
Center for Communication Science

Research. Design. Deliver.



People are at the core of our work. They seek, share, and use information to make key 
life decisions. We research people’s behavior, along with the many factors  
that influence it. We then apply what we learn and draw on 
behavior change theories and social marketing principles 
to design and deliver communication programs that 
capture attention, promote better decision-making, 
and motivate behavior change. And we don’t stop 
there. We use advanced research methods to 
evaluate whether the communication was effective.

We design and conduct:

Our practice areas include:

•	 Public Health and Health Care
•	 Financial literacy
•	 Education
•	 Social justice
•	 Energy and the Environment

                   The Art and Science of 
  Effective  

Communication

DESIGN DELIVER

RESEARCH

•	 Formative Research Studies

•	 Insight Gathering 

•	 Audience Segmentation 

•	 Pre-testing and Pilot Testing

•	 Randomized Experiments  

•	 Media Measurement and Monitoring 

•	 Process and Outcome Evaluation 



RESEARCH
Our clients come to us to help define a problem, identify the root causes of a problem, determine how communication can address the problem, evaluate 
whether the communication was implemented as intended and resulted in meaningful changes to key outcomes.  From there, we recommend how the 
communication can be enhanced for future impact.

Engaging New Moms Using Human-Centered Design Principles 

To encourage new and expecting North Carolina parents to enroll in voluntary newborn screening, we 
used an iterative, formative research approach to develop our outreach and recruitment strategy. We 
began with a qualitative journey-mapping exercise to inform the development of draft outreach ads. 
Then, we quantitatively tested receptivity of the ad elements prior to widespread dissemination as part of 
the Early Check campaign.

Investigating Risk Communication in Prescription Drug Advertising 

Can comparisons made in direct-to-consumer prescription drug advertising influence consumers? In 
an online study of 8,000 people that featured hypothetical drugs and realistic ads created for the study, 
we worked with the U.S. Food and Drug Administration to investigate how comparative claims can 
sometimes mislead consumers about the efficacy and risk of prescription drugs.

Measuring a Campaign’s Impact on Behavior Change

In the year prior to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention’s (CDC’s) Testing Makes Us Stronger 
campaign, HIV tests among black gay and bisexual men in the six implementation cities decreased by 
nearly 35 per month. After the campaign launch, our evaluation found that the number of tests among 
black gay and bisexual men in the same cities increased by more than 6 per month, reversing the 
previous downward trend.
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DESIGN
Our clients come to us to develop communications that resonate with people 
and motivate them to make informed decisions or change their behavior. Our 
evidence-based solutions help create accessible, engaging communication 
materials perfectly tailored to your audience and your goals.

g
                        A Multidisciplinary   Team of
Thought Leaders

RESEARCH

DESIGN DELIVER

We offer:

•	 Branding, Creative, and Content Strategy 
•	 Message and Materials Development
•	 Website, App, and Digital Product Development 
•	 Usability Testing and Prototyping
•	 Virtual Reality Solutions 



Enhancing Patient-Provider Communication for Tailored HIV Care

CDC and RTI International collaborated to develop Positive Health Check–a highly tailored, video-based 
interactive intervention to help people with HIV achieve better clinical outcomes through improved 
communication with their health care provider. We engaged a diverse group of patients and clinicians during 
the development of the intervention content and structure.  Patients used a tablet to access Positive Health 
Check with minimal assistance from staff members, making it ideal for use in a variety of clinical settings.

Leveraging Digital Communication in India

To help public health organizations in India better engage communities online, we created a free Digital 
Health Communication Toolkit. The toolkit, which was awarded “Best Training Material” by the American 
Public Health Association, includes best practices for digital media through a public health lens, along 
with case studies and recommendations for effective message development. To disseminate and test the 
toolkit with public health organizations, we hosted a 1-day workshop in New Delhi that included interactive 
sessions and design-thinking activities to address some of India’s greatest public health challenges.

Empowering 150+ Organizations for Pregnancy Prevention

Our team adopted a user-centered design approach to create an interactive tool that helps Adolescent 
Pregnancy Prevention grantees increase the visibility of their programs. The Studio, funded by the Family 
and Youth Services Bureau, received a 2017 Digital Health Award. The proprietary tool allows grantees to 
customize and add their organization’s logo to client-approved web badges, tip sheets, and infographics. 
The tool is part of The Exchange, a website our team created that includes user research, content 
development, branding, prototyping, and testing.

