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For many years companies
have collected feedback from
customers through means
such as comment cards and
toll-free telephone numbers.
The feedback data can be
used by companies to track
quality, locate quality prob-
lems, and identify sugges-
tions for improvement. Gath-
ering feedback from cus-
tomers has become a recent
but prevalent phenomenon on
the Internet. Many companies
designate an e-mail address
for submitting comments and
questions. Companies with
information on the World
Wide Web frequently include
a feedback form that cus-
tomers can complete on
screen and send at the click
of a mouse. This article con-
siders current practice and
the potential for customer
feedback collection over the
Internet. The nature of Web-
based feedback forms is
compared to corresponding
features of conventional
(paper) comment cards.
Explanations for differences
are supposed, and future
prospects for Web-based
feedback are discussed.

Introduction
A widely accepted objective in  qu a lity m an -
agem en t is bein g cu stom er  dr iven . A com m on
way com pan ies work  towar ds th is objective is
to pr ovide system s to gath er  feedback  fr om
cu stom er s. Alon g com es th e In ter n et , with  its
gr eat  poten tia l to tr an sfor m  var iou s bu sin ess
pr ocesses. On e m igh t won der  h ow In ter n et
tech n ologies m igh t tr an sfor m  th e m ean s of
gath er in g (an d u sin g) cu stom er  feedback .

Th is a r t icle pr esen ts an  explor a tor y stu dy
of cu r r en t  pr actice of solicit in g cu stom er
feedback  over  th e In ter n et  an d discu sses
pr ospects for  th e fu tu r e. Th e explor a tor y
n atu r e of th e stu dy is im posed becau se of th e
tim e fr am es of In ter n et  tech n ologies.
Alth ou gh  th is an d oth er  a r t icles per ta in in g to
th e In ter n et  a r e wr it ten  as for war d-look in g
tr ea tises, with in  a  few year s of pu blicat ion
th ey will pr obably be r egar ded as h istor ica l
docu m en ts. Not on ly is th e tech n ology ch an g-
in g r apidly, bu t  th e r a te of ch an ge is in cr eas-
in g dr am atica lly. As a  civiliza t ion  we a r e on
th e ver ge of a  r evolu tion  in  th e way cu stom er s
an d com pan ies com m u n icate with  on e
an oth er. Th is r evolu tion  will in flu en ce h ow
com pan ies ga th er  an d u se feedback  fr om
cu stom er s – th e topic of th is a r t icle.

Th e r em ain der  of th is section  in tr odu ces
ideas beh in d cu stom er  feedback , th e In ter n et ,
an d im plem en tat ion s of cu stom er  feedback  on
th e In ter n et . Th e n ext  m a jor  section  looks at
pr ior  a r t icles per ta in in g to In ter n et-based
feedback . An  explor a tor y stu dy wh ich  com -
par es In ter n et  an d conven tion a l cu stom er
feedback  in str u m en ts is th en  descr ibed.
Resu lts of th e com par ison  a r e ou tlin ed an d
obser vation s a r e m ade. Th e pen u lt im ate sec-
t ion  con sider s pr ospects for  cu stom er  feed-
back  system s in  ligh t  of In ter n et  tech n ologies,
in clu din g poten tia l pr oblem s an d lim itat ion s.
Th e fin a l section  offer s a  su m m ar y an d con -
clu sion s.

Customer feedback
It  is com m on  for  com pan ies to ga th er  feed-
back  fr om  cu stom er s. Th e feedback  can  take
m an y for m s, in clu din g on -site cu stom er  com -
pla in ts, ca lls to toll-fr ee cu stom er -r espon se
ph on e n u m ber s, an d cu stom er  com m en t
ca r ds. In  each  of th ese for m s, th e feedback

in for m ation  is eith er  u n solicited, or  passively
solicited (Sam pson , 1996). Passive solicita t ion
r epr esen ts an  appea l to cu stom er s in  gen er a l
with ou t focu sin g on  an y specific cu stom er.

In  com par ison , act ive solicita t ion  is an
appea l to specific cu stom er s, a s with  m arket
r esea r ch . Th e sam ple fr am e is u su a lly
selected with  ca r e to avoid sam ple fr am e 
bias. Fu r th er, act ive effor t  is taken  to en cou r -
age r espon se so as to avoid n on -r espon se 
bias.

