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Questions Researchers
Should Ask Sample Providers
About Data Quality

A practical guide for evaluating traffic sources,
panel controls, respondent validation, profiling
depth, and in-field warning signs.




1. Start With Source Transparency

The first data quality conversation should not start with fraud tools. It should start with traffic.
Researchers need to understand what kind of respondents are entering the survey, how they were
recruited, and what incentives or routing paths brought them there.

Questions to Ask Your Sample Provider

Question

What traffic sources are being used for this

project?

Is the panel double opt-in?

Are respondents coming from a mobile app,
website panel, email invite, router, or
offerwall?

Are any sources blended or dynamically
routed?

Can you provide source-level reporting after
fielding?

Researcher Note

Why it matters

Different sources carry different risks.
Panel, affiliate, programmatic, river, app-
based, social, and router traffic should not

be treated as equal.

Double opt-in helps establish consent and

reduces low-quality or accidental signups.

The source experience affects attention,

motivation, and fraud exposure.

Blending is common, but it must be visible.

Hidden source mixing makes quality
diagnosis difficult.

Averages hide problems. Quality issues
often cluster by source, route, region,

device, or incentive type.

What a strong answer sounds like

The provider can clearly separate
proprietary panel, partner panel, exchange
traffic, routers, mobile app traffic, and any
affiliate sources.

Yes, with documented signup confirmation,
email or device verification, and clear
consent language.

The provider can describe the exact entry
path and any incentive structure tied to that
path.

Source mix is disclosed, tracked, and can
be reported at the project or respondent

level.

Yes, including source ID, partner source,
entry route, device, country, and key QC

outcomes.

Do not accept “trusted partners” as a complete answer. Ask what kind of traffic is being used, how it is recruited, how it is

incentivized, and how it can be audited.

Red Flags

The provider cannot distinguish between owned panel and third-party sources.

The provider says source details are unavailable or “proprietary” with no reporting alternative.

The provider cannot explain whether traffic is app-based, router-based, email-invited, or offer-driven.
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2. Validate the Panelist, Not Just the Survey Session

A respondent can pass basic survey checks and still be a poor-quality or misrepresented participant.
Strong providers validate people at recruitment, verify them during participation, and continue checking

them over time.

Panelist Validation and Verification Questions

Question

What you are testing

Strong provider signal

How are panelists validated at registration?

Do you use identity, device, or location

verification?

How do you detect duplicate or professional
respondents?

How often do you refresh validation?

Can you remove or quarantine bad actors

across future studies?

Minimum Expectations

Respondent uniqueness should be checked at the account, device, IP, and project level.

Whether the provider knows who is joining

and whether they are eligible to participate.

Whether the respondent is likely to be real,
unique, and in the claimed geography.

Whether respondents can repeatedly enter
through multiple accounts or sources.

Validation is not a one-time event.

Respondent quality changes.

Quality control should improve the panel

over time.

Location should be validated beyond self-report whenever possible.

Email confirmation, phone or device
verification, fraud screening, duplicate
prevention, and consent capture.

Combination of IP, device fingerprint,
geolocation, proxy/VPN checks, and
duplicate account controls.

Cross-project dedupe, device history,
behavioral history, and suspicious

participation velocity checks.

Ongoing checks triggered by activity,
inconsistent behavior, failed quality
markers, or profile changes.

A clear suppression, quarantine, and review

process tied to respondent history.

Fraud decisions should include both automated checks and human review for edge cases.

Providers should be able to explain what causes a respondent to be blocked, warned, reviewed, or removed.

Better Question

Instead of asking “Do you have fraud detection?”, ask "What specific respondent signals do you evaluate before entry,

during the survey, and after completion?”
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3. Understand the Provider’s Ongoing Quality Program

Good providers do not treat quality as a gate at the start of a survey. They maintain panel health over
time. That means monitoring participation patterns, refreshing profiles, validating engagement, and
learning from removals and client feedback.

Area Questions to ask What to look for

Panel health How do you monitor panelist activity, inactivity, Limits on over-participation, fatigue scoring, and
fatigue, and survey-taking velocity? review of unusually high activity.

Profile consistency How do you identify conflicting demographic, Profile change history, consistency rules, and
employment, income, or category data? verification for high-risk segments.

Quality history Do panelists carry a quality score or history across Study-level performance rolls into future source and
studies? respondent decisions.

Open-end behavior Do you monitor gibberish, copy/paste, Al-like Text quality checks that go beyond profanity filters
responses, repetition, or low-effort text? and keyword rules.

Incentive controls How are respondents rewarded, and how do you Transparent incentive model and controls against
prevent incentive chasing? speed, repeat attempts, or gaming.

Remediation What happens when a respondent fails quality Warnings, review, quarantine, removal, source-level
checks? investigation, and client reporting.

Questions That Separate Mature Programs from Basic Screening
Can you show examples of source-level quality reports from previous projects?

