Chapter 10.*
Building a Successful Convenience Panel
How do you set up a panel for “quick and dirty” tests, or to pre-screen people to come in for focus groups or lab experiments?


   --Professor at Wharton School, 

University of Pennsylvania

Large panels offer size, representativeness, and anonymity.  Yet there are times when generalizability and projectability are not the goals of the study.  In these cases, convenience panels can be very useful.  They can be “cheap, quick, and good” by offering ease and speed of access.  Locally-focused panels can offer the additional opportunity to prescreen people for focus groups, in-depth interviews, and face-to-face experimental tasks.


Convenience panels can be called different names depending on who is using them and on how they are using them.  Companies often call them “pilot panels,” because they are used for pilot studies or for measurement development.  Academics call them “academic panels,” not surprisingly, but can formally name them based on the focus of their research  (e.g., the Food Psychology Panel or the Brand Revitalization Panel). Despite the differences in name, all convenience panels tend to have similar purposes – to easily and quickly generate data (albeit not generalizable) that will be helpful in questionnaire design, idea generation, or theory testing.


The objective of this chapter is to show how to build a successful convenience panel.  As noted in Figure 10.1, the chapter begins by outlining three ideas for using convenience panels:  (1) to pre-select  people for interviews, (2) to generate ideas and conduct experiments, and (3) to improve data quality.   Next, six techniques are described which can be used to successfully recruit panelists. Following this, the issue of compensation is addressed.  Specific guidelines for “how much to pay” and suggestions for using “Honor payments” is next described.  Because attrition is an important issue with convenience panels, five methods for retaining panelists are presented.  The chapter ends with suggestions that Panel Directors on tight budgets can use to reduce administrative, mailing, and incentive costs.

Figure 10.1.

Building a Successful Convenience Panel
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Ideas for Leveraging Convenience Panels


Convenience panels are useful when there is no intention to try and project from the panel to a general population.  This is common with pretests, or questionnaire design, measurement development, and crossed (e.g., 2x3 between subjects) experimental designs.  A convenience panel can provide quick turn-around and follow-up feedback on the phone (or face-to-face) as to what questions seemed cumbersome or difficult to answer.  In addition, people in these panels tend to be experienced and “well-behaved,” and a higher percentage of returned responses are usable.  This enables easy trouble-shooting of problem areas, more effective idea generation, and less noisy experimental results.

Use Panels to Pre-select for Interviews or Recruit for Experiments


Sometimes it is important that there be face-to-face meetings with panelists.  This is the case when there are follow-up questions that need to be answered in a focus group or through in-depth interviews.  The closer panelists live to a central, convenient facility, the easier this can happen.  Previous records from panelists can be used to electronically prescreen them before interviews.  Suppose one is interested in interviewing consumers who have swimming pools. Past information on panelists can indicate which of them have swimming pools and they can quickly be prescreened on this basis.

Panelists can also be prescreened on the basis of the type of person they are.  Suppose, it is believed that consumers who have a “high need for cognition” will make different types of product comparisons and will make different types of decisions than those who instead have  a “low need for cognition.”  Based on questions asked upon first joining a panel, these panelists can be prescreened on the basis of these answers.  That is, one group of consumers can be invited in because they scored high on the “need for cognition” scale and another grouped can be invited in because the scored low on the same scale.


A real value of convenience panels lies in their ability to be involved in face-to-face studies where interaction is important or where behavior (such as the pouring of a product, or the way in which they search for information on a label) is being observed in real time. One study used a convenience panel to determine how different types of ads influenced the subsequent consumption frequency of selected products over a three month period (Wansink and Ray 1996).  In this case, panelists were prescreened on the basis of their preference for three products (canned soup, gelatin, and cranberry sauce), and were invited to come to a central test facility where they were shown different types of commercials for these products.  Following this, their consumption frequency of these target products was tracked through a consumption diary. While the different test commercials could have been downloaded on to the web, this would have entailed time, technological sophistication, and hardware capabilities.  Furthermore, it would not enable the researcher to control the level of attention these people allocated to watching these test commercials. 

In a second case, it was of interest to determine how pantry stockpiling influenced the consumption rate of products (Chandon and Wansink 2002). Concerns of causality necessitated this be studied in an experimental context.  To do this, a number of panelists were asked to meet at a central facility.  In exchange for a shopping basket of 40 target products, they were asked to track their consumption of these products using panel diaries. Panelists could have been mailed their basket of products, but the two factors of cost and control come in to play.  Not only would the packing, handling, and mailing costs have been unnecessary, but the reasonably complex rules and the motivation to behave can not be reinforced and controlled without face-to-face meetings and the opportunity to ask questions.

