
Using Qualitative Research
in the Development 

of Behaviour Change Advertising

A perspective





The case against research #1:

The effectiveness of an ad, especially in an unfinished form, 
can’t really be predicted by research…so marketers should just 

trust their expert judgement



The uncomfortable truth: 

Marketers’ own predictions of an ad’s effectiveness 
are no better than the toss of a coin*.

*https://www.researchgate.net/publication/304764587_Marketers'_Intuitions_about_the_Sales_Effectiveness_of_Advertisements



The case against research #2:

Research kills creativity!



Yes, it can - if 
you do it 
wrong…



Doing it right: the case for qual research…



We are not TESTING anything! 
(leave that to quant pre-testing)



We are NURTURING an idea…



Use the research to 
explore the potential 
of an idea to achieve 
its stated objectives…





Effective advertising:

1. Gets noticed
2. Engages its audience
3. Communicates clearly

Behaviour change advertising is no different.



For behaviour 
change advertising, 
first understand the 

context for the 
campaign and 

what it’s trying to 
achieve

(hopefully, this will be in the brief, and 
any previous research; our framework 

(right) helps make the task at hand 
clear)



Advertising and behaviour change: 

The most effective way for advertising to affect 
individual motivation and behaviour is to create a 

degree of cognitive dissonance in participants’ 
reactions.



Page 15

Cognitive dissonance
A ‘gap’ between a person’s thoughts and beliefs and their actual 

behaviour, that causes emotional discomfort, and needs to be resolved. 
This is often resolved by changing behaviour. 

An effective campaign ‘holds a mirror’ to people, and makes this ‘gap’ 
apparent to them.



Feelings of unease / discomfort / 
guilt / shame

Defensive rationalisation of 
behaviour, rebuttal of the message, 

attacking the source

Admission … ’You’re right. I’ve never 
thought about it like this before’ 

Signs of Cognitive Dissonance in Research 





It is not our 
role to tell 
the creative 
agency 
what to do –
we’re not 
creatives



Instead, think of the 
creative team as the 
‘true’ client - if they 

can’t use our 
research, it’s a 

waste



Accept the limitations of what you're 
doing - you’re researching an 

unfinished idea



Use qual to understand:

1.  Comprehension
2. Reactions (emotional and rational, signs of cognitive dissonance) 

3. Likeability (is this likely to engage)



Capturing 
emotional 
reactions in 
qual

Q. Now you’ve seen the ad, how does it make you feel. Circle as many feelings as apply (if any).



Thinking about the ad you’ve seen, how ‘uneasy’ do 
you feel about your own behaviour? (Mark the line below)

Why?

Not at all

uneasy

Very

uneasy

Capturing 
emotional 
discomfort



Ask for a copy of the creative 
brief - how else can you judge 

the idea's potential?



Understand the 
difference between 
strategy, concept 

and execution



Reactions not 
opinions



Individual responses 
before any group 

discussion



Participant suggestions 
are not welcome! 

Don’t let them ‘play 
creative’



Make 
recommendations 

(but not creative 
suggestions)
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