With  passive solicita t ion , th e com pany h as
lit t le or  n o con tr ol over  sam ple fr am e an d
n on -r espon se bias, sin ce th e r espon den ts a r e
com pletely self-selected. Never th eless, cer ta in
advan tages exist  with  passive solicita t ion  of
feedback . Th e cost  of ga th er in g feedback  is
low. A passive appea l to each  an d ever y cu s-
tom er  m igh t r epr esen t  n o m or e cost  th an  th e
sta ffin g an d m ain ten an ce of a  toll-fr ee tele-
ph on e lin e an d a  sign  at  th e ser vice location
or  a  n otice on  th e pr odu ct . Active solicita t ion
is accom plish ed at  m oder a te cost  (e.g. m a il
su r veys) to h igh  cost  (e.g. per son a l
in ter views) (Ch u r ch ill, 1995, p. 377). It  wou ld
pr obably be pr oh ibit ive to act ively su r vey
ever y sin gle cu stom er  of a  com pany.

An oth er  advan tage of passive solicita t ion  of
feedback  is in  th e u se of th e data . Sin ce th e
data  is in h er en tly biased, it  is n ot  a s u sefu l a s
m arket  r esea r ch  is in  est im atin g gen er a l
con sen su s of a  ta r get  m arket . However, th e
n atu r e of th e bias can  be exploited. On e m igh t
assu m e th at  cu stom er s with  exception a lly
posit ive or  n egative views of th e com pan y a r e
m or e likely to r espon d th an  th e cu stom er
popu lat ion  in  gen er a l. Th is wou ld r esu lt  in  an
extr em e-r espon se bias th at  wou ld be m or e
likely to iden tify cu r r en t  qu a lity pr oblem s
th an  a  con tr olled su r vey of equ a l sam ple size
(Sam pson , 1996). Th er efor e, passive data  col-
lect ion  is pa r t icu la r ly u sefu l in  m on itor in g
an d con tr ollin g qu a lity in  th e day-to-day oper -
a t ion s of th e bu sin ess, an d in  iden tifyin g ideas
for  qu a lity im pr ovem en t.

Th is a r t icle focu ses on  passive solicita t ion s
for  feedback , an d explor es th e im plicat ion s of
su ch  data  collect ion  over  th e In ter n et . Th e
n ext su b-section  pr ovides a  br ief descr ipt ion
of th e In ter n et  an d its pr ovision s for  cu stom er
feedback .
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The Internet
It  is a ssu m ed th at  m an y r eader s a r e both
fam ilia r  an d exper ien ced with  u sin g th e In ter -
n et , wh ich  h as been  ca lled a  “n etwork  of [com -
pu ter ] n etworks” (Keh oe, 1994). Yet , som e
r eader s (even  academ ics) a r e u nver sed in  th e
tech n ology, an d m an y oth er s a r e u n awar e of
its or igin s an d h istor y. Th u s, th is section  is
pr esen ted. Th e followin g is a  br ief su m m ar y,
followed by a  descr ipt ion  of In ter n et  facu lt ies
wh ich  a r e r elevan t  to cu stom er  feedback .

Th e In ter n et  began  in  1969 as a  US Depar t-
m en t of Defen se pr oject  ca lled ARPANET
(Stu ar t , 1994). By th e en d of th at  yea r, th e fir st
fou r  “h ost” com pu ter s wer e a t tach ed to th e
n etwork . (Oth er  com pu ter s can  access th e
In ter n et  by con n ectin g, or  dia lin g-in , to a  h ost
wh ich  is a lr eady con n ected to th e In ter n et .)
Sin ce its in ception , th e In ter n et  h as in clu ded
pr ovision s for  per son -to-per son  electr on ic
com m u n ication , i .e. e-m ail (Spr ou ll an d
Kiesler, 1986). Th is open s th e way for
cu stom er  feedback . A m arket  r esea r ch er
m igh t u se e-m ail a s a  m ean s of con tactin g
in dividu a ls to act ively solicit  th eir  feedback
abou t a  com pan y or  a  pr odu ct . Pr ior  to 1993,
su ch  su r veys wou ld be la r gely lim ited to sci-
en tists an d m ilita r y per son n el, wh o r epr e-
sen ted m ost  of th e people with  e-m ail
addr esses. Th e m id-1990s saw explosive
gr owth  in  In ter n et  access am on g th e gen er a l
popu lat ion  of developed n ation s. For  exam ple,
fr om  J an u ar y 1995 to J an u ar y 1996 th e n u m -
ber  of h osts a t tach ed to th e In ter n et  in cr eased
fr om  4.9 m illion  to 9.5 m illion  (In fow orld ,
1996). Th er e is a  la r ge am ou n t of specu lat ion
as to th e scope of th e In ter n et  a t  pr esen t  – as
th e In ter n et  becom es la r ger  an d la r ger, i t  is
in cr easin gly difficu lt  to deter m in e wh at h osts
a r e a t tach ed to oth er  h osts. As th e In ter n et’s
r each  con tin u es to expan d, m arket
r esea r ch er s will h ave m or e oppor tu n ity to
actively solicit  feedback  fr om  var iou s cu s-
tom er  gr ou ps a t  lower  cost  th an  tr adit ion a l
m ail an d ph on e su r veys.