Use Panels to Generate Ideas and Conduct Experimental Tests


Suppose that we are trying to determine who the gatekeeper of food purchases is within a household.  That is, when is it the meal planner, and when is it the meal eaters?  Using a convenience panel can either help us confirm suspicions, or can be used in brainstorming further thoughts.  If the answers are thought to be different with different populations, or if they are important enough to generalize, a full panel study can be more parsimoniously conducted at a later time.


A well-trained panel can be given a wide range of open-ended questions along with scaled questions and frequency questions.  A general method in exploring a new context or research area is to ask  dyadic questions, such as “When do you ____,” and then asking “When do you not ______.”  In both cases, a series of scaled questions can be asked about each of the events.  Similarly, asking people in convenience panels to describe recent scenarios (the last time they bought something on impulse, or the most recent comfort food they have ate) and to answer scaled questions related to it, can provide great insights for exploratory analysis and thinking (Wansink 1994b).


In Chapter 2, it was shown that panels can be used to conduct actual experiments where different groups of people are given different stimuli to see how they respond.  For instance, four different executions of an ad could be given to four different groups of 500 consumers to see which one was most appealing.  Or two different price levels could be crossed with three different bundles of features to see which of the six combinations was most attractive to consumers.  

There are other times when the speed, cost-savings, or follow-up ability of  a convenience panel will overshadow the importance of its representativeness.  Convenience panels can be used when there is little or no need to generalize to a larger population.  For instance, in many academic experiments, the goal is simply to determine if a general prediction works with a reasonable segment of the population.  For instance, suppose one is examining the memorability of different types of business names under conditions of interference. What is being studied is whether the predicted results occur with a reasonable population segment.  If these results are found, additional work – perhaps a full scale panel study – can be conducted to determine the generalizablity of these results.

Use Panels to Improve Data Quality

There is always a trade-off between accuracy and cost.  In some work, such as  academic-related methodology studies, there is a premium placed on the precision and accuracy of a panelist.  Some consumers are simply more careful, precise, accurate, and diligent than others.  By using panels, consumers can be screened or preselected on the basis of how careful and accurate they are.  They can then be useful whenever a situation places a premium on low error variance.  This can be easily and statistically accomplished. One’s consistency in answering questions can be checked across times.  Their response to reverse-scaled items of a similar nature can provide an indication of how careful they are, and an analysis of missing data can give some indication of diligence.


In general, convenience panels – when managed well – help provide a certain guarantee about the quality of the data.  Panelists with whom a researcher has regular contact can be more useful, more patient, and more precise than one who is merely “doing it for the money.”  

Besides increasing the quality of data, people in convenience panels can be used more frequently than typical panelists.  This is because the two big concerns with typical panels – burnout and contamination-- are less prevalent with convenience panels.  Since the nature of the questions these people are asked are not intended to be representative of a general population, there is less concern about the contamination that comes with fears of overusing a panel.  In addition, because of the additional attention and appreciation these people receive, it is often not a concern that they will burn-out.  They self-selected themselves to be reasonably involved with the panel.  This interest – along with efforts to keep their morale high – will make them loyal panelists who can be called upon to more frequently than would be the case with larger more general panels.

How Can Convenience Panelists Be Recruited?


For the most part, convenience panels are local panels.  The panelists live close to a research facility, and they are quickly and inexpensively accessible by phone and in person.  For pilot panels, a larger percentage can be from outside the area if coming in to a central facility does not place too often of a burden for those who do live in the area.

Send Recruitment Mailings.
Within a specified area, mailing lists can be purchased and people can be recruited through mail solicitations.  The solicitation letter must explain the general purpose of this survey, how the data will be used, what they will receive for compensation, and an assurance that their privacy will not be compromised.  In these circumstances, the solicitation mailing will include a business reply envelope, and a brief questionnaire that will help with prescreening for future studies. 

For many people, it is critical that they know their names and addresses will not be sold to companies.  If a small amount of money is included, it is not uncommon for a solicited response rate to be as high as 15-20%.  An example of a recruitment letter that generated a 42% local response is in Exhibit 10.1.
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Recruitment Letter Sent to Prospective Panelists


This qualification questionnaire should be reasonably brief (2 to 4 pages), and should contain a wide enough range of questions to determine the types of tasks for which they would be well-suited.  Instead of sending a short qualification questionnaire, another approach is to send an more involved questionnaire, and to also include compensation in the packet (see the upcoming section on Honor Payments).  This works well for large-scale recruitment efforts when one is first building a panel. This is less cost-effective for the small, on-going recruitment efforts that need to be done to maintain panels.  

