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  magine you are one week from fielding a set of
focus groups and you are short recruits. You
need 12 mature women who prefer to drink high-
end tequila. Traditional methods of recruiting
from email lists and recruiter databases have
failed to bring in the recruits that are needed to
fully satisfy the project specs. However, your
recruiter mentions that a social media campaign
may help you bring in those final elusive
research respondents. You have tried social
media recruitment in the past with little success,
but you are told there is now one major
difference that actually makes social media a
viable recruiting option: AI.

Artificial Intelligence seems to be the thoroughly
talked about topic across several industries,
including qualitative market research. For
example, qualitative researchers are now using
transcription tools with built-in AI analytical
capabilities that can detect themes and
sentiment within a set of focus group transcripts,
which has dramatically changed the how and
when of the delivery of qualitative research
reporting. And while much attention has been
given to AI’s data analysis capabilities, AI’s uses
are constantly evolving.

Qualitative researchers are now leveraging AI
for its ability to reach and recruit targeted sets of
people, or audiences, through social media
marketing campaigns as a source for attracting
and recruiting participants for qualitative
research projects. Social media ads are one of
the first adopters of AI, using it to both create the
ads as well as target audiences. However,
marketing and recruiting firms can be challenged
in creating and running effective social media
ads as a tactic to attract the right qualitative
research recruits.

Case Study: Respondents Needed for a
Company Producing a High-End Tequila

A brand-new business was planning to produce
an expensive tequila but needed to better
understand their target consumer before
developing and bringing their product to market.
This client came to us with a challenge; they had
just one week to recruit for an exploratory study.
The ideal participants were U.S.-based men and
women, who were high-income earners and
enthusiastic consumers of high-end tequila. The
goal was to recruit 12 qualified respondents who
currently drink high-end tequila. 

QRCA VIEWS  www.qrcaviews.org MAY 2026

Leveraging AI to Recruit Qualitative Research Respondents 2

I

This case study shows how social media ads
are a powerful way to reach the exact recruits
needed for qualitative market research projects.
Instead of relying solely on utilizing recruiter
databases or email lists, recruiting via social
media ad campaigns allows you to target your
desired audience efficiently.

The Result
12 qualified participants were recruited
within six hours!

Images that are representative of the
respondent you are trying to reach are most
effective. It is imperative that the content
above the graphic, on the graphic itself, as
well as the headline below the graphic,
speaks directly to your preferred respondent.



AI-driven social campaigns open
up new possibilities for attracting
like-minded, relevant, and hard-
to-reach consumers in less time
compared to traditional
recruitment methods.”

Advantages of Using AI-enabled Social
Media Campaigns for Market Research
Recruiting

Traditional recruitment methods—phone
recruiting from email lists and recruiting firm
databases—still have their place. But they also
come with limitations: they’re often limited in
reach, and time-consuming. AI-driven social
campaigns open up new possibilities for
attracting like-minded, relevant, and hard-to-
reach consumers in less time compared to
traditional recruitment methods.

Here’s why we believe AI-driven social-media
advertising can work well for qualitative research
projects:

within the ad and draw on the AI knowledge of
which headline and copy combinations potential
research participants are likely to actually
respond to.

How to Build an Effective Campaign

The challenge in building an effective campaign
is knowing how to harness the power of AI to
produce the desired results: recruiting the exact
people needed for a qualitative research project.
How researchers use the AI ad tool determines
whether they are able to motivate potential
respondents—essentially, it’s all about
engagement. Researchers must engage social
media users in the social media recruitment ad
enough to be interested in participating in the
study. 

Social media platforms have algorithms that
determine which ad content is likely to be the
most motivating. There are 20+ criteria in social-
media ads that ad platforms look for, and the
ones containing the most criteria get the best
results. These criteria are critical to successful
performance of social media ad recruitment
campaigns. The more criteria you meet, the
lower the cost-per-click will be and the higher
engagement rate will be (calculated by taking
the total engagements, such as clicks, video
views, shares, etc., and dividing by the total ad
views). Typical engagement rates on Meta
channels, for example, are just 0.05 percent, so
increasing that number significantly increases
the likelihood of a recruitment ad stopping the
scroll and enticing the user to click through to
the screener.
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1.Cost Efficiency with Respondent
Targeting

AI allows researchers to define very specific
audience criteria. Recruitment via targeted ad
spending is directed toward users who best
match the exact recruitment criteria, thus
reducing waste. For example, AI ads can zero
in on individuals who have purchased tequila,
and more specifically, high-end tequila
brands.

2.Wide Reach

AI-powered ad platforms can be enabled to
find specific respondents across multiple
social media platforms simultaneously. For
example, you can target individuals on major
social platforms such as Facebook, LinkedIn,
Messenger, and Instagram, plus also reach
across 47,000 online media and entertainment
platforms including sites such as Oprah, CNN,
Chicago Tribune, NFL, Univision, plus apps
like Candy Crush, Wordle, and thousands
more. This reach is especially helpful when
trying to find low-incidence populations or
unique psychographics that traditional
recruiting lists struggle to deliver.

