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Executive summary  
   
Market research as we know it is on the verge of the next evolution. The current 
method of conducting market research via online questionnaires has had its day. Fewer 
and fewer respondents are taking the trouble to complete long questionnaires. Poor data 
quality is an ever growing concern among researchers and marketers worldwide.
 
While the market research industry is risk averse and careful when adapting new 
technology and ways of working, the signs that a new era is coming are there. In this 
whitepaper we set out to explore a third evolution in market research technology. 
 
There is new technology available which facilitates market research through social 
messaging. Consumers are already very familiar with this technology. As a result, the use 
of messaging apps continues to rise dramatically.
 
Conversational surveys through social messaging are the third evolution in market 
research.
The technology is developing rapidly. This allows for an intelligent, dynamic conversation 
with a participant, instead of presenting a traditional questionnaire, which is mainly a 
form of one-way traffic based on a fixed script.
 
In a nutshell, a conversational survey is a method of questioning respondents, which 
imitates a natural conversation between people. Messaging apps are the perfect 
platform for this, as the technology offers all the features needed, and consumers have 
adopted these as their main form of communication.
 
Market research through social messaging offers a lot of new advantages. It takes 
place in real-time, it is authentic, it combines qualitative and quantitative research, and it 
provides marketers with access to continuous involvement and feedback. This enables 
research to act as a catalyst in innovation projects instead of being a delaying factor.
 
Not to mention that it is also more fun as respondents can express themselves naturally 
using emojis, photos, videos and voice memos. This makes communication between 
researchers and respondents more exciting and meaningful.
 
The result:

• Better, deeper understanding 
• Faster access to insights

 
This white paper will explore the why and how of this new way of working in the insights 
industry. 
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Chapter 1  
A brief history of market research 
and its evolution in methodology
The 3 evolutions in quantitative market research

Market research has been around for ages as there has always been a need to understand 
target groups and satisfy their wishes. The concept of market research – as we know 
it – came about, according to many experts, around 1900. There were two important 
events which came together at that time: the US Census, which introduced punch cards for 
collecting data and the Literary Digest, which held the first national American poll for the US 
presidential elections. In the 1920’s the first large scale commercial applications followed. 
The need arose for advertisers to understand the effectiveness of their ads and market 
research fulfilled this need. 

From the outset, face-to-face surveys were the standard approach. Researchers would go 
out on the street to conduct the survey and call at people’s doors. At the time, this approach 
produced a high response, but it was costly and the turnaround times were long.

Throughout the years, market research has evolved as society and the state of technology 
evolved. But for a long time, Face to face interviewing remained the only way to carry out 
quantitative fieldwork. This all changed in the 1970s when a new medium emerged which 
proved to be suitable for surveying people.

The first evolution: telephone surveys
The first telephone market survey was carried out in the 1970s. This was quicker, 
easier and cheaper. Interviewers did not need to go out on the streets any more but 
could simply call potential respondents. Initially, there were some doubts about its 
validity and representativeness of the participants. However, these doubts quickly 
dispelled as researchers became more accustomed to using the new method and 
it became established. The industry also found that the quality of data collected 
was comparable to its predecessor.  Another contributory factor was the growing 
use of the telephone by consumers.

The second evolution: online surveys
In the 1990s online surveys among consumer panels emerged. This method was 
even faster, easier and cheaper, and facilitated by the advent of the Internet. A large 
number of consumers started using the Web. Not to mention that this survey method 
offered many more opportunities. For instance, respondents could watch video clips 
and more complex questions and scales could be used. But, in this instance too, 
there were doubts about the method’s validity and representativeness of the sample. 
Once again, these doubts disappeared in time as people became accustomed to 
this method, quality of data was shown to be equal to research via telephone  and 
because a steadily rising number of consumers could be reached online.
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The session that had the strongest impact was one lead by Survey Sampling 
International‘s Global Knowledge Director, Pete Cape. He had invited 12 “real 
respondents” into the Conference room, and asked them to give their honest views 
on market Research.

What they said was both fascinating and horrifying:

• money was often the first-mentioned motivator for MR participation
• many openly confessed to multiple Panel participation
• not telling the truth was openly admitted
• taking upwards of 30 Surveys per month (one gent had done 80 in the last 4 

weeks) was commonplace.