However, e-m ail in  an d of itself does n ot  len d
itself to passive solicita t ion  of feedback . A
cu stom er  can n ot go ou t  an d gr ab an  e-m ail
m essage th at  h as n ot  been  specifica lly sen t  to
h im  or  h er  (Spr ou ll an d Kiesler, 1986). Com pa-
n ies m ay pu t  cu stom er -r espon se e-m ail
addr esses on  pr odu ct  labellin g, h owever, su ch
passive solicita t ion  a r e th r ou gh  th e pr odu ct ,
n ot  th r ou gh  electr on ic m ean s.

Th e br eak th r ou gh  for  electr on ic passive
solicita t ion  of feedback  cam e with  th e in tr o-
du ction  of th e Wor ld Wide Web (or  “Web”) in
1993-94. (Th e Web was pr ototyped at  th e Eu r o-
pean  Labor ator y for  Par t icle Physics – CERN
– in  1990-91). (Ber n er s-Lee, et al. 1994). Th e
Web r epr esen ts an  electr on ic com m u n ication
m ediu m  wh ich  is u ser  (i .e. cu stom er ) in it ia ted

– a  fu n dam en ta l r equ ir em en t of passive solici-
ta t ion  of feedback . Docu m en ts (Web pages)
a r e “posted” on  th e Web (i.e. m ade ava ilable
for  down loadin g). An  u n cou n table n u m ber  of
or gan ization s an d in dividu a ls h ave Web sites
wh ich  con ta in  th eir  Web pages. Am on g oth er
th in gs, com pan ies can  post  gen er a l solicita -
t ion s for  feedback . Cu stom er s an d oth er s wh o
access a  com pany’s Web pages m ay elect  to
r espon d to th ese passive solicita t ion s, a s th ey
m igh t if th ey wer e pr esen ted with  com m en t
ca r ds or  toll-fr ee teleph on e n u m ber s.

Feedback in HTML
In  addit ion  to r equ ests for  r espon se, th e Web
con ta in s pr ovision s wh ich  facilita te th e feed-
back  pr ocess. Th ese pr ovision s a r e com po-
n en ts of th e lan gu age of Web: HTML, or
Hyper Text Marku p Lan gu age. Typica lly,
HTML docu m en ts con ta in  for m atted text  an d
hyper lin ks (or  “lin ks”) wh ich  gu ide th e u ser
to oth er  Web pages or  oth er  r esou r ces. HTML
also in clu des pr ovision s for  for m s an d
“m ailto” lin ks wh ich  can  be u sed to gath er
feedback  (Hoffm an  et al., 1995)

A m ailto (as in  “m ail a  m essage to som e-
on e”) lin k  is a  code in  an  HTML docu m en t
wh ich , wh en  selected by th e u ser, open s an  e-
m ail win dow on  th e u ser ’s scr een  so th at  a
m essage m ay be sen t  to a  pr e-specified e-m ail
addr ess a t  th e com pan y. Th e e-m ail win dow is
sim ply a  box for  com posin g an y textu a l m es-
sage. Th e m essage is u n str u ctu r ed, th u s is an
In ter n et  ver sion  of a  toll-fr ee teleph on e n u m -
ber  to a  cu stom er  ser vice em ployee, bu t  with -
ou t  per son a l in ter action .

