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MEASURING WHAT MATTERS

Realvalue
When it comes to measurement, astonishingly little
attention gets paid to what matters most
by Caroline Kealey

ithout a doubt, evaluation and measurement are the Achilles’
heel of the communication profession. It’s nobody’s favorite
work, and all too often, it’s entirely ignored. Yet it’s the key to
our credibility and to our ability to demonstrate the value
we contribute to our organization. There’s no single area of focus that will
yield higher returns to your performance—or to your career—than evaluation.
Don’t worry if you’re new to evaluation work; ahead you’ll find step-by-step
tools to make it accessible and valuable.

W

Performance indicators

SHUTTERSTOCK.COM

Over the past decade there’s been a ton of literature that makes a business
case for communication evaluation and describes various models of
measurement tools (typically for tracking activities in areas such as
media relations and social media). Yet despite all the hullaballoo
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To skip over the
discussion of objectives
and their related performance indicators is
to miss the whole point
of a strategic approach
to communications.

and the multimillion-dollar measurement industries coming out of the woodwork, astonishingly
little attention gets paid to what matters most—
namely, performance indicators, which specify
what you should be measuring.
As a matter of fact, performance indicators
get overlooked primarily because the conversation around communication evaluation has
largely been driven by companies selling measurement tools. Don’t get me wrong, I’m not
against commercial measurement tools per se,
and although many are lightweight, some can
be helpful. But I do want to discourage
the mind-set that thinks communication evaluation = measurement tools. That equation
leaves out the critical concept of objectives.
To skip over the discussion of objectives and
their related performance indicators is to
miss the whole point of a strategic approach
to communications.

On evaluating invisible value
One of the most frustrating things about being a communicator is that some
of the areas in which we add the most value are often invisible. When building your
Performance Indicator Matrix (or doing any other evaluation), be sure to capture the
full perspective on the value of your function and of your strategy. Some areas of
invisible value that you may want to include in your evaluation are:

Risk avoidance: If you’re in the business of avoiding train wrecks, is the value of this
result clear to your organization? Your biggest strategic success may be manifested
only by the absence of a negative consequence. For example, if you receive 20 media
calls about a nasty rumor and you’re able to make 18 of them go away, that’s vital to
the story of your media relations performance. That means that you shouldn’t just
report on the two bad stories; document those 18 saves as well.
Coaching and issue management: Your internal clients and executives probably value
these activities the most, and yet they’re likely not captured anywhere in formal reporting. Think about including these kinds of activities in evaluating your work, perhaps by
conducting an internal client satisfaction survey and then sharing the results.
Messaging: If your messages make a difference—if they’re used effectively across your
organization, or even better, among some of your partners or stakeholders—make sure
you track that success and report it. This can be done either through content analysis
or by documenting your partners’ use of your material as a relationship indicator. It
doesn’t matter much what category you use—the essential point is that you capture
and communicate your results.
—C.K.
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Focusing on measurement tools
vs. performance indicators
To help emphasize the difference between performance indicators and measurement tools, let
me tell you about the time a government department hired me to help with an outreach plan
targeting small and medium-sized businesses.
While conducting a workshop with their senior
executives, I asked some basic questions:
“What does success look like here? How will
we know we’ve made an impact in reaching the
small and medium-sized business sector?” The
executives answered that they would conduct a
survey—which led to an exchange about
whether to survey using focus groups, an online
questionnaire or telephone. The group was
leapfrogging from one idea to another (most unstrategically, as you can imagine) until I interrupted and asked: “What would you want the
survey results to tell you?”
The room fell silent.
That silence, in a nutshell, demonstrated the
gap in strategic thinking that appears when
communication evaluation planning focuses
on measurement tools rather than indicators of
performance. Having a conversation about performance indicators reveals important nuances
in a project’s strategic direction. In the example
above, is the goal of the outreach to assess businesses’ awareness that the government program
exists? Or is it more relevant to track knowledge
of the program’s service areas, or the actual levels
of use of the program’s services?
Are we interested in the participants’ satisfaction rates? Is it important to know why some
small businesses chose not to participate in the
program? Such questions elevate the discussion
on evaluation from tactical to strategic dimension and shed light on the project plans in their
entirety. (And in fact, what happened in my case
was that by sharpening the focus on the types of
outcomes my clients were looking for, the entire
communication approach shifted.)
It’s for this reason that the Results Map (see
“Get Results,” page 17) insists on aligning objectives to performance indicators at the front end
of a communication strategy. Even if the indicators are only in draft form at the beginning, the
exercise of thinking carefully about metrics and
outcomes will improve your strategic planning
www.iabc.com/cw

process overall. As your planning progresses and
relevant performance indicators are established,
the appropriate measurement tool for tracking
each indicator will logically follow suit.

