
OPINION/MARKET RESEARCH

Description
The best way to know where the pub-
lic stands on a project or policy is to 
ask them. Opinion/market research 
uses a variety of techniques, both 
qualitative and quantitative, to assess 
public opinion. These techniques can 
include opinion polls, focus groups, 
and interviews. These techniques 
denote the opinions of an entire pop-
ulation by measuring the opinion of a 
small and significant sample. 

Public engagement in a transporta-
tion project or for broader policies 
requires a complete understanding of 
the opinions of all citizens affected by 
the project or proposed policy. Before 
the public supports a transportation 
improvement project or policy, people 
want assurance that:

• The project/policy is needed.

• The project/policy represents the 
best available option.

• The responsible agency will spend 
money wisely and effectively.

• The project/policy directly benefits 
them and is worth the cost.

Focus groups go beyond a reading 
of what people think to gain a better 
understanding of why they believe as 
they do.

Target Market
Public opinion research is useful to 
understand both what people’s opin-
ions are and why they may have those 
opinions. The first is accomplished 
through quantitative research such as 
polling. The second is more qualitative 
in nature and can be achieved through 
focus groups or interviews. Market 
research can help an agency connect 
issues to specific groups. Also, opin-
ion research can serve as before/after 
studies or a snapshot in time, or can 
show how opinions have changed. 
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Texas: In 2014, Texas A&M 
Transportation Institute researchers 
conducted focus groups to test 
various outreach and education 
materials. Research had shown 
that the public lacks knowledge 
about transportation funding. By 
conducting in-depth focus groups, 
researchers were able to create 
messages that built awareness and 
elicited greater interest in transpor-
tation funding among the public.

How Will This Help?
• Offers insight that will help 

agencies shape messages and 
determine specific engagement 
and communication methods.

• Identifies any beliefs, concerns, 
support, or opposition of the 
audience.

• Provides information that can 
correct misinformation.

Implementation Issues
Conducting public opinion research can 
be time-consuming and expensive.  For 
example, an agency may be required 
to engage a subcontractor to conduct 
a telephone poll and it may take several 
weeks to reach the appropriate sam-
ple size.  Focus groups require a great 
deal of logistical support and require an 
experienced facilitator to conduct.
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OPINION RESEARCH ON THE SPECTRUM OF PUBLIC ENGAGEMENT

Figure 1. Spectrum of Public Engagement (Source: IAP2)
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