
D E L I V E R I N G  C L A R I T Y

A successful research project 
starts with a clear brief
A step-by-step guide on how to write an  
effective market research brief
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I N T R O D U C T I O N

CONTENTS

1. Business and 
research objectives 
What are you trying 
to achieve from the 
research and what 
questions do you need 
answered? 

2. The target research 
audience Who do you 
want to hear from? 

3. Research 
methodology What 
are the preferences 
and logistics for 
methodology? 

4. Reporting 
requirements 
What outputs are 
needed and who 
will be actioning the 
research? 

5. Timescale and 
budget Are there any 
important deadlines?

Over the years, we have been on the receiving 
end of thousands of research briefs, many 
excellent but some lacking in clarity and detail. A 
clear brief and articulation of the objectives will 
drive a project’s success, and we are often asked 
by clients: ‘What makes a good research brief?’ 

As part of our ‘Delivering Clarity’ series, we have 
written a short step-by-step guide of what goes 
into ‘an ideal brief’. While each research need is 
individual, there are some guiding principles. 

We hope you find our guide a useful tool.
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1. B U S I N E S S  A N D 
R E S E A R C H  O B J E C T I V E S

The distinguishing feature 
between the excellent 
and the not-so-excellent 
brief comes down to the 
clarity of: 

1. the business objective
2. research objectives 
3. the success criteria

So for both the clientside 
insight manager and 
the research agency, 
being totally clear at the 
outset is paramount to a 
project’s success.

The business objective 
is the overall business aim
A clear articulation of the overarching business and 
strategic objective will help researchers understand 
where the project fits in the overall company strategy 
and vision. For example, increase share of wallet by 
x%, position XYZ as a thought leader in xxx, attract 
x,000 new customers.

Research objectives are 
detailed questions of what needs 
to be answered by the research to 
meet the business objective
Clarity on what is already known versus knowledge 
gaps to be filled via research helps ensure the research 
avoids covering old ground and builds on what is 
already known.

The success criteria is defining 
how the research will be used
Defining what decisions will be taken on the back 
of the research provides an additional layer of 
information to help researchers design the most 
effective research programme to fulfil the objectives. 
It allows the agency to start focusing on achieving the 
outcomes from the start.

This can extend to:
• which business units will be impacted by the research  
• whether there are any constraints on action that can 

be taken as a result of the research (e.g. systems, 
regulation etc.)
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2. T H E  TA R G E T 
R E S E A R C H  A U D I E N C E

The business and research 
objectives will go a long 
way to helping identify 
who the target research 
audience should be. 

However, it is useful to 
include a section in the 
briefing document to 
more precisely define 
whose opinion you wish to 
canvass, any segmentation 
required and, if known, 
any information on the 
size and structure of the 
target research audience.

Who 
is the target research audience?
For example:
• Existing customers
• Lapsed customers
• Enquirers
• Intermediaries 
• Opinion leaders
• Employees

Are there any 
qualifying criteria? 
For example:
• Existing customers who have been in contact in past 

12 months
• People who hold or are considering a certain product

Where is the sample going to be 
sourced from?
For example:
• Client provided lists
• Free find/ agency sourced 
• Publicly available sources

Will there be any 
sub groups? 
For example:
• Demographics
• Length of tenure
• Spend/customer value 
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3. R E S E A R C H 
M E T H O D O L O G Y 

In this section, it is useful 
to understand any client 
preferences or any factors 
that could impact the 
recommended approach. 

It’s the agency’s job to 
make a recommendation 
of the most suitable 
methods and often the 
research objectives or the 
target research audience 
point to a certain type of 
research.

Is it to understand, 
evaluate or explore 
(more qualitative 
objectives) or is it to 
measure, record 
or ascertain (more 
quantitative objectives)? 

Is there any 
stimulus 
material 

that needs to 
be shown? 

Do certain 
methodologies 
exclude segments 
of the target market 
(e.g. vulnerable customers 
not online)? 
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4. R E P O RT I N G  A N D 
F E E D B A C K  R E Q U I R E M E N T S 

Bringing the research 
findings to life for clients 
is absolutely key to 
the success of research 
– data that sits on a 
shelf and isn’t used is 
a waste of time and 
money. However, the 
agency needs to bring 
the research to life in 
a way that is usable 
and effective to the 
stakeholders. 

Detailing who is going to 
use the outputs, how they 
are going to use it, and 
when they are going to 
use it enables an agency 
to ensure deliverables and 
output are both timely 
and in a format fit for 
purpose.

Who are the stakeholders who 
will be using the research?
Internal users:
• e.g. function and role (operational, strategic, sales)

External users: 
• e.g. PR agencies, Ad agencies etc..? 

What are the 
reporting needs? 
Granular detail vs topline measures
• Dashboards
• Presentations
• Workshops
• Reports
• Infographics
• Videos 
• White papers/ round table events/ conferences

How frequently?
• Ongoing/ continuous
• Regular
• One-off

Is any topline or interim reporting needed? 
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5. T I M E S C A L E
A N D  B U D G E T

Specifying any real 
constraints that exist on 
timing (e.g. proposition 
launch dates, ad campaign 
going live etc.) ensures 
that the recommended 
research solution is 
achievable within given 
timing limitations. 

In our experience, clients 
vary in terms of how 
open they are with the 
budget – on the one hand 
there are clients who 
are reluctant to reveal 
budgets preferring to 
receive recommendations 
without budgetary 
constraints while on the 
other hand, some clients 
prefer to specify the 
exact budget to ensure 
any recommendations are 
affordable. 

An indication of budget is 
always helpful as it gives 
financial guidelines to 
design the best solution 
within the client’s means.

Be clear on timing contstraints

An indication of budget helps define 
the scale of the project
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