Many were also extremely critical of Survey design – “most of your mobile surveys 
are total c**p” was one succinct statement, grids were torn into, many surveys simply 
not working technically...

It was a sorry state of affairs all round – Market Research being gamed by savvy pros 
interested in the money, disdainful of the people responsible. Curiously, the audience 
loved it. Much laughter. A distinct lack of embarrassment – very odd.

GreenBook

There are ever-growing signs that the use of online questionnaires has had its 
day and we are ready for a third evolution in market research. Data quality is 
diminishing and our way of communicating with each other has changed. While 
we stay connected online, text/social messaging is the most widely used form of 
communication. If the we see that the data quality isn’t there and society has moved 
on to a new form of communication, shouldn’t market research also evolve to reflect 
this?  

Deterioration in the quality of data collected from online questionnaires 
Fewer and fewer respondents are taking the trouble to complete long 
questionnaires properly. Data quality has always been a concern and a topic 
of debate among researchers, but there are signs that it’s getting worse. As 
an illustration, below is Greenbook blogger Edward Appleton’s summary of a 
presentation at a conference about data quality:
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“The traditional survey 
is about to evolve, it 
no longer needs to 
be a static one-way 
interaction.”

There are two main concerns. There are respondents who are downright fraudulent. 
This behaviour is triggered by offering financial rewards to panellists. On the other 
hand, there are respondents who are satisficing. In other words, completing the 
questionnaire with minimal effort. And while both types of respondents can to some 
extent be identified through quality checks, the problem is there and has always 
been there since the emergence of online research. 

Poor data quality has long been an important subject of debate among researchers. 
Many blogs and studies are dedicated to this topic (see the ‘Sources & Further 
reading’ section for some examples). While it easy to blame the respondents for 
this, as marketers and researchers, we need to ask ourselves “In an attempt to 
save our own fieldwork costs, do we ask respondents to fill in long and boring 
questionnaires?” Unfortunately, it is typically a resounding “yes”.  

People now have a shorter attention spans and are more time-starved than ever. 
This development makes it increasingly difficult to find respondents who are willing 
to participate in, and complete, an online survey.  

The rise of messaging apps
Our shrinking attention spans go hand-in-hand with the introduction of mobile. We 
now expect instant gratification and quick communications. This is one reason why 
in both personal and business contexts, email is increasingly being replaced by 
messaging apps, like Slack or Microsoft Teams. 

Therefore, just as it happened with the previous evolutions, there is a practical need 
to expand the array of tools available in market research. And just as in the case 
of the two previous evolutions, there is new technology available to facilitate a 
evolution.

The new era: Conversational surveys
This white paper is about the third evolution in market research: conversational 
surveys via social messaging. In this new era we will find a solution for the poor 
data quality. We do this by making it fun and engaging to participate in research. 
And all this is achieved through new technology that is available and already 
adopted by the consumers: messaging apps. 
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Chapter 2 
Social messaging for research 
and conversational surveys -  
what is it?
One feature common to all evolutions in market research 
is that the way of conducting interviews is substantially 
improved, but they also present new options in the toolbox 
available to market researchers. Conversational surveys are 
no exception. 

What do we mean by ‘conversation survey’? This is our definition:

A conversational survey is a method of questioning respondents, which imitates a natural 
conversation between people.

Conversational surveys go one step further than questionnaires which are optimised 
to work with a browser on a smartphone. Conversational surveys are integrated into 
existing messaging apps, which allow for giving much richer communication. Emojis, 
photos and video can be easily be included in the conversation, just as in real life 
conversations in messaging apps. They can even use intelligent conversation technology 
to provide participants with the best possible experience.

Humans are social beings. We want to have conversations spontaneously and access 
to each other on an ongoing basis to. That is why, as humans, our conversations build 
one on top of another - becoming more colourful and enriching. This is the same for 
conversational surveys.  They provide an opportunity to have a continuous conversation, 
whether by building off a previous topic or simply continuing the messaging thread. 
Unlike a traditional online survey which is static and set in stone, a conversational 
survey does not need to have an end to it. Questions and messages can be added as a 
conversation evolves to provide for more meaningful insights and ongoing conversations 
with target audiences. 

Why conversational surveys now?

