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METHODOLOGY PAPER NO. 137 — THE 11-POINT QC FRAMEWORK

C ONTENTS

01 Why QC matters more than ever Fraud, inattention, and AI-generated text

02 Stage 1 — Pre-field controls Quality begins before the first invite

03 Stage 2 — In-field controls Real-time monitoring & mid-field intervention

04 Stage 3 — Post-field controls A structured review of every complete

05 The 11 checkpoints at a glance The full framework on one page

06 The contamination lifecycle Detected, removed, replaced, certified

WHO THIS IS FOR

Client-side insights and research buyers who need confidence in the data behind a decision; agency and brand
researchers designing and fielding studies; and procurement and data-quality leaders evaluating sample partners. No
prior QC expertise is assumed; practitioners can skip to Section 05 for the checkpoint summary.

CATALYSTMR — METHODOLOGY PAPER NO. 137 PAGE 2

A B S T R A C T

Online panel research has a data-quality problem. As incentives have grown and fraud infrastructure has
become more sophisticated — now including AI-generated responses that paraphrase rather than
duplicate — the burden of proof has shifted onto the buyer to show that a dataset is clean. Quality
control is no longer a post-field formality; it is the difference between data you can act on and data that
gives false confidence.

This paper sets out a vendor-neutral framework for validating survey respondents across the entire field:
a structured set of eleven quality-control checkpoints organised into three stages — pre-field (before a
single invite is sent), in-field (monitored in real time during fielding), and post-field (a structured review of
every complete). It closes with a buyer's checklist for evaluating a provider's QC, and the mistakes that
most often let contamination through.



01 — WHY QC MATTERS MORE THAN EVER

0 1 T HE PROBLEM

Contaminated data is worse than no data — it carries
false confidence.

Online panel research has a data-quality problem, and it is getting harder, not easier. As panel incentives have
grown and fraud infrastructure has become more sophisticated, the rate of fraudulent, inattentive, and —
increasingly — AI-generated responses has risen. A strategic decision made on contaminated survey data has the
same reliability as one made on no data at all, but with more false confidence behind it.

Three failure modes a modern framework must catch

MODE 1

Fraudulent qualification

Respondents who misrepresent who
they are to qualify, often using VPNs,
duplicate identities, or bot
infrastructure.

MODE 2

Inattentive response

Real people answering carelessly —
speeding, straight-lining, or pattern-
filling without reading.

MODE 3

AI-generated text

Synthetic open-ends that paraphrase
rather than duplicate, defeating naïve
exact-match checks.

KEY INSIGHT

Removing the quotation marks from a fraudulent response and paraphrasing it does not make it a real
response. Modern quality control has to detect AI-generated text patterns and behavioural signals — not just
exact duplicates. That requirement is why a single end-of-field "clean" pass is no longer enough, and why the
framework that follows spans the entire field in three stages. 
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02 — STAGE 1 · PRE-FIELD QUALITY CONTROLS

0 2 S TAGE 1 · PRE-FIELD

Quality begins before a single invite is sent.

The cheapest contamination to remove is the kind that never enters the study. Pre-field controls screen the sample
source and validate the instrument before launch, so known fraud infrastructure and internally inconsistent
screeners are caught at the door rather than discovered in the data weeks later.

The four pre-field checkpoints

FIG. 01 — VALIDATE THE SOURCE
AND THE SCREENER BEFORE
FIELDING · PHOTO: NCI /
UNSPLASH

Why the front of the field matters most

Every contaminated complete that enters a study has to be detected, removed, and replaced — and each step
costs time and money, and risks distorting interim reads before it is caught. Controls applied before launch change
the economics entirely: a fraudulent source blocked at the door never consumes incentive, never skews a soft-
launch, and never has to be cleaned out under deadline. Pre-field QC is not a precaution; it is the most efficient
quality control there is.

PRINCIPLE

Treat the screener and the sample source as part of the QC system, not as inputs to it. A control that prevents a
bad complete is worth far more than one that detects it after the fact.
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Panel-level quality scoring — flagging panelists with a history of quality issues
before they are invited.

Screener logic validation — confirming qualification criteria are internally
consistent, with no contradictory or exploitable paths.

Digital-fingerprinting baseline — capturing device and browser signatures up
front, so duplicates and anomalies can be recognised later.

VPN / proxy detection — blocking known fraud infrastructure before launch,
not after it has filled quota.



03 — STAGE 2 · IN-FIELD QUALITY CONTROLS

0 3 S TAGE 2 · IN-FIELD

Monitor response patterns in real time — and intervene
mid-field.

