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Foreword

Professor Jeff French, PhD, MBA, MSc, DipHE, BA, CertEd
CEO, Strategic Social Marketing

We know that politicians, policy- makers, and public sector officials from 
around the world are faced with a raft of complex social challenges, many of 
which require group and individual behavior to be influenced. Social mar-
keting is a long- established, successful, and continuously developing field of 
research and applied action concerned with the formulation, implementa-
tion, and evaluation of such social programs. Social marketing is a systemic, 
critical, and reflexive process that seeks through the application of marketing 
principals to enhance social policy selection, objective setting, planning, and 
operational delivery. Social marketing can help define, develop, and deliver 
the more citizen- focused and evidence- based social programs that policy- 
makers now seek.

Social marketing’s emphasis on systematic research, strategic analysis, 
planning, and evaluation make it a natural fit with modern policy develop-
ment that increasingly emphasizes the application of evidence- based policy- 
making, efficiency, evaluation, as well as understanding about the lives, wants, 
and needs of the citizens who are potential beneficiaries of such programs.

Good research lies at the very heart of social marketing and is used at almost 
every stage of the process, from defining a problem, scoping what is known 
about it; to developing insight and understanding from participants, groups, 
stakeholders, and institutions; through to testing interventions, monitoring 
implementation, and program evaluation. Research helps develop target group 
insight and understanding and to establish objectives and goals for programs. 
It also helps with progress checking, day- to- day management, and determining 
if progress is being made. The goal of social marketing is to increase well- being, 
not just learn more about an issue or problem. Consequently, social marketing 
research and evaluation should be used to inform decisions about social pro-
grams, budget allocations, and development action plans.
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Social marketing seeks to influence human behavior in a way that is ethi-
cally and socially acceptable and to produce learning about what works and 
what does not. This emphasis on evaluation and continuous progressive im-
provement is a hallmark of best practice. This focus leads to a set of questions 
that those who practice social marketing continuously ask:

• Is there a need for an intervention?
• Who are the intended audiences and subsegments who need assistance?
• What do we know about the needs, attitudes, beliefs, and behaviors of the 

target groups?
• What do we know about what has been done before in this field in terms 

of theory, intervention success, and research?
• Is there a plausible intervention or mix of interventions that could be de-

livered that will have a significant impact on the problem?
• Is the intervention or mix ethical and acceptable to sponsors, recipients, 

and the wider public?
• Is the range of interventions affordable and sustainable?
• Are the interventions efficient, and do they represent good value for 

money?

This book by Doug Evans sets out in a comprehensive and logical way to 
answer these fundamental questions and describe how researchers, evaluators, 
policy- makers, and practitioners can address these questions and a number of 
other related issues in a consistent and systematic way. This book also marks 
a milestone in the increasing sophistication of social marketing theory and 
practice. It represents a state- of- the- art review and guidance on social mar-
keting research and evaluation and breaks new ground by including up- to- 
date information and consideration of a number of rapidly emerging new 
technologies and methodologies from the digital and social media fields and 
from the fields of community engagement and empowerment, communica-
tions, and behavioral sciences.

Like most modern fields of study, the theoretical basis of social marketing 
is contested and evolving. In addition to addressing the fundamental research 
questions set out as discussed previously, Evans also introduces— through 
the lens of evaluation and research— the big issues related to the theory and 
practice interface of social marketing. Chapter 1 explores these issues and sug-
gests how they can be addressed through a new continuum model of social 
marketing research. Chapter 2 builds on this analysis by reviewing research 
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methods and the evidence base for social marketing. Chapter 3 explores the 
key issues associated with formative research and analysis and why they form 
the bedrock of effective social marketing practice. Chapter 4 takes a look at 
how brands can be developed, researched, and evaluated and why they are 
powerful in the social marketing context. Chapter 5 focuses on how to ensure 
efficacy in message testing and establish “proof of concept” for campaigns. 
Chapter 5 also explores the application of both effectiveness and efficacy re-
search and how learning from commercial marketing research methods and 
the use of new technology can strengthen this aspect of social marketing 
research.

Chapter  6 sits at the heart of this book sequentially and metaphori-
cally; it focuses on monitoring and evaluation research and provides tools 
for measuring the performance of programs during and after interventions. 
It describes in detail methods and measures for both process and outcome  
evaluation. Chapter  7 reviews social marketing research in the digital age 
and how new technologies are rapidly reshaping data gathering, analysis, and  
evaluation. The chapter also reviews potential research opportunities that are 
being open by new technology. This chapter also makes recommendations on 
how best to optimize the effectiveness of multiple modalities and the opti-
mization of channel combinations in a digital world of influence. Chapter 8 
explores different research and evaluation strategies and models in social mar-
keting and how and when to apply them. Chapter 9 reviews how case study 
research can and has been used to promote learning and how this learning can 
be synthesized with other forms of evidence. The final chapter of this book 
discusses systematic reviews of social marketing based on synthesis of existing 
evidence to illustrate the range of available programs, research activities, and 
evidence that exists. This analysis is used to suggest future directions for social 
marketing research.

