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Kickstarting Creativity: Reflections on Kickstarter Survey Pilot 

Earlier this year, artist Molly Crabapple set a goal to raise $4,500 to fund an illustration 

project on Kickstarter, a fund raising web application. In the first three days of soliciting funds, 

she had raised more than $17,000. Crabapple described Kickstarter to Wired as a “modern day 

alternative to a broken, elitist, jargon-heavy unapproachable grant system that doesn’t take 

advantage of the Internet”. In the last two years, Kickstarter has emerged as a powerful tool for 

funding a range of different kinds of creative projects. Since April of 2009, Kickstarter users 

have raised $75 million dollars for more than 10,000 projects. The site is the most popular of a 

range of new fund raising web applications that are increasingly being referred to as 

“crowdfunding” tools. As this site, and others like it, become more important vehicles for 

supporting creative projects, it is worth exploring what user characteristics lead to fund raising 

success.  

Briefly, Kickstarter works as follows. To list a project on Kickstarter an artist, writer, 

filmmaker or other creative professional must first propose the project through a web form. After 

their proposal is accepted, they can fill in content about their project, decide on what kinds of 

rewards they will offer to the individuals who pledge to support their work, specify the minimum 

amount of money they need to raise to create their project, and set a deadline to raise the target 

amount of funds. If the user does not raise enough pledged funds in the allotted time they get 

nothing and no one who pledged is charged. If they do raise enough, Kickstarter takes a 5% cut 

and gives the project the remainder of the money. So far this has resulted in a 44% success rate 

for funding projects.  

Many private sector patrons of the arts, like foundations, have lost substantial amounts of 

money in the financial breakdown of 2008. For their part, federal patrons are under substantial 

threat of additional cuts to arts funding.  There is good reason to believe that the capability to 

succeed in acquiring funding for projects on sites like Kickstarter is becoming critical for 
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succeeding in the arts.  With the relative newness of funding sources like Kickstarter, we know 

very little about what differentiates the people who succeed and fail on these sorts of funding 

platforms. 

Research Question 

 My group’s goal was to identity the characteristics of individuals who succeed on 

Kickstarter. We were specifically interested in the extent to which the size of individual's online 

social networks (numbers of friends and followers on sites like Twitter, Facebook &  Linkedin),  

motivation and self-efficacy, and locus of control act as predictors of success at fund raising 

through Kickstarter. The following reports some preliminary considerations based on a limited 

pilot of the survey we developed.  

Pilot Overview 

 For a variety of reasons, the pilot study of this survey resulted in a very low response 

rate. Of the 76 people we sent emails to, at this point, only five filled out the survey. This 

represents a 6.5% response rate. These results severely limit any kind of substantive analysis. 

There is not enough data to do any kinds of statistical tests and this represents such a small slice 

of the sample that there is every reason to believe that non-respondents are substantively 

different from respondents. With these limitations noted, the very limited responses do illustrate 

some usability problems with the survey.  

In what follows, I will briefly identify how the very problematic response issues might be 

addressed. I will then explore how the very limited responses we have received to the survey 

illustrate some emerging weaknesses in our design. I will then discuss some of the points that 

came out of the open ended qualitative responses that might make for some better designed 

questions. While the low response rate from the survey is disappointing, the responses we did get 

would serve to help design a better survey instrument. If hurdles associated with the problematic 

response rate could be overcome a project like this could generate interesting results. Throughout 
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the paper treat references to Dillman as references to specific pages inside Dillman, Smyth and 

Christian’s book Internet, Mail, and Mixed Mode Surveys: The Tailored Design Method.  

Identifying Response Rate Problems 

 The biggest problem with our survey is that we have an abysmal response rate. In this 

section I will consider a series of factors that Dillman identifies that we could have better 

handled to generate a larger response rate to our survey. 

Problems with Establishing a List 

We wanted to contact people through the in Kickstarter messaging system, that would 

have been more time intensive, and potentially violate the TOS but it would have come into the 

place where they were doing Kickstarter business. We had originally drawn up time based 

sample of 200 projects that had recently been started on Kickstarter. This approach would have 

effectively been the same as sampling people at an event.  

