Actions, not words

By  Paul Herbig

If your toilet was broken and you needed a plumber right away, where would you look for one? Most would answer, "the yellow pages." Recently, marketing guru Roy H. Williams conducted a national study for a client who was certain everyone selected a plumber based on who she found in the yellow pages. Williams began the survey with the question: "Have you called a plumber in the last 12 months?'' If the respondent answered no, the survey was over. If she answered yes, Williams asked, "Whom did you call?" If the respondent hesitated for more than four seconds, the survey was over. If she quickly remembered the name, Williams asked, "Why did you choose that plumber?" then, "Where did you get that number?" If the respondent's answer didn't mention the yellow pages, Williams asked a final question: "Did you, at any time, look in the phonebook?" Only 17.8 percent turned to the phonebook to find a plumber.

What people do is often quite different from what they think they'll do (or even thought they did after the fact). People rationalize decisions with facts, but they make decisions based on feelings. Emotion is central to any decision-making process. Ask someone if he'll take your survey. He'll immediately disconnect from the emotional side of his brain, the area where decisions are made. He'll tap into the logical side of his brain, the side that gives considered answers. The logical side knows nothing of emotion, and its answers aren't reliable decision predictors.

In another study, an inverse relationship existed between stated intent and action. The customers who stated they were highly likely to buy were the least likely to actually purchase again, and vice versa. You simply can't blindly trust what customers tell you without looking at their actual behavior. The only dependable survey responses are those based on questions that ask what's already been done. You're far more likely to receive meaningful replies. You know for certain the answers are based on what respondents have actually done. Don't ask what will happen, ask what has happened!

Multiple-choice questions plague research firms. Multiple-choice may seem like the easiest and most cost-effective way to conduct a survey. Problem is, people tend to choose the answer that sounds best, not the one that accurately reflects their behavior or intentions. The solution is to encourage respondents to describe their experiences without offering a list of choices. It's preferable to ask fewer questions that elicit dependable answers than to prejudice the survey with multiple-choice questions.

How questions are worded can influence answers. Take this old story for example: Two men ask their rabbi whether it's permissible to smoke while praying. The first asks, "Is it permissible to smoke while praying?" "No," answers the rabbi, "it is not permissible to do anything but concentrate while praying." The second man asks, "Is it permissible to pray while smoking?" "Yes," answers the rabbi, "it is always permissible to pray." Here's another example. The Associated Press reported witnesses who were asked, "How fast were the cars going when they smashed into each other?" gave a much higher speed than those who were asked, "How fast were the cars going when they made contact?" The solution is to Give your questions to an outsider. Ask how each question might predispose or shape the answer.

Sample a group large enough to give results with a 95 percent level of confidence or accuracy. Ninety-five percent confidence means if the survey ran 100 times, results would be within 5 percent of the first survey's results 95 times out of 100. The sample group needn't be large. With fewer than 1,500 qualified respondents, Gallup can report with 95 percent confidence the president American voters will elect. With 384 qualified respondents, you can measure 1 million people with 95 percent confidence. To understand what qualifies a respondent, find out what a statistician would consider a random sample of your audience.

A survey's value is based on data reliability, not data interpretation. To ensure you understand a survey's results, be suspicious of interpretation. Look at the data to see if you'd arrive at the same conclusions. Be careful to distinguish between factual results and interpretation of results. Interpretation can be filtered through bias. Actions speak louder than surveys or words!

Frank Lloyd Wright, said "The truth is more important than the facts." Actions speak louder than words.  