Of even  gr eater  feedback  poten tia l a r e th e
for m  pr ovision s of HTML. An  HTML docu -
m en t str u ctu r ed as a  for m  m ay con ta in  text
fields, ch eck  boxes, an d/ or  dr op-down  lists of
select ion s. An  exam ple of code for  an  HTML
for m  is sh own  in  Figu r e 1, an d a  depict ion  of
th e r esu lt in g for m  is sh own  in  Figu r e 2. After
th e u ser  h as en ter ed in for m ation  to su ch  an
on -scr een  for m , a  “su bm it” bu tton  can  be
selected to au tom atica lly sen d th e in for m a-
tion  to th e com pany’s com pu ter. Th e com pan y
r eceives th e in for m ation  in  a  str u ctu r ed for -
m at wh ich  a llows va r iou s option s for  h an -
dlin g th e data  – a  topic wh ich  will be r evisited
la ter.

Prior research
Mu ch  r esea r ch  per ta in in g to act ive solicita -
t ion  of cu stom er  feedback  h as been  pu blish ed.
However, r esea r ch  r egar din g passive solicita -
t ion  of cu stom er  feedback  is sca r ce, to say th e
least . Sin ce r esea r ch  per ta in in g to th e Web is
st ill in  its gen esis, i t  is pa r t icu la r ly h a r d to
fin d a r t icles th at  addr ess th e feedback  

Qualtrics, LLC 
Exhibit 1007 

CBM of U.S. Patent No. 8,041,805 
Page 002

f 

 

Find authenticated court documents without watermarks at docketalarm.com. 

https://www.docketalarm.com/


[ 73 ]

Scott E. Sampson
Gathering customer feedback
via the Internet: instruments
and prospects
Industrial Management &
Data Systems
98/ 2 [1998] 71–82

poten tia l of th e Web. Most  of th e wr it in g abou t
su ch  applica t ion s of th e Web is in  popu la r
pr ess an d tr ade pu blicat ion s.

Mu r phy, For r est  an d Wotr in g (1996) con -
sider  cu stom er  feedback  on e of fou r  Web-site
com m u n ication s fu n ction s for  bu sin esses.
Th ey do n ot  go beyon d ju st  sayin g th at  feed-
back  will pr ovide ideas an d ways for  im pr ove-
m en t.

Hoffm an  et al. (1995) iden tify th e poten tia l
for  en gagin g cu stom er s in  com m u n ication
with  th e fir m  in  or der  to r eceive in for m ation
fr om  cu stom er s abou t th eir  n eeds. Th ey in di-
cate th at  “e-m ail bu tton s” (i .e. m ailto lin ks)
an d for m s can  be u sed for  su ch  feedback , bu t
do n ot  discu ss th e im plem en tat ion  of feedback
system s.

Em er ick  (1995) discu sses In ter n et  feedback
an d gives som e su ggestion s su ch  as to keep
for m s sim ple an d ask  open -en ded qu estion s
wh en  appr opr ia te. Em er ick  a lso ta lk s abou t
u sin g th e feedback  to captu r e e-m ail
addr esses for  fu tu r e con tact  (wh ich  on e m ay
su ppose is a  less a ltr u ist ic m otive th an  qu a lity
im pr ovem en t).

Th e m ost  descr ipt ive r epor t  of electr on ic
feedback  data  u se is a  case stu dy by Mar elli
(1995). Mar elli  descr ibes a  bever age com pan y
wh ich  collects cu stom er  feedback  via  th eir
Web site an d u ses th e data  a  n u m ber  of ways.
Th ey discu ss au tom atic ackn owledgm en t of
feedback , per son a l r espon se, m on th ly eva lu a -
t ion  of feedback  by a  team , an d com m u n ica -
t ion  with  r epeat  cu stom er s. Su ch  ideas will be
visited in  a  la ter  section  of th is a r t icle.

In  an  a r t icle abou t th e r ole of th e Web in
m arketin g com m u n ication , Ber th on  
et al.(1996) cite cu stom er  feedback  as th e sixth
an d fin a l stage of th e bu yin g an d sellin g
pr ocess. However, th ey m ake n o obser vation s
abou t im plem en tat ion  or  effect iven ess, sta t-
in g “… we r e-em ph asize th e fact  th at  th e Web
is st ill in  its in fan cy, wh ich  m ean s th at  n o
iden tifiable a t tem pts h ave so fa r  appear ed in
sch ola r ly jou r n a ls th at  m eth odica lly cla r ify
its an ticipated r ole an d per for m an ce”
(Ber th on , et al. 1996, p. 46). Th is bein g th e case,
it  is n ot  difficu lt  to con sider  th e pr esen t
r epor t  to be fou n dation a l.

