one panel; clearly, there are more than 
a few veteran survey-takers out there.

Some people in the industry argue that
“professional respondents” provide honest, 
thoughtful answers, and we think this is true 
in some cases. However, if the goal of a 
“professional respondent” is to take as many 
surveys as possible, their path toward that 
goal is likely to intrinsically include methods
that undermine data quality.

matching variable is cross-referenced
to prevent someone from taking the
same survey twice. However, tech-
savvy survey-takers develop ways
around this. Some will:

• Create multiple IPaddresses 
through VPNs

• Clear cookies or browser history so
the survey platform doesn’t recognize 
they were there before
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Duplicating responses: It’s standard

to “de-dupe” when distributing
surveys, meaning some sort of

Employing Bots and Autofill
Software: The most fraudulent

of veteran survey-takers may use 
programs that automatically fill out 
surveys on their behalf. As artificial 
intelligence and machine learning
improves, and the gap between human 
and machine thinking narrows, we think
this practice will become more and more
of an issue.

• Create different contact 
information for various panels

Posing: Many respondents look to

see what demographic a study or

screening questions accordingly. If a 21-

year-old male survey-taker knows that your 
study is looking for 60-year-oldwomen, he
might say he is one in order to qualify.

sample is looking to reach, and fill out 

Due to the anonymity of online surveys and 
the likely over-index of professional 
respondents in quantitative research, it is 
imperative that the industry understands the 
various fraudulent techniques that some 
professionals employ. Below are the three 
things we see most often:
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Sample Quality

Sample companies have grown immensely 
over the past few years. Their reach is 
incredibly valuable and allows the 
industry to compile insights faster than 
ever before. However, a fear of ours is 
that, as panels get larger and larger and 
professional respondents get smarter and 
smarter, the incidence of poor responses
will rise in tandem.

At Elevated Insights, we think great 
survey research starts with the highest
quality sample. Now, we aren’t a sample 
company, and we won’t pretend to be
one; but, we have done quite a bit of 
research on the preventative measures
that reputable sample companies take 
to ensure quality. Some of the things we 
look for include

Geolocation checks: Software that

Cross-references: Validate respondent 

information via other  databases or

• Participation limits: Once a  
respondent has taken a survey,  

lists. This can be  particularly useful for 
addresses or phone numbers; many 
people have multiple email addresses  (or 
can create new ones); fewer  people have 
multiple physical addresses or phone 
numbers.

“‘We put two questions that are 
ostensibly mutually exclusive, then do 
a quick cross tab to make sure things 

look all right...another is optional 
open ends with multiple text boxes.”

Susan - Directions Research

prohibit eligibility for future  surveys until a
certain amount of  time has passed.

confirms the location of survey-takers
based on their IP addresses.

“Be honest with clients that lower
incidence rates and ‘cheap’ CPI is a
direct conflict with quality, usable

results.”

Walter - Pelegrin Research

the survey-taker’s device; this can help to de-
dupe and cross reference against fraudulent 
lists, etc. We particularly recommend you use 
a sample company that employs browser 
agnostic fingerprints to prevent respondents 
from using a new browser to appear as a new 
device. 

Device fingerprints: Softwarethat
records a multitude of details on
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At the end of the day it’s up to us, as sample
buyers, to ask questions and confirm quality 
control measures are put into effect. Ask 
your sample partners how people were
recruited to the panel, ask if they employ 
quality assurance measures, and ask if they
will replace poor responses.

We feel the more preventative measures
sample companies take, the more likely their
panelists will produce quality data. You may 
be able to find cheaper sources, but when
the integrity of your insights is on the line,
this is not an area to cut costs. Although
there are exceptions, you often get what you
pay for in the world of sample. We are always 
willing to pay a higher CPI and spend a few
more days fielding the survey if it means we
have more confidence in our data.

• Unique IDs: Give respondents a 
unique ID or code they have to 

Validate the sample: There are 
third party companies that 

Execute some of these checks, and 
others, for various panels throughout 
the industry. Often the sample is then
referred to as “validated sample.”

