
A report on when and how to deploy 
traditional and emerging research methods

Research Tactics for Strategic Communications
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For too long, communicators have thought of public 
opinion research narrowly. We often default to primary 
research tactics like surveys and focus groups. But if the 
recent election cycle has taught us anything, relying on 
just one approach to research can lead to skewed data 
and inaccurate conclusions. 

There’s no doubt that primary research is valuable, but 
smart communications professionals should consider 
deploying additional, emerging research tactics. 
These newer research methods can provide a deeper 
understanding into the audiences we need to reach and 
how to move them to action.

Imagine how much stronger a campaign strategy will 
be at its onset if you combine the richness of primary 
research as well as direct feedback from ad testing or 
social conversation analysis. An integrated research 
approach that combines the best of both sources – what 
people say and what people actually do – allows us to 
deliver measurable results and craft a sound content, 
channel and audience strategy rooted in insights. 

In a digital world with no shortage of data, we must 
evolve our research strategies to marry traditional 
research with digital data at all points in the 
communications planning process.

This report will accomplish 
the following:

Understand the research tactics 
available to communicators and learn 
how they compare in cost and richness 
of results

Identify different communications 
planning scenarios throughout the 
lifetime of a campaign and illustrate 
how new research tactics work 
together to inform key decisions

Apply research tactics to 
communications scenarios based on 
varying budget levels

Key Objectives
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Communications Campaign Phases

Situation Analysis

 ■ Perception 

 ■ Favorability

 ■ Intent to Take Action
 ▸ Organization
 ▸ Industry
 ▸ Issue
 ▸ Crisis

Phase 1: 
Action

 ■ Message and Creative 
Testing 

 ■ Audience Development

 ■ Channel Strategy

 ■ Opposition Tracking

Phase 2:
Outcome

 ■ Campaign Measurement 
and Impact

Phase 3:
1 2 3
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Research Tactics Overview

Research Tactic Description Ideal Use Cases

Ad Testing
The resulting performance that occurs when two ads with 
contrasting components are run against each other, in similar 
environments, on a given platform.

Understanding channel mix, audience reactions and successful content 
types to implement on a larger scale. 

Focus Groups
A guided conversation among a representative sample of 8-12 
individuals that provides a deeper understanding about a particular 
topic or product.

Gathering deep, qualitative insights that allow moderators to dig into 
statements and feelings about a particular topic. This information is best 
used to understand message strategy or key audience behaviors.

Marketing Tech 
Stack

An automated collection of insights, garnered from demographics 
and owned website and social behaviors, that allow those analyzing 
to make informed predictions and assumptions about engaging 
audiences.

Automating and continuously learning about key audiences, channel mix 
and content strategies. This tool is comprehensive and provides ongoing 
learnings about who is interacting, what tactics are working best and much 
more.

Search Trends The analysis of words, phrases and topics being queried by users 
looking for more information online.

Gathering information about what, and more importantly how, people are 
searching as it relates to a particular topic. These insights can help inform a 
content strategy and identify conversation priorities. 

Site Testing The resulting on-site engagement that occurs when two landing 
pages with contrasting components are served to similar audiences. 

Understanding audience interactions with a site, including what aspects 
make them more likely to convert or take the desired action.

Social 
Intelligence 

The analysis of the conversation (keyword usage, volume, channel 
breakdown, influencers) going on around a particular topic across 
social platforms.

Understanding how, and how often, people are discussing a topic on social 
platforms. This information can help gauge the popularity of a topic, 
demographic information and a recommended channel mix.

Surveys
The serving of a group of questions to an audience that fulfills 
certain attributes, and is of a representative size, in hopes of better 
understanding perceptions towards a topic.

Gathering representative information around sentiment and perception of 
a topic. These learnings can help inform key messages, identify audiences 
likely to engage, act as a barometer for levels of concern and much more.

Brand Lift 
Studies

A controlled test on digital platforms that allows for a measurable 
analysis of the impact a campaign is making on brand perception 
or awareness.

Side-by-side analysis of messaging and creative to understand which 
tactics are most likely to improve perceptions and increase awareness as a 
result of a campaign.
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Research Tactics: Richness vs. Cost

Cost to Execute

Search Trends

Surveys

Marketing 
Tech Stack

Focus Groups

Brand Lift Studies

Social 
Intelligence

Site Testing

Ad Testing
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Situation Analysis

Perception, Favorability 
or Intent Measurement

Research Tactics to Employ Based on Budget

 ■ How do individuals feel about 
your organization?

 ■ How likely are they to act as a 
result?