Instrument comparison study
Given  th e lack  of pr ior  r esea r ch  in  th is a r ea , a
descr ipt ive explor a tor y stu dy is war r an ted.
Th is will h elp u s u n der stan d wh at poten tia l
r esea r ch  wou ld be in ter est in g an d u sefu l to
pu r su e in  th e fu tu r e. Even  th ou gh  r esea r ch  in
Web-based feedback  is sca r ce, passive solicita -
t ion s of feedback  a r e com m on  on  th e Web.
Th is stu dy is an  a t tem pt to ch ar acter ize cu r -
r en t  im plem en tat ion s of Web-based cu stom er
feedback  m ech an ism s. Th e con ten t  an d for -
m at of cu stom er  feedback  in str u m en ts a r e
an a lysed with  Web-based in str u m en ts bein g
com par ed with  conven tion a l in str u m en ts, i .e.
cu stom er  com m en t ca r ds.

In clu din g an  an a lysis of conven tion a l
in str u m en ts will ser ve two pu r poses. F ir st , i t
will h elp devise a  taxon om y of in str u m en t
con ten t  com pon en ts. Th e con ten t  of conven -
t ion a l in str u m en ts is expected to be m or e
diver se th an  th e con ten t  of Web-based in str u -
m en ts, sin ce conven tion a l in str u m en ts h ave
been  in  existen ce m u ch  lon ger. Web-based
in str u m en ts wer e n ot  a ssu m ed a  pr ior i to be
com pletely h om ogen ou s, bu t  m or e h om oge-
n eou s th an  conven tion a l in str u m en ts. Th e
diver sity of conven tion a l in str u m en ts will

Figure 2
How that form would typically display

Figure 1
HTML code for a sample form
<TITLE>sample Feedback Page</ TITLE>
<FORM ACTION=”/ cgi-bin/ formdata” method=“POST”>
<CENTER><H2>YOur feedback is important to us!</ H2></ CENTER>
Which of our services have you used? (check all that apply)<BR>
<INPUT NAME=“regular” TYPE=“CHECKBOX>regular
<INPUT NAME=“custom” TYPE=“CHECKBOX>custom
<INPUT NAME=“express” TYPE=“CHECKBOX>express<BR>
Overall, how would you rate our company’s services?<SELECT NAME=“rating”>
<OPTION>excellent<OPTION>adequate<OPTION>inadequate</ select><BR>
How might we improve our services?<BR>
<TEXTAREA NAME=“howimprove” cols=35 rows=4></ TEXTAREA><BR>
What is your e-mail address? <INPUT TYPE=“tex t” NAME=“email” SIZ E=“30”
MAXLENGTH=“80”><BR><CENTER>
<INPUT TYPE=“SUBMIT” VALUE=“Click here to submit feedback”></ CENTER>
</ FORM>
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lead to a  taxon om y of in str u m en t elem en ts
th at  is m or e exten sive. Deta ils of th e taxon -
om y will be pu blish ed elsewh er e, bu t  key
elem en ts will be pr esen ted h er ein  (su ch  as th e
categor izat ion  of qu est ion s in  F igu r e 3 an d
Table III, an d th e gen er a l types of textu a l
feedback  appea ls of Table II).

Th e secon d pu r pose for  an a lysin g conven -
t ion a l in str u m en ts is to pr ovide a  basis for
com par ison . Su ch  an  explor a tor y com par ison
will give clu es as to h ow Web-based an d con -
ven tion a l gath er in g of cu stom er  feedback
differ s, an d in fer en ces will be m ade abou t
h ow th e u se of feedback  fr om  th e two m eth ods
m ay differ.

Data collection
Two featu r es of HTML wer e descr ibed as
m ech an ism s for  feedback : m ailto lin ks an d
for m s. A m ailto lin k  is an a logou s to toll-fr ee
teleph on e n u m ber s, bein g vir tu a lly fr ee of
an y str u ctu r e. As su ch , m ailto lin ks (an d toll-
fr ee n u m ber s) will n ot  be in clu ded in  th is
an a lysis. Neith er  will m er e descr ipt ion s of
cu stom er -r espon se e-m ail addr esses. In stead,
th e an a lysis will focu s exclu sively on  HTML
for m s, an d cor r espon din gly, cu stom er  com -
m en t ca r ds.