                        A Multidisciplinary   Team of
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Customize Materials + Promote Your Program = Increase Your Impact 

THE EXCHANGE   STUDIO

2.  Format1.  Welcome 3.  Customize 4.  Download

A Web badge is a small image used on websites to 
promote a resource, event, or cause. Customize your 
own Web badge by selecting the message and 
call-to-action and then adding your own logo. Add the 
Web badge to your website, blog, or social media 
profile to support health observances and convey your 
commitment to adolescent pregnancy prevention and 
positive youth development. 

Disclaimer: We cannot guarantee that the materials you create will be accessible to all users to learn about how you can make your 
materials Section 508-compliance and accessible, visit HHS

Infographic 
About Your Grant

Infographics 
on APP Topics

Web Badges

Click "Next" to continue with this format. Click "Back" to select a different format.

Tip Sheets 
on APP Topics

Select your format:

NextBack

Customize Materials + Promote Your Program = Increase Your Impact 

THE EXCHANGE   STUDIO

FOR THE FUTURE

PREPARE YOUTH

Promote 
Positive Youth 
Development

Get Started

Your logo here

FOR THE FUTURE

PREPARE YOUTH

Take Teen 
Pregnancy 

Prevention to 
the Next Level

Join Us

Your logo here

FOR THE FUTURE

PREPARE YOUTH

Help 
Adolescents 
Avoid Sexual 

Risks
Find Out How

Your logo here
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Resources
Data and Policy on Runaway and Homeless Youth

Runaway and Homeless Youth: Demographics  
and Programs
A.L. Fernandes-Alcantara, Congressional Research 
Service Report: RL33785
www.fas.org/sgp/crs/misc/RL33785.pdf 

An Emerging Framework for Ending Unaccompanied 
Youth Homelessness
National Alliance to End Homelessness. 
www.endhomelessness.org/pages/youth_overview

Street Outreach Program Data Collection Study Final 
Report, 2016 
Administration on Children, Youth and Families 
www.acf.hhs.gov/fysb/resource/street-outreach-
program-data-collection-study  

Runaway and Homeless Youth and Sexual Health

Issue Brief: Consequences of Youth Homelessness
National Network for Youth 
www.nn4youth.org/wp-content/uploads/IssueBrief_ 
Youth_Homelessness.pdf

Issue Brief: Pregnant and Parenting Homeless Youth
National Network for Youth 
www.nn4youth.org/wp-content/uploads/IuuseBrief_
Pregnancy-and-Parenting-2007_2010ish.pdf 

Working with Youth Who Have Experienced Trauma

Complex Trauma: Facts for Services Providers Working 
with Homeless Youth and Young Adults
The National Child Traumatic Stress Network

Linking the Roads: Working with Youth Who Experience 
Homelessness & Sexual Violence
National Sexual Violence Resource Center 
www.nsvrc.org/publications/nsvrc-publications-
guides/linking-roads-working-youth-who-experience-
homelessness  

Runaway and Homeless Youth who are LGBTQ

Seeking Shelter: the Experiences and Unmet Needs of 
LGBT Homeless Youth
A. Cray, K. Miller, & L.E. Durso
www.americanprogress.org/wp-content/
uploads/2013/09/LGBTHomelessYouth.pdf 

Lesbian Gay, Bisexual and Transgender Youth: An 
Epidemic of Homelessness
N. Ray
www.thetaskforce.org/static_html/downloads/
HomelessYouth.pdf

This tip sheet was developed by ETR, a subcontractor to RTI International under contract #HHSP233200951WC Task 3 with the U.S. Department of 
Health and Human Services, Administration on Children, Youth and Families, Family and Youth Services Bureau.

Adolescent Pregnancy Prevention for Runaway and Homeless Youth

23.4 months is the average length
of time RHY have been homeless in 
their lives.1

6 months is the average length of
homelessness, 

among those who were homeless 
more than once.1

20%–40% of all RHY 
identify as lesbian, 
gay, bisexual, trans-
gender, or queer 
(LGBTQ).2

RHY have higher rates of sexual 
risk behaviors and outcomes:

95% of RHY are 
sexually active.3

Almost half of female RHY have 
been pregnant at some point in 
their lifetime.1 

1in 5 RHY have had a
sexually transmitted infection.4

RHY are more likely to have 
experienced sexual violence:

30% of RHY report 
histories of sexual 
abuse.1

1 in 4 RHY have exchanged sex
for money, shelter, food, or drugs.1

This is 3x more likely to be true for 
LGBTQ youth who are homeless.5

1 Help RHY meet their immediate physical and 
emotional needs. Prepare a list of resources for 

services, including access to sexual health resources.