As social marketing continues to develop, it is moving into a phase of 
increasing specialization. This can be seen by the increasing number of new 
social marketing books and articles that are focused on specific aspects of 
social marketing research and practice. This book, through its comprehensive 
analysis, new contributions to theory, and the use of multiple case examples, 
makes an important contribution to this evolving and increasingly sophisti-
cated understanding of social marketing theory and practice.

It is my view that the social marketing research and evaluation principles 
explored in this book will significantly contribute to the delivery of more  
effective and efficient social marketing programs, and in so doing, the book 
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makes an important contribution to social policy delivery, research, and eval-
uation. In this book, Doug Evans demonstrates that social marketing research 
and evaluation principles, concepts, and techniques— if systematically and re-
flexively applied— can add considerable value to both the development and 
the implementation of social programs that seek to influence human behavior.



      

Preface

W. Douglas Evans

Introduction

Social marketing has existed as a defined field of activity at least since Kotler 
and Zaltman’s (1971) seminal article, with its roots going back to Wiebe’s 
(1951) question:  “Why can’t we sell brotherhood like we sell soap?” There 
have been many useful definitions of this diverse, multidisciplinary field, 
many of them summarized by Kotler and Lee (2008). The one we focus on for 
purposes of this book is the following: Social marketing is a process that uses 
marketing techniques to influence target audience behaviors that will benefit 
society as well as the individual. The key phrase here, for our purposes, is that 
“social marketing is a process.”

If social marketing is a process, the natural questions are Does it work? 
and, if so, How does it work? That is where research and evaluation come 
in. This book is about describing, applying, understanding, and advancing 
the state of social marketing research and evaluation. That means articulating 
a basis in theory and practice for specific social marketing initiatives, devel-
oping processes by which social marketing can be implemented in the real 
world, and conducting evaluation research to determine if those processes are 
effective in achieving their objectives (behavioral and social change) and if 
so how they achieved them (whether the underlying theory and practices ex-
plain their success).

Goals and Objectives of This Book

The aim of this book is to describe the state of the art in social marketing re-
search and evaluation methods. In recent years, there have been significant de-
velopments in theory, measurement, data collection, and analytical methods 
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to conduct research aimed at designing social marketing programs and cam-
paigns and to evaluate their efficacy and effectiveness. In particular, the rapid 
growth and widespread use of new technologies, such as mobile digital de-
vices and social media and improved knowledge about experimental methods 
in developed and developing countries, provide significant new opportunities 
for research, including experiments and quasi- experiments in which research-
ers can measure participants’ exposure to marketing and media stimuli. Much 
has been learned in recent years about which message strategies, such as ap-
peals to individual and group norms, and marketing strategies such as stealth 
and viral marketing are most effective and in which topic areas in the health 
and social sectors. This book explores these new methods and evidence, how 
new technologies have influenced social marketing programs and research 
on them, what has been learned from the commercial sector to inform social 
marketing, and where the field is headed.

The overall trend of translation and application of commercial mar-
keting strategies into public health is the most important in social marketing. 
Marketing research principles have been translated into the public health 
space, and evaluation of program effectiveness is rapidly evolving with the 
advent of new technologies, such as Internet panel studies, research with 
handheld devices, and social networking sites as natural laboratories for com-
munication and marketing studies. This book aims to capture the application 
of research and program evaluation in this domain.

Purpose and Objectives of This Book

Audience

This book aims to meet many of the “T”- shaped needs of the social mar-
keting researcher (the T representing a need for breadth and generalizability 
and for depth into a social marketing program), regardless of your discipline 
or background and whether this is your first day on the job or your fifth year. 
Chapters are structured to present research questions and challenges over the 
course of an intervention. Each chapter sets forth the scope of options facing 
the researcher and outlines steps to follow to conduct the research. References 
point you to studies that have implemented those steps. This book, along with 
coaching from more experienced researchers, can move you from feeling over-
whelmed by the enormous demands placed on social marketing researchers, 
to understanding and action.

The primary audience for the book is public health professionals, health 
communicators and social marketers, and researchers working in these fields. 
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The intended audience is professionals who design, implement, and study 
programs in social marketing. It also acts as a reference book for advanced 
(master and doctoral level) courses in social marketing, marketing, public 
health, and related social science disciplines, such as social psychology and 
communications.