Th e au th or  cr eated a  database of 71 HTML
feedback  for m s an d 176 com m en t ca r ds. Th e
for m s an d com m en t ca r ds wer e collected in
an  u n scien tific m an n er : Th e for m s wer e dis-
cover ed by “br owsin g” th e Web or  sea r ch in g
for  postin gs with  wor ds like “feedback” an d
“com m en ts” on  th em . Th e com m en ts ca r ds
wer e likewise obta in ed by ask in g va r iou s
bu sin esses an d or gan ization s for  th em . 
Table I su m m ar izes sou r ces of th e in str u -
m en ts (by US Stan dar d In du str ia l Code cate-
gor izat ion s). Obser ve th at  m ost  of th e HTML
for m s an d a ll of th e com m en t ca r ds in  th e
database a r e fr om  th e ser vice sector. 

Never th eless, th e pr esen t  stu dy is explor a tor y
an d will n ot  con tr ol for  differ en ces in  com -
pan y type. A separ a te stu dy is u n der way
involvin g a  m or e system atic collect ion  of
in str u m en ts in  a  sin gle in du str y.

Th e in it ia l database con ta in ed n in e oth er
HTML cu stom er -feedback  pages wh ich  wer e
n ot in clu ded in  th e an a lysis: Seven  h ad n o
fields bu t  on ly m ailto lin ks, an d two wer e
m arketin g in for m ation  r equ est  for m s with  a
com m en t field. Elim in atin g th ose n in e en tr ies
assu r ed focu s on  for m s wh ich  con ta in  fields
with  th e pr im ar y pu r pose bein g cu stom er
feedback . Likewise, 28 ou t  of 204 conven tion a l
in str u m en ts wer e om itted fr om  an a lysis for
sim ila r  r eason s: Th e r em ain in g 176 conven -
t ion a l in str u m en ts wer e com m en t ca r ds with
a  dist in ct  cu stom er  feedback  pu r pose.

Th e pr im ar y r eason  so m an y fewer  HTML
for m s wer e en ter ed in to th e database th an
com m en t ca r ds is th at  a fter  collect in g abou t
h a lf of th e for m s it  becam e obviou s th at  Web-
based in str u m en ts wer e in  fact  qu ite h om oge-
n ou s. Th is will be seen  in  th e n ext  section .

For  each  in str u m en t, 170 differ en t  ch ar ac-
ter ist ics wer e r ecor ded in  th e database. Exam -
ples of ch ar acter ist ics in clu de n u m ber s an d
types of qu est ion s, r espon se for m at (e.g. open -
en ded or  r a t in g sca les), an d types of textu a l
appea ls for  feedback . Th e followin g h igh ligh ts
th at  data .

Results and observations
In  th is section , in str u m en t ch ar acter ist ics a r e
su m m ar ized in  fou r  gen er a l a r eas: feedback
m eth od an d location , m eth ods for  en cou r ag-
in g feedback , types of qu est ion in g, an d appar -
en t  u ses of feedback  data .

Feedback method and location
Th e m ean s of su bm itt in g feedback  for  a ll
HTML for m s was th e sam e. Th e cu stom er
ca lls u p th e HTML for m  an d en ter s feedback
in for m ation  on  th e com pu ter  scr een . Wh en
th e cu stom er  selects th e for m ’s “su bm it”
bu tton  (wh ich  m ay be labelled som eth in g else
su ch  as “sen d com m en ts”), th e com pleted field
in for m ation  is r etu r n ed to th e com pany’s h ost
com pu ter. Th e data  a r e su bm itted as an  ASCII
str in g with  field iden tifier s in  wh at is kn own
as Com m on  Gateway In ter face (CGI). A pr o-
gr am  (or  scr ipt) r esidin g on  th e com pany’s
h ost  com pu ter  can  r eact  to th e su bm ission .