2 Establish connections with youth-
friendly organizations that provide 

sexual, mental, and/or physical health 
services. RHY may have a distrust of 

neglect. Know which referrals are youth-
friendly and prepare youth for what to expect.

3 Create safe spaces to discuss 
gender and sexuality. RHY may 

have left their homes because they were not 
safe to express their identities. Ensure that 
programs and spaces are inclusive of sexual 
orientation, gender identity, culture, and 
language.

4 Educate yourself and your 
team on the impacts of trauma. 

Consider how your APP program may trigger 
past experiences of sexual, emotional, or 
physical abuse and establish a plan for 

supporting youth when they are triggered.

5 Use positive youth development 
strategies to help RHY develop 

and strengthen their skills. A strengths-
based, trauma-informed approach promotes 
healthy behavior by focusing on youth assets 
and increasing access to support systems.

6 Be available and patient! RHY may 

more time to learn new skills. Focus on positive 
steps and changes (big or small) and create an 
environment of safety, trust, and support.

What can you do to support runaway and homeless
youth in adolescent pregnancy prevention (APP)
programs and services?

Among a sample of runaway and 
homeless youth (RHY) ages 14 to 21:
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DELIVER
Our clients come to us to identify and harness networks and tools to effectively and impactfully reach, engage, and motivate priority audiences to act.  
We leverage traditional and digital media to implement influential communication strategies and tactics.

            Actionable Strategies  for
  Meaningful  

            Changeg

RESEARCH

DESIGN DELIVER

We implement:

•	 Behavior Change Interventions 
•	 Decision Support Tools
•	 Integrated Marketing Campaigns 
•	 Strategic Communication 
•	 Broadcast, Print, Digital, and  

	 Social Media Placement 
•	 Training and Technical Assistance 
•	 Audience Engagement and Outreach 
•	 Knowledge Translation



THIS IS HOW WE #STOPZIKA

helpstopzika.orgOCTOBER 2016

SOCIAL MEDIA TOOLKIT: 

detenelzika.org

Digital Tools to Support Financial Decision-Making

We translated a research report with over 500,000 data points into the interactive and mobile-friendly 
Our Money Needs Calculator for the United Way of North Carolina, earning their 2018 Spirit of North 
Carolina award. The calculator helps families understand whether they earn enough money to make 
ends meet. The free, confidential tool links people to tips and resources and is accompanied by the  
Let’s Talk Money: A Family Guide, which encourages families to engage in routine “money talks.”

Addressing Emerging Health Outbreaks

Responding to the Zika outbreak in Puerto Rico, we developed a comprehensive behavior change 
campaign aimed at protecting pregnant women from the virus.  Campaign messages highlight specific 
actions pregnant women, their partners, family, friends, and community members can take to stop the 
spread of Zika.  To reach the campaign’s key audiences, we used an integrated marketing approach 
involving broadcast, print, digital and social media, and community outreach.

Bringing Social Science to Everyday Life

Each week, public radio station WNCU broadcasts The Measure of Everyday Life with support and  
staffing from RTI International. Listeners in more than 80 countries around the globe have downloaded 
the show. Featuring interviews with researchers, practitioners, and journalists, the show highlights the 
potential for research to improve many aspects of everyday life, from relationships to public health to 
education.
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Contact Us
Jennifer D. Uhrig, PhD
Director, Center for Communication Science
uhrig@rti.org
+1.919.316.3311

Megan A. Lewis, PhD
Director, Patient and Family Engagement Research Program
melewis@rti.org
+1.206.268.3613

Jon A. Poehlman, PhD
Director, Social Marketing and Communication Strategy Program
jpoehlman@rti.org 
+1.919.541.7068

Brian G. Southwell, PhD
Director, Science in the Public Sphere Program
bsouthwell@rti.org 
+1.919.541.8037

RTI International 
3040 E. Cornwallis Road  
PO Box 12194 
Research Triangle Park, NC  
27709-2194 USA

www.rti.org

RTI International is an independent, nonprofit research institute dedicated to improving the human condition. Clients 
rely on us to answer questions that demand an objective and multidisciplinary approach—one that integrates expertise 
across the social and laboratory sciences, engineering, and international development. We believe in the promise of 
science, and we are inspired every day to deliver on that promise for the good of people, communities, and businesses 
around the world. For more information, visit www.rti.org.

RTI International is a registered trademark and a trade name of Research Triangle Institute. The RTI logo is a registered 
trademark of Research Triangle Institute. 
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