The book aims to be a valuable resource to research professionals and man-
agers and other practitioners who need to be educated consumers of social 
marketing research methods and results. It will be suitable as a text in an 
intermediate- to- advanced undergraduate-  or graduate- level course in a busi-
ness, marketing, or public health school. It would cover basic and advanced 
methods (and so be suitable for higher and lower course levels), study designs, 
and analysis methods; review of evidence in field; and contain numerous case 
studies. It would also go in depth into research using new and social media 
(online studies, use of social networking as a research tool and venue, etc.). 
The book is aimed at social marketing and health communication profession-
als and researchers and as a text for use in advanced graduate- level courses.

In addition to a broad professional and academic audience, the book 
provides an introduction for those already working in these settings and for 
policy- makers and managers wishing to understand social marketing. The 
book summarizes the evidence from extant research, current state- of- the- 
art methods, and new and emerging methods and will thus be a resource 
for researchers and program evaluators, as well as consumers of research and 
evaluation.

Scope

The book reviews and clarifies the concept of the “full spectrum” or “con-
tinuum” approach to social marketing research and evaluation. The social 
marketing research continuum represents the breadth of research questions, 
methods, and measures from initial conceptualization of a campaign and its 
initial design, through in- depth testing, including experimental message test-
ing, and after campaign launch to process and outcome evaluation. Research 
begins with the definition of a vulnerable population in need of intervention 
or behavior change and spans the full spectrum of social marketing activities 
to have an impact on evaluation of morbidity and mortality outcomes.

The book begins by defining and describing this spectrum of activity, using 
global case examples to illustrate stages of research from formative research 
to process, outcome, and impact evaluation. It describes the relationship be-
tween the commercial and social sectors and the actual and potential trans-
lation of methods and measurement between the sectors. It then describes 
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design, measurement, data collection, and analysis strategies and specific 
methodologies, again illustrated by numerous global case studies and findings 
from recent studies across global settings. The book concludes by examining 
new and emerging methods, including new and social media research meth-
odologies, and outlines an agenda for 21st century social marketing research 
and evaluation.

Major Themes

There are several major themes in the book. First, chapters consistently focus 
on the intimate connection between social marketing campaign development 
and the research enterprise. Social marketing research is an applied method-
ology that serves two main functions. Initially, it is about identifying likely 
determinants of behavioral choice. Beneficiaries of social marketing programs 
choose to engage in a behavior, such as consistently using condoms, due to 
market factors such as price, availability, social norms, and other relevant 
knowledge, attitudes, and beliefs they have and form about the behavior. 
Social marketing research is concerned with identifying and analyzing those 
determinants of behavioral choice and working hand in hand with social mar-
keters to design and improve the marketing plan and execution. Thus, it rep-
resents a kind of formative research.

Social marketing research is also very much concerned with evaluating the 
outcomes of campaign activities. Individuals who use condoms (as a category 
of behavior), or use individual condom products, will with some probability 
have different health outcomes than those who do not. What effect does ex-
posure to social marketing activities, to the executions of the 4Ps (place, price, 
product, and promotion) in a campaign, have on individual health outcomes? 
Social marketing research, in its outcome evaluation function, is concerned 
with this question. In particular, it is concerned with the effects of campaigns 
on communication objectives of campaigns and their role as mediators of health 
outcomes. Social marketing aims to use the 4Ps to change behavior, promot-
ing smoking cessation or increasing physical activity, through a theory of 
change for the specific campaign. In other words, by achieving certain prox-
imal outcomes such as changes in social norms, self- efficacy, or outcome ex-
pectations for engaging in a behavior, longer term outcomes such as increases 
in daily exercise or smoking quit attempts will result.

Campaigns are designed based on such theories of change. Evaluation 
studies model those theories and measure the extent to which achieving com-
munication objectives, such as increasing social norms among adolescents to 
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avoid junk food, leads to behavioral outcomes, such as less junk food con-
sumption. Beginning in Chapter  1 on the social marketing research con-
tinuum, this book examines outcome evaluation from several different per-
spectives and provides detailed case studies of the principles, methods, and 
case studies of relevant evaluation studies.

Second, the book addresses research questions, methods, design, measure-
ment, and analysis at each of the stages of campaign development. Beginning 
with initial formative exploration of behavioral determinants, chapters ex-
plore how social marketing research is built to address each stage of the re-
search continuum. In the formative research stages, Chapters 2 and 3 explore 
the different purposes and objectives of social marketing in its first application, 
to assist in developing campaigns. These chapters identify and explore three 
phases of formative research— exploratory, concept testing, and pretesting— 
that lead to the completion of a campaign plan. Qualitative and quantitative 
methods and mixed methods can be applied in each of these phases, as illus-
trated by case studies.

