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Defining Measurement in Public Relations 
 
Although measurement has become a bit of a buzzword, the use of the 
term is not always clear. Usually, when people talk about measurement, 
they�re looking for some kind of indicator of the return on investment 
(ROI). In fact, sometimes the terms �ROI� and �measurement� are used 
interchangeably. In its simplest sense, measurement is demonstrating that 
what was done had some tangible result. That result could be expressed 
in dollars, exposure, or behavior�whatever indicates or proves that the 
objectives were met. 
 
A lot of our clients, as well as others, are talking about measurement 
tools. By and large, the public relations business has been based on 
output�measuring the delivered coverage based on the distribution of 
some news program or special event. And, somehow, we felt we could 
translate coverage into cost benefit because exposure was essentially 
generated for free. Furthermore, advertising is thought to have less 
credibility and multiplying the coverage by some factor accounts for that 
credibility difference. All of these approaches, however, still focus on 
output. The �science� of measurement is heading toward examining 
measures around outcomes such as increased sales, reduced turnover, or 
attendance at an event. Instead of just measuring exposure, the charge 
now is to look at what in fact happened as a result of the exposure. 
 
Advertisers, for the most part, base their cost analysis on the delivered 
coverage and translate that into a cost-per-thousand number. They say, 
for this amount of money, we reached this many thousands of people, 
which sounds great but doesn�t mean much. To say you reached x 
number of people ignores the response to that advertising. And that�s the 
challenge: trying to link a stimulus, such as news releases or publicity, to 
a response. The fact is the variables we deal with are not easy to isolate. 
In other words, if you become aware of some product or event and you 
start to see it in different places, you really can�t say whether you saw it 
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on a Web site, in a news story, or in an ad, or if somebody at work told 
you about it. The media and the interaction between them is complex. 
While mass media�daily newspapers, magazines, and television�are 
ways that people first become aware of things, in other instances we still 
can�t differentiate between PR and advertising. Remembering that, we 
rely on all kinds of formulas, software, and methodologies that report 
results using indexes, impressions, and cost-per-thousands.  
 
Finding effective measurement tools provides many benefits, the most 
important of which is to set up a higher expectation and probability of 
success. Such tools, in other words, keep the focus on the components 
and efforts that produce the results. The second benefit is more effective 
allocation of resources since the tools we have help narrow the focus. 
This allows us to apply resources to the efforts that provide the highest 
payoffs. 
 
 
Investing in PR Measurement and Evaluation 
 
If a company is going to invest in measuring and evaluating its PR 
coverage, however, it really needs to invest enough to make it 
worthwhile. What�s enough? I don�t know if it should be 5 or 10 percent 
of the total budget, but it needs to have a measurement component at the 
back end. If, on the other hand, you�re outsourcing the media coverage 
analysis, the charge could be anywhere from $300 a month and up. For a 
single product launch or a specific campaign, the expense really depends 
on the size of the project. When we launched Berry Burst Cheerios, for 
example, the back-end media analysis was significant�more than 
$5000, and probably closer to $50,000. But even simple follow-up 
surveys or bounce-backs from customers or other target audiences can be 
done fairly cheaply, probably for $10,000 or $20,000. 
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If you�re going to do it, you need to do it all the way. Often, success is 
measured by things just seeming to go well, or everybody having a good 
time, or the CEO really liking it. My opinion is that the measurement of 
success needs to run deeper than that. 
 
 
Getting Started 
 
An organization looking to establish effective PR measurement tools 
needs to start at the beginning, which means being clear and specific 
about expectations and accomplishments. Second, make sure that 
everything going into the program, intuitively if by no other means, is 
within the context of those objectives. Make sure the connection is clear 
between what you�re trying to accomplish and the recommendations.  
 
The third step involves two parallel ideas. First, do the things that your 
management traditionally finds valuable. So, if you hear a speaker who 
says that categorizing and analyzing media to the nth degree is pointless, 
but you work for a management team that thinks it�s the greatest, I�d 
recommend still doing those things. But find value in them. Second, 
experiment with or explore some type of post-campaign surveys or data 
collection that links the program to the outcome.  
 
Finally, don�t stop at the end of the campaign. Roll all of the data up so 
that you�re always looking at and fine-tuning key indicators, with the 
objective to identify the five or six variables that really make a difference 
in your organization.  
 