In that process we ended up with 200 users, and we found that 76 of those users had 

chosen to display their email addresses. With the issues that arose in attempting to get our survey 

emails out, we were unable to individually send out the survey’s through the Kickstarter 

messaging system. If we had more time, there is a good chance that we would have received a 

much better response rate from contacting people directly through Kickstarter. At the very least, 

we would have contacted nearly three times the number of participants. Beyond these issues, 

there are also some issues with the actual emails we gathered. We ended up with a fair number of 

“info@” email addresses. It is unclear how frequently the people who manage these accounts 

actually check and respond to these generic email addresses. Part of our low response rate might 

be explained by the fact that these are not people’s primary email addresses.  

Beyond these issues, we were unable to figure out how to get DatStat to report on which 

of the emails bounced, which people received the emails, and which of the emails actually 

resulted in people clicking the survey links. In hindsight, with more time, it would have been 
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ideal to work through Dillman’s guideline 7.28, where he suggests that one should “establish a 

procedure for dealing with bounced e-mails” (p. 293). If we had better data on this we would be 

in a much better situation to diagnose particular problems in our design.  

Lack of Personalization and Ugly Email Address 

We ran into a lot of trouble as the end of the semester rapidly approached and we needed 

to get the survey out. In light of that, we didn’t have time to figure out how exactly we could 

personalize the individual email messages. As Dillman suggests in guideline 7.16, it is ideal to 

“Personalize all contacts to respondents.” We did actually have the names of users and their the 

names of their projects (p. 272). Our original intention was to send out personalized messages 

with this information, but we simply ran out of time to figure out how to get DatStat to make that 

work.   

Our email’s suffered from an even more substantive problem. DatStat’s default 

configuration was set to send out emails from CSSR-GMASONuniv@datstat.com. I know that I 

would delete anything that came from an email address like that. Our survey should have clearly 

come from a gmu.edu email address. This would have helped to communicate our institutional 

affiliation. It might have been better to have all the emails come from one of the group members, 

or to have them come from some other common gmu.edu address. As Dillman explains in 

guideline 7.23, it is critical to “Carefully select the sender name and address and the subject line 

for text for e-mail communications” (p. 285). If we were to attempt this survey again, I would 

hazard to guess that by personalizing our contact emails and sending from a better email address 

that we could see a substantive increase in our response rate in a future version of this survey.  

Long Introductory Email:  

Our HSRB point of contact requested that, instead of waiving consent, we should add all 

of the consent information into the contact email. In our need to get the survey out before the end 

of the semester we ended up violating Dillman’s guideline 7.21 to “keep e-mail contacts short 

mailto:CSSR-GMASONuniv@datstat.com
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and to the point” (p 282). In hindsight, I think it would have been better for us to have had a 

much shorter email and then provided the consent information on the first page of the survey. In 

its current form the email is simply too long.  

Potential to Provide Upfront Token Incentives   

 One of the most critical factors for Dillman in raising response rates is to provide token 

upfront incentives (p. 28). If we had a little bit of money, and were able to time this right, it 

would have been ideal to be able to go through each of the projects and contribute a token 

amount of money to each user’s projects. That would have let us contact them and congratulate 

them on their project, and say as a token of good will for completing the survey we have 

contributed a token amount to their project. If we had in fact, contacted them at the beginning of 

their project it is likely that we would have been one of the first to fund them, and assuming that 

our account was called “GMU Kickstarter Success Research Project” or something like that, it 

would have drawn their attention to the survey as a first point of contact.   

 In short, in our haste to get the survey out at the last minute we ended up violating a 

diverse array of Dillman’s advice. I would imagine that paying more attention to the issues I 

outlined above that we could have generated a much more substantive sample. With that said, 

even with only five responses we actually have some good data for identifying some significant 

usability issues with the designing the survey. 

Questionnaire Problems 

 Although we only had data from five participants that data already suggests that there are 

some significant problems with how we structured the design of several of our questions. In this 

section I will work on diagnosing issues with two particular sets of questions. The first question, 

on how much they think different kinds of people will give to their projects was visually 

confusing and asked participants to process too much information. The second set of questions is 

a bit more successful, but they are still failing to capture substantive variance. In this section I 
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will try to make some preliminary suggestions for how each of these sets of questions might be 

improved.  

Identifying Which Kinds of People Participants Think Will Fund Their Projects: 

As part of one of our group member’s interest in collecting data on the strength of ties 

between participants and their supporters we ended up developing the compromise question 11 

illustrated below. No one was particularly happy with this question. However, this was the best 

way we could imagine operationalizing a complicated idea. By the time we saw it in the 

questionnaire I think we were all even more unhappy with it. It is simply far too complicated a 

question. From even the limited data we received it is clear that this question does not work.  

