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So, is this 
projectable? 
Consider this:

Use these three 
considerations to give you 
an idea of how “projectable 
the data is.” You can base 
judgment of the statistic on 
the following:

Who was asked to 
participate in the survey? 
This is the group of people 
that the results represent.

How many responses is the 
statistic based on? 
Through MSE, it tells you 
to what extent the statistic 
represents the group.

What percentage of people 
who were invited to take 
the survey responded? 
You can determine whether 
it is likely that those who 
didn’t respond answered 
much differently than non-
responders would have.
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Are These Results Projectable?
We’re often asked if survey results 
are “projectable.” Although it 
masquerades like one, it really isn’t 
a yes or no question. A previous 
Readex Review article highlighted 
some ways to judge whether a statistic 
means something…or nothing, and 
projectability would be one indicator. 
Here you’ll learn how to use details 
about sample and size to decide if the 
result is projectable.

All results are projectable…

When 3 people answer a question 
and 2 say no, the result of 67% 

is projectable to that group of 
three people.

…the real question is “Who do 
the results represent and with 
what reliability?”

The biggest question when it comes 
to projectability is to what group of 
people does the statistic represent? 
This is where sampling rears its head.

As a starting point, the results 
represent the group of people from 
which the sample was pulled—and no 
one else.  Here are some examples: 

Sample Pulled From:  Results Represent:  And NOT:

Magazine subscribers with 
email addresses  

Magazine subscribers with 
email addresses  

All magazine subscribers

A list of select clients your 
boss put together that he 
thought would be "good 
to ask"  

That specific list of clients 
(this is similar to a focus 
group and is not survey 
research)  

The entire market, or even 
all your clients

A comprehensive list of all 
members of a professional 
association  

All the members of that 
association  

All the members of the 
profession

A purchased list of 
volunteer online survey 
panel members that 
listed they worked for 
manufacturing companies  

At the least, that group 
of panel members, 
and depending on the 
method of sampling, 
they may represent all 
panel members that met 
the same criteria as the 
sample members.  

All workers employed by 
manufacturers



Once you get an idea of who the results actually represent, 
you can get an idea of how well the results represent that 
group. That’s where response quantity and response rate 
come into play.

Response Quantity

Response quantity directly relates to 
Maximum Sampling Error (MSE), a 
measurable form of error. It’s the +/- 
figure often quoted with statistics. So 
a 5 percentage point MSE at the 95% 
confidence level means that 95% of the 
time the actual average for the entire 
population will be within the range of 5 
points lower and 5 points higher than the 
reported statistic.

So…if a result is 65% with MSE of +/- 5 percentage points 
at the 95% confidence level, then the true population value 
would be between 60% and 70% 95 percent of the time.

MSE is based on the quantity of responses: the more 
responses, the lower the MSE. Unfortunately the 
relationship is not linear. To cut MSE in half, you have to 
quadruple the number of responses.

If a statistic is based on 400 results, MSE hovers around 
+/- 5 percentage points. On the other hand, if a statistic is 
based on 100 results, MSE is closer to +/- 10 points. That 
can make a big difference in how you interpret a statistic.

Response Rate

Another consideration regarding projectability is 
response rate, the percentage of people who were asked 
to participate in the survey that actually submitted 
a response. While this indicator of quality is not 

mathematical, the higher the response rate the better. 
Here’s why: consider how the people that responded 
were different from the people who didn’t. If you get 
a 95% response rate, the differences of the 5% of non-

responders isn’t as critical as if you 
received a 10% response rate and had to 
wonder how 90% of those sampled differ 
from respondents.

A great illustration of this phenomenon 
can be taken from phone surveys. 
Let’s say that a phone survey of social 
behaviors is being taken on a Saturday 
night. Only people who are at home at 
that time will have the opportunity to 
participate. The answers from those who 
respond (people at home on a Saturday 

night) could be markedly different than the answers from 
those who were called to participate that didn’t (people 
out on a Saturday night).

Subject matter can also have a huge impact on how 
relevant response rate may be on results. Look at what 
is being asked. Could a low response rate indicate that 
you’re only hearing from respondents with a bone to pick 
or from those who wish to sing praises?

Remember: survey research is based on error

It’s important to remember that market research is based 
on mathematical theory, but there is error built into 
the system. Researchers are faced with the challenge of 
balancing budgets with their desire for exactness, yet 
no survey results offer laser beam precision. Instead, 
when you rely on measurement and judgment you can 
determine the statistical and practical significance of a 
statistic, and in turn, what that means to you.
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