 
Specifying Objectives and Setting Goals 
 
I contend that the whole measurement continuum begins with being clear 
on what the expected results are, which most of us fail to define. We may 
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have some objectives that say things like �increase awareness,� or 
�increase credibility,� but we don�t add how we would know if 
awareness increased or by how much it should increase and what would 
happen if it did. The most effective tools or methods are those that 
clearly define the expected results. 
 
For example, our firm does some work with packaged foods in the 
consumer markets. The package foods and consumer electronics retailing 
industries are familiar with how to measure advertising and, therefore, 
have clear targets that focus on the exposure. We have sophisticated tools 
designed not only to measure aggregate exposure, but to break that down 
into demographics and different media channels, which is important to 
the senior managers in those companies. A leap of faith is still required, 
but presumably, we all buy the premise that more exposure is better. We 
also presume the more people we reach, the more likely they will be to 
shop at our store and buy our product. We don�t really know if that�s 
true, however. But those measurements are effective and valuable for 
those companies trying to be smarter about their media coverage by 
placing more value on placements or exposure in some media than in 
others based on demographic profiles or other buyer attributes.  
 
Overall, however, the industry is moving toward measuring changes 
against a baseline. Isolating the variables, of course, is challenging, 
though there are actually formulas that purport to identify ROI by 
looking at aggregate sales increases and coming up with an estimated 
contribution that�s usually lower than we�d expect from PR. If I went to 
the sales force and asked, �Do you think the marketing communications 
support we�re giving you contributes nothing to your sales, or everything 
to your sales, 0-100,� they will tell you it�s somewhere in between. The 
assumption that it does contribute something suggests that you could 
estimate, for example, that 10 percent of the sales boost attributed to the 
PR support. Then you divide the 10 percent of the sales by the 
investment (e.g., result divided by cost) to come up with Return on 
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Investment (ROI). Even if it was one percent, it�s a big number. And this 
gives you metrics for track progress. 
 
 
Presenting Measurement Evaluations 
 
Once a system is in place and some data has been gathered, we then 
present the measurement information in a format familiar to our 
management. Essentially, we�ve looked at how other disciplines have 
measured their results and adopted some of those formulas. We�re in a 
transition period, however, in which these results aren�t always enough 
because they don�t really get at the response to our investment and by 
themselves reflect the impact of other, uncontrolled variables. The results 
concentrate on how successfully the message got out, which is 
significant, but it isn�t everything. Most people in a corporation who are 
responsible for those kinds of results would expect something different 
than the number of impressions. The sorts of things they are looking for 
include being the sixth place brand in one year, being the market leader, 
or expecting a huge line at our door when the store opens. So they are 
concerned with behavior, while our measures, for the most part, look at 
the distribution of messages we put out there. This disconnect between 
familiar measures and meaningful results is the PR challenge. Many of 
the biggest names in PR research are hard at work bridging this gap.    
 
Of course, not everybody does it that way. Companies like Delahaye, 
Media Link, and K.D. Paine are analyzing media coverage more deeply, 
using all kinds of software. This enables you to be more certain about the 
media choices you target and understand their significance. 
 
As with anything, the longer you practice measurement, the smarter you 
are about it and the more you know what to look for. It�s like being a 
doctor who sees a hundred of the same cases before seeing the one that is 
different and saying, �Oh, now I can compare that to the others.� For the 
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most part, though, measurement is still a relatively new �science� in 
public relations. And of course some people continue to say, �Well, you 
can�t really measure PR.� 
 
 
After the Evaluation 
 
What a company does with its measurement data is important. The first 
step in data collection is being clear about your goals, then programming, 
measuring, and evaluating the results. Once you have the data, the most 
important thing is to apply the results to the future. In other words, 
analyze why the results were better than or worse than expected. Too 
many companies unfortunately say, �That�s done now, and we�re going 
to go on and just take up the next project without thinking about what we 
learned from that last one.� So applying the learning to future projects or 
to repeat the same campaign in a different format is the first 
consideration after the evaluation. 
 
Second, establish some kind of trend data. One of the reasons our 
industry doesn�t have a list of important variables is that we haven�t 
studied and measured long enough. It�s kind of like scientists figuring 
out what�s in outer space. Over time, just as in any industry, we will 
build performance measures. Just doing the measuring, whether surveys 
or awareness monitoring, will give the industry the opportunity to reduce 
the variables to, say, a half dozen, which will become the bellwether key 
indicators.  
 