Third, new, digital technologies such as the Internet, mobile phones, and 
social media are playing an increasingly important role in the design, imple-
mentation, and research and evaluation of social marketing programs. New 
technologies can be both channels for delivery of social marketing and plat-
forms for conducting research. As channels, digital technologies have certain 
distinctive features that have major implications for social marketers. For ex-
ample, the ubiquity of mobile phones and the fact that they are almost always 
with many users makes them well suited to social marketing using any of the 4Ps.  
Think of promoting physical activity messages through text messaging (pro-
motion) and healthy eating messages through a mobile app close to dinner 
time (place). Or, consider how social media allow for new ways to influence 
social norms through social networking effects. These features of new tech-
nologies have changed and continue to change the way social marketing is 
done and expand opportunities for behavior change. Chapter 6 explores re-
search with new technologies in depth.

At the same time, social marketing research has new opportunities to 
collect data, new ways to design and implement studies, and new ways of 
answering research questions. The Internet creates opportunities for exper-
imental research on behavior change messages that did not exist previously. 
This is powered in part by the existence of Internet- based research platforms, 
such as large consumer panels, which recruit and retain participants who 
have expressed interest in research participation. The existence of large, 
and in some cases nationally representative, samples of individuals within a 
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country, region, or worldwide creates opportunities to experimentally con-
trol exposure to social marketing and to compare the effects of exposure, or 
higher and lower levels of stimulus, to control or no exposure conditions 
and examine effects on behavioral determinants and behavior over time. 
Chapter 7 explores message testing and case studies in experimental social 
marketing research.

Fourth, the book addresses important but relatively underappreciated 
methodologies and social marketing techniques such as branding and brand 
research. Chapter 5 covers the topic of branding and its role in social mar-
keting efforts. Brands seek to build relationships between consumers and 
products, services, organizations, and increasingly healthy behaviors. Brands 
can be measured by the mental representations, the associations that individu-
als form with the brand. This construct, often called brand equity, is the key 
metric for brand research, which serves both formative research and outcome 
evaluation functions. There is a growing literature of published brand research 
studies, and Chapter 5 explores the evidence, methods, and case studies in this 
crucial domain and technique of social marketing.

Finally, the book covers social marketing research from a global perspective. 
Chapters 8 and 9 delve into a series of in- depth case studies in developed and de-
veloping countries. These chapters compare and contrast social marketing and 
research and evaluation activities in relatively resource- rich and - deprived con-
texts. New technologies offer great promise for increasing the effectiveness of 
social marketing in both contexts and have potential to overcome long- standing 
barriers to delivering and evaluating campaigns in developing countries. A wide 
range of case studies in infectious and chronic disease illustrates the breadth of 
social marketing and the evidence base and research on its development and 
effectiveness.

The book concludes with an examination of where social marketing re-
search goes next. In many ways, existing theory and practice guide the way. 
Social marketing research is by nature applied and is about not only evalu-
ating effectiveness of campaigns but also having continuous improvement 
and feeding back lessons learned in a continuous loop to improve practice. 
Chapter 10 examines these ideas, how they have in some cases been success-
fully applied and in others failed, and how the emergence and growing role 
of new digital technologies affect the basic principles and use of social mar-
keting research.
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Introduction to Social 
Marketing Research
W. Douglas Evans

Summary Points
• Social marketing is a process, an approach to behavior change rather than 

a distinct discipline, that has grown tremendously, and there is a need for 
more research and guidance on best practices.

• Social marketing research also is a process with multiple stages.
• This chapter provides a continuum of social marketing research activities.
• Just as the needs of a campaign should be considered in recommend-

ing which of the 4Ps (place, price, product, and promotion) to apply, so 
should the mix of research methods also be considered in recommending 
how to research and evaluate a campaign.

Social Marketing, Research, and Evaluation 
as Interactive Processes

Social marketing is a process, rather than a distinct discipline unto itself 
(Kotler & Lee, 2008). It is a process that “uses marketing techniques to in-
fluence target audience behaviors that will benefit society as well as the indi-
vidual” (Kotler & Lee, 2008, p. 5). In this sense, the field represents a toolkit of 
marketing techniques, specific goals and objectives for behavioral and social 
change, and multidisciplinary approaches to design, test, implement, eval-
uate, and improve future practice to those ends (Andreasen, 1995; Lefebvre & 
Rochlin, 1997; Maibach, Abroms, & Marosits, 2007).
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The idea of social marketing as a process is illustrated in the well- known 
benchmark criteria, first introduced by Andreasen (2006) and later amended 
by French and colleagues (2010). (There have been other amendments, but 
for now we will stick to these published versions.) These criteria include use of 
the entire marketing mix, or all four of the “Ps” of marketing (i.e., place, price, 
product, and promotion) (Borden, 1964), creating attractive and motivating ex-
changes of value for consumers and paying careful attention to the competition, 
to name a few. The benchmark criteria are discussed in more depth in Chapter 9.