Traditional market research is usually a one-way process. Respondents are very focused 
at the start, but lose interest when the questionnaire goes on too long or is not enjoyable 
enough. Uninspired respondents do not provide insights which are of any use, not even 
with the right questions. One of the top priorities for market researchers ought to be to 
increase the respondents’ involvement, while retaining the survey’s validity. 
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Over three-quarters of the world’s smartphone users have a mobile messaging app 
on their phone1. It is their favourite form of 1-to-1 communication. We already see the 
application of this within the business world.  An ever-growing number of companies 
are using chatbots to keep pace with the large volume of communication and enhance 
customer experience. For example, customer service departments are increasingly using 
chat messaging and chatbots to streamline service and humanise the experience. 

Respondents have the option to express themselves through a way that’s most natural to 
them - whether through emojis, videos, photos, images or voice memos. This makes for 
a relaxed and natural interaction between researcher and participant. Market researchers 
who use social media as a survey tool are seeing an improvement in terms of the 
frankness of the replies being given and in the quality of the data being collected. This is 
well captured by Dr. Manila Austin and Julie Wittes Schlack in their research about 21st 
century market research2:

Users with mobile messaging app

Users without mobile messaging app
75 %

25 %

But beyond our own experience, we generally believe that an online, iterative, consumer-centric 
approach mitigates some of the risks and challenges of conventional market research, can actually 
enhance quality, and uncovers relevant insights quickly in a way that is fun and authentic for real 
people. By leveraging emerging technologies that foster connection, researchers can avoid the 
pitfalls of barging into peoples’ lives and instead meet them where they are. As a result, research 
efforts are likely to yield more spontaneous and revealing insights. And as an added advantage, 
there are also efficiencies and cost-savings researchers can achieve by capturing a high volume 
of rich, open-ended data at a relatively low cost. By using humanistic, transparent approaches—in 
essence, by encouraging consumers to become engaged in the form as well as the substance of 
the research—we get really engaged, motivated participants. 

1 eMarketer, Messaging App Usage Worldwide: eMarketer's Updated Forecast, Leaderboard and 
Behavioral Analysis, July 20, 2017

2 Austin, M. and Schlack, J., Leaving our comfort zone: 21st century market research, June 19, 2015
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Why messaging apps now?

There are three reasons why social messaging is sparking 
the next evolution in market research.

Respondents are ready for it.
Billions of messages are sent every day; between people, and between people and 
brands. In fact, a study by Twilio found that 89% of customers would prefer to use 
messaging to communicate with businesses. (Unfortunately, only 48% of businesses 
are equipped to do this.)3 It is then a natural expectation by respondents to complete a 
questionnaire through messaging app, rather than an online questionnaire via email.

The technology is available. 
Messaging apps have been well-established and are prevalent on majority of 
smartphones. And the technology continues to develop rapidly in our digital age. 

Market research via messaging apps is more fun and engaging.
It also offers consumers far more opportunities to express their views than traditional 
online surveys. Just think about adding video clips, photos, emojis etc. The two-way 
conversational surveys allow for dynamism to get more meaningful understanding and 
insights. Hesitation to participate in traditional surveys now has an antidote. 

People use messaging apps every day to keep in touch with friends and family. 
Communicating through tools that consumers are already using offers a huge 
opportunity for the market research sector. Just as was the case with the first and 
second evolutions.

Respondents are ready - technology is available

There has been huge growth in terms of the use of social messaging apps and the 
number of apps available. These apps are frequently used, preferred and well-trusted. 
Conducting research via social messaging and social interfaces is no longer a scenario 
of the future. The evolution is happening right now! 

Compared to phone and email, social messaging has only been around for a short period 
of time. Data indicates that messaging is a growing method of communication for 
people with their friends and family, as well as with a business. 

3  Twilio, Understand How Consumers Use Messaging Today Global Mobile Messaging 
Consumer Report 2016, 2016

1

3

2
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Messaging and social apps lead the way in terms of growth compared to other apps in 2016.

People are spending increasing amounts of time using messaging apps. While the average 
time spent on mobile apps grew by 69%, messaging and social app usage grew by 394%.

Source: Flurry Analytics

Source: Flurry Analytics



Source: The 2016 Mobile Messaging Report

Source: The 2016 Mobile Messaging Report

Assuming both are free and 
possible, how would you 
rather talk to a business 45,8 %

Email

Messaging application  
(FB Messenger, Whatsapp, 
WeChat, Line etc.)