Advertise and Distribute Fliers
Display ads and help wanted ads are commonly used to recruit local panels.  While this successfully locates eager panelists, they are not always ideal panelists.  Many people reading these ads are looking for extra money and will treat the panel as a means to an end. Panelists who are recruited through advertisements have a higher burn-out rate and have a slightly lower percentage of usable questionnaires than those recruited randomly through the mail.

Types of advertisements that works reasonably well at recruiting panelists are targeted advertisements.  One target population of panelists that is very useful for certain research is the segment of stay-at-home mothers.  These women have some time and flexibility, and are not employed full-time at the level their experience and education would merit.  Many too are looking for something “interesting” to break up their day.  Whereas it is unlikely these women would be reading the classified ads for part-time jobs, they may read the ads in the back of their son’s junior high band program, or the display ad in the program for their daughter’s school play.  Both of these methods are successful in recruiting long-term cooperation from those who have responded.


Fliers are less expensive than ads, but their success is wholly dependent on where they are placed.  The most successful fliers are those placed on bulletin boards at churches and in community centers.  The people recruited through these fliers are sincere and often end up being long-term panelists.  Fliers placed on bulletin boards in grocery stores tend to generate a reasonably large response, but the response quality is lower. Fliers placed in Laundromats generate a high level of response, but the panelists have a high level of attrition from the panel.  In general, there has been uneven responses about the quality of people recruited through internet bulletin boards, this appears to be the least successful recruitment method at this time.  More targeted e-mail recruitment is a more preferred electronic recruiter as noted next. 

Send Recruitment E-mails.
When one is dealing with a large central community, such as a university or a large company, the easiest way of recruitment is through the e-mail.  Communications directed toward staff – secretaries and administrative assistants—receive the greatest response.  But because of the increased sensitivity toward “junk-email,” and because of a perceived issue of hierarchical power, these e-mails need to be very delicately written.  A message that is too persuasive might be seen as inappropriate or even coercive if sent by a perceived “superior.”

It might seem that the best message strategy is to emphasize that the purpose of the panel is consistent with the purpose of the organization.  This strategy, however, is not as effective as one that decouples the panel from the institution and from any confusion as to whether they “have” to be involved.  The best approach is one that emphasizes that being a panelist is a reasonably amusing way to spend some time, and that it is appreciated, convenient, and compensated.  Before sending this message, it is important to personally show it to a number of the people in the target population to make sure it communicates effectively, persuasively, and inoffensively. 

Recruiting in PTAs and Church Groups.
One of the most successful methods of recruiting panelists is face-to-face, and few other face-to-face techniques work as well as meeting them in groups.  Two groups that have been most successfully used across the country and in the Netherlands have been elementary school Parent Teacher Associations and church groups.


These organizations are always involved in fundraisers to buy school supplies or to send kids to church camp and are often looking for painless fundraising ideas.  One solution for this dilemma is the Fundraising Survey.  Simply put, for each person the PTA or church can get the complete a qualifying survey, the organization is given $8-12 (50 people results in a $400-$600 fundraiser). In effect, they do the basic prescreening, and when all these subjects are met, long-term panelists will be recruited.


The best way to approach PTAs and church groups is to call the school or church to learn the name of the president, and to contact them by phone or through the mail. If contacting them over the phone, it is most effective to call this a “Survey Fundraiser,”to tell them the other schools or churches in the area that are cooperating, and to insure it will be a  easy, fun, profitable experience for their members.  Typically, the President needs to “pitch” the idea to a board or committee, so instead of asking for a date or commitment, offer to meet with her or him or to mail a packet of information and to follow-up in a week or two.  The information packet you send should contain:

(1) A letter emphasizing the benefits of participation, noting the participation 

of other groups, and addressing possible reservations (see Exhibit 10.2),

(2) A sample of the questionnaire you will be handing out, 

(3) Your biography and institutional information, 

(4) Sample articles or newsletters that show the benign ways the data will be used, (5) Thank you notes or letters of testimonial from other groups.  
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Fundraising Letter Sent to Organization Presidents

If in agreement, two or three dates are set.  The PTA or church group will contact their own members, but it will be important to follow-up as a reminder and to also get an estimate of how many members will be in attendance on those dates.  Typically, church groups are met right after a Sunday morning service, and PTA groups are met at 6:30 or 7:00 on a weekend.  For every person who attends and completes a 45 minute qualifying question, $8-12 is donated to their organization.  Coffee and cookies are served and members are able to discharge their fund-raising obligation in about one hour.