 ■ Does the current environment 
level-up to a crisis situation?

Search Trends  
Phrases and topics that people are looking for about 
your organization

Social Intelligence  
Sentiment and keywords used in social conversation 
show how people talk about your organization online; 
what’s “sticky”

Ad Testing 
Hard numbers that can be measured over time; not as 
much depth as formal research

Focus Groups  
Qualitative information behind the hard numbers; why 
do people feel the way they do

Surveys 
Provide hard numbers and a starting point to 
understand challenges and opportunities

Phase 1: 

Medium Budget

Small Budget
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Action

Medium Budget

Research Tactics to Employ Based on Budget

Small Budget

Large Budget

Site Testing  
Allows for testing of long form content, site creative 
and user experiences to understand what methods and 
content will encourage meaningful site engagement 
from users

Ad Testing  
Put creative assets in the field and see which assets 
audiences respond to

Brand lift studies 
Serve different creative assets to different groups; 
measure which creative “wins”

Focus Groups  
Which messages work and why

Surveys 
Pre- and post-message measurement can show lift in 
perception, intent

Action 1: Message and 
Creative Testing

 ■ Which messages are most likely 
to persuade people?

 ■ Which creative assets are most 
likely to persuade people?

Phase 2: 
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Medium Budget

Research Tactics to Employ Based on Budget

Small Budget

Large Budget

Ad Testing 
Which audiences are engaging with your message at the 
highest rates

Marketing Tech Stack 
Who is spending time on your web properties; what 
actions are they taking; where else are they spending 
time on the internet

Search Trends 
Who is searching for information about your 
organization and what terms are they using

Social Intelligence 
Of those who share positive posts about your 
organization, who and where are they

Focus Groups  
What qualities do those who are receptive share (beyond 
demographics)

Surveys 
Use cross tabs of a broad survey to understand which 
subgroups are most receptive to your organization

Action
Phase 2: 

Action 2: Audience 
Development

 ■ Which people are most receptive 
to your message?

 ■ Who are your champions?



Action
Phase 2: 
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Research Tactics to Employ Based on Budget
Large Budget

Brand Lift Studies 
Serve different creative assets to different groups; 
measure which creative “wins”

Focus Groups  
Understand why certain channels are more effective for 
a specific audience

Surveys 
Ask audience where they consume and trust information 
on a particular topic

Medium Budget

Small Budget

Action 3: Channel 
Strategy

 ■ Which channels or tactics will 
best reach your audience?

Ad Testing 
Understand which platform gives you the greatest 
return on investment based on your messaging and the 
audience you want to engage 



Surveys 
Ask audiences about different influencers and voices of 
authority on a topic or industry that they trust

Action
Phase 2: 
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Research Tactics to Employ Based on Budget
Large Budget

Search Trends 
When people want more information, what keywords do 
they use? Are they yours?

Social Intelligence 
What keywords/topics are sticking with people? Are they 
received well or poorly? Are they terms you use?

Focus Groups 
In depth interviews allow you to see the language that 
other organizations are using to frame an issue

Medium Budget

Small Budget

Action 4: Opposition 
Tracking

 ■ How is your competition framing 
the issue?
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Medium Budget

Research Tactics to Employ Based on Budget

Small Budget

Large Budget

Search Trends 
Have phrases and topics that people are looking for 
about your organization changed throughout the 
campaign

Social Intelligence 
How have sentiment and keywords related to your 
organization changed in social conversation over time

Ad Testing 
Hard numbers that show improvement over time

Focus Groups  
Qualitative information behind the hard numbers; why 
do people feel the way they do

Survey 
Provide hard numbers and a point of comparison to 
perception baselines established at the beginning of the 
campaign

Outcome
Phase 3: 

Campaign Measurement 
and Impact

 ■ Has your campaign achieved its 
goal?

 ■ What remains to be 
accomplished?
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Identifying the Key Takeaway

Campaign Performance

Change Measurement Real World Results

 ■ What was our key performance 
indicator? Did we achieve it?

 ■ What messages performed well?

 ■ What is the change in 
perception/enviornment?

 ■ What outside factors affected 
our campaign?

 ■ What legislative or reputational 
victories can we claim?

 ■ How has the conversation 
improved?

Did we 
change 
things?

Key 
Takeaway

What 
worked 
best?

Were we 
successful?

Key Takeaway
 ■ How should we continue?

 ■ What needs to change?

 ■ What was the impact?

This diagram highlights the three components that go into pulling 
an actionable takeaway from your research. Considering these 
components when making decisions ensures that every aspect of the 
research environment is taken into account.
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