54,2 %

Assuming both are free and 
possible, how would you 
rather talk to a business 49,4 %

A phonecall

Messaging application  
(FB Messenger, Whatsapp, 
WeChat, Line etc.)

50,6 %
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Preference is virtually split between messaging and traditional phone conversation.

Preference for messaging conversations with businesses are catching up to 
email. Nearly 46% of people want to talk to a business via messaging.
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Social messaging apps are big business and they are not 
slowing down. They dominate across various channels 
of communication and continue to grow. With rapid 
availability, people are increasing time spent on messaging 
apps. They want to keep in touch with others and share 
their stories.

Facebook 
• In December 2017 Facebook published figures for the use of its chat app in 2017. On 

average, seven billion conversations were conducted every day on Messenger in that 
year. 260 million new conversations were initiated every day. Users were sharing on 
average 1.7 billion emojis every day, amounting to more than 500 billion that year.

• In 2017 there were, on average, 2.5 million new group chats created every day. These 
groups usually comprise of about ten people. That year, people shared some 18 
billion GIFs. 
Facebook Messenger has an average of 1.3 billion monthly users. Messenger Day, 
the Snapchat Stories cloned within Messenger, is used by 70 million people every 
day.

WhatsApp
• WhatsApp has more than 1.3 billion users globally.
• A version of WhatsApp for business has also become available recently. A beta 

version is available of this app. It is mainly aimed at the interaction between company 
and consumer. 

Snapchat
• 71% of Snapchat users are under the age of 34 and 70% are women. People under 

the age of 25 use Snapchat roughly 40 minutes a day. More than 400 million stories 

are created every day.
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The future of conversational surveys:  
using Artificial Intelligence 

Artificial Intelligence (AI) is universally viewed as one of the 
key developments in market research. However, until now the 
number of applications using AI successfully are very limited. 

At the moment AI already helps researchers make some sense in a smart way of large 
volumes of information and by taking over repetitive tasks from researchers. In particular, 
unstructured data such as open ended responses and video recordings, can be analysed 
very effectively using AI. 

Questionnaire becomes conversation
You can also brilliantly deploy artificial intelligence in social interfaces. For instance, a 
questionnaire becomes a conversation, similar to qualitative in-depth interview. In the 
future, a chatbot will be able to probe when things are not clear. A conversational survey 
does not need, by its very nature, to follow a script that is set in stone, but can be adapted 
during the conversation, this is where AI can help. 

This means that AI will help ask respondents the right relevant questions. A simple 
example which is easy to implement involves asking additional questions in the case 
of open responses. “What do you exactly mean?” or “Is that a positive or negative thing 
for you?” are possible options when an ambiguous response was been given. Or when 
the response is too short, a little prompt can encourage the respondent to give a more 
expansive reply. For now, human intelligence can help keep adding questions to an 
established conversational survey to probe for more meaningful insights. 

Laddering
Laddering goes even further. This technique is often used by qualitative researchers 
when carrying out face-to-face interviews to find out deeper underlying motivations and 
reasons. The technique involves a lot of probing. This is now a time-consuming task 
for qualitative researchers, which can only be carried out at a high cost among larger 
samples. This is where AI  can help do the job quick and at a much lower cost.

Based on the current state-of-the-art technology, participants can still distinguish a chat 
with a chatbot from a chat with a real person. But it is expected that this will change 
within a few years in view of the rapid developments going on in this area. For sceptics 
who would like to try having a conversation with a bot, give it a try and see if you can tell. 
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Chapter 3: 
Benefits of using social 
messaging for market  research 
What differentiates this evolution from the previous two is the 
plethora of new opportunities offered to market researchers. 
This evolution is not only a change in channel;  it’s a change 
in mindset of the insights industry and the way we look at 
contact with our most important ally: respondents.

The new and enhanced opportunities at a glance:

In the moment and real-time. 
Researchers can interview the right people at the right time. This means that immediately 
after respondents have attended an event or visited a store, we can ask them questions 
about their experience. Similarly, prior to an event, researchers can ask questions 
to proactively improve customer experience such as catering arrangements. Using 
messaging apps makes it possible to send questions to respondents or to ask them to 
perform a certain task at a particular time, at a particular place or during a particular 
activity via a push notification. Feedback provided in the right moment in the right 
context is richer and more relevant. 