Enter before entering a survey; only 
those invited can participate.

Geolocation 
Checks

Device/Digital 
Fingerprinting

Unique 
ID/Code

Cross-
Referencing

Participation 
Limits

Validated 
Sample

Data Quality 

“It’s our experience that if the 
research is well designed, requires 

participant creativity and is 
presented as a collaboration - the 

data is both truthful and 
insightful.”

Jaime - SusOpiniones
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Survey Design

While conducting due diligence and 
selecting top-notch sample positively 
affects data quality, survey design is 
arguably the most important factor in 
producing quality quantitative research.
Fortunately, as researchers, this is the 
element of the research process we have 
the most control over.

Dan Ariely, a prominent behavioral 
economist, addressed honesty in his 
book The Honest Truth about Dishonesty 
as follows:

In our minds, this is directly 
applicable to online surveys: most 
respondents want to be honest and 
provide good information, but we 
have to make sure the conditions 
they are under promote this. The 
conditions, in this case, are the 
components and design of the 
questionnaire we create. We, at 
Elevated Insights, employ a variety of 
techniques to limit inattentive and
fraudulent responses. We’ll go 
through a collection of quality 
improvement approaches that we 
would suggest below. We’re also 
excited to integrate some great tips 
and tricks, provided by viewers of 
our “Beating the Cheaters” webinar –
you’ll continue to find these in the
margins.

Make Surveys Visual: We believe that
visualization greatly increases

“One percent of people will always 
be honest … Another one percent 

will always be dishonest ... And the 
rest will be honest as long as the 

conditions are right - but if they are 
tempted enough, they’ll be 

dishonest, too.”

engagement among respondents among 
respondents. It can also bring more clarity 
to the question being asked, both of which
lead to higher quality responses on the
whole. 

In general, the more words there are, the 
more likely respondents are to not read the 
answer choices in full. 

When asking about product usage, 
Elevated Insights uses images that 

help respondents to find used 
products quicker and, in our 

experience, with more accuracy. 
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Use a Conversational Tone: We find 
considerable value in using a

The “mad lib” format above yields just 
as much information, but takes less 
than half the time and feels more
natural. This is closer to how you might
tell someone about yourself in
everyday speech.

Consider Including an Honesty Pledge:
Dan Ariely, in the same book we

Consider a Red Herring Question: A red
herring or “trap question” is

Include Consistency Checks: 
Consistency checks are another way to

“Written encouragement can keep 
respondents engaged. Even with 

progress bars, respondents can get 
frustrated or even vindictive, if they 

don’t know how many questions 
they have left. Phrases like, ‘Thank 
you,’ ‘You’re almost done,’ or ‘We 
have just a few questions left’ can 
keep respondents engaged and on 

task.”

Gayle - Voccii, LLC

conversational tone. Typically 
demographic questions are separated 
so each piece of a respondent’s 
demographic makeup is an individual 
question. To avoid respondents feeling 
like they are taking a test, we prefer to 
shorten questions and make it feel 
more casual. about Dishonesty, argues (based on

research) that honesty pledges decrease
the likelihood that someone will cheat.
Essentially, this is a condition that reduces
the temptation to be dishonest.

defined in different ways but, to us, it’s a
question that should yield the same answer
from the entire audience taking the survey.
Red herrings are meant to make sure
respondents are reading and responding
thoughtfully.

are often more subtle than red herring
questions. Adding a question at the end of
the survey that is similar to a question at the
beginning (and should garner a similar
answer) can be a great way to ensure the
respondent’s attentiveness has held
throughout the survey.

“We include real answers (not made up 
brands) for questions where they do 
not actually apply. Sort of a modified 

Red Herring.”