Do you compare quality by source, device, geography, recruitment path, and incentive type?

Do you have a documented panel removal policy?

Do you review false positives so good respondents are not unfairly removed?

How do you communicate quality issues to clients during fielding, not just after close?
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4. Pressure-Test Profiling Depth

Profiling is not just about targeting. It is also a quality signal. Rich, well-maintained profiles help confirm
fit, reduce unnecessary screenouts, and support better recontact and segmentation. Shallow or stale
profiles create more routing noise and more opportunities for misrepresentation.

Key Profiling Questions

Profiling topic

Core demographics

B2B data

Category data

Sensitive segments

Refresh process

Profile audit trail

Practical Ask

Questions to ask

What demographic fields are collected and how
often are they refreshed?

Do you collect title, function, seniority, company
size, industry, decision authority, and budget
involvement?

What consumer categories, purchase behaviors,
brand usage, and interest areas are profiled?

How are sensitive or high-value profile attributes

validated?

What triggers a profile refresh or revalidation?

Can profile changes be reported or reviewed?

Why it matters

Age, gender, location, household, income,
education, ethnicity, language, and employment
data should be current and internally consistent.

B2B fraud and misclassification can be
expensive. Claimed professional status needs
stronger checks.

Better profiling reduces blind routing and lowers
respondent frustration.

High-CPI groups attract misrepresentation.
Providers should verify or carefully monitor
them.

Profiles should not sit unchanged for years while
respondents keep qualifying for studies.

Sudden changes can signal gaming, confusion,
or a legitimate life update that needs review.

Request a sample profile dictionary. You do not need personally identifiable information. You do need to understand the
fields available, refresh frequency, validation rules, and what can be used for targeting or reporting.

What Better Profiling Enables

Lower screenout rates because respondents are routed to better-fit surveys.

Cleaner quota management and fewer mid-field surprises.

Better recontact opportunities for follow-up, diary, qualitative, or longitudinal work.

More useful quality analysis after fielding because respondent context is richer.
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5. Ask About Recontacts, Qualitative Exercises, and

Follow-Up

A sample provider’s ability to recontact respondents is a strong indicator of panel quality and respondent
accountability. If respondents can be recontacted for clarification, qualitative follow-up, or longitudinal
research, there is usually a stronger relationship between the provider and the participant.

Questions to Ask

Question

Do you support recontacts?

Can respondents participate in qualitative

follow-ups?

Can you invite the same respondent to a

second wave?

Can flagged respondents be reviewed
before removal?

Can you report recontact success by
source?

Why it matters

Recontacts help validate responses, resolve

issues, and support longitudinal designs.

Good sample should support more than
one-and-done survey completes when
needed.

Longitudinal work requires stable

respondent identity and consent.

Not every flag means fraud. Sometimes it
means confusing wording or technical
friction.

Recontact performance can reveal source
quality.

Why This Matters Operationally

Ideal response

Yes, with clear timing, consent rules,
feasibility expectations, and respondent-
level tracking.

Yes, for IDIs, online communities, diary
tasks, uploads, video, or mobile missions
when appropriate.

Yes, with wave tracking and controls
against duplicate or replacement
respondents.

Yes, with a process to distinguish bad
actors from legitimate respondents.

Yes, with response rates and dropout
patterns by source or panel segment.

Recontact capability gives researchers a way to verify questionable results, invite strong respondents into
richer exercises, and create accountability in the sample ecosystem. It also encourages better source
behavior: if a respondent may be asked to explain or expand on their answers later, quality matters

beyond the initial complete.

Field Tip

For strategic studies, consider asking providers whether a small percentage of respondents can be held for recontact. It
gives you a useful safety valve if the data starts to look strange.
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6. What to Watch During Fielding

The biggest mistake in data quality is waiting until the end. By then, the budget is spent, quotas are full,
and the dataset may already be compromised. Quality should be monitored while fielding is live.

Fielding Dashboard Checks

Signal What to monitor Why it matters

Conversion rate Starts to completes by source, device, country, and Sudden changes may indicate poor targeting, broken
quota group. links, bad routing, or low-fit traffic.

Incidence rate Expected IR vs actual IR by source and key Inflated or unstable IR can signal guessing, profile
segment. mismatch, or qualification gaming.

Drop-off points Where respondents abandon the survey. High drop-off can expose confusing questions,

technical issues, long grids, or poor source fit.

Median LOI Overall and source-level completion time. Very fast completes can signal low attention; unusually
slow completes may indicate confusion or technical

issues.
Question-level time Time spent on key questions, open-ends, grids, Respondents who spend no meaningful time on
and sensitive items. complex questions are unlikely to be engaged.
Device mix Mobile vs desktop by source and completion Mobile-heavy sources may need mobile-first design
quality. checks and quality thresholds.
Geo and IP patterns Country, region, proxy/VPN, datacenter, repeated Location mismatch and suspicious IP patterns are
IPs. common early warnings.