Arrive 45-60 minutes ahead of schedule to visit with the President of the organization and to mingle with any members who arrive early.  If possible, bring one or two assistants who fit a similar demographic profile (30-45 with children), and who can informally talk about the panel and about your institution before and after the session.  Bring cookies and candy for snacks, and offer to help make coffee if the facilities are available.  Not only does it make the potential panelists feel more at ease, but the sugar provides energy and enthusiasm and helps their focus and concentration.


On the last page of the survey, people are given the opportunity to join the panel.  They are told that subsequent research will be conducted in this area and that they will receive compensation if they want to be involved in future surveys.  The wording in Exhibit 10.3. has been effective.  Note that it refers to the valued nature of the group, the willingness to disclose what is learned (via the web-site).  In addition, it asks for the name and address and their signature.

Exhibit 10.3

Convenience Panelist Recruitment Form
Would You Like to Become a Member of the Food Psychology Panel?

Once or twice each year, a survey such as this is mailed out to the University of Illinois’ Food Psychology Panel.  This is a confidential and valued group of consumers who help us better understand what consumers like and what they want.  The information will not be given to companies, but is used for educational purposes in the University (see www.ConsumerPsychology.net).

As thanks for helping fill out the surveys, each panel member receives a small check (from $3-8).  If you would like to be a part of the Illinois Food Psychology Panel, please check the following box and return this in the return envelope you’ll find in your packet.

 ( Yes, I would like to be a member of 

   
the Food Psychology Panel.

 (  No thank you, I would not care to be a 

part of the Food Psychology Panel.

Name

________________________________


Address
________________________________

City

________________________________

Phone

________________________________

E-mail

________________________________


Signature
________________________________

Potential panelists need to be assured that the panel is legitimate and that it is something they would be proud or interested to be involved with.  A big part of the impression they will have of whether they want to be involved in the panel is based on what they think of you during the session itself.  While it may be tempting for a research to view this as a “tedious site visit” and to outsource it to associates, doing so undermines the purpose of recruiting panelists.  Potential panelists need to think this first experience interesting, relaxing, and personalized.  

Recruiting Through Community Presentations and Executive Education.
Another useful place to find potential panelists is through civic presentations or lectures.  From time to time researchers are asked to give talks to civic groups or to associations.  When the individuals in the audience fit the profile of those wanted in the panel, this can be an easy place for recruiting panelists.  In these cases, a general sign-up form can be passed around after the talk (during the question and answer period), and the names can be collected in a database. When the time is appropriate, they can be mailed an initial participant panel survey.


While our discussion of panels has been confined to consumer panels, many of these techniques can be modified to use with panels comprised of professionals, such as business people.  One way such panels can be developed quickly and easily is by holding full-day seminars in major cities.  The seminars can be directed toward topics in which the researcher specializes, and a nominal fee can be charged.  For researchers in universities, the mailing lists can primarily be to alumni in that city.  For those related to companies, the mailing lists can be SEI code companies that are potential clients.  

Business executives who are interested in the seminar can then be sent a schedule that has two time slots during the day that are allocated to panel-related surveys.   During these sessions, the panel survey needs to be positioned as a precursor to the follow-up sessions that day.  At the end of the second survey, the executives need to be asked whether they would like to be involved with the panel on a more regular basis.  The sign-on rate varies depending on the quality of the seminar and the audience. Generally about 45% will show an interest in being on the panel, and 30% will become regularly contributing members.  If part of their compensation for being on the panel is that they receive summaries of the research findings, initial participation can be increased as high as 70%.

How Should Panelists be Compensated?


As noted in Chapter 4, large panel companies compensate consumers using tangible rewards such as gifts, cash, lotteries, or redemption points.  While some institutions using convenience panels have tried to use only intangible rewards such as “membership prestige,” copies of results, and pats on the back, the more successful convenience panels use a combination of tangible and intangible rewards.  Company panels need to provide a slightly higher tangible-to-intangible mix of rewards than universities (especially compared to state universities).  Yet even universities, need to offer some tangible reward to keep panelists happy and involved.

How Much Should Panelists Be Paid?


A reasonably good payment rule-of-thumb is to pay 1.0-1.5 times the minimum wage.  To use this benchmark, one first needs to determine how long it will take a reasonable person to complete the questionnaire. It is important not to use the “mean” completion time, but to instead use an estimate of the “reasonable completion time.”