Tracking only shortFour categories
of performance indicators
Adopting an approach to communication evaluation that first identifies what you’re trying
to evaluate (performance indicators) before
focusing on how you’ll measure them (measurement tools) provides a huge benefit to your
planning process.
To understand why this distinction matters,
think about your annual medical check-up. The
doctor examines multiple bits of information
(indicators) to get the most fulsome picture of
your overall health—your weight, blood pressure, BMI, cholesterol levels, etc. This is the
same approach you need to adopt when evaluating your communications. The more information you analyze, the more complete the picture
of your performance will be. Imagine if your
doctor used only one piece of information (like
your weight, for example) to make critical decisions regarding your health. This would be risky
business for sure. Likewise, if you assessed your
communication activities using only one indicator (an increase in media coverage, for example),
you would miss gaining valuable insight on
aspects such as stakeholder relationships, which
may be more significant.
This type of tunnel vision in evaluation is all
too common among communicators.
I’ve seen many organizations guide their communication assessment and resourcing based
on the simplistic premise that increased media
coverage = successful communications.
Connected to this issue is the tendency for
communicators to focus only on measuring
outputs to the exclusion of all other kinds of
performance indicators. Tracking only shortterm outputs, such as the number of website or
media hits, is limited in its usefulness and potentially misleading. After all, measuring the
number of incoming phone calls to the media
relations desk is a great way of assessing whether
you’re busy, but doesn’t do much to show if
that busy-ness is delivering strategic value. It’s no
wonder, then, that when communicators present
www.iabc.com/cw

term outputs, such as
the number of website
or media hits, is limited
in its usefulness and
potentially misleading.

get results
This article is reprinted with permission from
The Results Map Handbook: The Essential Guide
to Strategic Communications Planning. IABC
members can purchase the book in either print
or digital format with a 10 percent discount at
www.resultsmap.com/IABC. The book includes a
user account providing exclusive online access
to the Results Map suite of downloadable tools,
templates, worksheets and samples covering all
aspects of strategic communications.

reams of output data to senior executives, they’re
met with the bleak reaction of “So what?”
Communication measurement will only be
perceived as sophisticated and meaningful
when performance is evaluated in a comprehensive manner. The centerpiece of the Results
Map approach to evaluation is the Performance Indicator Matrix, which is designed to
help communicators think about four broad
categories of indicators that may be useful to
measure:
● Process
● Activity
● Relationship
● Results
Communication World • January–February 2013 17

SHUTTERSTOCK.COM

■

MEASURING WHAT MATTERS

PROCESS INDICATORS

RELATIONSHIP INDICATORS

The first and most basic level of evaluation consists of process indicators. These relate to the
internal efficiency of your communication
work. They might include outcomes such as
response times for handling media
inquiries, or the number of approvals
or touch points for issuing a news
release. They are useful for analyzing
the quality of internal processes, and
for seeing where there’s room for
improvement. Remember, evaluation
isn’t done just for its own sake (or
merely to justify your existence);
rather, you’re evaluating in order to
foster continuous improvement. It’s
in that context that process indicators can be useful. By identifying
operational or process gaps, your
communication team will do better
next time.

The Results Map shows you how to go beyond
the basic level of process and activity metrics to
relationship indicators. The area of relationships
is an aspect of communication value that often
matters the most and yet gets reported the least.
If you think about your own day-to-day contributions, I bet you’ll find that you spend a lot of
time building, solidifying or fixing relationships
with key stakeholders or constituents. This work
is typically in the service of your organization’s
corporate objectives. For instance, an advocacy
organization might try to build alliances with
partners, a nonprofit may aim to promote its
organization among key funders, or a municipal
government may focus on influencing provincial
or federal stakeholders.
It’s vital to ensure that your evaluation captures this kind of added value. Here are some
relationship elements you may want to use in
formulating indicators of how your communication efforts have paid off:
● Trust: What are indicators of trust among
your key stakeholders? For example, how do
they assess your level of transparency and
accountability?
● Engagement: How can you assess and report
on their level of engagement in your activities?
● Reputation: What is your organization’s reputation vis-à-vis key stakeholders?
● Alignment: What is their level of alignment?
Are you effectively collaborating with a common purpose and direction?
● Satisfaction: To what extent are they satisfied
with your communication activities, or even
with your organization’s performance as a
whole?

