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Summary / Abstract 
 

Recent Internet developments allow relying on the shared intelligence of groups for market 
research. We illustrate two applications in which users create content from their responses 
to open ended questions. Both the óuser created brainstormô and óuser coded open endô 
procedure prove useful for market research. We discuss the outcomes and show that the 
social and collaborative aspects of the applications positively influence user evaluations. 
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Introduction 

The latest Internet developments have introduced 

new dynamics among consumers as they allow 

participation, information sharing, social networking 

and user collaboration & creation (Huang and Behara 

2007; Dearstyne 2007). Shirky (2008) has stated that 

new and social media allow people and groups to 

self-assemble and organize information without need 

for much supervised efforts. Due to expressive 

capabilities and self-synchronization informal 

networks are capable of doing things which formal 

systems cannot. Similarly, our society relies more 

than ever on ñWe-thinkò or the power of shared 

intelligence and peer judgments to decide what is 

good (Leadbeater 2008). Due to the collaborative 

nature of digital technology enhanced creativity 

results from how we think together as groups. In this 

line of thinking and based on the concepts of the 

wisdom of crowds (Surowiecki 2004), Kearon (2005 

and 2008) applies this trend to market research, e.g. 

concept testing. Based on the technique of predictive 

markets he provides evidence for the fact that a 

diverse crowd outperforms a classic more rigorous 

sampling approach. Hence, that shared intelligence is 

useful for market research. 

In this paper we apply this reasoning to open ended 

questions. Quantitative surveys often contain open 

ended questions to measure consumersô 

spontaneous reactions (e.g. likes and dislikes, top of 

mind ideas about a topic). Open questions have 

several experiential, quality and economical 

drawbacks, however. They are run in silos and 

individual contributions are isolated from othersô input, 

hence not allowing peer-to-peer iteration and 

inspiration. Considering the trend of óself-assemblyô 

and ówe-thinkô, this approach is doomed not to benefit 

from group creativity. The completion of a traditional 

open end is always a snapshot, however, a reflection 

of ideas that cross participantsô mind at the very 

moment a measurement question is presented to 

them. That instant answer may be incomplete. If 

participants would be exposed to answers of others 

they may agree with additional ideas not initially 

thought of and thus generate additional insights. Next, 

considerable portions of respondents leave open 

ended boxes blank indicating they have óno ideaô or 

nothing to add. The question remains to what extent 

participants really have no idea, are just unable to 

come up with an answer or are unwilling to put any 

effort in the task. Such situations are opportunity 

costs and a loss of data. Analyses of open questions 

are also subject to biases (e.g. coder bias due to 

skills, mood, fatigue, knowledge, order effects é). 

Ideally the analysis procedure follows established 

qualitative analyses techniques (e.g. predefined 

codes, multiple coders) (Miles and Huberman, 1994). 

Still, analysts always have to make subjective 

assumptions as to what respondents really wanted to 

say and timing or budgetary constraints do not always 

allow an iterative well-grounded process. Considering 

the innovative Internet behaviors (e.g. user generated 

content, sharing, tagging & digging) many of these 

drawbacks can be resolved if one offers opportunities 

for user led open ended questions. 

The rest of this paper is organized as follows. First, 

we will introduce a framework for user led open ended 

questions. Next, we describe two applications: a user 

created brainstorm and a user generated coding 

procedure. For each application results and 

conclusions are reviewed. 

User-led open questions: 
ceding control to 
participants 

We have developed two similar which allow users to 

create content from their own qualitative inputs such 

that it becomes quantitative and structured 

information. In user led open questions participants 

go through three phases which are fully in line with 

the current context of social collaboration (Jaffe 

2007): 

 Creation: Researchers initiate the process by 

asking participantsô opinions, which they voice 

and extend upon in multiple open text boxes. 

 Contextualization: participants add meaning, 

relevance, specificity and interpretation to their 

initial content via tagging and categorizing. 