Authentic. 
Traditional surveys can often make respondents feel like they are test subjects. It can feel 
impersonal and cold. Conversational surveys through messaging provide a natural social 
setting, which enables authentic participation by respondents. Researchers are engaging 
people in ways they're already having conversations with friends and family. This means 
more valuable feedback which has also been 

reflected on more. It also means that more people are prepared to get involved. It’s less 
daunting and more fun to get involved in. 

Merging qualitative and quantitative research. 
As a wide range of questions and question techniques can be used, this removes the 
traditional difference between the two basic data types in market research. This allows 
researchers to make use of the best of both worlds, within one study. For example, 
participants can express their opinions using a number of statements, which they then 
clarify with a number of photos or a video they made themselves. Another option is to 
use qualitative questions among large, quantitative random samples. And by adding 
location data and context to the responses provided, this can enhance the participants’ 
answers, which adds even more depth.

1

3

2
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Continuous involvement and direct feedback. 
Data-driven decision-making is more important than ever to ensure optimal customer 
experience and securing your company’s bottom line.  Companies are in great need of 
survey results which are available quickly. Instead of opting for large-scale research 
projects which take a lot of time to set up, run and report on, market research through 
social messaging can help you quickly get feedback from target groups. Conversational 
surveys allow you to split a large study into small chunks in a quick and iterative 
manner. These customer-centric insights can be implemented across every department; 
providing an integrated approach to working. Customer feedback is now a catalyst for 
innovation, instead of a delaying factor.  Conducting research via conversational surveys 
fits in perfectly with agile methodology so that teams can work collaboratively with the 
feedback gathered and quickly deliver an updated product. Rinse and repeat. 

4
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Conversational surveys in action: Huishoudbeurs 

To illustrate the power of conversational surveys through social messaging, let's explore the 
possibilities by examining the Huishoudbeurs (Holland’s equivalent to the Ideal Home Exhibition 
in the UK). 

The Huishoudbeurs has been the ultimate girls day out since 1955. Women from all over 
Holland would descend to check out the exhibits. It hosts appearances by artists, chefs, lifestyle 
influencers, and many more. Now imagine dozens of visitors to this exhibition have registered as 
respondents via Facebook Messenger. And imagine that you are in charge of helping to ensure 
the success of this event. 

Before the event
It’s always good to be prepared. That is why before the event, you would as “When are you going 
to the exhibition?” and “How are you travelling to the exhibition?” Respondents then specify 
the date and whether they are going by train, car, bicycle or on foot. This allows the exhibition 
organisers to make a definite estimate of when the peak times will be and provide additional 
parking spaces for those going by car. You can also ask which sections respondents are 
planning on visiting, enabling you to estimate which shows and sections of the exhibition will be 
popular and be prepared accordingly. 

During the event
It’s a long day of fun and you want to capture it all. When a respondent has a cup of coffee from 
the corner café, you can ask them if they enjoyed it or are interested in participating in a home-
use test for this brand of coffee. When samples are given out, a direct question can be asked 
after this about whether the cookie tasted good and what the right price should be for it. And 
also whether they would recommend it to their friends. If the respondent checks out a fashion 
show, you can ask them about their personal style. If they watch a live TV broadcast, you can ask 
them about their favourite channels and media preferences. Participants can take selfies with 
the things which made a positive impression on them. If the respondent is enthusiastic about a 
recipe from, for instance, HelloFresh, you can ask her whether she is intending to purchase a trial 
subscription so that you can measure the effectiveness of this brand attending the exhibition. If 
she is bothered by the loads of plastic cups around a full rubbish bin, she can take a picture and 
share it. The organisers can then send a team of cleaners there immediately to resolve the issue. 
The opportunities are limitless. 

After the event
After an eventful day, when the respondent is settling down at home, tired but satisfied, you can 
ask her what she thought about the day’s events. What did she enjoy the most and what further 
improvements does she think can be made? Is she thinking of going back again the following 
year? You can then use these insights to make next year’s Huishoudbeurs even better. 
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Challenges and drawbacks

As with previous evolutions in market research, a new evolution poses challenges 
for researchers. Before researchers can fully utilise the opportunities offered by 
conversational surveys, they will need to spend time getting to know the new method. 
While market researchers are certainly curious by nature, they are also cautious when it 
comes to accepting new research methods. 