Eventually we will get to the point where we can use measurement to 
gauge really clear results. The home-building company Centex Homes, 
for example, surveys its homebuyers on customer service, asking things 
like, �How satisfied were you with your salesman?� and �How satisfied 
were you with the construction or quality?� However, the only indicator 
on the survey that they track is �Would you recommend Centex Homes 
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to family or friends?� The reason this question is so important is that 
people don�t build homes every year or two. The average time between 
homes is seven years. So whether a customer would recommend them to 
someone else becomes the most meaningful indicator of a successful 
encounter. Every company can isolate one, two, or a handful of variables 
that really matter, such as market share, consumer preference, or sales. 
The variables will be different in each organization, but once you 
determine them, you can plug the variables into every program. 
 
The bottom line is this:  If we cannot demonstrate the contribution we 
make to achieving business goals, we will not have sufficient budget or 
staff to support the organizations we represent and make them 
successful. Instead of lamenting that PR cannot be measured, we must 
continue to search for the measures (results and outcomes) that matter 
and use them to better understand how communication contributes. It is 
naïve to think there is a linear cause-effect correlation between 
communication delivered through PR and sales results�just as that�s not 
the case with advertising. But the companies that set meaningful goals 
and understand not only how to measure and report results, but apply 
them year over year, will be among the most successful companies in 
corporate America. 
 
 
David Kistle is well known and respected in the public relations and 
communications industry. His work has received numerous awards from 
the International Association of Business Communicators (IABC) and the 
Public Relations Society of America. Mr. Kistle is the 2004-2005  
chairman of IABC which represents 13,000 communicators around the 
globe. In 2002 he was chairman of the IABC Research Foundation. He is 
also serves on the faculty of the University of Minnesota School of 
Journalism and Mass Communication (Minneapolis) and Webster 
University (St. Louis) as adjunct professor. 
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In addition to these achievements, Mr. Kistle has built a solid reputation 
by fusing twenty-five years of experience into an incomparable 
understanding of communication research, public opinion, strategic 
planning and organizational development. Today, he heads up the 
Padilla Speer Beardsley (PSB) research practice and works in all areas 
of the firm � consumer, health care, technology, public affairs and 
employee communication. His experience includes work with merger and 
acquisition, workforce reduction and integration, site closing, change 
management, and labor relations.  
 
The scope of Mr. Kistle�s work is diverse. His recent efforts span from a 
community-based nonprofit to a multi-national manufacturer operating 
in fifteen countries across five continents. The rest of his experience 
follows suit. Besides education and manufacturing, he has counseled 
clients in healthcare, consumer products, financial services, gas and 
electric utilities, and nonprofit organizations. 
 
Mr. Kistle graduated from the University of Minnesota with a bachelor's 
degree in journalism. He also holds a master's degree in advertising and 
marketing communication from the University of Illinois. 
 
An accredited member of IABC, Mr. Kistle is active in all levels of the 
organization. In addition to his current role as vice chair, he has served 
as president of IABC/Minnesota, a member of IABC�s Executive Board, 
and trustee and chair of the IABC Research Foundation. 
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Aspatore Books is the largest and most exclusive publisher of C-Level 
executives (CEO, CFO, CTO, CMO, Partner) from the world's most 
respected companies and law firms. Aspatore annually publishes a 
select group of C-Level executives from the Global 1,000, top 250 law 
firms (Partners & Chairs), and other leading companies of all sizes. C-
Level Business Intelligence�, as conceptualized and developed by 
Aspatore Books, provides professionals of all levels with proven 
business intelligence from industry insiders � direct and unfiltered insight 
from those who know it best � as opposed to third-party accounts offered 
by unknown authors and analysts. Aspatore Books is committed to 
publishing an innovative line of business and legal books, those which 
lay forth principles and offer insights that when employed, can have a 
direct financial impact on the reader's business objectives, whatever they 
may be. In essence, Aspatore publishes critical tools � need-to-read as 
opposed to nice-to-read books � for all business professionals. 
 

Inside the Minds 
The critically acclaimed Inside the Minds series provides readers of all 
levels with proven business intelligence from C-Level executives (CEO, 
CFO, CTO, CMO, Partner) from the world's most respected companies. 
Each chapter is comparable to a white paper or essay and is a future-
oriented look at where an industry/profession/topic is heading and the 
most important issues for future success. Each author has been carefully 
chosen through an exhaustive selection process by the Inside the Minds 
editorial board to write a chapter for this book. Inside the Minds was 
conceived in order to give readers actual insights into the leading minds 
of business executives worldwide. Because so few books or other 
publications are actually written by executives in industry, Inside the 
Minds presents an unprecedented look at various industries and 
professions never before available.  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 


