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L
i ke census ta ke rs on a bad day, mar-
ket re s e a rch e rs are finding that th e
public still just isn’t ch e cking in
d e s p i te effo rts to boost part i c i p a t i o n .

Re s e a rch indust ry exe c u t i ves, analysts and
other ex p e rts have long lamented the ri s i n g
tide of survey refusals. But despite a decade
of off-and-on trade press and indust ry tra d e
group attention to the issue, the re s e a rch
i n d u st ry seems to have made little pro gre s s
towa rd a solution. The late st sta t i st i c s
released in September 2001 by the Council
for Marketing and Opinion Re s e a rch

(CMOR), a national
n o np ro fit re s e a rch
i n d u st ry tra d e
group based in
Cincinnati, confirm

that the indust ry still faces an upwa rd tre n d
in the number of people refusing to part i c i-
p a te in surveys each ye a r.

In the survey of over 3,700 U.S. consumers
c o n d u c ted in May 2001, nearly 45% said th ey
had refused to part i c i p a te in a survey over th e
p a st ye a r, up from 40% in 1999 and 37% in
1995, the two previous ye a rs in which th e
CMOR study was conducted. (In 1992, th e
CMOR refusal ra te was 31%, up from 15% in
1982.) CMOR’s definition of a survey re f u s a l
does not include instances in which con-
s u m e rs use caller IDs or answe ring mach i n e s
to avoid telephone calls from re s e a rch e rs —
f a c to rs that would push the actual refusal ra te
m u ch higher.

Jane Sheppard, dire c tor of re s p o n d e n t
c o o p e ration at CMOR, says no qu i ck- a n d - e a s y
a n s we rs ex i st to explain why the re s e a rch
i n d u st ry is having such difficulty reve rs i n g
the trend. But she says a basic part of th e
p roblem is that, “In our need to please clients,
we’ll do any thing for th e m ,” even if clients
want to, say, go fo rwa rd with a telephone sur-
vey that is more than 20 minutes long or oth-
e rwise is like ly to ge n e ra te a large number of
re f u s a l s .

A vari ety of other familiar explanations fo r
the trend are offe red by re s e a rch exe c u t i ve s
this ye a r, including: ongoing difficulty ove r-
coming the public’s concerns re ga rding data
p rivacy protection; a nega t i ve association
w i th te l e m a rketing effo rts of all st ripes; con-
s u m e rs’ ave rsion to telephone surveys and a
l a ck of survey method choices for consumers ;
a need for bet ter salaries for inte rv i ewe rs; and
the fact that consumers re c e i ve no fin a n c i a l
c o mpensation for participating in most sur-
veys .

The public’s concern about privacy prote c-
tion is one of the most significant image pro b-
lems the marketing re s e a rch indust ry must
ove rcome if it is to reve rse the trend towa rd
m o re refusals, ex p e rts say; the problem has
o n ly got ten wo rse in recent ye a rs with the ri s e
of the Inte rn et and seve ral much - p u b l i c i z e d
exa mples of unauth o rized or fraudulent use
of data available on it. For exa mple, CMOR’s
2 0 01 re p o rt shows that only about 30% of
respondents “agree” or “st ro n gly agree” th a t
re s e a rch e rs can be tru sted to protect individ-
u a l s’ right to pri v a c y, down from 40% in 19 9 9
and 50% in 19 9 5 .

N i ck To rto rello, president of Guideline
Consulting, a division of New Yo rk- b a s e d
Guideline Re s e a rch Inc., says the re s e a rch
i n d u st ry may eve n t u a l ly have to succumb to
some sort of fe d e ral privacy regulation to help
reve rse the trend towa rd more re f u s a l s .

“I wo u l d n’t like to see the fe d e ral gove rn-
ment step in, but it may be necessary,” he
s ays, because re s e a rch indust ry trade associ-
ations like CMOR can only re g u l a te their ow n
m e m b e rs .

The trend towa rd more survey refusals in
the past 10 ye a rs can also be linked to a rise in
the volume of te l e m a rketing th roughout th e
decade, according to Sheppard .

“ B a ck in the ‘90s, we sta rted to see sharp
i n c reases in the number of survey re f u s a l s
and that was during the time when
te l e m a rketing grew substa n t i a l ly,”
S h e p p a rd says. Te l e m a rkete rs have
made so many sales calls over th e
ye a rs that th ey have blurred th e
line in consumers’ minds bet we e n
sales and surveys, and fo rced th e
re s e a rch indust ry to get beyo n d
c o n s u m e rs’ perc e ption that, “any-
one calling is somehow trying to
sell you someth i n g ,” Sheppard
s ays .