The idea behind this question is that participants would tell us the percentage of their 

funding that they expected each of the five groups would provide to ultimately support their 

projects. At the very least, we should have limited the question to four or five categories (p. 137). 

It is likely that the burden of mentally projecting answers to 10 categories across five different 

kinds of supporters is just too much of a burden. The preliminary results clearly illustrate that 

respondents found this to be an unusable question. 

 

The chart below shows how each of the four participants who actually responded to this 

question responded. The questions are listed vertically and the individual response patterns of 

each participant are displayed along the bottom. The total percent sums show the extent to which 

each participant was able to successfully respond to the question. All of the participant sums 

should result in 100%. That is, the categories presented, which include one for “support from 
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people not listed above” should always result in 100%. In practice, only one of the participants 

actually successfully answered the question. Of the other participants, one did not enter anything, 

one entered all zeros, one entered responses that totaled 250% and one’s results ended up at 80%.  

Details on Four Participants Responses to Perceived Percent Contributed 

Supporter Categories Participant 1 Participant 2 Participant 3 Participant 4 

Support from close friends, 

family members and 

coworkers 

 

10% 10% 0% 100% 

Support from friends of my 

friends, family, and 

coworkers 

 

20% 10% 0% 10% 

Support from people I know 20% 0% 0% 100% 

Primarily from social media 

 
10% 20% 0% 40% 

Support from people I don't 

know directly but are 

familiar with my work 

 

10% 50% 0% 0% 

Support from people not 

listed above 
10% 10% 0% 0% 

Total Percent Sums 80% 100% 0% 250% 

 

It is questionable that what this question is getting at is actually valuable enough for us to 

keep it in the survey. I remain unconvinced that even if properly constructed this question would 

really get at something interesting. I am unconvinced that participants have this kind of model in 

their head and I think asking this kind of question is likely to get people to make things up. With 

that said, if one was intent on keeping this question, it would have likely been better to build this 

as an automatic calculation question. As Dillman suggests, these kinds of automatic calculation 

tools can enable the computer to help calculate a running total to make responding easier and 

reduce the number of errors made by respondents” (p. 76). If we took that approach, we could 

ask the respondents to enter the data for each response, and continuously sum them on the fly. In 
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this case, it would be ideal to remind the user that they either had hit 100 percent, were under 

that, or above it. With that said, this is still a frustrating kind of question.  

Measurement Problems: Failure to capture much variation 

My core goal in this survey was to get a sense of how the way Kickstarter users attributed 

success on the platform resulted in different success outcomes. To this end, the questions in the 

survey I was particularly interested in were the questions intended to address different ways of 

attributing success. I have provided a table with responses to these questions from the four 

participants who actually answered them below. These are agree/disagree questions, where a 1 

represents strongly agreeing, a 3 is neither agreeing nor disagreeing, and a 5 is strongly 

disagreeing. I have color-coded the numbered responses to draw attention to the frequency of 

different levels of response across each of the questions. We don’t have enough data to 

substantially explore measurement issues in these responses I think there are already some early 

lessons in these responses.  
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Patterns in Response to Outcome Expectation and Attribution Constructs 

Questions Participant 1 Participant 2 Participant 3 Participant 4 

I like challenges, and fulfilling 

my Kickstarter project is one 

of them 

 

2 1 1 3 

I am confident that I will 

succeed on my Kickstarter 

project 

 

1 1 3 3 

I know exactly where I’m 

going with my Kickstarter 

project 

 

2 1 1 2 

I have a good plan for 

promoting my Kickstarter 

project 

1 1 3 3 

 

My success or failure on 

Kickstarter is largely within 

my control 

 

2 2 3 2 

If I work hard my Kickstarter 

project will succeed 

1 1 3 1 

 

If I fail on Kickstarter it will be 

because I didn't work hard 

enough 

 

2 2 3 1 

If I fail on Kickstarter it will 

just be bad luck 

  5 3 3 

 

Across the table, the most striking feature is that there is not a lot of disagreeing. Only, 

one respondent either strongly disagreed or disagreed with any of the questions. If the survey 

were to be put out again it would probably be a good idea to try and set three different questions 

for each of the factors that are in here, and to make sure that the push varying degrees of 

intensity. I think that with a bit more data, we would have been able to do some much more 

substantive fine tuning of responses and come up with some very interesting factors that we 

could have then tested as potential predictors of project success or failure.  
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Insights from Open Ended Questions 