These criteria apply at each stage of social marketing planning and execu-
tion. Major social marketing organizations, such as the Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention in the United States, describe a step- by- step process 
for social marketing activities. For example, the basic steps may be summa-
rized as (1) problem description, (2) formative research, (3) strategy develop-
ment, (4) intervention design, (5) evaluation, and (6) implementation (see, 
e.g., http:// www.cdc.gov/ nccdphp/ dnpa/ socialmarketing/ training/ basics/ 
planning_ process.htm). Clearly, strategy development, intervention design, 
and implementation, just to name three of these steps, involve the application 
of 4P approaches (e.g., Which channel to use? To promote which message? 
With what requirements from the audience? and Where?), an exchange of 
value, and consideration of the value offered by the competition. At the con-
ceptual level of the benchmark criteria and at the practical level of planning 
and implementation, social marketing is a process of applying techniques 
from multiple disciplines to execute a program of activities, a campaign, with 
a specific set of measurable behavioral or social change objectives and out-
comes (Hastings, 2007). This book frequently refers to social marketing ac-
tivities using the general terminology of a campaign as the frame of reference.

At the same time, it is worth recognizing that the benchmark criteria de-
scribed by French and colleagues (2010) and the social marketing planning 
process referenced previously each include major elements of research. For 
example, segmentation, audience research, and process and outcome evalua-
tion feature in these basic descriptions of social marketing. So, it is clear from 
the start that social marketing practice and research are interwoven and com-
plementary processes.

Social Marketing Research as  
a Complementary Process

Social marketing research is an overarching subject area that includes the 
study of marketing campaigns intended to promote or change consumer 

 

http://www.cdc.gov/nccdphp/dnpa/socialmarketing/training/basics/planning_process.htm
http://www.cdc.gov/nccdphp/dnpa/socialmarketing/training/basics/planning_process.htm
http://www.cdc.gov/nccdphp/dnpa/socialmarketing/training/basics/planning_process.htm
http://www.cdc.gov/nccdphp/dnpa/socialmarketing/training/basics/planning_process.htm


 Introduction to Social Marketing Research 3

      

behavior, to bring about social change (e.g., through government policies), 
and to assess educational and entertainment media and the effects of news 
media on public discourse and policy (Siegel & Lotenberg, 2007). For ex-
ample, both the American Stop Smoking Intervention Study (ASSIST), with 
its emphasis on tobacco control policy change at the state and local levels 
(Stillman et  al., 2001), and the Heart Truth campaign to increase women’s 
awareness that heart disease is the leading cause of death among adult women 
(Long et al., 2011) each represent social marketing, and evaluations of the im-
plementation and outcomes of these efforts are social marketing research.

This chapter introduces a perspective and overall approach to research and 
evaluation of social marketing campaigns with an emphasis on their role in 
changing health behavior. In this respect, social marketing research is distinct 
from other forms of health promotion research and evaluation in that it fo-
cuses specifically on behavior change through social marketing processes— 
the use of 4P strategies— and promotion of health behavior or avoidance of 
unhealthful behaviors. Chapter 2 presents initial examples of distinct designs, 
methods, and measurement in social marketing research, and following chap-
ters provide details on analysis, results, and implications for future research 
and practice.

The future of development of social marketing will be shaped in large 
measure by several developments:  (1)  growth in the evidence base through 
more rigorous formative and outcome evaluation research; (2) more evidence- 
based programs targeting health risk behaviors and health inequalities; and 
(3) increasing use of digital, social, and mobile media technologies to target 
and tailor messages for diverse audiences (Evans, 2013). Each of these domains 
is addressed in this book.

Social marketing scholars have synthesized the evidence base through sys-
tematic reviews of the literature to identify effective behavior change mes-
sages and campaigns across domains of public health. Systematic reviews and 
case studies produced by the Task Force for Community Preventive Health 
Services (Robinson et al., 2014), the National Social Marketing Centre in the 
United Kingdom (http:// www.thensmc.com), as well as academic research-
ers such as Snyder and LaCroix (2013) and Evans and colleagues (2014) gen-
erally show that social marketing campaigns are effective and provide broad 
outlines of the types of 4P strategies that work and their strengths and lim-
itations. In particular, they point out the generally small- to- moderate effect 
sizes and variability in how social marketing is described, how campaigns are 
implemented, and research and evaluation methods used to study their devel-
opment and effectiveness.

http://www.thensmc.com
http://www.thensmc.com
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The development of new technologies, including the Internet, social media 
(e.g., Facebook, Twitter), and mobile health (mHealth), is equally transform-
ing social marketing practice and research. The development of mHealth, or 
the use of mobile devices as tools to change health behavior and promote 
healthcare, is rapidly expanding and offers tremendous opportunities to reach 
populations using the one technology they use most— mobile phones. The 
widely cited systematic review article on text messaging programs by Cole- 
Lewis and Kershaw (2010) indicates that mobile solutions are generally effec-
tive in promoting health behaviors and healthcare treatment and adherence 
outcomes. In recent years, the use of mobile phone technology for health and 
healthcare has grown rapidly as a strategy to increase patient adherence to care 
protocols for chronic conditions. Mobile phones allow patients to monitor 
and take control of their own health (Abroms, Padmanabhan, & Evans, 2012).

