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A conversation with a prospect on a 
Zoom call last week got me thinking 
(yes, another Zoom call). I was talking 
to a Head of Communications at 
a large bricks-and-mortar fashion 
retailer. We discussed all of the issues 
that they are facing: the future of 
the high street, sustainability issues 
and the risk that their supply chain 
presents after the recent investigation 
into working conditions at Boohoo’s 
suppliers. The shift in retail from product 
to brand predates Covid-19 but it has 
been exacerbated this last year, and 
the need for a brand to be conscious 
– and uphold their reputation – is 
more important than ever. 

After the call I was daydreaming 
about the 00’s and the early 10’s. 
I was working on a retail portfolio 
and it was my role at the time to 
build measurement programs for 
my customers. I was lucky enough to 
walk up and down Oxford Street and 
build relationships with some really 
interesting and dynamic brands. At 
the time it was all about product PR. 

How do we get our products front of 
mind with our audience? How do we 
demonstrate to our business that we 
are doing this? It is no wonder that 
Advertising Value Equivalent (AVE) 
became the metric of the day, as it 
was easy to measure and it satisfied 
the need for a financial figure. 

I have been the first to demonize 
AVE, but at the time I recognized 
that it was an effective metric for 
product PR and pragmatically built 
measurement programs where it was 
one metric among others. There were 
times where this metric didn’t work, 
but overall it was a decent indication 
that products were placed in the right 
publications. At this time, companies 
were able to be a bit more inward-
facing, and the options for media 
monitoring and analysis supported 
that. Before artificial intelligence 
(AI), it was frankly too expensive to 
monitor and measure competitors or 
industry-wide issues and PR budgets 
have never supported it.
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A shift from product 
to brand, from 
measurement to insight, 
and away from AVE...

How times have changed! Product 
placement is still relevant but it is 
becoming secondary to brand. Brand 
in this sense is all about how people 
perceive my company, what their beliefs 
are around my company – about a 
company’s reputation. Last year I 
worked with a retailer who was right in 
the middle of a shift from product to 
brand when Covid-19 struck. Thankfully 
they didn’t buckle under that pressure 
and maintained their strategy, as it has 
become clear that their consumer is 
more conscious and expects the same 
from the brands it interacts with.

This represented an interesting 
challenge from a measurement 
perspective. How do I demonstrate this 
shift, especially when it is an internal 
strategy and the media coverage has 
not caught up? This needed to be 
an iterative process and we needed 
to build an insight program that 
demonstrated this shift - one that was 
outward-facing, proud of the direction 
the business was taking, learning from 
and understanding the issues that the 
industry was facing and reacting to 
global initiatives.

This creates a shift 
in mindset as now 
the question isn’t 
always “how can I 
demonstrate the 
effectiveness of 
the PR team?” but 
more “what insight 
do I need to make 
the PR team more 
effective?”
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So at the same time as companies 
were shifting from product to 
brand, I was shifting my focus from 
measurement to insight. Measurement 
will always have a place, just now 
within an overall insight framework. 
But what do I mean by “insight 
framework”?

A framework in this respect means 
everything that I want to track, how  
I track this and how I report on this. The 
framework here will allow us to track 
everything that impacts on reputation 
and take many variables into account. 
Using AI, I have been able to help our 
clients move away from the confines 
of budget to be able to support this. AI 
enables the elimination of blind spots, 
to have the visibility of everything 
that will impact on the reputation of 
brands. This creates a shift in mindset 
as now the question isn’t always “how 
can I demonstrate the effectiveness of 
the PR team?” but more “what insight 
do I need to make the PR team more 
effective?” Instead of looking at how to 
demonstrate the impact of a team, we 
can look at how to increase the impact 
of that team.

This has worked really well for my client. 
The percentage of issues and thought 
leadership-related coverage against 
product placement has grown in line 
with the strategy and journalists are 
starting to view the brand differently. 
I am also able to provide a program 
that gives real insight into emerging 
issues, what their competitors are 
doing and what topics are trending 
with which they might have an 
interest in getting involved. It’s a more 
risky strategy, but one that should 
ultimately pay off. 

As one client said to me, “In a 
competitive industry being a conscious 
brand can be the icing on the cake.” 
We are more likely to interact with 
brands that can demonstrate that 
they care about us, people they work 
with and the planet. An understanding 
of what your brand’s voice is on 
sustainability, diversity and inclusion 
and other issues that matter is integral 
to building into an insight program.

In a competitive 
industry being a 
conscious brand 
can be the icing 
on the cake.
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The shift from measurement to 
insight is in line with the shift 
from measuring outputs (like 
media coverage) to measuring 
impact. What impact is the way 
we communicate having on our 
overall business objectives? A 
good question to ask here is what 
business objectives we are hoping 
to support. If you are concerned 
about demonstrating a direct link 
between content and sales then this 
will impact the type of content you 
attempt to achieve. 