3.Tailored Content that Converts

AI can suggest copy variations, recommend
images and designs, and even generate
visuals from text prompts. AI tools can
generate headlines and content variations



Here are a few important guidelines to use when ads are created to meet some of the criteria. Note
that this information was obtained directly from Facebook & LinkedIn.
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To reach the correct
respondent group,
careful attention
should be made to the
audience targeting.
Targeting a broad
luxury alcohol
audience, for
example, may help
gather a large pool of
potential respondents,
but targeting a smaller
set of high-end tequila
drinkers will get you
the right people at the
smallest possible ad
spend. And when you
need to narrow the
audience even further
—for example, the
client now wants to
reach only male high-
end tequila drinkers—
you can easily edit the
target audience
criteria on the ad
platforms.

Ad images are the
most important part of
an ad—people scroll
past most items they
see on social media,
so you must have an
eye-catching graphic
to “stop the scroll.”
Images that are
representative of the
respondent you are
trying to reach are
most effective, noting
that images with
people are preferred
by AI over images
without people. 

For example, a
picture of a modern,
cut-crystal glass filled
with liquid may appeal
to many people, but
may not attract the
high-end drinkers you
need for the research
study. In contrast, a
close-up image of a
beautiful couple
toasting with those
glasses in a high-end
living room may
appeal to a smaller
set of people that are
more closely aligned
to the type of
respondent you need.
Besides having the
right visual content,
ads need the right
technical specs: sized
correctly, not overly
text-heavy, and a
well-lit composition
with bright colors, for
example. 

It is imperative that
the content above the
graphic, on the
graphic itself, as well
as the headline below
the graphic, speaks
directly to your target
respondent. 

For example, if you
are looking for high-
end tequila drinkers,
use the word “Luxury
Tequila” within the
content, on the
graphic, and in the
headline below the
graphic. Hashtags
should be kept to a
minimum, relevant
and specific to the
type of respondent the
researcher is looking
for. When using
Facebook, for
example, just one
hashtag is currently
preferred, versus the
3-7 that Facebook
previously preferred.

An ad form (what the
respondent sees
after clicking on the
ad) can be used to
pre-screen
respondents. Our
experience has
shown us that more
than three questions
on a form starts to
limit the number of
completions. If it’s
not possible to have
just three questions,
it is important to
keep the form as
short and concise as
possible.
Approximately 70
percent of people
will see the ad on
their smartphone, so
fewer questions on 
a form is better
optimized for the
screen size and
time/effort required
to fill it out on a
smartphone. And
because people may
question the
authenticity of a form
shown to them via
social media (due to
the increasing
number of phishing
& fraud scams), it is
important to have
details about the
company collecting
the information (if
your client allows it),
as well as contact
information so the
respondent trusts
the site.

1.Audience
Building

2.Graphics 3.Ad Copy and
Placement

4.Using an Ad
Form as a
Screener
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Know When NOT to Use AI

Most major social platforms have now launched
campaign builders where you let the platform
choose all the targeting criteria for you. The AI is
supposed to read the content and graphic and
show the ad to those it thinks will respond the
best. On Facebook, these are called
Advantage+ campaigns and on LinkedIn, these
are called Accelerate campaigns. Although
these ads are supposed to be more effective
than those targeted by humans, our experience
has found this not to be the case. In
conversations with other marketing firms, we’ve
seen the AI blow through thousands of dollars in
an ad campaign in just a couple days, not even
reaching the right people. We have tested them
ourselves and have found that the targeting
tends to go much outside the narrow audience
that should be seeing the ads. 
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Final Thoughts: A New Frontier for
Qualitative Recruiting

To develop effective social media marketing
campaigns for recruiting qualitative research
respondents, the campaign needs to be custom-
built. Finding the right people to talk to is half the
battle and AI-enhanced social media makes it
faster, easier, and more precise. But success
depends on more than just tools. It requires:

   A deep understanding of social platforms,‌
    Cutting-edge creative that speaks directly to‌ ‌
    the target audience‌
    A team that knows when to use AI and‌  ‌
    when not to use AI.‌  

Following these guidelines and finding an
experienced, social media marketing partner can
help researchers bring in the right people for
their studies. With this approach, the question
isn’t whether AI can support qualitative
recruitment; the question is: how will you use it
to make your next qualitative recruit a greater
success?
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conversion-focused website design, with results that consistently outperform other agencies. SC
clients benefit from a low cost-per-click and a high engagement rate, which combine to drive
brand awareness and sales. Her methods bridge the gap between social media's vast reach and
the precise targeting needed to connect with hard-to-find audiences.
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