Social media and mHealth also represent a kind of “leveling” technology 
that is accessible to almost everyone and thus represents a major opportunity 
to address health disparities. For example, the text4baby program is a service 
facilitated by a public- private collaboration ( Jordan et al., 2011). The service 
(described at https:// www.text4baby.org) delivers text messages promoting 
prenatal care behaviors to improve maternal and child health behavioral out-
comes. It is primarily aimed at the Medicaid- eligible population in the United 
States and at increasing their healthcare utilization, reducing smoking during 
pregnancy, taking prenatal vitamins, and improving nutrition and related be-
haviors. By targeting low- income women with mobile technology readily ac-
cessible to them, text4baby seeks to reduce health inequalities facing racial/ 
ethnic groups, including low- income Hispanic and African American pop-
ulations. The text4baby program represents an innovative social marketing 
model to combat health disparities using mobile phones and the mobile 
phone infrastructure to address large- scale health and healthcare challenges.

Social marketing research generally follows the methodologies widely 
utilized in the study of health promotion programs, with specific methods, 
metrics, and analytical techniques related to campaigns and their design, im-
plementation, and outcomes (Chapman, 2010). Research and evaluation in 
this field also presents special challenges, applies methods specific to the in-
tervention modality, and faces a number of design and measurement consid-
erations. Social marketing research methods and theories are interdisciplinary 
in nature, drawing from the social and behavioral sciences, business and mar-
keting, and health and public policy arenas. Major domains of theory in com-
munication and marketing include exposure theory, message theory, beha-
vior change theory, and marketing theory. Methods include using behavioral 

http://https://ww.text4baby.org
http://https://ww.text4baby.org
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theory to influence behavior that affects health; assessing factors that underlie 
the receptivity of audiences to health messages; and both traditional mass 
communication of messages that aim to change the behavior of target audi-
ences and new media technologies, such as mobile and social media, and their 
use in research and evaluation.

Closing the Loop: The Role of Evidence  
in Social Marketing Decision- Making

Social marketing practice and research are interwoven and interdependent ac-
tivities. Yet, the practical integration of the work done by campaign designers 
and researchers is often challenging. Campaigns are developed by marketers 
working in marketing organizations, and the marketing mix is a product of 
creative developers and practitioners whose primary focus is on delivery of 
the best 4P strategy possible. While research is integral to the development 
process, as seen in the literature, resources, attention, and real use of research 
that results in the design, implementation, and ongoing continuous improve-
ment of campaigns are often in short supply.

There are several reasons for this situation. Unlike most commercial 
marketing activities, which operate on a long- term basis to promote brands 
that may have many years or decades of sales history behind them (Mazur, 
1996), most social marketing interventions are of limited duration (perhaps 
3– 5 years at most); thus, time is a serious constraint. Research typically oper-
ates on a much slower time frame and requires analysis and interpretation, 
which may not fit the fast timeline of a campaign operating on a schedule and 
time- limited budget. Marketers are often not trained in research and may not 
recognize the value provided by research insights, and researchers may not ap-
preciate the nature of marketing decision- making, leading to a lack of connec-
tion between the two worlds (Evans, 2013). Finally, knowledge about research 
methods, resources to help conduct the research process, and decision- makers’ 
knowledge and understanding of research and its role in decision- making are 
all significant constraints for influencing marketers’ decision- making with re-
search results.

As discussed throughout this book, the integration of social marketing 
practice and research is a delicate balance that has implications for both the 
success of campaigns and the growth of the evidence base. First, practitio-
ners and researchers need a common basis in education, language, and un-
derstanding of the role and importance of the benchmark criteria and the 
growing evidence that fully integrated campaigns using all the tools in the 
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social marketing toolkit are typically most successful (French et  al., 2010). 
Practitioners often have public health, business, communications and mar-
keting, social work, or other backgrounds related to implementation, while 
researchers have backgrounds in the social sciences (Evans, 2013). Bridging 
this gap requires workforce professional training and development programs 
both for practitioners on the importance and use of research and for research-
ers on how to understand and integrate marketing concepts and activities into 
their study designs and measures (Evans, 2013). For social marketing practice 
and research to be synergistic as the benchmark criteria imply, all parties to the 
enterprise need to share a common knowledge base. This will lead to better 
research based on valid and reliable measures of campaign activity, which has 
been a challenge in previous campaigns, from tobacco control to HIV/ AIDS 
prevention (Evans, Davis, & Farrelly, 2008), and better use of research in the 
continuous improvement of practice. Examples of this challenge, and situa-
tions for which it has been successfully overcome, are discussed in Chapters 2, 
6, and 9 of this volume.