When to Intervene

Pause or cap a source when quality flags cluster rather than spread randomly.
Review survey design when drop-off spikes at a specific question or page.

Ask the provider for source-level detail if incidence or LOI looks too good to be true.
Use soft launches to compare source quality before opening full field.
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7. In-Survey Quality Signals to Review

Quality checks work best when they combine behavioral signals, text analysis, consistency checks, and
source context. One weak answer should not automatically disqualify a respondent. A pattern of weak

signals should trigger review.

Signals That Deserve Attention

Signal

Incoherent responses

Nonsensical open-ends

Al-like open-ends

What it can indicate

The respondent may not understand the
question, may be using automation, or may be
entering low-effort answers.

Random text, irrelevant answers, copied text,
repeated phrases, or answer-stuffing.

Overly polished generic text, repeated

structure, vague claims, or inconsistent

How to use it

Review in context. Compare with other open-ends,

time spent, and consistency checks.

Flag for review, especially if paired with speed,
copy/paste, or failed attention checks.

Use as one indicator, not a standalone removal

rule. Look for mismatch with question context.

personal detail.

Very low question time Respondent may be clicking through without Set expectations by question type. A grid, concept

reading. exposure, or open-end should require more time
than a simple single-select.
Straightlining

Respondent selects the same option across a Interpret carefully. Some grids may legitimately

matrix without variation. produce similar answers. Pair with time and
consistency.
Contradictions

Answers conflict with prior profile or survey Use logical consistency checks for age,

responses. household, employment, purchase behavior, and
category familiarity.
Copy/paste behavior

Respondent may be pasting prepared answers Flag when open-end context suggests pasted

or using external tools. generic text or when timing is unrealistic.

Balanced Approach

Avoid building a quality system that only catches the obvious. The goal is not to punish respondents. The goal is to
identify patterns that make the data less credible.

Useful Survey Design Additions
Include a small number of purposeful open-ends that require specific, contextual answers.

Use attention checks sparingly and make them fair.



8. Add a Respondent Feedback Question at the End

A simple feedback question can reveal issues that traditional quality checks miss. It gives respondents a
chance to tell you how they entered the survey, whether the experience felt fair, and whether anything
made it hard to answer honestly.

Recommended End-of-Survey Question

Place this near the end of the survey, after the main content and before the final submit screen. Keep it
optional or low-pressure so respondents do not feel like their incentive is at risk.

Survey Question

Thinking about how you arrived at this survey today, which of the following best describes where you came from? Select
the option that feels closest.

Answer option Purpose

An email invitation from a research panel Confirms classic panel invite traffic.

A mobile app or rewards app Identifies app-based or offer-driven traffic.

A website where | complete surveys for rewards Identifies web panel or offerwall-style participation.

| was redirected here after trying another survey Identifies router or exchange traffic.

A link from a company, community, or organization | know Identifies direct or client-supplied traffic.

| am not sure Useful when the source experience is unclear to the respondent.
Other - please describe Captures unexpected source paths and respondent language.

Optional Follow-up Questions

Was anything about this survey confusing, repetitive, or difficult to answer?

Did the survey work properly on your device?

Were any questions hard to answer because the options did not fit your situation?

Did you feel you had enough context to answer the questions accurately?



9. A Simple Provider Quality Scorecard

Use a scorecard to make sample quality conversations consistent across providers. The point is not to
create paperwork. The point is to make sure every provider is being evaluated against the same practical
expectations.

Category Score 1 - weak

Source transparency Cannot explain source mix or

entry path.

Panel validation Relies mostly on self-report.

Score 3 - acceptable

Can explain high-level source
categories.

Uses basic email, IP, and

duplicate checks.

Score 5 - strong

Can report source, route, device,
and quality outcomes at

respondent level.

Uses layered identity, device,

location, behavior, and history-

based validation.

Ongoing QC Project-level checks only. Some panel health monitoring. Continuous respondent and
source quality scoring with

remediation.

Profiling depth Limited or stale profile fields. Core profile fields refreshed Rich profile data with refresh

periodically. rules, consistency checks, and

audit trail.

In-field support Issues reviewed after close. Responds when asked. Proactively monitors and flags
source-level risks during
fielding.

Limited recontacts available. Reliable recontact and

Recontact ability No recontacts.

qualitative follow-up capability.

10. Closing Checklist for Researchers

Before launch, ask providers to define traffic sources, validation methods, profile depth, and reporting availability.
During soft launch, compare quality by source before opening full field.

During fielding, monitor incoherent responses, nonsensical open-ends, time spent by question, drop-off points, device mix, and
source-level patterns.

At close, review removals, replacements, source performance, respondent feedback, and lessons for future projects.

Document what worked and what did not. Good quality programs improve from project to project.
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