Com m en t ca r ds, on  th e oth er  h an d, can  be
su bm itted in  a  n u m ber  of ways. Of cou r se, an y
com m en t ca r d cou ld be h an ded to an
em ployee of th e com pan y. Of th e ca r ds, 21 per
cen t  (37 of 176) actu a lly in clu ded text  sta t in g
th at  th e cu stom er  can  leave th e com pleted
car d with  a  com pan y em ployee if th ey ca r e to.

Table I
Industries of feedback instruments

Comment cards (# = 176) HTML forms  (# = 71)
81 Retail trade 17 Data processing
49 Restaurants and lodging 15 Miscellaneous service
27 Miscellaneous service 9 Restaurants and lodging
7 Air transportation 7 Electrical and electronics
3 Photography 6 Printing and publishing
2 Printing and publishing 4 Computers and office equipment
2 Banking 4 Telecommunications services and equipment
1 Broadcasting/ cable TV 2 Wholesale trade
1 Recreation and entertainment 2 Retail trade
1 Data processing 1 Recreation and entertainment
1 Insurance 1 Paper and wood products
1 Health care 1 Chemicals

1 Automotive
1 Miscellaneous manufacturing
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Th e m ajor ity of th e ca r ds (77 per  cen t  or  136
car ds) in clu ded an  addr ess for  r etu r n  m ail,
an d 87 per  cen t  of th ese (118 ca r ds) in clu ded
pr e-pa id postage (gen er a lly bu sin ess r eply
m ail).

Th u s we see a  fir st  m a jor  dist in ction
between  HTML for m s an d com m en t ca r ds:
HTML for m s m u st  be su bm itted fr om  a  com -
pu ter  wh ich  is con n ected to th e In ter n et;
com m en t ca r ds can  be su bm itted at  a  com -
pan y location  or, in  m ost  cases, a t  an y m ail-
box. (An  exception  was th at  8 per  cen t  of th e
com m en t ca r ds an d 1 per  cen t  of th e HTML
for m s listed a  cu stom er  r espon se ph on e n u m -
ber, a llowin g su bm ission  of feedback  fr om  an y
ph on e.) Fu r th er, com m en t ca r ds can  be com -
pleted a t  an y t im e, wh er eas HTML for m s a r e
typica lly com pleted on ly wh en  th ey a r e dis-
played on  th e cu stom er ’s scr een . Th e m eth od
of su bm itt in g feedback  m ay h ave sign ifican t
r am ification s for  r espon se r a tes: On e m igh t
su ppose th at  r espon se r a tes wou ld cor r ela te
with  th e oppor tu n it ies for  com pletin g an d
su bm itt in g th e feedback  in str u m en t.

Respon se r a tes for  com m en t ca r ds a r e gen -
er a lly n ot  h igh . In  a  cou ple of cu stom er  feed-
back  stu dies, r espon se r a tes wer e 3.5 per  cen t
(au to ser vice in du str y) an d 8.6 per  cen t  (h otel
in du str y) (Sam pson , 1996; Sam pson  an d
Weiss, 1993). Su ch  r espon se r a tes m ay seem
low, bu t  sin ce th ey a r e based on  a  passive
sam plin g of en tir e cu stom er  popu lat ion s, th e
absolu te n u m ber  of r espon ses is qu ite h igh .
Never th eless, if r espon se r a tes a r e too low th e
poten tia l for  accu r a tely m on itor in g qu a lity
an d iden tifyin g im pr ovem en t oppor tu n it ies is
dim in ish ed.

It  wou ld be difficu lt  to tabu la te r espon se
r a tes with  passively solicited Web-based feed-
back , sin ce com pan ies gen er a lly do n ot  kn ow
wh at por t ion  of th e cu stom er  popu lat ion  sees
th e solicita t ion . (Com pan ies can  easily tabu -
la te th e n u m ber  of t im es th e feedback  for m  is
down loaded, bu t  it  wou ld be difficu lt  if n ot
im possible to kn ow wh at per  cen t  of th ose
down loads a r e by cu stom er s.) However, th e
r esu lts of a  Com m er ceNet/ Nelson  In ter n et
Dem ogr aph ics Su r vey (1995) su ggest  th at
r espon se r a tes to passive solicita t ion s over  th e
Web m igh t be qu ite h igh . A qu estion n a ir e th at
was placed on  a  Web site for  fou r  weeks
r esu lted in  m or e th an  32,000 r espon ses. (Du r -
in g th e sam e fou r  weeks, teleph on e su r veyor s
m ade 280,000 ca lls wh ich  yielded appr oxi-
m ately 4,200 com pleted in ter views.) Aga in ,
th e su r veyor s wou ld n ot  kn ow h ow m an y
u n iqu e in dividu a ls accessed th e Web su r vey
for m  or  saw th e solicita t ion  for  r espon se, bu t
32,000 r espon ses does su ggest  th at  it  is n ot  too
difficu lt  to get  Web u ser s to su bm it  feedback .