Second, for social marketing as a field to achieve its long- term potential 
of achieving social good through behavior change, evidence must be inte-
grated into practice. This is the basic goal of the PRECEDE- PROCEED 
model (Green & Kreuter, 2005): to close the translation loop from program 
theory to development, implementation, evaluation, and integration of re-
sulting evidence of what works back into improved future practice. This is 
a long- recognized and central challenge for all health promotion programs 
(Green et al., 1980) and has been reinforced by recent models, such as the RE- 
AIM (Reach, Effectiveness, Adoption, Implementation, and Maintenance) 
model, which calls for increased translation of research to demonstrate effi-
cacy of programs under controlled conditions into field- based effectiveness 
studies under real- world conditions, leading to improved practice (Glasgow, 
Lichtenstein, & Marcus, 2003).

Social marketing shares this same challenge with the broad field of health 
promotion, in part because of the disciplinary and educational differences be-
tween practitioners and researchers noted previously. There are examples of 
successful partnerships between social marketing practitioners and research-
ers on large- scale programs in tobacco control and drug use prevention, as 
discussed in Chapter 9. These examples stand out in that they achieved a high 
degree of research- to- practice translation, and shared the common character-
istics of integrating multiple components of the social marketing benchmark 
criteria and planning process into a single campaign. The gap that remains to 
be closed, and discussed further in Chapter 9, is how to promote translation 
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and integration of research and practice from the beginning of a project. This re-
mains a central challenge to realizing the potential of social marketing.

The Social Marketing Research Continuum

This chapter introduces the idea of social marketing research and its integra-
tion into the social marketing process as a whole. Use of research at the design, 
development, implementation, and evaluation stages of social marketing is 
part of the benchmark criteria (Chapman, 2010). These areas of use repre-
sent stages in a time sequence over the life span of development of the cam-
paign, our rubric for speaking about social marketing practice in this book. 
Each of these stages represents an important part of the evidence creation 
and decision- making process for social marketing. The key to gathering valid, 
timely, and actionable evidence is recognizing what place on the social mar-
keting research continuum a project currently stands when planning research. 
Figure 1- 1 (reproduced from Evans, 2015) illustrates the continuum concept.

Figure 1- 1 illustrates a basic model of social marketing research based on 
the key questions researchers seek to answer. These follow the continuum 
from left to right and define a process moving from marketing design and 
development (Brown, 2009) through implementation, monitoring, and eval-
uation. The following are social marketing researchers’ basic questions:

1. What should the marketing campaign be?
2. Are its strategies and messages efficacious?
3. Is it implemented as planned?

• Exploratory

• Concept testing

• Pretesting

Formative research Process evaluation

Marketing
launch

Outcome evaluation

• Short-term outcomes
   (KAB)

• Intermediate
   outcomes (behaviors)

• Long-term outcomes
   (achieve objectives)

• Monitor implementation

• Campaign outputs

• Exposure/dosage

Figure 1- 1 The social marketing research continuum.
Source: Evans, W.D. (2015) A Social Marketing Research Paradigm. In Social Marketing: Global 
Perspectives, Strategies, and Effects on Consumer Behavior, W.D. Evans (Ed.). Hauppauge, 
NY: Nova Science; Chapter 1.
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4. Does the audience receive and adopt the intended knowledge, attitudes, 
and beliefs (KAB)?
a. Are the campaign communication objectives achieved?

5. Does the audience know/ adopt key messages?
6. Does the audience adopt and maintain intended behaviors?

a. Are the campaign behavioral objectives achieved? These behavioral 
endpoints are either buy a socially marketed product or service or 
engage in health- promoting or disease- preventing behaviors.

Based on this basic process flow and distinct stages of research questions and 
objectives, there are several familiar methods of research used in social mar-
keting, including the following:

• Formative research— What affects the targeted behavior of interest? How 
does the audience think and feel about the targeted behavior? What 
should be the marketing mix (4Ps)?

• Message testing research— Do messages achieve their communication 
objectives?

• Process evaluation— How is the marketing delivered?
• Outcome evaluation— What are behavioral effects of the message on 

audiences?
• Impact evaluation— What is the long- term effect of the message on health 

promotion and disease prevention (morbidity and mortality)?

