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CAN WE  
COUNT  

ON YOU?

ASSESSING THE  
RELIABILITY AND  

VALIDITY OF PANELS 
AROUND THE WORLD
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YOUR OPINION CAN BE VALID, AND YOUR FRIENDS 
MAY BE RELIABLE. BUT IN THE WORLD OF SAMPLE, 
RELIABILITY AND VALIDITY ARE THE DIFFERENCE 
BETWEEN RESEARCH THAT INFORMS AND SURVEYS 
THAT MISLEAD. 

WE MEASURED THE TEST-RETEST RELIABILITY 
AND CRITERION VALIDITY OF 28 PANELS IN 
14 COUNTRIES. THE RESULT IS A 14-NATION 
WHIRLWIND TOUR OF HOW RESEARCH CAN 
GO HORRIBLY AWRY AND HOW IT CAN BE 
REFRESHINGLY RIGHT. THE LESSONS LEARNED 
REVEAL A GREAT DEAL ABOUT THE NATURE OF 
SAMPLE IN A WIDE RANGE OF MARKETS AROUND 
THE WORLD. 

In this whitepaper we review the reliability and validity of 
sample sources in Australia, Brazil, China, France, Germany, 
India, Italy, Japan, Mexico, Russia, Singapore, South Africa, 
Spain and Thailand. Some of them are boringly reliable and 
representative, while others are misleading, and some are 
even erratic. But the ways in which they depart from a true 
representation of the public provide us with insights into the 
kinds of questions we should all be asking sample providers. 

We undertook this research as part of our Maru/Blue 
Sample Certified Sample program. Our panels in the US, 
UK and Canada are constantly monitored for reliability and 
validity. Outside of those countries, we rely on other sample 
providers, and they must be reliable and representative 
too. To ensure these suppliers meet these criteria, we built a 
global quality control program: Sample Certified. 

Sample Certified tests and certifies sample vendors in 
countries where there is high demand for multi-market 
insights. Vendors who are Sample Certified become 
preferred suppliers.

In this whitepaper we describe the results of our first wave  
of testing. Certification and retesting will be ongoing. 
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We surveyed over 28,000 
people from 28 panels in 14 
countries. Our objective was 
to identify quality panels that 
we can count on to deliver 
accurate information. We 
measured test-retest reliability 
and criterion validity. 

In terms of reliability, we 
wanted to answer the question: 
“If you measure the same 
thing twice do you get the 
same results?” For each panel 
we compared two waves of 
research, each with a sample 
of 500 people. The waves 
were conducted a week 
or more apart. We used a 
95% confidence interval as 
our marker of consistency. 
We counted the number of 
questions for which the survey 
results were within the margin 
of error and calculated a 
reliability score, expressed as a 
percentage of the total number 
of questions.  

Regarding validity, we wanted 
to know: “Do these results 
match what is known to be 
true?” We asked questions 
about what people owned 

and what they did, to compare 
to benchmarks obtained 
from government and other 
reliable sources. We used a 
95% confidence interval when 
comparing survey results to 
benchmarks and calculated 
a validity score, expressed as 
percentage of the total number 
of comparisons.

Studies like national household 
surveys are conducted in many 
nations, and they provide 
reliable benchmarks against 
which to measure. Not every 
country measures the same 
things, however, so we did 
not have the exact same 
comparisons in each country. In 
those situations, where possible, 
we compared the two panels 
against each other, to see if 
they were consistent or not. And 
we used data from neighboring 
countries as a reality check. 
For example, for a measure in 
France that we did not have a 
benchmark against which to 
compare, we compared the 
two panels to each other and 
used benchmark data from Italy 
and Spain as a reality check. 

WHAT WE DID
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This systematic approach  
to assessing panel quality 
identified some great sources, 
some that were slightly off the 
mark, and some that should 
never be used. Validity was, 
overall, harder to achieve than 
reliability. There were some 
panels that returned the same 
results both waves but were 
skewed in terms of how well 
they represented the popu-
lation. And then were a few 
that were frighteningly neither 
reliable nor representative. 

There were, of course, also 
quite a few panels that were 
both valid and reliable. In total, 
there were 16 suppliers in 9 

countries that got a score of 
between 85% and 100% on 
both reliability and validity. We 
call this boringly reliable. It’s not 
exciting, but it does allow us to 
be confident that information 
gathered from these sources 
will illuminate rather than 
mislead. So, they are boring, 
but in a good way. 

In addition to our communities 
in the US, UK and Canada, 
this first round of research 
allows us to certify panels in 
Australia, Brazil, China, France, 
Germany, Italy, Japan, Spain, 
and Thailand.

