THE JOY
OF
TEXT

Can SMS text messages become a viable survey tool? Tim Macer
reviews The 3rd Degree to find out just how bright the future is for

text research

hile SMS text-message surveys are unlikely to

breakinto the big time as an interviewing method,

they could have a useful role as a supporting

method or even a recruitment tool. Texting is so
commonplace and accepted as a communications medium
among the elusive under-25 age group that it makes sense
to consider SMS text-delivered surveys, if they can be made
to work. The reason virtually no MR agency offers text
message surveys is probably more down to the technical
difficulty of making them work than it is the more obvious
constraints of the method, or its novelty.

THREE DEGREES HIGH

The 3rd Degree, a technology start-up company with a
Web-enabled software product of the same name, is
certainly hoping that a latent demand for SMS surveys will
be unleashed as it becomes as simple to administer a survey
by SMS as it is to do one on the Internet. For this is the aim of
its product.

The 3rd Degree (or T3D) is provided as a hosted service,
which means you can drive the whole process from your
favourite web browser - a very wide range of browsers and
operating systems are supported, unlike many ASP tools
that tie you into Windows. The system works very much like
one of the entry level web-survey tools like Zoomerang or
SurveyMonkey, with the same sequence of steps. You log in,
pick your survey or start a new one, write your questions, test
them, define your sample and send out the invitations.

PHONE ALONG

The survey is delivered to respondents as a series of separate
text messages, one per question. Questions can be open or
closed, and if they are closed, the list of answers with a single
or double-digit answer code is provided. The respondent
then selects reply, and enters either the code from the
answer list, or keys in a numeric or a textual response, if it is
an open question.

The constraints of SMS messaging means that surveys are
very limited in the kind of validation you can perform: think
in terms of paper for diverse range of responses your sample
may provide despite your skilfully worded exhortations
asking them to enter "1" or "2"

Like a CATI survey, you need phone numbers of participants
to contact, which you load into T3D's panel management
tool. You can load in new contacts from CSV files or Excel

spreadsheets and reuse existing contacts. You can also
create additional profile fields in your panel and populate
them directly from linked questions written into your
surveys, then use these subsequently when selecting
sample. It is a good start, but needs a bit more functionality
to be really useful.

INTERFACE ON INTERFACE

Overall, the survey design and administration process is well
thought out. The interface is a pleasure to look at. It is very
accessible, so that anyone familiar with any other survey
authoring software would be able to pick this up in a few
minutes. There are only three basic components: closed
questions (for single or multiple questions), open questions
(for text or numeric responses) and information (for
explanations or thanks).

Each survey is considered to have its own questionnaire,
which you can either set up from scratch or you can copy
from an existing survey and then modify. You can also reuse
individual questions from other surveys - a 'reuse' button will
list all the questions of the same type. Over time, | could
imagine the list becoming very unwieldy, though, without
any facility to structure the library of questions.

SMS surveys tend to be short - T3D suggest no more than
half a dozen questions. So there is often no need for routing
or the clever tricks found in CATl or web surveys.
Nevertheless, simple routing is supported, and there is a
facility to rotate questions, called cyclic questions. Set a
group of questions to be cyclic and only one randomly
picked question will be sent to each respondent. As a feature
it would be massively more useful if you could ask it to
randomly pick, say 3 or 4 questions, and rotate the order too.

SHINEY AND NEW

Multiple responses to questions are provided by entering a
string of codes, e.g. "146" to mean answers 1, 4 and 6. This
limits any answer list to a maximum of nine categories, to
prevent data from getting scrambled, or by using letter
codes, an answer list could run to 26 categories, which is
more than adequate for SMS. Switching between numbers
and letters can help with validation too.

In many places, the product has that newly-built hotel feel
where not everything is quite open yet. It needs rounding
out in several areas, but it is definitely functional, and the >

ARTICLE PUBLISHED MAY 2005.REPRODUCED WITH THE KIND PERMISSION OF RESEACH MAGAZINE



basics are well provided for. This is particularly true on the
telephony side.

On the same screen that you define your questions, you also
pick the sample from your panel database, and set the date
and time at which you want to despatch the questions.

You can set a delay here, so that questions do not come
bouncing impatiently back as soon as the respondent enters
the answer. Even a delay of a minute makes the survey feel
more considered and less intrusive. Allowing differential
delays between questions - something else the current
version does not allow - would open up the scope to do daily
diary and tracker-type studies, and go beyond the
theoretical 6-question limit.

Results come back into one database, where you can easily
view topline results and even do very simple cross-tabs and
charts. It was great to see that this product also included an
export to triple-s. However, the data do seem to need careful
checking - if a respondent texts back the same reply twice it
will be taken as the answer to the next question.

It is a case of thinking about the applications for it, and | am
sure there are some very good ones out there.

MORI ON THE 3RD DEGREE

AJ Johnson, Director and Head of Data Collection, MORI, has
been experimenting with T3D, with a view to using it as a
supplementary research method, or even as a useful
recruitment tool for surveys by other methods. "It is great
from the point of view of being able to set up simple surveys
very quickly, for in the right arena, a short SMS survey can be
ideal. This is good at doing the basic service, and | like the
people. They seem willing to take on board suggestions, and
they have clearly done their homework."

For AJ, a concern remained over who pays for the call. If this
is a concern, T3D can provide a toll-free SMS number where
the agency picks up the bill. But the network providers seem
currently unable to offer what AJ would really like to see:
reverse billing, giving respondents an instant phone credit
for participation. One cute alternative that T3D is also
considering is to send scannable barcoded gift vouchers by
SMS. Respondents can simply redeem their rewards at their
chosen retailer by presenting the message to be scanned at
the till. It's clear that this is a method with potential. m

® Tim Macer is managing director of Meaning Ltd. He
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THE 3RD DEGREE
AT A GLANCE

Complete solution for designing and
administering surveys for SMS text
messaging. It incorporates a basic panel
management tool, some elementary
topline reporting and full triple s export
of data.

PROS

Works across all the UK networks, using
T3D's SMS servers and numbers
Easy-to-use Web ASP service, so no
software or complex technical set-up
needed

Built-in panel tool

Low cost and potentially no cost options
for participants' text message replies

CONS

Functionality a bit simplistic and lacks
finesse in several areas

Very limited data validation capabilities

Can only have 9 numeric (or 26
alphabetic) responses to any closed
question

ALTERNATIVES
None that we can find.
FURTHER INFORMATION

www.the3rddegree.co.uk
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