The following chapters explore and elaborate on each of these research 
methodologies and how they are applied in social marketing. Each method 
is explicated using results from social marketing research and case examples 
from the design and implementation of campaigns. The concept of the social 
marketing research continuum and the interrelations between each stage 
of research are explored as well and elaborate on previous literature on this 
topic (Evans, 2015). Social marketing research is integrated with practice as a 
continuous process of exploration, feedback, knowledge generation, and im-
provement of the marketing mix. In these respects, it is grounded in the same 
principles underlying health promotion programs generally, as illustrated by 
the PRECEDE- PROCEED model (Green & Kreuter, 2005). The implica-
tions of this process and where the field is heading to realize the goal of a 
closed loop of translation from research to practice is discussed in detail in 
Chapter 10.
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Additional Resources: Web Based

• Developing Health Communication Campaigns: http:// www.nccmt.ca/ 
registry/ view/ eng/ 75.html

• Making Health Communication Programs Work:  http:// www.cancer.
gov/ publications/ health- communication/ pink- book.pdf

• Oxford Bibliographies Online:  Health Communication:  http:// www. 
oxfordbibliographies.com/ 

• Theory at a Glance: A Guide for Health Promotion Practice: http:// www.
sneb.org/ 2014/ Theory%20at%20a%20Glance.pdf

Additional Resources: Literature

• Holden, D.J., & Zimmerman, M.A. (2008). A Practical Guide to Program 
Evaluation Planning:  Theory and Case Examples. Thousand Oaks,  
CA: Sage.

• Lefebvre, R.C. (2014).
• Valente, T. (2002). Evaluating Health Promotion Programs. Oxford, UK: 

Oxford University Press.
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2

Research Methods and  
Evidence For Social  
Marketing
W. Douglas Evans

Summary Points
• Social marketing has a growing evidence base.
• There are challenges in reviewing the literature due to inconsistent  

reporting and description of programs.
• Gaps in the current evidence base should be filled using innovative meth-

ods and by harnessing new technologies, such as social media and mobile 
devices.

t h i s  c h a p t e r  b e g i n s  to explore the social marketing research continuum 
introduced in Chapter 1. Each of the steps in research methods, and their pur-
pose in the social marketing process outlined in Chapter 1, is based in theory, 
practice, and evidence and has been widely used in the field. The overall goal 
of this chapter is to provide a brief, not exhaustive review of current methods 
and evidence in the field. Challenges in assessing the social marketing evi-
dence arise due to issues of how programs and campaigns in the field are de-
scribed and reported, and the chapter highlights these issues and ways that 
researchers have attempted to overcome them. Finally, the chapter addresses 
opportunities for innovation, such as new technologies for social marketing 
research, how these are currently being to be applied in the field, and how they 
are evolving.
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Overview of the Evidence

There is a growing body of evidence, especially from public health subject 
areas such as tobacco control, nutrition and physical activity, and HIV/ AIDS, 
to suggest that social marketing can change behavior and is a broadly effective 
social change strategy that can be applied to modify behaviors across multiple 
subject areas (French et al., 2010; Abroms & Maibach, 2008). A recent sys-
tematic review by the US Preventive Services Taskforce of 23 campaigns that 
used products (e.g., bicycle helmets) to promote health and prevent disease 
and injury concluded that communication and social marketing campaigns 
using these techniques were effective (Robinson et al., 2014).

There is also growing evidence that social marketing is effective in programs 
aimed at other types of behavior change, from increasing environmental conser-
vation (McKenzie- Mohr, 2011) to promoting community participation (Dutta- 
Bergman, 2003). The best evidence of social marketing effectiveness comes from 
media campaign evaluations, typically studies of large mass media campaigns 
or laboratory experiments where messages are tested under controlled condi-
tions (Snyder & Hamilton, 2002; Evans, Uhrig, et al., 2009). Recently, however, 
mobile phones, social media, and other new technologies have been studied for 
behavior change as well (Abroms, Padmanabhan, & Evans, 2012).

Recent evidence reviews indicate that social marketing through mass 
media is effective in changing health behaviors on a population level. In ge-
neral, these studies show that social marketing has been effective in changing 
health behavior (e.g., those related to smoking, physical activity, and condom 
use) and behavioral mediators, such as knowledge, attitudes, and beliefs re-
lated to these behaviors. However, most of these studies have shown effect 
sizes of less than 10% (Snyder & Hamilton, 2002).

In their widely cited study of 48 US social marketing campaigns based on 
mass media, Snyder and Hamilton (2002) found that the average campaign 
accounted for about 9% of the variation in health risk behavior outcomes 
but with heterogeneous results. A study of 17 recent European media cam-
paigns on a range of topics, including promotion of HIV testing, myocardial 
infarction admissions, immunizations, and cancer screenings, found similar 
effects in the range of 5% to 10% (Grilli, Ramsay, & Minozzi, 2002). Evans 
(2006) points out that single-  or few- time behaviors can be easier to pro-
mote than behavior requiring repetition and maintenance over time. Some 
behaviors that do not require long- term maintenance, such as vitamin A pro-
motion and switching to 1% milk, have shown greater effect sizes and gener-
ally appear to have higher rates of success (Hornik, 1997; Reger, Wootan, & 

 


