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Bad Data 
The 3 validity threats that make your 

tests look conclusive (when they are 

deeply flawed) 

[Note: This document is a transcript of our original Web clinic on validity threats that 
originally aired September 14, 2011.] 

 

Dr. Flint McGlaughlin:  It's hard to believe we have another clinic yet again today.  

These have just marched on year after year, after year.  We have a lot of interesting 

data, and this is a clinic unusual in the sense that we're going to delve deeply into the 

actual testing process.  The title is 'Bad Data:  The 3 validity threats that make your 

tests look conclusive όǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜȅϥǊŜ ŘŜŜǇƭȅ ŦƭŀǿŜŘύΦΩ 

In fact, I just want to say this as we go into the whole clinic, as it has been prepared, 

and the research and the briefings that we will share with you.  It's been my 

experience, having been engaged in the net back when it was still Χ well, prior to the 

World Wide Web and prior to HTML, that I've watched the whole notion of testing 

become a part of the expectations associated with an e-marketing effort.  I 

remember in the early days when almost no one was testing.  We were insisting that 

you need to test.  And, it's been encouraging to see marketers everywhere test.  And, 

then our latest benchmark study, released at MarketingSherpa, we saw that people 

and companies everywhere are engaged in optimization work and even developing 

new positions within their organization dedicated to optimization.  Still, when I talk 

to optimization leaders within these companies, when I review the data sets from 

tests, all over the world, I see a common problem.  Almost no one is truly testing 

against those validity threats, which can inhibit the quality of your data and thus 

leave you in a position you're trying to make a decision with flawed assumptions.  

What I'm trying to say is I think perhaps 75- to 80% of all of the test being run on the 

Internet right now have validity threats that are undetected.   

Now, this is a significant problem, so as I start to get into the briefing with you and 

show you examples of what I'm talking about, I want to really sober my audience.  

Forgive me if I'm a bit tense or passionate about this, but there is nothing worse than 

making a confident decision with poor data.  It's one thing Χ it's almost better if you 

ŘƻƴΩǘ ǘŜǎǘ at all if you can't test properly, because without the false set of or the false 

sense of confidence that poor data can give you, you're more careful.  But, give a 

http://www.hubspot.com/the-science-of-email-marketing/
http://www.marketingexperiments.com/site-optimization/bad-data.html
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marketer clear data that suggests path X is best, then that marketer has every reason to jump in with a 

lot of budget and a lot of effort, and drive in a direction that could be actually costing them millions and 

millions of dollars.  I'm glad that marketers all over the Internet have awakened to the fact that testing is 

so significant, but I'm worried that we're doing it in sloppy ways, without proper training.  Now, I want 

ǘƻ ōŀƭŀƴŎŜ ǘƘŀǘΦ  ¸ƻǳ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ōŜ ŀ ǎŎƛŜƴǘƛǎǘ ǘƻ Ǌǳƴ ƎƻƻŘ ǘŜǎǘǎΦ  Lƴ ŦŀŎǘΣ ƛŦ ȅƻǳϥǊŜ ƻƴ ǘƘƛǎ Ŏŀƭƭ ǘƻŘŀȅ 

and you say, "Look, we just feel lucky we're testing," then this whole clinic is still for you, because 

ordinary people who are determined to do this right, without a Ph.D. in Statistics or in some related 

discipline, should be able to run effective, useful tests.  But, you need to know some fundamentals to 

make that possible.  

So, I, as always, will wade right into a case study and show you an example, a very recent example, but 

I'd just like to invite you to pay careful attention as we go forward because I think we're touching 

something right now that is virtually a plague.  Our study at Sherpa tells us that only 40% of the people 

running tests are even doing the basics of sample size or confidence intervals.  I mean, the reality is that 

core, essential aspect of testing isn't even being done.  And, yet those who do have no idea about 

instrumentation effect, perhaps, or historic effect, or could give me a proper definition, or recognize it in 

a data set.  So stay tuned.  We're going to spend the rest of this time investing every single moment 

doing everything we can do to increase your understanding of how to run effective tests, where you 

have safe data sets that will allow you to make solid decisions. 

You can use the hashtag #WebClinic throughout this presentation to communicate with your peers, and 

I'm joined today by two of the experts on our team.  One of them is a Senior Editorial Analyst, Austin 

McCraw.  You've probably heard Austin on other clinics.  He is one of the most knowledgeable people 

we have here, with regards to the methodology, and he is deeply engaged right now with me on a book 

on value propositions.  And, I am also joined by Phillip Porter, but we haven't heard from Phillip a lot.  

He is one of the big brains that hides in the back room and crunches data all day long.  He has a small 

title that does not adequately capture the big job he must do.  I have seen him and one of his 

colleagues, Bob Kemper, turn a box of numbers into a wealth of insights, and that is no small task.  So, 

he's really a statistician, a mathematician and an expert in this area, and he's going to help us.  And, so 

with Phillip and Austin, we move straight to a case study. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

  Bad Data 

4                                Copyright © 2011 MarketingExperiments. All rights reserved.              

Experiment: HubSpot Lead Gen Test 
 

Experiment ID: HubSpot Lead Gen Test 

Location: MarketingExperiments Research Library 

Test Protocol Number: TP3055 

 

Research Notes: 

 

Background: HubSpot teamed up with MarketingExperiments and the Optimization 

Summit audience to create a treatment email offer landing page for a free chapter of 

the MarketingSherpa LPO Benchmark Report 

Goal: ¢ƻ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜ Iǳō{ǇƻǘΩǎ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘ ŜƳŀƛƭ ƭƛǎǘ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ŀǎ ǘƻ ƎǊƻǿ ƛǘ 

Primary research question: Which landing page will result in more chapter downloads? 