The biggest challenge for researchers might be a change in mindset. Now, a research 
project usually follows a fixed procedure. Research needs are established, a project 
is designed, a questionnaire is drafted, fieldwork is executed, results are analysed 
and reported. With conversational surveys, this fixed procedure becomes more fluid. 
Answers may be available early on in the project and other questions might pop up. A 
conversational approach allows for this flexibility in ongoing research projects. And it is 
exactly this change in mindset that will make conversational surveys blend in so well in 
the marketer’s daily work. 

In the case of this evolution too, questions will be raised about the validity of the 
responses and the representativeness of the participants. These questions will be 
answered over time as researchers and marketers become accustomed to this method. 
No doubt there will be comparative studies done, which will indicate whether there are 
differences between the outcomes and participants of traditional research methods and 
new ones. 

A comparative study
In the summer of 2018, Upinion will conduct a rigorous comparison study, comparing 
the traditional and new ways of doing research. We’ll be comparing several sources of 
recruiting respondents and several ways of asking them questions. 

We’ll be comparing data from several sources on a number indicators, such as:
• Quality of the data (i.e. level of ‘straight lining’, distribution and means of answers) 
• Richness of the insights gathered
• Level of engagement of respondents

The results of this study will help the adaptation of the new technology among  
researchers, as it will make us understand what differences we can expect and what is 
causing them.

Data and privacy issues
User data and security has always been a central concern in the industry. Ever since the 
Cambridge Analytica scandal earlier this year, precautions to protect data privacy and 
security will be higher than ever. Any new way of conducting research will not only need 
to be as secure as traditional methods, but be proactive in defending against possible 
risks. This includes implementing an information security management system, being 
transparent about what happens with user data and providing users the right to revoke 
access to their data at any time. 
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Chapter 4
How does it work?          

 Conversational surveys are a lot like real life conversations. 
You need at least two people who are willing to share 
ideas and thoughts, and you need a suitable location that 
encourages dialogue. 

Invite the right participants
First, you need people that are willing to share their ideas and thoughts. “Where can I find 
a representative group of respondents?” is the question which market researchers have 
been asking themselves for years. Being able to find the right respondents and finding 
them prepared to express their opinion has always been one of the biggest stumbling 
blocks in market research.
 
You want engaged, enthusiastic consumers, but where do you find them? Your best bet is 
to source through channels where respondents are already the most engaged, including 
social media (where they actively engage with family & friends). If you fish from the place 
where they are active, you're more likely to get more active respondents.
 
The use of social media as a source for sampling, will likely increase over the coming 
years. Market research agencies can draw on this source for both quantitative and 
(online) quantitative surveys. It is already possible to easily recruit participants for a 
survey via Facebook. Facebook and Google will take over the role of the panel providers, 
simply because they have the best access to virtually every target group. Moreover, 
social platforms can provide a rich overview of the background of the participant — from 
basic demographics, to interests and online behavior. This information can be used for 
validating answers from quick-start profile conversational surveys and enriching post-
survey analytics.

Setting the stage
Using conversational surveys is not that different from the traditional survey process. 
That means: create a survey on a platform that supports conversations, send survey 
to respondents, collect and analyse results, and implement insights into business 
strategies.
 
The most important characteristic of the platform is that the participants feel at ease 
on it. In the physical world that may mean a quiet park, their own living room or a cosy 
café. In the online world this means something that is as close as possible to the social 
environment they are used to.
 
Questions asked need to reflect an authentic human voice, through language, style of 
question and the tone. That means questions are short, just like if you were to send a 
message to a friend.

45,8 %

54,2 %

1

2
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Choosing the right platform
The right platform to facilitate conversational surveys should facilitate two-way 
communication between respondent and brand/researcher – where they can ask 
questions and send messages. It should allow for additional questions to be asked as 
the survey evolves. This last point is unlike surveys as we currently know it. However, it is 
an important point. The ability to gather results in real-time and ask additional questions 
as the conversation evolves is the foundation of conversational surveys. It allows the 
researcher to uncover more insights and dig deeper. When new questions are available, 
the respondent receives a push notification and they can answer these additional 
questions on-the-go, at the time and place it suits them.

3
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Chapter 5
Applications 
Conversational surveys can be used in a large number of 
areas within market research. Virtually every questionnaire 
which is currently conducted using a traditional online 
questionnaire can be conducted via conversational 
surveys. But the additional, improved options available offer 
more opportunities for market researchers and marketers.

