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Apples and Oranges
DOES A WEB SURVEY PRODUCE SIMILAR RESULTS TO SOCIAL MEDIA TRACKING?

By Christian Bourque, Rick Hobbs and Danielle St. Hilaire

S
ocial media measurement (ssM) is slowly becoming 
a new research tool available to market research 
providers and buyers. looking at social media for 
insight into consumers’ thoughts and perceptions 

has tremendous potential. the text generated by social 
media is mostly unmoderated, and contains sincere and 
genuine reflections on brands and products. like many re-
searchers, we started using sMM to add value to insights 
and recommendations, and have found it to be extremely 
useful on its own merits. When combined with insights 
from traditional research sources (i.e., surveys), it can be a 
very powerful tool available to marketers.

Perhaps because of the newness of sMM, little has been 

written on how it complements or conjugates with more 
traditional market research. We asked ourselves if smm 
aims to “tap into the conversation” online and if it would 
provide the same text and subtext as a Web survey on the 
same variables. and if so, why not replace some of the 
more standard surveys with sMM?

the first experiment in a series of examinations on 
social media uses sMM and Web-based interviewing on 
two very different topics (to control for the content area), 
using the same keywords to look at similarities and dif-
ferences in the data obtained. How similar or different 
will the results be, and what can explain similarities and 
differences in the data?
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our working hypothesis was that, the more focused or nar-
row the population, the more similar the results from both 
methodologies should be. our study examines two specific 
types of questions: (1) spontaneous words or issues associ-
ated with the topic to see if they match with occurrence mea-
sures in smm and (2) positive-negative opinion questions on 
keywords associated with a brand or an issue to see if they 
match with ratings provided by smm. does tapping into 
the conversation yield more, different or better data without 
asking questions?

the survey was done online with english-speaking cana-
dians from the legerWeb panel. to avoid a debate on specific 
sMM tools, we will leave out the name, but we selected one 
of the leading products. We examined two different top-
ics, a traditional brand usage and attitudes type challenge 
(individual on-demand coffee makers) and a public opinion 
measurement (the canadian gun registry). in both instances, 
we found that sMM provides additional and helpful informa-
tion. However, after 1,200 completed surveys and analysis of 
more than 10,000 social media entries (2,300 for on-demand 
coffee makers and more than 8,000 for the gun registry), we 
determined that, while sMM is complementary to traditional 
U&A/PoR work, it would not, at least for now, be able to 
replace the traditional survey approach for these topics.

Share of Voice and Sentiment

the first study involved a head-to-head comparison between 
tassimo, a maker of individual on-demand coffee makers, 
and a major competitor. the Web survey found that, similar 
to the market share reality, tassimo had a 56 percent share 
and the competitor was at 44 percent. When looking at the 
share of voice on social media, the competitor was outpacing 
tassimo four to one. We can infer, then, that the frames of 

FIGURE 1: SMM SENTIMENT ANALYSIS
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reference were different between these approaches.
looking at the sentiment analysis was problematic. the 

first analysis showed that tassimo had an overwhelmingly 
favorable rating: 45 percent positive, 47 percent neutral and 
8 percent negative. (excluding the negatives, we can say 92 
percent of the comments were favorable.)

However, when we looked at the entries, we found a 
considerable portion of the neutral ratings could be described 
as advertising or spam. manually coding the entries yielded a 
fairly different picture. (see figure 1.)

even after cleaning up the database for spam, we found 
that the neutral category was not so much neutral sentiment 
as much as questions and answers. sixty-eight percent of the 
neutral categories were questions, such as, “Where do you get 
more pods?” and 28 percent were answers to those questions. 
still, sMM yielded considerably more positive comments 
overall when compared with the Web survey. the Web survey 
yielded 12 percent positive, 22 percent neutral, 26 percent 
“don’t know” and 29 percent negative answers. 

even looking beyond the sentiment, the actual comments 
were different. the no. 1 positive statement about tassimo 
from the Web survey focused on the convenience of use; 42 
percent reported they were easy to use, more than double 
those smm comments (13 percent said machine itself/quality/ 
ease of use and 7 percent said useful).

Why the difference? social media comments overwhelming-
ly come from owners. eighty-two percent of data is generated 
by users of tassimo, compared to only 8 percent in the Web 
survey. so, depending on the incidence of ownership for the 
product, scraping sMM may be a very economical way of get-
ting at the thoughts, hopes, dreams, fears and needs of users.