Tanya - Dell

referenced earlier, The Honest Truth

verify respondent attentiveness and these 



Make Sure Surveys Are Mobile Optimized: 
According to GreenBook, more than

Although this question technically works 
on an iPhone, you must scroll down to see
the full question and drag into the 
“Disagree” option. This would create a 
huge bias in your data if you were to 
distribute a question like this. So we have a
few options:

• Change the question’s output to be
binary (agree/disagree)

• Change the question type

• Use a different platform that supports
this question fully on mobile devices

Elevated Insights tests survey functionality 
on a mobile device before every study – a
key quality control step in our process.

Consider Page-Level Time Tracking: 
Screening out fast responses, whether

• Set minimum times for different pages 
or questions to make sure that 
response time is distributed 
throughout the survey – let them know 
if they are trying to proceed too 
quickly.

• Programmatically screen 
respondents out who take less than a 
reasonable amount of time per 
question/page.
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Include a Captcha or ReCaptcha: 
I’m sure you’ve all seen requests

40% of online surveys are now 
completed on a mobile device, making it 
imperative that we make our online
surveys mobile friendly. Now, we’ve seen 
surveys that technically “worked” on
mobile devices, but the screen size
created situations where data quality 
could be compromised. We like the idea of looking at the time 

respondents are spending on a page or 
question level. Depending on survey 
details, you could:

programmatically or manually post-
collection, seems to be a standard 
practice in our industry. But some 
respondents know this, so they walk 
away from the survey on the last page 
and then submit it after a reasonable 
amount of time has passed.

like this on various websites. These systems 
can stump many bots and autofill programs 
currently in circulation. However, artificial 
intelligence and machine learning are 
constantly improving – the industry must 
avoid complacency and remain vested to 
distinguish human vs. machine inputs.
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Mask Screening Criteria: As we’ve 
mentioned, some respondents will

Keep Surveys to 10 Minutes or Less: 

SurveyMonkey looked at 100,000

lie on some level if it means they can
proceed to the survey. One screening
giveaway is if you terminate respondents 
immediately after they answer a
disqualification question – the respondent 
could then retry taking the survey under a 
different profile or inform others through 
message boards/chats that they should
answer that question differently. Instead, 
terminate after a group of questions, so
that the reason for disqualification can’t be
easily identified.

In addition, we do a lot of work in the 
consumer product space where we’re 
often looking for users of a specific brand 
or product. We like to create fake 
brands/products and include them as 
answer choices, allowing us to catch 
message board contributors like the one
above.

surveys and determined the average 
amount of time respondents spent per
question, based on how long the survey
was in total. Not surprisingly, the longer 
the survey, the less time respondents 
spent on individual questions. In general, 
the less time respondents spend on
questions, the more likely it is they 
haven’t thoroughly read or thoughtfully 
responded in their answers. At Elevated
Insights, we try and keep every survey to
10 minutes or less. This is a benchmark
many experts in the industry agree is a 
quality threshold and we’ve documented 
better data quality when we follow this
rule.

Now, there are times where there is 
simply too much information that the 
client wants to gather and that level of
detail can’t be achieved in an 
appropriate amount of time. When this 
is the case, we think it’s important to
push back as vendors. That can mean 
breaking the lengthy survey into two 
separate ones or getting very selective in
prioritization of questions/topics. While 
it’sdifficult to push back sometimes, if we
clearly explain the negative relationship 
between survey length and data quality, 
we find that clients are understanding.

We can beat the cheaters 
and optimize quality 

through every phase of 
the study.



Cleaning Online Survey Data

A lot of data cleaning can be automated 
via macros and other programming, 
but we feel that the human eye should 
still be part of the process. Combining 
objective cleaning through automation 
with subjective cleaning through the 
human eye gives us the best chance of 
weeding out poor responses and 
“cheaters.” The criteria by which we 
clean data may change based on the 
specifics of the survey and audience, 
but some consistencies in our process 
include: 

“Unfortunately, the quant online studies have poisoned 
consumers, and as an industry we are now in the position

of digging our way out.”