Per h aps an  explan ation  for  poten tia lly h igh
r espon se r a tes with  Web-based feedback  

solicita t ion s is th e ease of r espon se (typin g or
click in g boxes with  a  m ou se), an d ease of
su bm ission  (click in g th e “su bm it” bu tton ).
Com m en t ca r ds involve a  m or e com plex
pr ocess, in clu din g locatin g a  pen  or  pen cil,
wr it in g th e feedback  in for m ation , an d locat-
in g an  em ployee or  m a ilbox. (We assu m e th at
th er e is lit t le h ope for  ca r ds wh ich  r equ ir e
fin din g a  stam p.) If su bm itt in g feedback  is
per ceived as r equ ir in g too m u ch  effor t , cu s-
tom er s a r e likely to com pla in  with  th eir  feet
(Hir sch m an’s (1970) “exit” categor y) in stead
of with  th eir  com m en ts (th e “voice” categor y).
Th is can  be a  ser iou s pr oblem  – on e stu dy
estim ates th e gen er a l r a t io of exit  to voiced
com pla in s (TARP, 1979, 1986) at  25 to 1. 

An on ym ity m ay a lso posit ively effect
r espon se r a tes. Cu stom er s m ay h ave com -
pla in ts or  n egative r a t in gs an d m ay n ot  wan t
to be iden tified. Th e 40 com m en t ca r ds th at
m u st  be pr esen ted a t  th e com pan y location
(i.e. th e 23 per  cen t  with  n o addr esses) lim it
th e poten tia l for  an on ym ity. A tota l of 86 per
cen t  of th e com m en t ca r ds ask  for  th e cu s-
tom er  to iden tify h im self or  h er self (34 per
cen t  of th ese in dicate it  is “option a l”,
a lth ou gh  com pletin g any field is a lways
option a l).

Su bm itt in g HTML for m s can  a lways be
don e an on ym ou sly. Click in g th e “su bm it”
bu tton  does iden tify th e com pu ter  h ost  to
wh ich  th e cu stom er  is a t tach ed, bu t  does n ot
iden tify th e specific cu stom er. Fu r th er, th e
com pan y can n ot r espon d to th e cu stom er  at  a
fu tu r e date u n less th e cu stom er  h as su bm itted
iden tification  in for m ation . Of th e HTML
for m s, 86 per  cen t  a sked for  som e type of iden -
t ification , th e m ost  com m on  of wh ich  is for
th e cu stom er ’s e-m ail addr ess (asked for  on  94
per  cen t  of th e HTML for m s wh ich  asked
cu stom er  iden tification  qu estion s). A tota l of
13 per  cen t  of th e for m s ask in g for  cu stom er
iden tification  in dicate th at  iden tification  is
option a l.

An oth er  differ en ce between  electr on ic an d
conven tion a l feedback  is th e tem por a l
r espon se fr am e. Com m en t ca r ds with  pr e-
pr in ted addr esses h ave th e advan tage of
poten tia lly bein g com pleted du r in g, su bse-
qu en t to, or  well a fter  ser vice is r eceived.
Aga in , com m en t ca r ds with ou t r etu r n
addr esses a r e a t  a  disadvan tage, sin ce th e
feedback  m u st  be su bm itted wh en  th e cu s-
tom er  is pr esen t  a t  th e com pan y location
(eith er  a t  th at  visit  or  an oth er  visit  to th e
ser vice location ). HTML for m s m ay a lso be a t
a  disadvan tage sin ce th e cu stom er  can  on ly
com plete th em  wh en  th ey a r e accessin g th e
Web. (Of cou r se, HTML for m s cou ld be
pr in ted, com pleted, an d m ailed, bu t  a t  a  sig-
n ifican t  sacr ifice of conven ien ce. Besides,
on ly a  sm all per  cen tage of th e HTML for m s in
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