 Propagation: the categorized and labelled 

content is shared with others, and participants 

ódigô into their answers. This means they add 

importance to their own input and that of peers. 

The first application is meant for participants to 

brainstorm and think interactively about a wide variety 

of topics (User Created Brainstorm). In traditional 

surveys people are prompted to provide their top of 

mind ideas but are never stimulated to think their 

answers through and contrast them against the input 

of others. The User Created Brainstorm collects a 

diversity of new ideas from different people with  
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varied backgrounds and takes them through a social 

iteration process. In a first step, participants are 

invited to list as many of their own ideas as possible 

about a certain topic (creation). The elicited content is 

than contextualized by asking each contributor to 

review if his own ideas are already in the list provided 

by other participants. If (s)he has brought up 

something new, the new idea can be added to the 

overall listing. Finally, participants are invited to 

indicate or ódigô all the ideas they like (propagation). 

The second instrument allows participants to code 

their own open responses into structured categories 

which they themselves define (User Coded Open 

Ends). The User Coded Open Ends also consists of 

three steps. Participants first provide their opinion 

about a concept, idea or stimulus. In other words, 

they create their feedback just as they would do in a 

conventional open question. For the contextualization 

participants are invited to interpret and tag their own 

answers by indicating the core ideas in their 

response. These core ideas or user generated codes 

can then either be assigned to existing core ideas 

created by peers or added to the list if the core idea 

forms a new category. Finally, participants reassess 

the original question by checking the user generated 

codes of others they (also) agree with (propagation). 

In other words, participants are presented a list of 

core ideas as if it was an aided closed ended 

question. This last step is conducted by all 

participants including those who initially had no idea, 

and hence should lead to additional inspiration and 

data. 

We will now illustrate both techniques in 2 studies, 

describe the method, data-collection, discuss the 

results and evaluate the methods. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Study 1: User-created 
brainstorm ï case óthe 
television of the furureô 

In a first application participants were involved in an 

online brainstorm session about the ótelevision of the 

futureô. Next to testing the outcome and user 

experience of the User Created Brainstorm, our goal 

was to assess to what extent good ideas were 

generated by the crowd. Background questions 

determined the expertise and creativity levels of 

respondents. If the wisdom of crowds theory was valid 

here, the best ideas would come from a variety of 

people, not only the experts or creative (Surowiecki 

2004). In other words, the number of good ideas 

generated would not be correlated with expertise or 

creativity. 

Data collection procedure and 

measurement 

Data were collected via the opt-in internet access 

panel of XL Online Panels (www.xlonlinepanels.com). 

A representative sample in terms of the age and 

gender of the Flemish population was drawn to 

ensure heterogeneity. In total, 121 people participated 

(48% female ï 52% male; 20% < 35 years old ï 50% 

between 35 and 54 years old ï 30% older than 55%). 

Respondents completed an online survey containing 

regular survey questions and the brainstorm 

application. A first part related to the usage and 

attitudes of television, and measured frequency of 

watching television, involvement with the current TV 

medium, as well as interest in future developments. 

Respondents also graded themselves on a series of 

items measuring creativity. The distributions and 

psychometric characteristics of these measures are 

illustrated in Table 1 and 2. 
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Table 1 ï Descriptive sample on affinity with television 

 

  Everyday 65% 

  5 to 6 days a week 22% 

Frequency watching television 3 to 4 days a week 7% 

  1 to 2 days a week 4% 

  Less than 1 day a week 1% 

 

 

 

Table 2 ï Descriptive statistics and psychometric properties of TV involvement and creativity 

 

  
Descriptive 

distributions
1
 

Principal components
2
 

  

Involvement 
current T.V. 

Interest 
future 
T.V. 