Product placement fits well here; 
it invariably includes a call to 
action and in lucky cases a link to 
your website. If you wish to nurture 
your prospects and customers 
through the marketing funnel with 
messages about the strength of 
your brand, this will also dictate 

your activity and your messaging. If 
you wish to change the perception 
of your business, you may want to 
send out messaging that speaks 
to specific issues. The point I am 
making here is that it is really 
important to understand how your 
PR and Comms strategy fits with 
your objectives and to measure 
your outputs in line with the overall 
business goals. 

With all this in mind, how should you 
set up an insight framework that 
captures all of these initiatives?  

All of this is only possible by using 
an AI-powered communications 
tool, giving you access to global 
media and making life easy for 
you and your team when it comes 
to gathering information and 
measuring your performance.
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Measurement still has a big role 
to play. It’s important to know that 
you are targeting your outreach 
correctly, that you understand the 
sentiment of your content, that 
you are gaining traction in the 
publications that matter to you and 
your audience. It’s good to measure 
this frequently - in some instances in 
real-time - so that you can react to 
potential issues and opportunities.

For instance, a restaurant chain 
launches a campaign to encourage 
more school leavers to join the food 
industry. The coverage has been low 
in volume but in all the right places. 
More importantly, the sentiment has 
been widely positive. How do you 
show the impact of this and how do 
you use this impact moving forward?

You need to understand the metrics 
that speak to your objectives and 
ignore everything else. For some 
clients, we build a quality score 
here. While often people think that 
quantity should be the goal, that is 
not always the case; a quality score 
will help to focus the PR function on 
the right things. Wrap measurement 
around all of your outputs and be 
accountable for it. 

For one client in the Telecom industry, 
we have built a direct correlation 
between a high-quality score and 
increased brand consideration 
among their competitors. 

Metrics are the 
measure but 
insight is meant 
to inform
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Metrics are the measure but insight 
is designed to inform. Think of 
competitor intelligence as less of a 
way to spy and more of a way to 
learn. What are they doing that 
works and how can we beat them 
at it? How can I demonstrate to my 
business that we are leading the 
debate on issues that matter to us 
and our consumers? The latter is a 
really important thing to understand.

I work with a number of consulting 
firms who need to understand if they 
are leading the debate on specific 
thought leadership issues. We help 
them track issues such as ESG, 
understanding if their messaging 
is gaining traction, what their 
competitors are doing well and where 
they can be more targeted in their 
outreach.

Understand how you are impacting 
on the perception of your business. 
This is a more difficult thing to 
do but it can be easily achieved 
by understanding the data you 
already have in your business. What 
impact does media content have 
on your NPS score, your employee 
satisfaction, your ability to hire the 
best talent, and brand consideration. 
Data sets from Google Analytics, 
existing NPS, digital polling and 
Glassdoor can inform this. Learn from 
how people perceive your business 
currently and allow this to inform your 
messaging and then track over time 
the difference this is making.

A bank may want to understand 
how their messaging in content is 
resonating with key stakeholders. 
Digital polling will help them 
understand this. The right questions 
in the polling will help them 
understand if the messaging is 
shifting the perception towards the 
bank in the desired way. Glassdoor 
ratings will help the bank understand 
if the messaging is resonating with 
employees and then this has a 
tangible impact on the ability to  
hire talent.

This graph shows coverage of Apple against key sustainability topics across a six-
month period. By tracking performance against ESG issues, companies can measure 
the impact of their messaging by interrogating the data and gain insight into how to 
increase the impact of their messaging.
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PR pros dialed in 
to insights, not just 
measurement
AI helps us gain access to data that was 
previously available but expensive and 
provided too late to make real strategic 
decisions. For the first time in my career, 
PR professionals are able to make data-
informed decisions and to advise their 
business accordingly. How to shift the way 
people perceive your brand, what messaging 
works to make people feel differently, what 
your business is doing to support this, what 
content is going to help our teams hire the 
best talent, what our competitors are doing 
that works, what is the most effective time to 
launch a campaign? This is a virtuous circle 
that starts with the right data. 

This is a completely different way of thinking 
about measurement. In fact, as I have said, 
measurement as a term doesn’t seem to do 
it justice anymore – we have to work towards 
gaining insight. A PR professional needs 
to learn a new skill, become a quasi-data 
scientist, learn how to read data, understand 
the implications for their business and have 
the confidence to act on it quickly. This is 
what it means to own an insight framework. 
Augmented, real-time decision-making, if 
used well and skillfully, will have a tangible 
impact on any business objective. 
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With Signal AI Dashboards, 
communications teams can 
bring all their measurement 
capabilities into one place and 
access a wider set of metrics 
that align with your business’ 
goals. You have an instant 
insight into shifts in sentiment, 
comparisons in competitive 
share-of-voice, and key 
message pull-through so that 
you can ensure your strategies 
can adapt in real-time.

Dashboards lets 
communications teams answer 
the strategic questions that 
matter to their business. 
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Signal AI is 
a strategic 
communications 
tool that uses AI to 
analyze the global 
media and provide 
insight.
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