A few examples are presented below of types of research and the ways in which using 
conversational surveys can provide more added value than what traditional methods offer.

Concept testing
Whenever you have a new idea for a product, campaign or anything else, you would 
like to be able to present this as quickly as possible to those whom this idea is 
targeted at. But a concept test is a static process. You put your idea through it and 
you get some figures back about what people thought. But then you want to know 
more. Why do they think it is good or not? What improvements need to be made? 
The figures and open answers alone do not probe deeply enough. 
Conversational surveys offer opportunities to keep the conversation going with the 
respondents. For instance, you can ask them for improvement suggestions. You 
can ask open questions in the form of a video question. A survey carried out by 
SSI4  in 2016 highlighted that this provided many more detailed open responses. 
You can also submit an improved version of your idea to the same people, enabling 
you to quickly make progress in innovation projects. 

Customer safaris
Emerge yourself in the target group’s life.  Marketers are really keen on “customer 
safaris” where they visit consumers and go shopping with them. This is a fun thing 
to do and always provides very valuable feedback.  Conversational surveys offer 
the chance to go one step further. This is achieved by asking participants to share 
something about their life over a longer period of time, on a regular basis, in the 
context of their daily activity. Imagine them uploading the day’s photos, keeping 
diaries, shopping lists etc. Marketers and researchers can take a look every day, 
have a listen and ask questions to get a complete picture of the target group.In 
the online world this means something that is as close as possible to the social 
environment they are used to.

4  Research Now SSI, Opening up the Open Question: how to get more from your open questions, 
April 20, 2016 
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Customer satisfaction survey
Customers are often questioned about what they think about current services 
and what improvements can be made. Conversational surveys allow you to follow 
up with the same customers to share their thoughts about how exactly this can 
be done and what they think about changes once they have been implemented. 
Including customers in this progress helps make them feel valued and appreciated, 
which in turn means more loyalty towards your company. 

Employee survey
Many large organisations carry out an employee satisfaction survey every year. 
This allows employers to learn what keeps their employees happy and makes them 
stay. This certainly provides useful information, but always retrospectively. Now 
imagine if employees had the chance every day to say what they are happy and not 
happy with. This would allow pain points to be quickly identified and be resolved. 
Managers would then gain a better understanding of how they can keep their team 
motivated and involved. In that case, feedback from employees would end up at 
the right place, with those who can take action on it.

In summary, conversation surveys can add a layer of deeper insights to the 
conventional ways of doing research. And it’s not new, it has already proved it’s 
worth in practice, as Tanya van Tonder’s experience shows.
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Customers are the best consultants

Tanya van Tonder is managing director of Opinion 
Solutions. Her digital insight agency, with its headquarters 
in Johannesburg, has been conducting conversational 
surveys through Upinion since 2015.  

Can you tell us what Opinion Solutions 
does?
“We aim to take market research to a higher level. 
I’m looking at solutions that can give companies 
a better relationship with their customers. Upinion 
has been the right platform for facilitating this 
relationship. A company which really places the 
main focus on the customer can ask the same 
customer for assistance any time it wants. This is 
because customers are the best consultants. So, 
why would you not ask them how you can improve 
your product?”

Tanya van Tonder, Opinion Solutions

How have you integrated Upinion into 
your company?
“My company is based on Upinion technology. 
The South African market operates in a 
completely different way to the European 
market. It is an emerging economy and 
emerging market. We follow Europe. When new 
technology is introduced in Europe, we follow 
later on. This gave us time to see Upinion fully 
develop in Europe. At the time when I launched 
it here, it was a fully developed platform. Yet we 
were still the first here to introduce it.”

What contribution has Upinion made 
to your company so far?
“Upinion has brought us the technology 
that is required to find ways for companies 
to get close to their customers. The 
platform lends itself perfectly as a basis 
for solving problems for our clients.” 
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“Show your 
customers that their 
feedback makes 
an impact and that 
their opinion is 
important to your 
brand.”