Once fielding is live, quality control becomes a monitoring discipline. The strongest programs watch response
patterns as they arrive, flag anomalies the moment they appear, and alert a project manager when anomaly rates
cross a threshold — so contamination is corrected mid-field, before it accumulates into a dataset too
compromised to salvage.

The four in-field checkpoints Real-time alerts enable intervention

The value of in-field monitoring is not just detection but
timing. When anomaly rates exceed a set threshold, a
real-time alert lets the project manager intervene —
pausing a source, tightening a quota, or investigating a
spike — while the study is still recoverable. A problem
found on day two of fielding is a manageable
adjustment; the same problem found only at the end is
a salvage operation.

PRINCIPLE

Treat anomaly thresholds as triggers for action,
not just lines in a report. The point of watching in
real time is to be able to act in real time.

Detection that adapts to the threat

In-field controls work together rather than in isolation: a respondent who clears the speeder check may still
straight-line a grid; one who passes an attention check may still surface as a duplicate device. Layering behavioural
and technical signals is what catches the respondent who defeats any single test — the same logic that, at the
open-end level, separates genuine answers from AI-generated text in the post-field stage that follows.
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Speeder detection — flagging responses faster than a
human could plausibly read and answer.

Attention-check validation — confirming respondents
are reading, via embedded checks.

Duplicate device & IP detection — catching the same
respondent entering more than once.

Straight-liner flagging — detecting flat, patterned
answering on grid and matrix questions.



04 — STAGE 3 · POST-FIELD QUALITY CONTROLS

0 4 S TAGE 3 · POST-FIELD

Every complete passes a structured review before
delivery.

When field closes, the dataset is not yet the deliverable. In a rigorous program every complete goes through a
structured post-field review designed to catch what live monitoring could not — particularly the open-ended
responses where AI-generated and off-topic text hides, and the statistical patterns that only become visible across
the whole dataset.

The three post-field checkpoints Open-ends are where AI hides

Synthetic text rarely duplicates; it paraphrases. That
defeats exact-match de-duplication and is why open-
end auditing has become the single most important
post-field check. Reading verbatims for the texture of
genuine experience — and for the tell-tale uniformity
of generated text — catches what no closed-question
test can, and is the reason post-field review still
requires human judgement, not just an automated pass.

Final certification, then the file

Only after the post-field checks are complete — and flagged completes have been removed and replaced —
should a dataset be certified and the data file produced. Certification is not a label applied to whatever survived; it
is the statement that every delivered complete has passed the full framework. A provider who treats the data file
as the finish line, rather than certification, is delivering hope, not quality.

PRINCIPLE

Make replacement, not just removal, part of the standard. Catching a bad complete only helps the study if a
verified one takes its place — without quietly relaxing the bar to refill the quota.
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Open-end quality auditing — reviewing verbatims for
gibberish, AI-generated patterns, and off-topic
answers.

Statistical outlier analysis — identifying respondents
whose response distributions are inconsistent with
the broader dataset.

Screener re-validation — re-checking qualification
answers across the screener and main survey to
catch fraudulent qualification.



05 — THE 11 CHECKPOINTS AT A GLANCE

0 5 T HE FRAMEWORK

Eleven checkpoints, three stages, one standard.

The full framework on a single page. None of these checkpoints is novel in isolation; the discipline is applying all
eleven, at the right stage, to every project — rather than reaching for a subset only when a dataset already looks
suspect.

The standard, not a tier

The framework's strength is that every checkpoint
applies to every project — not as an optional premium
tier reserved for clients who ask, but as the baseline
for all sample delivered. A QC framework offered as an
upgrade is, by implication, an admission that the
standard product is not fully checked.

Layered by design

No single checkpoint is sufficient alone. Their power is
cumulative: a respondent who defeats one test is
caught by another, across stages and across technical
and behavioural signals. Eleven overlapping checks
make slipping through all of them far harder than
defeating any one.CATALYSTMR — METHODOLOGY PAPER NO. 137 PAGE 7

STAGE 1

Pre-field

BEFORE LAUNCH

01 Digital fingerprinting — device / browser
signature capture

02 VPN / proxy detection and blocking

03 Panel-level quality score filtering 04 Screener consistency trap logic

STAGE 2

In-field

REAL-TIME

05 Duplicate entry detection across sessions 06 Minimum response time enforcement

07 Attention-check question validation 08 Straight-liner pattern detection

STAGE 3

Post-field

BEFORE DELIVERY

09 Open-end quality auditing 10 Screener response cross-validation

11 Statistical outlier analysis



06 — THE CONTAMINATION LIFECYCLE

0 6 T HE LIFECYCLE

Follow one contaminated complete through the
framework.