Jaimie - SusOpiniones
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bluff their way into qualifying for a survey will 
try and guess usage qualifications. 
Unrealistically high or low usage can be a red
flag.

Even when we choose quality sample and 
implement the survey design practices
we’ve suggested, some poor responses 
will make it through. For this reason, it’s 
imperative that data is cleaned 
thoroughly, no matter how tedious this 
task may be. At Elevated Insights, we
commit about an hour of time per 200 
responses for cleaning data and we 
replace 10-20% of responses on average –
a percentage that could swing findings
significantly if left in the data set.

design (as discussed above), we also
look for answers that strongly contradict 

each other. 

Check Articulation: Most of
our surveys include at least

one open-ended question, where 
respondents who haven’t read 
thoroughly or aren’t providing thoughtful 
answers are often identified.

Respondents who spent less than half to one-
third of the median survey time is the cutoff 
we typically use. However, it’s important to
adjust this median for the number of questions
the individual respondent saw if the survey 
included logic and various  respondent paths.

Check the time spent on individual 
pages or on the survey as a whole:

• Obvious over/under usage estimation: 
Often respondents who are trying to

questions, it’s obvious that they haven’t  
considered the questions.

Consistency: In addition to including 
consistency questions in the survey

Straight-lining: When  respondents 
give the same answer for a series of
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It’s important to note: While we want to catch 
poor responses, we also don’t want to 
remove respondents simply because a
particular response doesn’t make sense to us 
personally. We’re moreso looking for patterns
of inconsistency throughout individual 
responses. Sometimes a point system can be
helpful, where two or three suspicious
answers are needed before removing.

As a final comment on data cleaning, we at 
Elevated Insights feel it’s important the
industry keep track of poor respondents. As
the researcher, let the sample company know
which respondents gave poor responses. As 
the sample company, keep track of poor 
responses so you can remove people from 
your panel after repeat offenses. This will 
slowly help to eliminate the “cheaters” and 
keep them from impacting future studies 
throughout the industry.

“One helpful hint with quant is to 
NOT immediate term if there is an 
issue. Term after a few questions 

and cheaters cannot determine what 
combo will get them into a survey. 
Also helpful if there is a sensitive 

quota question (male/female, age, 
race, etc.)” 

Rob - Sylver Consulting
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After every qualitative project, we reflect 
back on the many genuine respondents 
who opened up to us and their fellow

A Major Responsibility

Without these generous consumers, we 
market researchers would be out of work!
At the same time, we are always on the 
lookout for three types of problematic 
respondents who can potentially
undermine the quality of our insights.

Elevated Insights has allocated as many
resources as possible to better 
understand, and therefore beat, all of
these types of "cheaters," both face to 
face and behind mobile or PC screens.

“Age is just a number and 
everything else can be imagined...;

I have now mastered how to talk 
about products and ideas in a way 

that clients and moderators 
appreciate… We have also learned 

to study people around us to 
impersonate what the client wants. 
If we know that the study is about 
certain beauty products, we either 
buy them or ask friends who own 
them. We have borrowed blood 
pressure machines, toothpaste, 

mobile phones, cars, etc. to be part 
of research studies.” 

Professional Respondent 

• The professional respondents are
those who are participating in studies
repeatedly, using the incentives earned 
as a way to supplement their income.

• The second type of cheater we see are 
posers. These people might also be 
professionals and often aren’t truly 
the respondents you want to learn 
from; they are people who don’t really 
use the qualifying products/ services 
but know just enough (or do just
enough research) to participate in the 
discussion.

• The third type is passive respondents, 
those whoengage as little as possible 
throughout a study.

• Finally, it’s not just the participants – it
can also be lazy recruiters we need to
watch out for.

participants, honestly sharing their 
experiences thoughts and feelings (sometimes 
about quite personal subjects).