The reasonable completion time is the time it takes for 70% of the test respondents (the 70th percentile) to complete the particular panel survey instrument.  Based on this number of minutes, using 1.0-1.5 times the minimum wage will give a range of what is a reasonable incentive for consumers. For most convenience panel studies, it is unreasonable to have them last over 40 minutes.  Past that point, fatigue compromises the quality of the responses, and it also comprises future cooperation.  In such a case, assume it is January and the minimum wage is $5.00/hour, a questionnaire that took 40 minutes to complete would be paid between $3.66  (40/60 x $5.00 x 1.0) and 5.00 (40/60 x $5.00 x 1.5).  In most cases, it is best to round to the nearest .50 cents level, so a panelist would receive a check for either $3.50 or $5.00

This 1.0-1.5 rule of thumb is a valid one to use September through May.  In the summer the ratio changes to 1.5-2.0 times the minimum wage.  If one wishes to keep a consistent response rate across the year, the reasonable range for each month of the year is as follows.



January
1.0-1.5 times the minimum wage



February
1.0-1.5 times the minimum wage



March

1.0-1.5 times the minimum wage



April

1.0-1.5 times the minimum wage



May

1.3-1.8 times the minimum wage



June

1.5-2.0 times the minimum wage



July

1.5-2.0 times the minimum wage



August

1.5-2.0 times the minimum wage



September
1.3-1.8 times the minimum wage



October
1.0-1.5 times the minimum wage



November
1.0-1.5 times the minimum wage



December
Wait until January


What determines what end of the pay scale one uses?  This depends on who the sample is, what their time is worth, where they are located, what the institution is (company vs. university), and what the topic and interest level is in the panels survey.  The Food Psychology Panel at the University of Illinois, for instance, generates a 60-80% winter response rate at a 1.0 incentive rate.  An increase to 1.5 times the minimum wage has no appreciable difference on the response rate.  For some panelists, it appears that “the thought is the count.”

For institutions such as universities, there is a different level of benevolence that some consumers have than they have with companies.  Additionally, this benevolence is much higher for a state institution than for a private one.  Indeed,  panels associated with state universities receive a higher response rate than those for private universities, but both have higher response rates than companies. Interestingly, this response level for universities is high, even at low levels of payment.  In one case, 41% of the panel responded to a 8 page (25 minute) questionnaire when only $1.00 was included.  In another, 32% responded to a 16 page (50 minute) questionnaire which included no money, but offered to send the results (cf. Wansink 2002).


When panelists have to come in for face-to-face studies or interviews, the compensation has to be much higher. They incur costs of transportation, parking, and possibly child care.  Once these people are on site, they can be effectively used for about 90 minutes if the tasks they are involved in are broken up with variety.  For such a situation, it is difficult to recruit them for less than minimum wage. Typically the payment rate will be 2.0-2.5 times the minimum wage.  If it is an inconvenient time of the year – say during the holiday season or during the summer – the required amount of payment can become prohibitively high for people with children.

Whenever recruiting for an on-site study, there are two important rules-of-thumb.  First overbook the number of respondents needed by 20%.  If 100 people are needed, recruit 120.  Second, “Maybe” means “No.”  Typically a person who says they will “try to be there,” or “they need to check on child care,” will not show up.


After panelists are booked, it is also important to call these panelists the day before the event and remind them about the time and place of their session.  It is important to overestimate the time you think they will be needed by 30 minutes.  This provides a margin of error, and it keeps them focused for a longer time period.  If they believe they will only be needed for only 60 minutes, they will have mentally “checked out” at the 40 minute point.  If they believe they will be there for 90 minutes, they will still be focused at the end of 60. 

Honor Payments:  A New Method for Paying Panelists


There are two ways in which to pay panelists. The most common method is by sending them personally addressed checks upon return receipt of their panel booklet.  In doing, so there is control over the checks, accountability, and accuracy in reporting.  Unfortunately, there are extra administrative steps, and the response rate is reduced because the reward is so delayed.


An alternative is to include unaddressed checks when they are sent the panel booklets.  These are called “Honor Payments” (Wansink 2001).  After it is predetermined the appropriate amount that will be paid panelists, checks can be preprinted with that amount, and can be signed with a stamped signature.  Exhibit 10.4 gives an example of an Honor Payment check.
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Example of an Honor Payment Check


It is important to indicate to consumers in the “check note” area (lower left hand corner of the check) that the check should be cashed only if the survey is completed.  Similarly, the cover letter needs to emphasize that the check is being sent in a good faith effort and if the consumer does not wish to complete the panel survey, he or she should simply tear up the check and throw it out with the survey. 