Creativity 

  
Bottom 2 Top 2 

Cronbach's Ŭ 
= 0,61 

Cronbach's 
Ŭ = 0,88 

Cronbach's 
Ŭ = 0,84 

I am aware of the current programs on 
T.V. 20% 60% 0,69     
I find it important to have a recent model 
of television 50% 21% 0,56 

 
  

I could not live without my television 37% 36% 0,88 
 

  

I am interested in digital television 21% 59%   0,82   
I am fascinated about how television will 
change the future 21% 59%   0,87   

I am interested in Internet television 22% 44%   0,98   
People often come to me when they need 
new ideas 26% 26%   

 
0,73 

I easily find several solution to one and 
the same problem 11% 58%   

 
0,84 

I am good at brainstorming 11% 54%   
 

0,87 
I am generally considered as a creative 
person 11% 57%     0,82 

  
1 
5 point Likert scale: 

Completely Disagree to 
Completely Agree 

2 
Factor loadings based on 

Promax rotation.   

    KMO-test = 0,80 - Total Variance Explained 69% 
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Next, participants completed the three step 

brainstorm (Figure 1). 

 Participants were asked to provide their ideas 

about new TV content, as well as product 

features, without taking technological possibilities 

or cost implications into account. They were 

allowed to give five ideas. Participants that did 

not have any ideas could check the óno ideaô box. 

 

 The second screen displayed the participantôs 

own ideas on the left while on the right the 

complete list of ideas generated by peers who 

had already participated were presented. 

Participants reviewed their ideas in the context of 

the existing list. If an idea was already present in 

the study list, no action was needed. If the 

participant felt (s)he had come up with a new 

idea they could add it to the list. The elicited 

answers are available to all subsequent 

participants in the study, including typos, 

irrelevant or inappropriate answers. In order to 

cope with this, a mechanism for ósocial correctionô 

was built in. Via an óediting and flagging systemô 

participants had the opportunity to flag each 

otherôs answers, indicate what was wrong, and 

send this feedback to the researcher. 

 

 In the last screen, all participants (including those 

who originally could not think of any ideas) were 

presented with the final list of ideas. The order in 

which the ideas were presented was randomized 

to exclude order effects. Participants screened 

and checked those ideas that appealed to them 

most. 

The end of the survey included evaluation questions 

about the user-created brainstorm (e.g. satisfaction 

with the platform) as well as an of ó2.0ô elements (e.g. 

social editing system, peer input). 

 

Figure 1 ï óUser-created brainstormô procedure 

 

Application

User 
Created 

Brainstorm

Example of a 
potential 

participant 
flow

Creation

Participant gives his 
own ideas about the 

television of the future

Idea 1: Watching 
television in 3D

Idea 2: Remote 
control that works 

with voice recognition

Contextualization

Participant indicates 
which of his own ideas 

is not present in the 
study list yet

Idea 1 was already 
mentioned by 

another participant: it 
is not added again to 

the study list

Idea 2 is not present 
yet and added by the 

participant

Propagations

Participant digs the 
best ideas in the study 

list

The participants 
selects the best ideas 

from the total list: 

He selects Ψ3DΩ as a 
very good idea (own 
idea) and also checks 
ΨŘomoticaΩ and Ψusing 

television as 
telephoneΩ (two ideas 
that come from other 

participants) 
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Software development & usability testing 

The User Created Brainstorm application was 

developed internally at InSites Consulting 

(www.insites-consulting.com). Programming was 

performed in ASP.Net and MS-SQL databases for 

data storage. The MS-SQL database consisted of 

multiple tables to store user labels, respondent 

information, number of answers shown, number of 

added categories, number of categories selected... 

The regular parts of the survey before and after the 

brainstorm session are programmed using web 

survey software. Via a number of unique identification 

keys the data from the survey software and the User 

Created Brainstorm are linked. The user experience 

for participants of the regular survey and brainstorm 

was the same, however, as they could not notice the 

switches between platforms. Figure 2 illustrates the 

platform by means of screenshots. 

The technical performance and usability of the 

platform were investigated in multiple rounds. To 

ensure all participants understood the tasks well, 9 

usability sessions with each time 4 participants were 

conducted with people with relatively low internet 

skills, elderly and lower educated people. For the final 

test here, all respondents were asked to rate the 

usability of the platform on several aspects. 94% of 

the participants pointed out that they understood the 

task immediately (87% top 2 boxes & 7 % neutral). 