 We started the survey off with an open ended question about what the participant thought 

was important about succeeding on Kickstarter. At the end of the survey we asked them if they 

thought there were any important factors that we were missing. Our small number of participants 

were each happy to share their thoughts on what we should be paying attention too. One 

participant reminded us that Kickstarter’s employees feature projects that they like, one made an 

interesting suggestion about how the age of an individual serves as a potential proxy for their 

success through the wealth of their peer network, lastly several participants suggested that the 

value of the rewards that Kickstarter users offer are a central driving factor for success. I will 

briefly consider each of these issues in this section.  

Kickstarter Employees Feature Projects 

One of our respondents explained that they were featured as "Project of the Day.” Further 

this participant noted that they felt this contributed significantly to their projects success. 

Kickstarter’s employees chose to feature projects that they think can generate much larger 

amounts of money, or that they think are close enough that they can send them over the edge to 

make sure that they get to their goal. Kickstarter only collects a profit when a project succeeds, 

so they have a vested interest in trying to feature the projects that are going to generate the 

largest profit. In this case, the taste of individual Kickstarter employees is going to play a 

significant role in projects success.  

If we had a larger data set we could work with, or around, this issue. We would want to 

collect data on which projects were featured as Kickstarter projects of the day. If we had enough 

projects that fit into this category we could then do things like check if they are significantly 

different from other projects along any of the factors that we think might be important. It could 

even be that we could treat this as one binary factor that we could include in a regression 

equation. That is, with a significantly larger data set we could actually calculate and see if 
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featuring a given project has a particularly clear additive effect on either the total money raised 

or the percent of the goal that is raised.   

Age and Average Wealth of Peer Group 

One of our participants offered an interesting theory about the relationship between the 

age of participants, the relative disposable income of their peers, and their chances at success. 

They suggested, “I think age factor is a huge thing. I am 25 and the average person my age 

would rather spend their money on other things rather than the arts. Majority of my donors were 

in there mid 30's and up. I think figuring out the average age of those that donate would help 

people that started a Kickstarter better target an audience.” I think there is some potential merit 

to this argument. 

In an effort to follow Dillman’s advice to “minimize requests to obtain personal or 

sensitive information” we did not chose to include a battery of demographic questions to our 

survey (p. 26). However, with this point in mind, it strikes me that adding a question about age 

would be a great way to control for the potential effects of age as a factor in the success of 

projects. If we added age to the survey we could then check to see if it played a significant role 

and if so work it into our model.  

Value of Rewards 

Three of the respondents made comments about the importance of setting up compelling 

rewards. One suggested, “You have to offer people something of value for their money.” 

Another suggested that a key factor to success was having “a variety of rewards that are unique.” 

Finally, another suggested that success that it had to do largely with having the right 

“incentives.” Clearly, our participants think this issue is an important factor. With that said it is a 

difficult factor to capture. 

This issue of incentives is potentially the most difficult to figure out how to work into the 

survey. How exactly should one operationalize the range of kinds, values, and unique-ness of 
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rewards? We can, of course ask how important setting the right incentives is for the success of a 

project. However, if as is several of the respondents have suggested, the quality of the rewards is 

essential to success than one would want a way to operationalize that and measure it to control 

for it as a factor. I can imagine some convoluted ways to measure these rewards, but ultimately, I 

think this would have to stand as an uncontrolled factor and limitation in any study looking at 

this issue.  

Conclusions 

 The survey pilot failed to generate enough data to substantively assess weaknesses in the 

design of the survey. With that noted the very limited data we did receive helped to reveal a set 

of substantive problems in the survey design. I have suggested a range of ways that, if attempted 

again, we might be able to raise the survey’s response rate. I have also used some of our 

preliminary results to illustrate problems with a few of the survey questions and made 

suggestions for how those questions might be revised if we were to try using this survey again. 

Lastly, our small set of participants were quite happy to give us some detailed responses to our 

open ended questions and I have suggested that those responses point to valuable information we 

should be collecting to help control for some potential causal factors. Altogether I remain 

convinced that this is a worthwhile topic to explore, and that a substantially revised survey with a 

much more nuanced and tailored approach could generate quite interesting data.  
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