Insert instructions here


The fear of cynical researchers (particularly economists) is that the response rate for the survey will be 35%, but the response rate for cashed checks will be 100%.  This is not the case. Tracking studies (Wansink 2002) have shown that there is a strong correspondence between those who fill out the survey and those who deposit the checks.  When a convenience panel studies sends checks for under $5.00, around 95% of those who return their surveys will cash their checks, and 2-3% of those who do not return surveys will deposit their check.  For checks over $5.00, nearly 100% of those who complete the survey will deposit their check, and approximately 5-8% of those who do not complete the questionnaire will deposit the check. Some people lose or misplace the checks.  Others mistakeningly cash it, intending to fill out the survey.  It appears few people behave in the greedy manner of the cynic.  Along with a basic level of integrity, signing the check is a barrier to illicit depositing of checks.  Follow-up interviews indicate that there is a concern that the checks will be tracked and corresponded to returned surveys. 


One wise measure to take when sending “honor payments,” is to do so from a protected, capped checking account.  This account can be opened in the name of the project, or in the name of the primary investigator.  Interestingly, personal accounts have slightly lower “illicit check cashing” rate than more institutionally-sounding account titles.  Banks can preprint enough checks for the study, and they should also be informed not to accept payment for any checks from that account that are above the preprinted amount.  

The amount of money that needs to be seeded into the account can be calculated by estimating the response rate and by adding a 20% cushion margin.  As a way of managing the outflow of money, it is useful to realize that the incoming checks return at the basic rate illustrated in Table 10.1.  This can be helpful in monitoring the account.  Empirically, most panelists cash their check 2-3 days after they mail the questionnaire back to the researcher.  Others forget or misplace the check and will not cash the check until months later.    It is a good faith effort to keep these accounts open for at least six months after mailing the surveys.

Table 10.1

How Deposited Honor Payments Correspond to Returned Panel Surveys

Sending a small honor payment with the initial survey increases response rates.  Follow up interviews shows that this occurs partly through the increased trust that is generated and partly by the immediate gratification it represents.  Based on previous experience, here are some basic generalizations about using Honor Payments:

( 20% of the checks will be deposited before their survey is returned.

( Most checks will be deposited on Monday. This becomes even more exaggerated past the third week after the study.

( If the face value of the check is under $5.00, 5% of those responding will not deposit the check.

( There is only 3-7% “fraud” (deposited checks with no completed survey), but it typically does not occur with small face value checks.

How Can Panelists be Retained?

Panelists need some for of tangible compensation, but some part of a panelists involvement in a convenience panel is because they believe their opinion is valued and can make a difference.  Reinforcing this feeling is important in helping retain panelists, and these five guidelines will help.

Send “Best Wishes” Mailings.

One approach to keep panelists involved and favorably predisposed toward the panel is to send periodic “Best Wishes” mailings that thank them for their participation.  Two mailings per year is generally sufficient. These “Best wishes” mailings should be sent during the Holiday season and during the summer.  Since sending Holiday Cards can be expensive, an option is to send a brief newsletter, with a holiday greeting on the front, and a recap of some the past year’s highlights, along with thanks for their help over the past year.  This recap is best done in the context of a montage of press clippings related to projects from recent years, interspersed with photos of people from the lab or research organization.  The card itself can be signed (a copied signature) by the primary contact person, or can also include signatures of other relevant people in the lab.  


A similar mailing can be sent in the summer. Many people on convenience panels are stay-at-home mothers, or working mothers with children, and follow-up interviews have shown that the type of mailing that is most appreciated is a two piece mailing.  One piece is a “thank you” with warm thoughts related to appreciating what it means to be blessed with children.  On the back of this, some helpful tips are provided.  For instance, three that received a number of positive comments are “25 Summer Day Trips,” “30 Tips for a Happy Summer,” and “Five Cool Snacks.”  The second enclosure they liked getting was a newsletter (see Exhibit 10.4) that can mention interesting results of past studies. Photos that make the researchers look human (but still professional) are well received. 
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Newsletters Can Double as Best Wishes Mailings and as Summaries of Results

Use Only One Panel Director

Once a panel is developed and successfully operating, there can be a tendency to use associates, graduate students, or rookies to maintain the panel and to coordinate activities when panelists come to the central location.  This is often foolish.  The glue that holds good panels together is a sense of commitment to an institution or to an individual.  Many years of goodwill can be eroded by an arrogant or discontent associate, or by a careless or disorganized graduate student.  It is too easy for a person to treat the panel like

a transaction rather than as an asset. Like other relationships, panel relationships need to be nurtured and not taken for granted.

At most institutions, there are a number people who will benefit from the establishment of a consumer panel. Who should be the Panel Director?  In the same way that large panels have figureheads and contact points -- such as Janet Hall, Carol Adams, or Liz James – so too must a convenience panel have only one person as the figurehead and contact person.  This makes the identity of the panel clear to panelists.  Furthermore, it lessens the likelihood that easy-to-forget efforts like the “Best wishes” mailings fall between the cracks.


