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BDRC Case Study 
  

Online to offline 

 

Online interviewing provides a means to reach samples quickly and cost-effectively. However it is acknowledged 

by many that online samples (particularly those from panels) are not necessarily completely representative of 

the views of non-panel samples, nor those from other interviewing methods (such as face to face or telephone)  – 

even when the target of the research is a sample group that is  entirely online (such as “All broadband users”).   

 

At BDRC Continental we have done a substantial amount of work comparing matched online and offline samples, 

and analysing the differences in respondents’ answers for the same questions.   Work we undertook in 

partnership with Ofcom showed that there are significant differences in responses between demographically 

matched samples, even to factual questions (such as type of device owned, of TV watched).  One of the primary 

reasons for this is that individuals on online panels (from where most online interviews are obtained) use the 

internet to a much greater extent than online users overall, and have other behaviou ral and attitudinal 

differences. This means that even weighting online surveys to the relevant demographic quotas does not remove 

the bias that can occur for many questions (particularly  those that are media or technology-related). 

 

The below chart shows how the method of TV reception for an onl ine sample (that is weighted to be 

demographically matched) is significantly different to one that is obtained face to face.  A solution to minimising 

this bias was found, and we developed a technique that identifies additional weighting variables that cou ld be 

applied to data collected online to bring it into line with what would have been achieved from a face to face 

sample.  
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But the online sample can be brought in to line with a F2F sample by weighting on 5  variables:

Source: Q11/12  Which if any of these types of television does your household receive?
If more than one, which would you regard as your main types of television?

(Base: All Respondents watching TV(1591/872/719)

Respondent‘s main way of TV viewing varies by data collection method
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The method was shortlisted for the 2012 MRS award for Innovation in Research Methodology, and we wrote a 

paper that was subsequently peer-reviewed and published by the IJMR.  It gives a detailed description of  the 

background and the results of our analyses, and can be downloaded from here  (in brief, the technique pools the 

two surveys and we undertake a discriminant analysis using the method as the variable creating two clusters and 

identify which questions best predict membership of each cluster; these questions are then us ed as additional 

weights in the analysis and enable the online data to be amalgamated with the face to face data ). 

 

We subsequently developed this technique further to allow us to calculate which specific subgroups should be 

over or under-sampled (within the same total sample size) to enhance representivity and robustness. We have 

used it on several projects, most recently on Ofcom’s “On Demand and Online Tracker”, the report for which has 

just been published by Ofcom here. 

 

 

By utilising this method, it’s possible to get the best of both worlds – large, cost-effective online sample sizes 

that are as representative as if the data had been collected via a traditional offline method.    

 

Get in touch 

Tim Barber, Director, Media and Comms Research 

tim.barber@bdrc-continental.com 

http://www.bdrc-continental.com/business-sectors/media-tech/
http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/binaries/internet/Attitudes_to_Online_and_On_Demand_Content_report_2014_report.pdf
tim.barber@bdrc-continental.com