ACTIVITY INDICATORS

While process indicators are important, they’re very limited in relevance;
after all, it’s possible to be extremely
efficient internally but still produce lousy external results for your clients. That’s why the next
level up the “chain of evidence” for communication performance consists of activity indicators,
which are metrics of output. They capture the
quantifiable number of “things” generated by
your communication activities: the number of
website visits, attendees at an event, media articles published and so on. These indicators
account for probably 80 percent of traditional
communication evaluation.
That’s unfortunate because, while important,
they capture only a partial view of what ultimately matters in communication performance.
They show a sense of raw scale or reach, but not
a picture of significant results; they lack interpretive quality or any link to the corporate objectives your communication strategy is aiming to
promote. If you’re interested in a results-based
approach to communications (and that’s ultimately what being strategic is all about), tracking outputs alone doesn’t cut it.
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RESULT INDICATORS

Finally, we come to the most significant evaluation metric of all: result indicators. This is where
you identify changes that demonstrate how your
communication activities have contributed to
achieving the corporate objectives that shaped
your strategy. Result indicators are conceptually
complex, because they’re at the intersection of
communication and corporate contributions to
a project or campaign.
Communicators often feel uneasy about taking credit for the contribution their efforts have
www.iabc.com/cw

made to organizational success. Is it really appropriate for communication to take credit for outcomes such as an increase in new members,
better client satisfaction, higher revenue or influence leading to a regulatory change? Since
responsibility for major corporate “wins” can
rarely be directly attributed to the communication team, you may think it wiser to limit the
scope of your evaluation to achievements in your
own backyard.
My advice is to resist that mind-set. In your
“win” column, include performance indicators
that are ultimately corporate or project outcomes. After all, these outcomes are your raison
d’être: The merging of communication and
corporate outcomes is precisely what strategic
communication is all about.
The key is to distinguish between causality
and directional alignment. Causality connotes a
direct cause and effect—and this is rarely to be
found in the messy domain of communication,
which more often creates the conditions for a
change to occur rather than triggering it directly.
For example, when I worked in communication
for a regional economic development agency, the
outreach and promotion activities my team
developed certainly helped contribute to economic development indicators such as job creation and the attraction of new businesses to our
community. However, it would be misleading to
say that a media relations campaign caused these
economic results. For that reason, directional
alignment generally makes more sense to use for
evaluating the impact of communication activities on corporate results.
For example, the more media relations we
generated, the more calls we got inquiring about
economic development programs, which in turn
pointed to higher enrollments in our programs,
and eventually to investments. This is a more
realistic and holistic perspective on evaluation
because it can illustrate an alignment of factors
that implies a plausible causal connection. We
may not be able to conclude that x triggers y, but
we can show that in general, the more we do x,
the more we see y kinds of results.
So, when you’re thinking about how to
include result indicators in your communication
evaluation, there’s no need to get hung up on
causality. It’s enough to show that your commuwww.iabc.com/cw

nication efforts have been directionally aligned
with other factors that collectively led to the
achievement of a corporate goal. One of your
organization’s main goals during the period of
your communication strategy, for instance, may
be to boost membership recruitment rates. Even
though the contribution of effective communication to achieving that goal can’t be isolated
from the influence of other factors (such as
membership cost, market environments or
member offerings), that’s nothing to worry
about. A well-presented set of directional alignment indicators will make a compelling case that
communication has contributed to the success.
So design your evaluation to include result indicators, and take credit where credit is due.
Keep in mind that indicators are not goals—
you’re simply focusing on what you want to
measure without yet specifying a target you’re
aiming for. For example, you might choose to
use the indicator of how many people sign up
for an event, even if you haven’t yet finalized the
ideal number of attendees you want to recruit.
It’s also important to remember that indicators
of internal and external performance don’t necessarily have to be numerically quantifiable.
Qualitative indicators—descriptions such as the
tone of an event or of media coverage—can be
valuable to include in your evaluation of communication success.
Finally, remember why performance indicators are important in the first place: They’re a
business tool that provides information useful
for making decisions in the future. That’s why
they should be kept simple, going for quality
rather than quantity. Remember, you’ll be
tasked with measuring outcomes against the
indicators you adopt, so choose only those
indicators that will be truly useful and from
which you can learn.
Once you’ve defined the full range of your
performance indicators, check them against your
previously defined objectives, strategic directions, key audiences and tactics. Do they form a
comprehensive and coherent framework for
assessing your strategy? If so, it’s now time to
choose the measurement tools that can track
communications and corporate performance
according to the indicators you’ve chosen. ●

Keep in mind that
indicators are not goals
—you’re simply focusing on what you want
to measure without yet
specifying a target.
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