The ideal Panel Director is one who is vested in seeing the panel succeed and survive, a good people person, and is thoughtful and patient.  If the person works with assistants, the best assistants are friendly people who are demographically similar to the target population.  It would probably be a mistake to put the best researcher in charge or a panel, just as it would to put an “rookie” in charge of it.  The research may not be the best “people person,” and the “rookie” is not going to be as vested in seeing the long term potential of the panel.

Return Regularly to the Field


Even after a panel has reached the intended size, without replenishment of new panelists, the size of a panel will dwindle each year at a 5-10% rate of attrition. An important source for some convenience panels is PTAs and church groups.


One way to replenish panel membership and to keep moral high is to annually (or bi-annually) conduct fundraisers with the original groups where members were initially found.  For some panels, this will be PTAs and church groups.  These visits help replenish members, and it is a useful moral booster for those members of the organization who are already members of the panel.  Furthermore, their membership in the panel is useful in recruiting others from that organization, particularly if publicly thanked for their help.

Offer to Send Copies of Results


It is always advisable to offer to send consumers copies of the results.   As noted in Chapter 4, offering to send the results sends an important signal that there is noting illicit that is happening with the data they provide, and it shows that the Panel Director is honest and worthy of the panelists’ involvement.  


The importance of offering panelists the results of the survey is in its signal value.  In most cases, the panelists do not want the results, but they do like knowing they could have the results if they wanted. Let us consider a typical panel survey.  If a research includes a check box (() on the survey that says “Please send me the results of the study,” it is easy for the consumer to check the box, and approximately 60% will.  But how much do they really want the results?  If they are told to include a self-addressed envelope, the response rate drops to 3-5%.  If they need to include a stamp on the envelope, response drops to 1-2%.  


This depends heavily on the topic of the survey, however.  Recall the panel of World War II veterans.  Although the survey was 16 pages, 442 questions, and took 95 minutes to complete, 32% of them completed the initial panel survey, and 33% of these included self-addressed stamped envelopes to receive the results of the studies.


Clearly, a panelist’s interest in receiving summary results depends on their interest in the topic.  While many shopping and consumer-related behaviors perhaps do not arouse passion and curiosity, other behaviors that are of personal or professional interest do.  When panels focus on people of a specific profession, these people frequently wish to receive copies of summary findings.  If a high percentage what summaries, spending the money sending findings can offset some (but not all) of the money otherwise spent on premiums and other incentives. As written earlier, any type of contact that keeps panelists feeling informed, valued, and connected is important.  If sending panelists some brief summaries of this information, accomplishes this a minimal cost, it is worth doing.  

Make the Panel Surveys Interesting and Fun


The quality of the responses is less dependent on the number of pages in the panel survey than on the number of minutes it takes to reasonably complete it.  Panel surveys that are “only 4 pages” long can be excessively more complex and less worthwhile to complete than others that are 16.  If a panel survey looks long, boring, and complex to complete, a higher percentage of panelists will elect to not complete it, and may eventually drop out of the panel altogether.


Layout and ease of readability is important for keeping panel members interested, and for helping them make the decision to complete it as they initially flip through the pages.  The standard view of experimental design and surveys is that nothing should be on the panel other than the minimal amount of text that is needed to attain the objectives.  To the contrary with convenience panels.  For these panels, part of their participation depends on how much satisfaction and enjoyment they receive from the experience.  To help this, icons, graphics, and even photos can help break up the visual monotony of the page and to increase the overall affect toward completing the survey and being on the panel. 

Don’t these distractions bias the results?  For the same reasons that one would use a convenience panel instead of a representative panel, small additions like this will not bias what one is looking for as long as these additions are constant across conditions.

Regardless of what a researcher does to retain panelists, there will be attrition.  This tends to be 8-10% for panelists who have been in the panel for less than 3 years and lower -- about 5% -- for those who have been in the panel for longer than 3 years. A reasonable proportion of this attrition can be attributed to relocation.  Instead, of dropping someone such as this from the panel, these panelists can be used for “mail-only” studies that need a focused, sincere, diligent group, but which do not necessitate that the panelists visit a central facility.  This can still keep the panelists eligible for many other panel activities.

How Can Costs of Convenience Panels be Minimized?


One of the advantages of convenience panels is in their responses are higher and their costs are lower.  Nevertheless, they are still expensive.  For companies, their pilot and pretest nature is an expense that would be tempting for a short-sighted controller to want to eliminate.  For academics, the shoe-string nature of most social science research leaves the most productive and thoughtful academics economizing on resources.  The less one spends, the fewer the number of distracting grants that must be written, executed, and accounted for.  The three biggest costs for convenience panels are panelist incentives, administrative costs, and postage.