The eleven checkpoints are easiest to judge by tracing what happens to a single bad complete from the moment it
tries to enter a study to the moment the file ships. Inattentive responding is a form of satisficing — giving a merely
satisfactory answer instead of a considered one4 — and the attention checks that catch it are an established
methodological tool;5 the lifecycle below shows where each defence acts.

Why the lifecycle, not a final scrub

A single end-of-field “clean” pass can only act at
stage 2 onward, after contamination has already
entered, skewed interim reads, and consumed
incentive. The framework's value is that it intervenes at
every stage — cheapest at entry, most thorough at
audit — so a respondent who defeats one defence
meets another. Blending sample from several sources
makes the duplicate-detection step (stage 2) especially
important, the focus of the ARF's research-on-research
into online sample quality.6

Two questions to put to a provider

THE TELL

A provider who can only describe stage 5 — “we
certify the file” — without the four stages before
it is naming an outcome, not a method.

WHERE THIS SERIES GOES DEEPER

No. 131 Source & screener quality — the pre-field decisions that stop contamination entering.

No. 132 · 133 Respondent verification — credential and decision-authority checks upstream of QC.

No. 143 · 144 Speeder detection and straight-lining — two in-field checkpoints in depth.

CATALYSTMR — METHODOLOGY PAPER NO. 137 PAGE 8

Enters

A fraudulent, inattentive,
or AI-driven respondent

reaches the study.

THE RISK

Detected

Pre-field blocks known
fraud infrastructure; in-

field flags speeders,
straight-liners &

duplicates; post-field
audits the open-ends.

ALL THREE STAGES

Removed

Flagged completes are
pulled from the dataset,

not silently retained.

POST-FIELD

Replaced

A verified complete takes
its place — without

relaxing the bar to refill
quota.

POST-FIELD

Certified

The dataset is certified
against the full framework

before it ships.

DELIVERY

Where in this lifecycle do your controls act — only at
the final scrub, or at entry and in-field too?

What happens at stages 3–4 — are flagged completes
removed and replaced with verified ones, and who
bears the cost?

1 2 3 4 5
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▲ C ONCLUSION

Quality is engineered in, not cleaned up.

Respondent quality rewards discipline applied across the whole field and punishes shortcuts at the end.
Validate the source and screener before launch; monitor response patterns and intervene in real time; review
every complete — especially the open-ends — before delivery; and certify against the full framework,
replacing what you remove. Eleven checkpoints across three stages are individually ordinary and collectively
decisive. The ESOMAR and ISO 20252 frameworks exist precisely so buyers can ask for this rigour in
consistent terms — and recognise it when they see it.4,5

§ R EFERENCES

Krosnick (1991) and Oppenheimer et al. (2009) are cited for the
established concepts of satisficing and attention checks, and the ARF 
Foundations of Quality work for cross-source duplicate detection —
none for any rate figure. The eleven checkpoints are established
industry-standard QC techniques; their organisation into three stages
is methodological. This paper publishes no contamination, fraud, or
removal-rate figures; any such metric should be measured from the
study's own data, and “verified” guarantees requested from a provider
for a specific engagement.

§ A BOUT

CatalystMR

CatalystMR is a global market-research panel and
fieldwork partner specialising in hard-to-reach B2B,
healthcare, and niche audiences. We apply an
eleven-point quality-control framework — spanning
pre-field, in-field, and post-field — to every project
as the standard, not an optional tier, and replace
flagged completes rather than deliver them.

We publish our own responses to ESOMAR's 37
Questions and design quality control into every
engagement rather than treating it as a post-field
cleanup.

Compliance posture: our methodology is aligned to
the ESOMAR Code and Guidelines and the
ISO 20252 framework, and we are certified under
the EU–U.S., UK, and Swiss Data Privacy
Frameworks, with personal data siloed from
response data.

DATA QUALITY QC FRAMEWORK

FRAUD PREVENTION

RESPONDENT VALIDATION ESOMAR 37

ISO 20252

Ask us how the eleven checkpoints would apply to your study, and

what we remove and replace — we'll walk you through our QC on

your specific project, and return a modelled feasibility range,

typically within 24 hours.

sales@catalystmr.com

1-800-819-3130
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