We performed a content analysis on the remaining 7 

participants. Only one participant reported technical 

problems and was removed from further analyses. 

The other participants went through the procedure 

correctly despite their low usability evaluation. 

 

 
 

Figure 2 ï óUser created brainstormô screenshots 

 

http://www.insites-consulting.com/
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Data analysis and findings 

Brainstorm results 

In total 106 different ideas were generated by 95 

individuals and 25 participants indicated that they had 

óno ideaô. All respondents were invited to evaluate the 

final idea list. Only one person who initially had óno 

ideaô still did not check (ódigô) an answer in the aided 

list of ideas at the end. In order to select the best 

ideas, sampling accuracy needs to be taken into 

account. New ideas generated by the first 

respondents were available in the final idea list to the 

majority of the sample. Hence, these ideas had a 

higher chance of being propagated than new ideas 

that were generated by the last participants. In order 

to correct for this bias, we adjusted the percentage of 

participants that dug the idea in the propagation 

phase for the standard error and sample size1. The 

results are shown in figure 3. 

                                                           

1
 For every idea, the error margin was calculated given the 

sample size and at a 95% confidence level. This error 

margin was subtracted from the percentage of participants 

that dug the idea in the last propagation phase, resulting in a 

corrected propagation score. 

Figure 3 ï óUser created brainstormô results 

 

 

Detail Figure 3  
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Based on the results, we can determine four types of 

idea. 

 Winners are ideas created early in the 

brainstorm and shown to a large group of people. 

They were also ódugô by a large crowd, meaning 

they have high recognition and agreement as 

being a good idea. Hence, we are confident that 

these are popular ideas. Examples in this case 

are using the TV as computer, remove 

advertising, video communication, internet and 

email via TV, wireless TV, all programs subtitled 

and newspaper and magazine distribution via TV. 

 Concepts generated in the beginning but 

selected by only few subsequent participants 

have low potential or are niche applications. 

Examples are more theatre, chat, 3D-TV. 

 Challengers: ideas shared among only a small 

group of participants. Within this smaller group, 

however, the ideas were well received. They are 

thoughts that have high potential but are still 

somewhat risky because they were not presented 

to a large sample. One might consider additional 

research if some suggestions are appealing to 

managers. Examples are free television, school 

television, attending concerts. 

 

 

 High-risk ideas have been produced at a late 

stage of the study and have not been picked up 

by the small group of participants that were 

subsequently exposed. Therefore they should 

serve only as a source of inspiration. Here, too, 

managers may consider additional in-depth 

research. 

 

Social elements as drivers of participant 

satisfaction 

Overall the survey experience was well-received with 

an average satisfaction score of 7.5 on a 10-point 

scale. Based on a one sampled t-test with internal 

survey satisfaction benchmark data the user created 

brainstorm significantly outperforms general surveys2. 

Relying on the collective wisdom and shared 

intelligence of participants seems to be an added 

value from a participant perspective as well (Table 3). 

The sharing and digging of ideas was appreciated by 

the majority of participants and participants agree with 

the fact that the social aspect of the brainstorm allows 

them to give their opinion more adequately. While 

both of these elements drive participantôs survey 

satisfaction the social aspect is the most important 

one for enhancing a joyful survey experience. 

                                                           

2
 Internal benchmark data are based on more than 1 million 

observations of survey satisfaction spread over a 1 year 

period in 2007 ï 2008. Two-tailed significance test statistics: 

t-value = 3,18; df = 163; p = 0,002. 

Table 3 - Social elements as drivers for satisfaction 

  
Descriptive 

distributions
1
 

Principal components
2
 

  

Involvement 
current T.V. 

Interest 
future 
T.V. 