Professional Respondents

In-person Professional Respondents

Another solution is to conduct your
research in a second-tier city. The larger 
cities have multiple recruitment facilities
and more professional respondents who 
have learned how to play the game. A 
smaller city may not be a first choice for 
some clients, but it will likely give you 
people who have never participated in 
market research before, resulting in 
authentic and genuine respondents 
excited to participate and share their
opinions. (And – bonus! – facilities and 
recruiters in smaller cities often charge 
less than in larger metro markets).
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These respondents know how to fly
under the radar, they give vague or brief
answers and disguise their frequency of 
participation. In essence, they know
how to play the game. Having 
participated so many times before, they
know how to get through a screener, and
what answers to give in order to get
recruited – which can make it difficult to 
weed them out.

Some of these professional 
respondents change their name 
slightly or use a different email address
to hide their frequency of 
participation. 

To stay a step ahead of these 
professionals, work with your 
recruiters to highlight your concern 
and the importance of limited 
participation – ensure the recruiters 
you work with scrub lists thoroughly to 
keep track. In particular, Elevated 
Insights’ recruiters don’t accept 
respondents who have participated in 
more than three research studies in 
the past and/or who have participated 
within the past six months. Also, you 
can request a certain number of 
"virgin" respondents per group - people
who have never participated in
research before. Finally, compare 
profiles and personal information of 
past groups you have conducted on 
the same topic or in the same market 
to ensure you don’t have repeat 
respondents.



Professional Online Respondents:
Elevated Insights first became aware of 
issues with online professionals when
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Once recruited, some professional 
respondents will show up late for the 
group; they know if they arrive just after
the group has started they will be sent 
home but still get paid. We suggest you 
only pay on-time respondents. At Elevated 
Insights we go a step further, offering an 
early bird lottery drawing for respondents 
who arrive at least 15 minutes before the 
group is scheduled to start. We like to take 
this time before the group begins to
rescreen each recruit and confirm
consistent responses, articulation, and a
representative mix of respondents. Have 
respondents incorporate products into 
pre-work and bring in their qualifying
product to show they are true users. Be 
sure to track late arrivals as a way to 
identify people in the system who show
up late more than once.

Finally, at the end of your research, give 
the facility feedback about the 
participants so they can add to their 
database notes. It’s not only helpful for
the facility, but for future clients as they 
move forward, and for the integrity of
research in our industry overall.

conducting online focus groups and saw
respondents chatting in the waiting room 
about which of the survey sites were 
fastest to pay out. It is our job as the 
research team to be actively looking out 
for these professionals, and continually 
optimize recruiting approaches when 
problems emerge.

We recommend you pay special attention
on larger projects, where it may be
possible for respondents to get accepted 
into the study multiple times – you can 
identify these professionals when they 
respond with similar answers or even 
upload the same images or videos. A 
compelling example: two years ago, we
conducted an online study in different 
markets and used multiple recruitment 
companies. After we compared profiles 
across recruiters, we caught one woman 
who had been accepted into the study 
three different times! This person used 
the same name and mailing address, but
slightly different emails. We now avoid this 
by deduping qualitative participants for
addresses, email, IP addresses and phone
numbers.

Name Email
Phone 

Number

Debbie Balch Debbie@aol.com 555-0123

Debbie Balch Debbie@Hotmail.com 555-0123

Debbie Balch Debbie@gmail.com 555-0123
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Posers exhibit many of the same behaviors
as professional respondents. These 
respondents tend to be “yes people,”
claiming to have purchased or used every 
product, participated in every activity, etc.
Occasionally, competitors will pose as
respondents using category or industry
jargon is a giveaway.

Posers 

In Person Posers: There are a number
of ways to deter posers from being

Rescreening before focus groups is  
another beneficial step to eliminate  
posers. In the lobby, verbally take each 
respondent through some of the key 
screener questions to make  sure today’s 
responses match what they said the first 
time they were  screened. And always
rescreen using  open-ended questions –
no need to remind a poser that he 
initially told the recruiter he owns a Chevy  
Suburban. Instead ask the recruit, “What
kind of car do you drive?”

