
HERE ARE SOME EXAMPLES OF

WHAT THEY MEAN, WHEN YOU

SHOULD USE THEM, AND WHY:

WHAT CENSUS

REP, NATIONAL

REP, & NATURAL

FALL OUT REALLY

MEAN, AND WHY

GETTING THEM

RIGHT IS KEY TO

YOUR RESEARCH

What are two of the most

misunderstood terms in market

research? To us, it’s nat-rep and

natural fallout. When setting up

research studies, applying

representation to non-

representative audiences is a key

challenge. Census data is a

powerful tool, but only when

applied in the right parameters.

When the actual target differs

from the general public, adjusting

the frame makes the data more

accurate, actionable, and relevant.

That’s where a true understanding

of the terms census rep, national

rep, and natural fallout come in. 

Capturing National Sentiment — Why Census

Representation Matters

A public policy group came to us with a time-sensitive request. A

major national event had sparked debate across the country, and

they wanted to understand how U.S. adults were feeling across

demographics, regions, and political lines. Their goal: gauge

sentiment and see how it varied across different groups.

For this project, we recommended a census representative

approach—meaning we built quotas into the sample to ensure

that age, gender, ethnicity, and region aligned with the latest

U.S. Census benchmarks for the adult population.

Why it mattered: This wasn’t about sizing a market or targeting

likely customers; it was about understanding what the country

thinks. Census balancing ensured that no group was over- or

under-represented. It also gave the client confidence that when

they broke the data down—say, by region or income—they

weren’t drawing conclusions from skewed or unbalanced

subgroups.

In this case, representativeness was the goal, not reach or

scale. And that’s exactly what census balancing is built for:

accurately reflecting the makeup of a defined population, so

your insights reflect the entire audience, not just the loudest or

most available voices.

SCENARIO #1:



Sizing the Market — Letting the Population Speak for Itself

A new health food company approached us with a question at the heart of any smart product launch: How

big is our potential market? They had a functional beverage in development and wanted to understand how

many U.S. adults would actually be open to trying it based on ingredients, usage occasions, and price point.

At first glance, a census-balanced sample might have seemed like the right move—after all, they were

asking about U.S. adults. But their real goal wasn’t to hear from a demographically representative slice

of the country. They wanted to know who the product resonated with and how many people were

actually included. So, we recommended a natural fallout approach—with a twist.

We still balanced the inbound sample to match the U.S. Census, ensuring that the people starting the

survey looked like the total adult population. But once the screener kicked in—based on awareness,

usage, or attitudes—we let the data fall out naturally. That means we didn’t force the final completes

to match the U.S. Census on age, gender, or region. We let the actual qualifiers show us their makeup.

Why it mattered. What the client got wasn’t just a yes/no on market size, but a clear picture of who

their early adopters were. The results showed a strong skew toward millennial women in the West—

something they hadn’t anticipated—and allowed them to tailor both product messaging and media

targeting.

Natural fallout gave them a true incidence rate, but more importantly, it revealed the shape of the

market—who was in it, and what they looked like, helping the client go beyond raw numbers to

strategic action.

SCENARIO #2:

SCENARIO #3:

Adjusted Balancing — When Census Isn’t the Right Benchmark

A national retailer wanted to understand how parents were preparing for the upcoming school year, from

shopping behaviors to attitudes about school safety and extracurriculars. They initially asked for a sample

balanced to the total U.S. population.

But here’s the issue: parents of school-aged children don’t look like the total U.S. population.

They’re younger on average, more likely to be married, and have different income distributions. If we

used total U.S. Census balancing, the data would dilute insights by including large groups of non-

parents and misrepresent the diversity within real households with kids.



The key is to use the right terms so you get what you are looking for from the right audience.

And even better, partner with an experienced market research firm like ours to guide you

along the way! 

To discuss your specific needs, contact Ellen Pieper, Chief Client Officer, Ellen_Pieper@researchresults.com,

or 919-368-5819 today.

Custom Universe Targeting — When the Client Already Knows Their Niche

A financial services firm focused on high-net-worth individuals approached us for a brand perception study. They

had an affluent target, very specific demographic characteristics, and a narrow psychographic profile. Their

concern? Speed and cost—and not wasting budget on screening out large groups who were never going to qualify.

This was a case where a custom universe approach made perfect sense. Rather than trying to balance to

the total U.S. population—or even a custom segment like “affluent adults”—we built a sampling frame that

reflected what the client already knew about their customers: income over $250K, concentrated in coastal

metros, mostly aged 45–65.

Why it mattered. This approach allowed us to conduct the study more efficiently—fewer disqualifications,

faster fieldwork, and no need to artificially weight the final data to match a broader group. It also gave the

client a clearer lens into how their actual audience perceives their brand and offerings.

Convenience sampling (a type of non-probability sampling drawn from the part of the population that is

easiest to access) gets a bad rap in some corners of research. But when it’s applied thoughtfully, within a

well-understood universe, it’s not only valid, it’s often the best fit for the purpose. In this case,

representativeness wasn’t about matching a national benchmark; it was about mirroring the client’s actual

user base as precisely and quickly as possible.

Instead, we proposed an adjusted balancing approach, aligning quotas to the demographics of

U.S. households with children. That meant our sample reflected the age, gender, ethnicity, and

income characteristics of parental households, not the full adult population.

Why it mattered. The client was able to confidently segment responses by grade level, region, and

shopping patterns, knowing the sample was tuned to the actual population of interest. 

SCENARIO #4:
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