The detailed country by  
country, panel by panel, results:

WHAT WE FOUND  

SUMMARY GRAPHS 
WORLDWIDE

https://www.marublue.com/whitepapers
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While the panels that are 
reliable and representative are 
not very interesting, there is lots 
to be learned from countries 
and panels where things go 
off the rails. Places with large 
income disparities proved to 
be the most challenging. India, 
South Africa, Singapore and 
Mexico proved problematic, 
in terms of suppliers being 
unable to deliver representative 
samples. In some cases, the 
panels we tested also struggled 
to be reliable.

Later in this paper we’ll unpack 
the details of how the panels 
in these countries went wrong. 
Their errors reveal a great deal 
about the challenges faced 
in obtaining representative 
samples in those places. They 
also suggest a set of questions 

we should ask when assessing 
sample providers—questions 
that can make or break the 
reliability of your results. 

For the most part, panels that 
were not representative tended 
to be more affluent than the 
population—often reflecting 
the fact that internet access 
favors the more affluent. For 
example, one panel in South 
Africa reported that one in four 
respondents had a swimming 
pool. That’s in a country where 
the average person lives off 
$17.50 a day. There were, 
however, also a few panels  
that skewed toward the less 
affluent. Finding the sweet spot 
is harder than it looks.

INTRIGUINGLY 
WEIRD
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QUESTION THIS

In conducting this certification 
process we learned many 
lessons, the most important  
of which was this:  
question everything. 

The more transparent a supplier 
is the more likely they are to 
provide representative and 
reliable sample. In our earlier 
whitepaper, Rivers, Routers 
and Reliability: a test of sample 
sources, data quality and 
reliability, we proposed three 
key questions: 

1. What sources was/is the 
panel recruited from? 

2. Is routing being used? What 
kind of routing is it? 

3. Is there evidence of the 
reliability and validity of the 
sample?

These remain a great starting 
point, as they help expose 
many of the poorer quality 
sample providers. 

This research confirmed it 
is also critical to ask about 
sample frames and how quotas 
are set. We backed away from 
even attempting to test a few 
potential suppliers who could 
not provide good data on what 
a representative population 
with internet access looks like. 
If they don’t know what their 
panel is representative of, how 
can their data be reliable? 

Questioning everything 
does make some suppliers 
uncomfortable, but that’s usually 
a good warning sign. Only 
informed and transparent 
suppliers can provide you  
with representative and  
reliable data. 

https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5a5d2933a8b2b0f49d244724/t/5d3b65ac163abf00017f5e0f/1564173741975/Rivers%2C+Routers%2C+and+Reliability+-+A+Test+of+Sample+Sources.+Data+Quality%2C+and+Reliability+-+Maru+Blue+Whitepaper.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5a5d2933a8b2b0f49d244724/t/5d3b65ac163abf00017f5e0f/1564173741975/Rivers%2C+Routers%2C+and+Reliability+-+A+Test+of+Sample+Sources.+Data+Quality%2C+and+Reliability+-+Maru+Blue+Whitepaper.pdf
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When we see a familiar brand 
on the shelf, we presume we’ll 
get consistent quality. That’s 
generally a fair assumption 
when it comes to packaged 
goods. But it’s not true when it 
comes to sample. We assessed 
some company’s panels in 
multiple countries. And while 

It is easy to think about sample 
as just an abstract commodity. 
But it's not. It’s a collection 
of people, people like us: 
people who want to have 
their voice heard; who are 
curious about the world; who 
want to contribute to society 
by providing their perspective. 

DON’T BUY BASED  
ON THE PACKAGING 

SAMPLE IS JUST 
SAMPLE. RIGHT?  

some were consistently good, 
others were not. We tested 
some suppliers who had a 
great panel in one country and 
terrible one in the nation next 
door. Don’t buy sample based 
on the name on the box. You 
may not get what you expect.

How they are recruited can 
make all the difference in 
the world, as panels in some 
countries make abundantly 
clear. Not all online sample are 
equal, as we’ll see from  
the example of Singapore. 

https://www.marublue.com/blog/survey-likes-and-dislikes


Government 
Stats

Panel A Panel B

W1 W2 W1 W2

Chinese 74% 85% 83% 54% 43%

Malay 13% 7% 8% 37% 51%

Indian 9% 4% 5% 9% 6%

Other 3% 4% 4% 1% 0%
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In Singapore, we had one 
panel that we’ll call Panel 
A that was reliable but not 
fully representative. And we 
had Panel B that was neither 
representative nor reliable. To 
see how these panels differ, 
we’ll start with ethnicity. 

According to government 
statistics, three quarters of 
all citizens of Singapore are 
ethnic Chinese and here we 
see notable differences in the 
panels. Panel A skews toward 
ethnic Chinese, while Malays 
are vastly over-represented on 
Panel B. But with Panel B the 
ethnic makeup varied wildly 
from wave 1 to wave 2— 
while still skewing Malay.