Finally, recognize that occasionally posers
do sneak through. If we feel a poser has 
slipped into an in-person session, we
politely eject them, or we can hide their
responses online. And we certainly exclude 
their responses from the analysis.

images are an excellent way to spot posers. 
As with in-person  qualitative, it is fairly easy to tell 
if  they are unable to speak in-depth about the 
study’s topic. Again, have  the participants
upload actual photos (images from the 
Internet do not qualify) and complete a 
category-related articulation question via a 
video submission to help validate  they are 
who they claim to be. If the  study is product 
or brand specific, have them include the
actual product in their introduction video to 
ensure  they are true users.

Online Posers: With online 
studies, participant videos and

accepted into your study. When you
screen, opt for open-ended brand usage 
questions whenever possible. When not 
possible (in fragmented categories, for 
example), have potential respondents 
describe the package, product, etc. 
Consider including other open-ended 
questions around the brand – such as
price and where they typically buy it. If 
possible, request photos of their pantry, 
liquor cabinet, car, etc., rather than 
questions about what brands they’ve 
bought or used. We recently started 
building “traps” with fake brands into the
screener to help identify posers - if
someone chooses “Gouders” (a fake brand 
we created) as a brand of snacks they have
consumed in the past four weeks, we’re
pretty sure they’re a poser.

“Even if you’ve not heard of the 
company, place or anything, it’s 
probably best to click you have

heard of them for a better chance 
of progressing.”

Message Board Contributor
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We typically start all of our online studies
with a "get to know me" video activity as 
Day 1 of an ethnographic effort. Using 
these videos, we have identified 
participants who claim to be one 
demographic and their video shows 
otherwise. Starting our projects with this
exercise enables us to immediately 
replace respondents if they aren’t who 
we expected them to be.

If you ask your respondents to upload a 
picture of themselves or their family and 
they upload an avatar picture instead,
this is a good indication they are trying to
hide. If uploaded images look like stock 
photography, we do a reverse Google 
image search to see if we can find a 
match.

Lastly, if we are doing an extended 
ethnography, we will often use the 
online phase for additional screening, 
allowing us to confirm each respondent
is a true user before inviting them to the
in-person phase of research.

“I personally don’t see any harm in 
pretending to be someone from a 

lower or higher SEC because I know 
many people from similar 

backgrounds and I know how they 
think.”

Professional Respondent

Passive Respondents

Since passive respondents are not 
typically posers, and we need to hear 
from all respondents to ensure depth 
and breadth of learning, we must do 
our part as moderators to encourage 
passive respondents to put real effort 
into the activities.

In-Person Passive Respondents:
These respondents typically

Another benefit of the on-site rescreening 
process is to identify passive respondents. 
It is helpful to talk with each respondent
before the group to identify distant
respondents and excuse them before the 
group begins. If they do make it into the 
group, actively call on passive 
respondents and make clear that you are
not going to allow them to sit on the
sideline, and encourage them to share
their opinions to improve results.

sit quietly in the group – they give 
short answers and often agree with
another respondent instead of giving their 
own answer. These folks drag down the
energy in a group, and require too much of
the moderator’s time to draw them out.



30ELEVATED INSIGHTS

Require an image or brief video upload
to ensure they are willing and able to
complete this kind of exercise as well.

During the study, try to limit the number 
of respondents each moderator is
responsible for, so they can personally 
interact with each respondent on a daily 
basis. This allows the moderator to
establish a genuine rapport – they get to 
know each respondent, and lets 
participants know someone reads (and
appreciates) their answers.

to provide brief answers and often don’t 
upload images or videos as they try to do 
the bare minimum in order to receive 
their incentive. When you conduct an
online study, screen respondents online to 
help assess how they will behave in this 
environment. Include at least one open-
ended question to determine if they are
willing to answer with at least one full
sentence (ideally more). 