Approach: A/B multifactor split test 

Dr. Flint McGlaughlin: This was a recent study done in conjunction with our latest Optimization Summit.  

HubSpot teamed up with MarketingExperiments and the Optimization Summit audience to create a 

treatment for, basically, an email offer landing page.  And, it offered a free chapter of a 

MarketingSherpa LPO Benchmark Report.  The goal was to increase HubSpot's knowledge of their 

current email list as well as to grow it.  So, we wanted more people to take the download so we could 

capture more names.  So, we were looking for an increase, an increase in conversion rates associated 

with the landing page that would help us get the most possible email addresses.  So, keeping that in 

mind, we designed the test around our classic type of question, which focuses on a ΨwhichΩ factor (i.e., 

which landing page) would result in more chapter downloads.   
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Experiment: Control 

 

 

Dr. Flint McGlaughlin: And, here is the control.  I want you to watch this carefully because I'm going to 

be asking you for some feedback.  And, with me is Austin, and I'm going to let Austin just kind of take 

you through the design of this experiment.  I'll just tell you the challenge.  How do you get 200+ 

marketers to agree on a treatment and to actually produce together something that's in testable format 

where we might get something with statistical confidence.  So, go ahead, Austin. 

Austin McCraw:  Yeah, let me just up the ante there a little bit.  There were a couple of more challenges 

to it, to throw on top of trying to get 200 marketers to agree.  One of those is the fact that we were 

somewhat limited in our test ability here, what we could test.  I mean, one of the first things we'd want 

to test on a page like this is the amount of form fields.  But, that was the first constraint we gave the 

audience, the marketers.  You can't change number of form fields.  You're going to have to work around 

that. 
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Dr. Flint McGlaughlin:  Yes. 

Austin McCraw:  Another big constrainer/challenge really is that, and it's almost hard to believe, but the 

motivation coming to this page was incredibly high.  We'll show you in a minute, but the conversion 

rates were somewhere in the upper 40s at this point.  So, what that means is there is one out of every 

two people coming to this page is converting.  When we have motivation levels that high, it becomes 

very challenging to increase the performance.  It's very Χ 

Dr. Flint McGlaughlin:  And, even if you do, you typically see the increase in tiny increments Χ 

Austin McCraw:  Yes. 

Dr. Flint McGlaughlin:  Χ because again Χ and just to point this out, for those of you that are familiar 

with us, remember C = 4m + 3v + 2(i-f) ς 2a.  Four, that coefficient in front of M, is closely connected to 

what Austin just said, incoming motivation is the highest factor in terms of your conversion rate.  Keep 

going, Austin. 

Experiment: Variable Options 
 

Variable: Headline 

Control: 

Discover the Key Components of a Successful Landing Page Optimization Strategy  

CǊŜŜ ŎƘŀǇǘŜǊ ŦǊƻƳ aŀǊƪŜǘƛƴƎ{ƘŜǊǇŀΩǎ ŦƛǊǎǘ-ever Landing Page Optimization Benchmark Report.  
 
Option 1: 
 

Maximize your marketing ROI with the MarketingSherpa Landing Page Optimization 
Benchmark Report  

CǊŜŜ ŎƘŀǇǘŜǊ ŦǊƻƳ aŀǊƪŜǘƛƴƎ{ƘŜǊǇŀΩǎ ŦƛǊǎǘ-ever Landing Page Optimization Benchmark Report.  

 
Option 2: 
 

Get a FREE chapter from the 2011 MarketingSherpa Landing Page Optimization Benchmark 
Report (list price $447)  

Discover the Key Components of a Successful Landing Page Optimization Strategy 
 
Option 3: 
 

Get a FREE 40-page Chapter Containing the Latest Landing Page Optimization Research from 
MarketingSherpa  
Discover the Key Components of a Successful Landing Page Optimization Strategy   
  

 



 

  Bad Data 

7                                Copyright © 2011 MarketingExperiments. All rights reserved.              

Austin McCraw:  Yeah.  So, what we did is we broke the audience down to groups of three and then we 

began to give them variables in which they could vote for values for those variables.  What I mean by 

that is we break the page into the headline, right?  So, you can test the headline, and here are the four 

options you have for that headline.  And, so they would have to debate amongst themselves in the 

groups, and figure out which headline they thought would perform best.  So, for instance, in this 

example, they chose Option #3.  

Another variable that we tested was the call-to-ŀŎǘƛƻƴΦ  ¸ƻǳ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ƎŜǘ ŀƭƭ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƻǇǘƛƻƴǎ 

here, but we just want to kind of give you a sense of the process.  But, they selected, I think, Option #1. 

Variable: Call-to-Action 

Control:  

 

Option 1: 

 

Option 2:  

 

Option 3: 

  ** CTA Option #3 to go with Copy Option #3 only 

 

Austin McCraw:  We also tested the image.  Here are the four options that we gave them.  They chose 

Option #3.   
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Variable: Image 

Control: 

 

Option 1: 
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Option 2:  

 

Option 3: 

 

 

Austin McCraw: The copy, this was a very interesting part of it.   
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Variable: Copy 

Control (long copy): 

 

Option 1 (short copy):  

 

 

 

 