There are other differences as 
well. If we look at computer 
ownership, government statistics 

SINGAPORE: SKEWS 
AND INSTABILITY 

indicate 81% of Singaporeans 
have a computer, while Panel 
A pegs it at just over 90% and 
Panel B indicates it is two thirds.

In another indication of the 
instability of Panel B, in one 
wave we found that 70% 
of people in Singapore 
had visited a dentist in the 
past 12 months. When we 
asked the same question 
in the second wave the 
number had inexplicably 
plummeted to 47%. That’s 
spectacular unreliability.
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South Africa is a nation with a 
wide income disparity. A few 
are very well off; but many 
are very poor. This makes it 
difficult to obtain representative 
samples. Internet penetration is 
estimated to be just over 70%. 
This suggests a need for mixed 
methodology surveying—
including in-person interviews. 
But just how far off can an 
online sample be? 

The two panels we tested 
in South Africa were very 
different from each other. Both 
were more affluent than the 
population, but Panel A was 
markedly more prosperous—
to a degree that makes them 
completely unrepresentative of 
the population. For starters, 25% 
have a swimming pool, 90% 
have a washing machine and 
roughly three quarters have a 
motor vehicle.      

SOUTH AFRICA: 
STABLE BUT NOT 
REPRESENTATIVE 

Panel B was closer, but still 
more affluent. For example, 
while 31% of South Africans 
have a motor vehicle, 35-38% 
of the people on Panel B have 
one. And while 60% of South 
Africans have a flush toilet, 
three quarters of people on 
Panel B have one. The disparity 
is bigger when it comes to 
washing machines: 26% of 
South Africans are reported to 
have one, while roughly six in 
ten Panel B report owning one. 

These differences are not as 
large as observed with Panel A, 
but they would have important 
implications for researching 
things like consumer goods. 
However, mixed with in-person 
interviewing, Panel B could be 
part of a blend that provides 
a more representative look at 
South African society. 
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The panels we tested in Mexico 
each had their own skews. 
Panel A was wealthier than 
average, while Panel B was 
less well off. For example, 
government statistics suggest 
45% of Mexicans currently 
own a computer. Whereas 71% 
on Panel A have a computer 
and just 25% of those on 
Panel B possess one. Likewise, 
government statistics suggest 
72% of Mexicans have a 
washing machine, while 85% 
of those on Panel A have one 
and only 52% of those on Panel 

TOO RICH, 
TOO POOR 

B own such a device. Panel B 
in Brazil was similar to Panel 
B in Mexico, in that it was 
notably less prosperous than 
the average. 

In India, Panel A was 
somewhat more prosperous 
than the population, while Panel 
B was unstable. In Russia, both 
panels were somewhat better 
off than the populace, on some 
measures—like car ownership. 
In China Panel B tended to 
have more possessions than  
the general population.
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These findings underscore the 
importance of the Maru/Blue 
Sample Certified program. 
Sample sources must be 
tested. The panels that missed 
the mark reveal that you can’t 
take quality for granted. 
Not all online samples are 
representative of the online 
population. The differences can 
have profound effects on your 
research findings—and not in  
a good way. 

ALWAYS TEST.  
ALWAYS QUESTION 

TO LEARN MORE, CONTACT
sales@marublue.com

When considering a sample 
source, remember to ask these 
key questions:

1. What sources was/is the 
panel recruited from? 

2. Is routing being used? 
What kind of routing is it? 

3. Is there evidence of the 
reliability and validity of 
the sample?

HAPPY SAMPLING!

mailto:sales@marublue.net


Maru/Blue is a premium quality data services firm that provides 

reliable global data connections for brands, agencies, healthcare 

and market research. We create value for our clients by 

connecting them with expertly profiled known respondents. The 

result? Reliable, reproducible insights. We deliver instant access 

to the general population, specific markets, and your or your 

competitor’s customers.

We began disrupting the market community industry in 2000. Our 

market communities broke new ground, adding depth and richness 

to clients’ understanding of what motivates their customers and 

shapes their markets. Now, as part of the Maru Group, we continue 

to provide reliable global data connections for agencies, brands, 

and market research firms.

We own market research panels, Maru Voice Canada and Maru 

Springboard America (launched in 2006 and 2009, Canada’s and 

the United State’s leading online market research panels). More 

recently we developed Maru Voice UK, which is a global expansion 

of the Maru Voice family of online market research panels. We also 

offer access to Canadian, American and UK business executives 

and owners, an excellent source for business to business research.

ABOUT  
MARU/BLUE

https://www.marublue.net/
https://www.marugroup.net/