We find it best if we communicate with
respondents outside the actual research 
via their desired method of 
communication – younger respondents 
respond best to text, some military 
respondents aren’t allowed access to
phones during the day so they prefer an
email, and older respondents often really 
do still love a phone call. At the beginning of 
each study, ask respondents how they 
prefer to communicate with you over the
course of the study.

To encourage respondents to complete all of
the activities, consider only paying for each 
activity they complete vs. total participation.
If we have respondents who are behind or 
only completing some of the activities, we 
like to encourage them to finish through 
updates on how much money they have 
earned so far, and how much more they can 
potentially earn if they catch up and 
complete all of their activities – this usually
does the trick and projects an attitude of
helping them vs. nagging.

Passive Online Respondents: 
Online, these respondents tend 

“Lying is also a big part of this profession. We lie a lot. We lie 
about age, family situation, SEC (Socio Economic 

Classification), the houses we live in, products we use and 
surname. We have to lie because the client requirements are

often unrealistic and because people don’t turn up at the last 
minute.”

Professional Respondent



Lazy Recruiters

Along with sound methodology, a trusted 
recruiter is the foundation of any quality
research project. Elevated Insights relies on 
our recruiting partners (including our in-house 
team) to bring us qualified, articulate 
respondents in order to have meaningful
conversations to form the basis of our strategic
insights.

Unfortunately for the industry, there are
some recruiters who focus primarily on
fulfillment of their recruitment quota and not
on quality participants. Respondents 
provided by these recruiters can have an 
extremely negative impact on the validity of 
collected data.

When necessary, push back on clients on the 
necessity of overlapping specifications. Clients 
may not be aware that they’ve created a 
screener that yields a <1% incidence.

Having an impossible recruit magically 
filled on the last day, multiple respondents 
who work in the same industry,
respondents who seem to know one other 
and/or respondents who aren’t articulate 
should raise a red flag and are often good 
indicators of recruitment shortcuts. Not to 
mention participants who appear to be 
professionals, posers or passive 
respondents, as discussed above.

We employ key processes to maintain 
respondent integrity. At the start of a new 
project, we meet with the recruiting manager 
to walk them through the screener – making
sure they have internalized and truly 
understand the target person we are trying to 
find, and they know how important it is to find
articulate and genuine respondents who will 
add value to our research.

We suggest you utilize articulation questions 
by making it relevant to your topic – ask 
questions specific to the brand, category, or 
situation you intend to discuss within the
research. This can provide another lens into
the category or brand and will ensure the
recruiter finds true users.

Finally, and once again, rescreen the day of
research. For in-home, have the moderator
call to rescreen before the team travels to 
the designated meeting spot. At the focus 
group facility, talk to your respondents in the 
lobby, verify they are who they say they are. 
Ensure they are articulate and confirm 
these are the people you want to take into
the room.
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“It is now our standard practice 
to ‘look up’ every respondent ... I 
especially like to look them up on 

LinkedIn. Even Facebook is 
helpful. I’ve been able to 

eliminate people who used the 
incorrect title or are now retired 

per Facebook.”

Susan - in2ition
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And so we researchers need to work 
together to protect our industry. It’s time to 
invest the resources required to ensure we 
work with only genuine respondents who 
provide authentic data. For our collective 
benefit, we ask you to join us at Elevated 
Insights in continually developing and 
diligently applying tools and techniques for 
“beating the cheaters.” We invite you to 
participate in our annual review by emailing 
us at info@elevatedinsights.com, and
welcome your thoughts on additional ways to
improve quantitative and qualitative data
quality.

t may not be easy or comfortable to admit 
there are “cheaters” in our industry –
unqualified participants who try to bluffI

their way into a study and sample providers 
and recruiters who take shortcuts on order to 
fulfill quotas. These folks make our job as 
researchers harder and compromise the 
quality of our insights. They also undermine 
the integrity of our industry, feeding some 
clients suspicions that research isn’t worth 
the time or money.

We know this isn’t true. We know that
qualitative and quantitative research 
add tremendous value, providing
information and insight to support truly 
sound decision-making.