Creativity 

  
Bottom 

2 
Top 2 

Cronbach's Ŭ 
= 0,61 

Cronbach's 
Ŭ = 0,88 

Cronbach's 
Ŭ = 0,84 

I am aware of the current programs on 
T.V. 20% 60% 0,69     
I find it important to have a recent 
model of television 50% 21% 0,56 

 
  

I could not live without my television 37% 36% 0,88 
 

  

I am interested in digital television 21% 59%   0,82   
I am fascinated about how television 
will change the future 21% 59%   0,87   

I am interested in Internet television 22% 44%   0,98   
People often come to me when they 
need new ideas 26% 26%   

 
0,73 

I easily find several solution to one and 
the same problem 11% 58%   

 
0,84 

I am good at brainstorming 11% 54%   
 

0,87 
I am generally considered as a 
creative person 11% 57%     0,82 

  

1 
5 point Likert scale: 

Completely Disagree to 
Completely Agree 

2 
Factor loadings based on 

Promax rotation.   

    KMO-test = 0,80 - Total Variance Explained 69% 
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Although a large group of participants saw the social 

control symbol (62%) and 81% of the participants 

indicated they would use the social feedback 

mechanism if needed, we did not get any requests for 

adaptation in our final test. About 72% of the 

contributors mentioned they were happy to help the 

researchers with reporting mistakes. All of this 

evidence provided us support for the fact that our tool 

works as well and as intended.  

 
Wisdom from the crowds 

The corrected propagation of an idea was taken as a 

measure of the quality of an idea. A series of bi-

variate Pearson correlation analyses were conducted 

between the corrected propagation and the expertise, 

involvement and creativity of the contributor. No 

significant correlations were found with the degree of 

affinity with television, nor with self-reported creativity 

(Table 4). 

We also performed a difference testing to compare 

the quality of ideas generated by individuals scoring 

low, medium or high on affinity with television.  We did 

not observe any significant difference. A similar 

analysis was conducted for the creativity index: again 

the success rate of ideas generated by participants 

with high creativity did not differ from those produced 

by less creative individuals. The lack of correlations 

and significant differences supports the ówisdom of 

crowdsô hypothesis as good ideas were created by all 

types of contributors. In other words, it does make 

sense for companies to involve ólay peopleô in online 

brainstorms because they, too, may come up with 

winning ideas. 

 

Study 2: Giving participants 
the power to analyze their 
own open answer 
Background and objectives 

This study was conducted in cooperation with Sara 

Lee/Douwe Egberts. A new coffee concept (cold 

coffee in a can ï see figure 4) was presented to a 

sample of participants. Next to traditional concept test 

questions, respondents were asked to give their likes 

and dislikes about the product concept in an open 

ended question. Our goal was to investigate to what 

extent participants are able to code their own open 

answer. Therefore, we compared respondent coding 

with results from traditional manual coding by 

researchers and coding via a text analysis software 

package for coding open questions. Next, we 

investigated the social dynamics of exposing 

participants to opinions of other users. We analyzed 

to what extent participants also dug answers of other 

participants in the propagation phase. Similarly to the 

analysis of the User Created Brainstorm the user 

experience and survey satisfaction was assessed of 

the user led coding system. 

Table 4 ï The crowd generates idea 

 

  

Pearson correlation 
coefficient with quality 

of ideas 
Involvement current T.V. 0,03 

I am aware of the current programs on T.V. -0,02 

I find it important to have a recent model of television 0,03 

I could not live without my television 0,04 

Interest future T.V. 0,12 

I am interested in digital television 0,07 

I am fascinated about how television will change the future 0,11 

I am interested in Internet television 0,15 

Creativity -0,06 

People often come to me when they need new ideas 0,06 

I easily find several solution to one and the same problem -0,15 

I am good at brainstorming -0,07 

I am generally considered as a creative person -0,03 

 
none of the correlations significant 

p = 0,05 level 
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Data collection procedure and 

measurement 

Data were again collected via the opt-in Internet 

access panel of XL Online Panels. A representative 

sample of the Flemish population was invited to 

participate. In total 203 persons participated (47% 

female - 53% males; 22% < 35 years old ï 44% 

between 35 and 54 years old ï 34% older than 55). 