Save on Incentives Costs.
One way to save on incentives for panelists is to provide a reduced monetary incentive and to supplement this with a lottery.  Some mention of this was made in Chapter 4.  If the mailing is going to be large, the incentive of winning a $1000 lottery can be effective.  Sometimes, however, the per person savings are not as great as one would think. That is, if the mailing is going to a convenience panel of 1000, a $5.00 incentive might generate 600 people at a total incentive cost of $3000.  If a $1.00 incentive is sent with a two chances to win $1000, the response is more likely to be 400 at a cost of $2,400.  While using the lottery was a little less expensive – in total – the per person cost of using a lottery was $6.00 per person and the cost of not using one was $5.00 per person. There are four key questions when making the lottery vs. cash decision.  

1. ( Yes
( No
Will the per person cost be less for this lottery?

2. ( Yes
( No
Will this lottery decrease one’s long-term commitment to the panel?

3. ( Yes
( No 
Will this lottery bias the types of people who respond?

4. ( Yes
( No 
Will this lottery cause people to be less careful than payment?

There are different perspectives on the answers to these questions.  Yet if more than one of the answers is yes, it might be better to not use the lottery.  Alternatively, one compromise can be to increase the amount paid and decrease the amount of the lottery.  That is, instead of paying $5.00 vs. $1.00 plus two chances to win $1000, a compromised package of $2.50 and one chance to win $1000 may eliminate some unintended effects of using a lottery.

Save on Administrative Costs.
One important way of saving on both administrative costs and mailing costs is to use the “Honor Payment” system outlined earlier.  This is the pre-payment system where panelists receive the check for completing the survey in the mail when they receive the survey.  If they choose to not complete the survey, they are instructed to tear up the check and to throw it away.  This method saves money on check handling, and postage.
That is, there is no need to mail checks out separately.

It is easy to believe that envelope labeling and stuffing can be done less costly in house.  This could be a poor assumption.  Mailing centers can often stuff envelopes for 3 cents an item and can quickly address the envelopes.  For mailings of under 200, the speed and convenience of doing this in-house (6:00-9:30pm along with pizza and soft drinks) can overcompensate for what the mailing center would charge.  However, when the mailing gets any larger, the opportunity costs for the postage and handling can become excessive.

Save on Mailing and Handling Costs.
One can save on mailing and handling costs by mailing through a nonprofit status when possible and through bulk mail when not.  For a 16 page survey, the nonprofit status mailing can save 70% over that of a first class mailing.  For a bulk mailing status, the savings can be around 40%. 

One issue with bulk mailing is whether the mailings are similar or different.  If the surveys are exactly the same, it will be no problem sending them bulk mail as long as over 300 are being mailed.  Say, however, that one plans on mailing four different versions of the survey (perhaps a 2x2 between subjects design).  Assuming that the surveys look similar, have the same number of pages, and are indistinguishable from their covers, many bulk mailing centers will still consider them identical and allow bulk mailing privileges.  Other mailing centers will instead require these to be mailed out at a first class rate.  In this case, it can be less costly to send the survey to more panelists in order to receive the reduction in postage that comes with the bulk mailing status.

Another issue is whether to use business reply return envelopes or to pre-stamp return envelopes.  The answer depends largely on the expected response rate.  With business reply envelopes, if the survey is not returned, there is no charge for incoming postage.  If it is returned, they are 30-40% more expensive than the First Class rate.  The alternative is to pre-stamp every return envelope.  In this situation, no premium is paid for returned envelopes, but the stamps that are put on any non-returned envelope are wasted.  Unless the mailing is very small in number, or very urgent, or unless one expects a very high response rate (70%+), it is generally more cost effective to use business reply envelopes.

Conclusion

Convenience panels can be “cheap, quick, and good” when there is no intention to try and project to a general population.  They are particularly well suited for measurement tests, experimental designs, and for pre-screening people for focus groups and central facility experiments.  While developing and managing these panels is similar to that of larger panels, there is a much greater need for personalization and “hand-holding” in both the recruitment and retention of the panels.  Yet a well-screened, well-trained panel can be of tremendous use in providing high quality data, feedback, and insights, and they facilitate trouble-shooting of problem areas, more effective idea generation, and less noisy experimental results.  When generalizability is not an objective, there times when the speed, cost-savings, and follow-up ability of a convenience panel overshadows the importance of its representativeness.  For academics, it provides an easy solution for generalizing beyond an overused 19 year old sophomore subject pool.
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*  Chapter 10 from – Sudman, Seymour and Brian Wansink (2002), Consumer Panels, Second Edition, American Marketing Association: Chicago, IL.
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