Why does research work using conversational surveys 
in your view?
“Traditional researchers conduct research on behalf of their 
clients. They do it face-to-face and use long questionnaires. 
It often takes so long to wait for the report that it is already 
obsolete by the time it is available. Using Upinion gives 
companies the chance to carry out research themselves in 
real-time, where the results are delivered immediately. I’m a 
great believer in direct, open communication with customers. 
Upinion enables a company to focus more on bonding with their 
customers, and use the feedback received from customers in 
the right way. 

What is the key lesson to be learned from conversational surveys 
and market research via social messaging?
“You need to realise that you’re talking with dozens of people at the same 
time. The respondent comes first. You need to look after them well. It’s similar 
to talking to someone on the phone. You cannot be rude or wasteful when 
managing this respondent’s time. It is a long-term commitment. You need to 
stay in touch with them at all times. Show your customers that their feedback 
makes an impact and that their opinion is important to your brand.”

How is Upinion being received by the South 
African market?
“Our clients don’t come into contact with the platform 
themselves; we do that for them. As for respondents, 
once they are accustomed to answering the questions, 
they continue to do this. The respondents are extremely 
active within the panel. The main reason for this is that the 
platform is very user-friendly, but also because we look for 
respondents whom we know are interested in the topic. 
We use the platform for a very wide variety of topics. For 
instance, in Africa, research is being conducted on the 
Upinion platform into AIDS prevention. We also work for 
major publishers, insurance companies and FMCG brands.”
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Chapter 6
Upinion: a platform for 
conversational surveys 
Since Day One Upinion has been collaborating with research 
experts, data scientists and methodologists to create a 
software platform that helps clients integrate insights into 
everyday decision making, by using social messaging as 
their source of feedback. Upinion was founded in 2013 by 
Mo Ouass and Gerben Kuipers. Upinion has its head office in 
Amsterdam and local offices in the US, UK and South Africa.

Insights through conversations
Upinion aims to turn traditional online research into human communication through 
conversational surveys that can be carried out via Facebook Messenger and Upinion 
Messenger. The platform offers real time data retrieval within milliseconds after 
respondents have replied. This provides the researcher with the opportunity to ask “why” 
again and again, allowing the survey to evolve by continuing the conversation with the 
respondents. Upinion is currently exploring  voice assistance technology, such as Alexa, 
to further enrich the conversational survey experience. 
 
Dynamic communities
Upinion believes in the power of conversation, and using that power to build 
communities. That’s why the platform keeps respondents and brands connected for as 
long as they want, whether through active conversation or as a contact on a contact list. 
For a researcher or marketer, this means you can have your respondents by your side as 
you make decisions that affect the products and services that they use every day.  
 
 As we move into the next frontier of insights industry, Upinion continues to lead the way 
in innovation in order to transform market research. Upinion is proud to be part of this 
third evolution of market research with clients like Discovery Networks, Philips, Hearst 
Magazines, SNS Bank, CAXTON, and many more.

More information:
For more information, you can contact  
Mo Ouass: mo@upinion.com

Contact details
Upinion 
John M. Keynesplein 12-46
1066 EP Amsterdam, The Netherlands

upinion.com
info@upinion.com
+31 (085) 888 22 28
Facebook: www.facebook.com/upinion/
Twitter: twitter.com/UpinionApp
LinkedIn: www.linkedin.com/company/upinion
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Traditional survey

1. How would you rate your experience on our website?

   Poor 
   Fair
   Good 
   Very good
   Excellent 
   Don’t know 

Please indicate to what extent you agree or disagree with the following statements: 

2. The website is 
  easy to navigate

3. The website 
 looks orderly

4. The information 
  is easy to understand

5. All the information  
 I needed was there

7. If you would like, you  can explain your answers below: 

8. On which device did you visit our website? Multiple answers possible 

  Smartphone
  Tablet (e.g. iPad, Android tablet) 
  Desktop or laptop 

Totally 
disagree

Somewhat 
disagree

Neither agree 
nor disagree

Somewhat 
agree

Totally  agree I don't 
know

From traditional to conversational surveys

A traditional survey probably looks familiar.



27

Conversational surveys through Upinion and social messaging are a fun and intuitive 
way for respondents to answer. They simply receive a message through their preferred 
messenger app

Conversational survey

When creating a conversational survey with Upinion, this is what you will see.  
Questions and messages are organised based on a conversational timeline, and  
results are generated in real-time. 
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"Upinion’s goal is to turn traditional 
online research into human 
communication, with the intention 
of sharing, providing information 
and connecting."
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