The survey started with classical concept test 

questions like appeal, usefulness, (un)priced buying 

intention etc. Participants were subsequently 

redirected to the 3-step user led coding scheme. 

Figure 5 illustrates the procedure.  

 Creation: participants described their likes/ 

dislikes about the concept in a classic open 

ended question. Respondents had the 

opportunity to indicate that they had no positive 

or negative remarks about the concept. 

 Contextualization: in a second step, the answer 

of the participant was shown again and each 

participant had to reformulate their answer into 

core ideas as short verbatims. Every core idea 

was then displayed, together with the list of 

existing categories generated by other 

participants. If the participants found that their 

core idea belonged to one of the existing 

categories, it was assigned to that category. As in 

traditional coding, this step allowed an answer to 

belong to several categories at once. If the 

answer did not fit into one of the existing 

categories, participants could create a new 

answer category. This implies that participants 

code their own input while still keeping the 

original input on the open-ended questions. 

 Propagation: the final coded list of categories 

was presented to participants. They had the 

ability to select other coded variables that they 

had not originally thought of, but with which they 

also agreed. This last step was also presented to 

participants who did not contribute any idea at 

first.  

The survey ended with the same evaluation questions 

as those used for the user-created brainstorm. 

 

Figure 5 ï Concept board: óCoffee in a canô 

With your active lifestyle, you sometimes feel the need for a mini-break

DouweEgbertsintroduces Café Smooth, the coffee drink that gently picks 
you up. 

Café Smooth is a delicious frothy drink with a foamy layer. 
Best served chilled, Café Smooth is a great way to relax when you need a 
break from your busy lifestyle.

DouweEgbertshas developpeda  drink with  the smooth and round taste 
of coffee., combining the excellent quality of DouweEgbertscoffee with 
the soft taste of mocha.

DouweEgbertsCafé Smoothinspires you to keep going!

Café Smooth is available in cans of 200ml. 
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Software and usability test 

This application was also developed internally at 

InSites Consulting, using the same programming and 

relational database software. (See Figure 6 for 

illustrative screenshots.) 

Since a good understanding of the task is crucial for 

the reliability of the results, we performed a series of 

usability sessions (9 mini groups with 4 participants 

per session) on the platform with a similar group of 

Internet users. We asked participants at the end of 

this survey to report their understanding of the user 

led application. The participants indicated that they 

understood the task immediately (86%) and that it 

was clear that the answer categories were created by 

other participants (82%). A total of 68 (dislikes) and 

69 (likes) of the 203 participants claimed they did not 

to have any negative or positive point. Among the 

other persons who completed the contextualization 

phase 22% (dislikes) and 23% (likes) added at least 

one core idea as a new category. For the dislikes and 

likes respectively 83% and 81% indicated that at least 

one of the core ideas belonged to an existing 

category. These last numbers are an indication that 

participants understood the task.  

Figure 5 ï Procedure óUser Coded Open Ended Questionsô 

Application

User Coded 
Open 
Ended

Example of a 
potential 

participant 
flow

Creation

Participant voices 
what he/she likes 
or dislikes about 

the concept

This reminds me 
of (regular) cold 
coffee, and this is 

not tasty! The 
term ΨƎŀƛƴΩ is not 

well chosen- I 
thought it meant 

that you gain 
extra weight!

Contextualization

Participants are 
asked to 

categorize his 
own open answer

Core ideas: 

ωCold coffee is not tasty

ωFormulation: gain 
weight

Categorization

ωCold coffee is already a 
category: add my idea 
to it
ωWeight is no category 
yet: I add it & make a 
new category

Propagations

Participant digs all 
answer categories 

of other 
respondents

I also agree with 
the following 
answers of other 
particpants

ωToo small volume
ωPrefer pure coffee

 

 

 

 

Figure 6 ï Screenshots of the óUser ïcoded open-ended questionsô 

 

 

 

 

 