How do smm and Web surveys relate to each other when 
the debate is about choice and not really sentiment? It is closer 
than one might think, once you get past the issue of positive; 
and negative. in a public policy environment, what is “posi-
tive” and “negative” is often in the eye of the beholder. for 
some, a strong argument for ending a policy may be positive; 
others might express themselves sarcastically as a way of being 
critical of the policy or may use more complicated language.

When we asked survey participants if they were in favor of 
keeping legislation that requires all long guns (rifles, shot guns, 
etc.) to be registered, 47 percent replied that they wanted to 
keep it, 36 percent wanted it ended and only 17 percent were 
neutral or refused to answer. it was a fairly polarizing ques-
tion. surprisingly, the social media environment, an environ-
ment where many seem less concerned about speaking their 
mind, was less polarized. a full 41 percent of comments were 
neutral. (see figure 2.) 

the types of comments were similar when looking at those 
who wanted to end the policy. forty-six percent of comments 
related to ending the policy on social media were related to 
a waste of money, and the leading comment from the Web 
survey was also related to a waste of money at 31 percent. po-
litical comments started coming through on the social media 
scrape with smaller percentages but were still higher compared 
with the Web survey.

FIGURE 2: A. WEB SURVEY
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on the flip side, those who were in favor of keeping the 
legislation (status quo) were more likely to bring in politics 
right away on social media. looking at the coded open-ended 
data, it was hard to see how motivations for keeping the 
registry were the same. the top mention from smm included 
comments that were critical of the political party in favor of 
dropping the registry, not even necessarily because of this spe-
cific policy. for example, one comment simply noted that the 
registry was “typical wedge politics from the tories; hope they 
never get a majority.” Yet these sentiments were never really 
expressed by respondents of the Web survey.

Challenges and Potential

one of the biggest challenges in comparing apples and or-
anges (Web survey and sMM) is that the frame of reference 
is not the same. a traditional quantitative study is done 
over a period of a week or two and is somewhat artificial 
in that the researcher “forces” people to think about things 
they may not be overly concerned about. a social media 
scrape can be taken from deeply engaged individuals, but 
there are a lot of ads and questions to weed out. there are 
challenges in measuring social media over time as well, 
including often difficult-to-understand environmental im-
pacts that play into comments and blog topics. traditional 
surveys are able to control timing and therefore have a 
better understanding of external factors.

one of the most challenging factors in comparing data is 
that the socio-demographic characteristics from the sMM 
data are often unknown and indeterminable. even in cases 
where it can be found, it takes considerably more time and 
effort than simply taking the information from your panel 
profile. as a result, it is difficult to understand if differences 
are the result of socio-demographics.

the data provided by these two approaches are sufficiently 
different from each other that both surveys and sMM are 

Social media measurement (SMM) is a useful research 

tool that yields powerful results for market researchers 

when combined with insights from traditional sources, 

such as surveys. However, SMM has certain limitations 

and, as it stands now, cannot replace current research 

practices. Depending on the objectives of the researcher, 

SMM cannot take the place of a standard U&A or POR 

survey and should instead be treated as one of several 

tools in the researcher’s toolkit.

Executive Summary



F A L L  2 0 1 1   |  MARKETINGPOWER.COM   |  13  

likely necessary for deep data digs. the Web survey open-
ended responses tended to be more generic about the brand 
or perceived benefi ts and the smm comments tend to be 
more about using the product.

Using a traditional survey still allows more fl exibility in asking 
specifi c questions, such as aided or unaided awareness among 
users and nonusers, brand attribute scales and the very helpful 
probe, “Why do you say that?”

data source is still diffi cult to 
track. for example, with regards 
to comments on gun registry in 
canada, it is hard to answer the 
question: How many of them actu-
ally started in canada and how 
many were from the United states? 
While for products data source 
may not matter very much, it can 
be critical for social and political 
questions. for example, the issue 
of gun registry is likely to be much 
less an emotional issue in canada 
than it is in the U.s., where the 
right to bear arms is guaranteed by 
the constitution.

on the basis of these fi ndings, we believe smm to be a 
very useful tool that yields powerful information. However, 
it does not replace current research practices and should be 
treated as another tool in the researcher’s tool kit. depend-
ing on the objectives of the researcher, smm may be more 
or less helpful, but sMM, as it stands now, cannot be used to 
replace a standard U&a or poR survey. certainly, we under-

stand why a researcher would 
and should tap into this vast 
reservoir of non-moderated 
data. there should be no ques-
tion as to the potential, but as 
with any methodology, there are 
important limitations. MR
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