No sta t i stics are available to
a c c u ra te ly tra ck the total vo l u m e
of outbound te l e m a rketing calls
made in the Un i ted Sta tes each
ye a r, but the New Yo rk- b a s e d
D i rect Marketing Association’s “do not call”
l i st counts some 4 million U.S. consumers
who are looking to eliminate te l e m a rket i n g
calls to their homes. Still, any reduction in th e
total volume of outbound te l e m a rketing calls
a p p e a rs to have done little to fix the damage
done to the re s e a rch indust ry. When th e
phone rings in a pri v a te home and the Caller
ID displays “unknown caller,” “people st i l l
i m m e d i a te ly assume it’s a te l e m a rkete r,”
S h e p p a rd says .

CMOR did not break down refusals by sur-

vey method, but additional data from th e
gro u p ’s 2001 study st ro n gly sugge st that th e
p u b l i c ’s dista ste for the telephone survey
m ethod is also one of the most significant fac-
to rs behind the continued rise in the tota l
number of survey re f u s a l s .

The most recent study clearly indicates th a t
c o n s u m e rs pre fer Inte rn et and mail surveys
vs. the telephone method. CMOR asked 1, 75 3
U.S. consumers via the Inte rn et what th e i r

first - choice survey method was, and
a 78.9% maj o rity chose “Inte rn et ”
while only 3.2% chose “te l e p h o n e .”
(CMOR also asked another 1, 973
people the same qu e stion via te l e-
phone, and a 39.9% maj o rity select-
ed “mail” as their first - choice survey
m ethod, with “telephone” chosen by
o n ly 26%.)

Doug Zabor, CEO of Johnsto n ,
Z a b o r, McManus Inc., a re s e a rch
firm based in Re s e a rch Tri a n gl e
Pa rk, N.C., sugge sts that te l e p h o n e
refusals could be curtailed if more
re s e a rch firms would offer ra n d o m-
ly dialed consumers the choice to
c o mp l ete the survey by mail or Inte r-

n et if th ey are uncomfo rtable being conta c t-
ed on their home phone.

S o u rces agree re s e a rch e rs are limited in
what more th ey can do to combat te l e p h o n e
s u rvey refusals, but the familiar re f rain of
p otential remedies includes: offe ring to call
b a ck at a more convenient time if a re s p o n-
dent initially refuses; being upfront about
identifying the name of the re s e a rch comp a-
ny (and client if possible); keeping inte rv i ew s
s h o rt; and st ressing the fact that the inte r-
v i ewer is not selling any th i n g .

Re s e a rch pro fessionals also ack n owl e d ge
that their indust ry recognizes the need fo r
m o re highly skilled and mot i v a ted inte rv i ew-
e rs to help reve rse the refusal trend. “Eve ry-
one (in the re s e a rch indust ry) is always con-

c e rned about raising salaries for inte rv i ew-
e rs ,” Sheppard says. “That conve rsation has
gone on for close to 30 ye a rs .” But Sheppard
s ays clients need to agree to help pick up th e
tab for higher inte rv i ewer salaries and th a t
th ey are often not willing to do so—a familiar
sto ry and one that doesn’t seem like ly to
ch a n ge any time soon.

A n other factor in the disconcerting tre n d
towa rd more survey refusals is an unw i l l i n g-
ness on the part of busy consumers to give up
their limited free time at home to part i c i p a te
in surveys for no financial rewa rd. Zabor says
the practice of paying small courtesy fe e s ,
even just $5 to $10, to participants in con-
sumer surveys must gain acceptance among
re s e a rch e rs if th ey expect the re s e a rch indus-
t ry to reve rse the trend towa rd more re f u s a l s .

“ Paying 100% of the respondents (for th e i r
p a rticipation in a survey) needs to happen
and will happen in the consumer re s e a rch
re a l m ,” Zabor says .

The idea’s supporte rs point out that th e
re s e a rch indust ry sta n d a rd for pharm a c e u t i-
cal product pre s c ri ption surveys among
p hysicians is to pay the docto rs for their time
at a ra te approx i m a te ly equal to what th ey
would ch a rge their patients.

“If we do it (pay for survey part i c i p a t i o n )
w i th pro fessional groups, why not ord i n a ry
c o n s u m e rs?” Guideline Consulting’s To r-
to rello asks .

But if the notion of shelling out more mon-
ey to reduce survey refusal ra tes give s
re s e a rch e rs and their clients a collective case
of heart b u rn, th ey can ta ke solace in know i n g
that the 2001 CMOR study wa s n’t all bad
n ews. For exa mple, the survey also showe d
that of the consumers polled by CMOR, a
total of 77% re p o rted th ey we re either “fairly
willing” or “ve ry willing” to part i c i p a te in
f u t u re surveys, up from 71% in 1999, and
c o mp a rable with the 78% of re s p o n d e n t s
who felt that way in 1995. ■
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CMOR finds survey refusal ra te still ri s i n g

* Refusals do not include use of caller ID and answering machines to avoid calls.

S o u rc e : Council for Marketing and Opinion Re s e a rc h ,C i n c i n n ati, Sept. 2001

‘I wo u l d n’t
l i ke to see
the fe d e ra l
g ove rn m e n t
step in, but
it may be
n e c e s s a ry.’

Trend: Refused survey in past ye a r *
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