
PR and comms teams get measured in ways that feel natural at first: press hits, newsletter sends, event
attendance, talk time, impressions, share of voice. Those are “proof of activity.” They can also create a trap,
especially when budgets, headcount, and credibility are on the line. The trap is measuring output and calling it
success, then wondering why nothing seems to move in the business.

A healthier approach is to treat every piece of comms work as a lever toward outcomes. Not vague outcomes like
“awareness,” but measurable shifts that connect to pipeline, retention, recruitment, brand trust, or customer
education. This is where a marketing KPI for PR and comms becomes valuable. The key is choosing the right
marketing key performance indicator, and structuring it so it reflects what your stakeholders actually need to
decide and invest.

Below is a practical way to do that, marketing kpi with examples from common PR and comms workflows, the
metrics that work, the metrics that mislead, and a few judgment calls you will inevitably face.

Why “more coverage” stops being useful
Coverage sounds straightforward: more articles means more visibility. In reality, coverage quantity can mask
failure.

I have seen teams win dozens of media mentions in a quarter and still lose momentum with customers because
the messages landed with the wrong reader. The headlines looked great, but the articles were buried on pages
that most decision-makers never touch. Or the coverage drove top-of-funnel traffic that never converted because
the PR storyline did not match the commercial promise.

There is also the frequency problem. If you repeatedly issue the same angle, you can saturate journalists and
audiences that are already familiar with your position. The result is “ongoing attention” without meaningful
progression. Output metrics plateau while real business needs remain unchanged.

Finally, PR work is often indirect. Comms teams do not “close the deal” in the way sales does. That does not mean
it is unmeasurable. It means your KPI needs to measure influence, progression, and quality of engagement, not
just the fact that something happened.

Output metrics versus outcome metrics, in plain terms
Think of an output as evidence that you did the work. An outcome is evidence that the work changed something.

Press impressions, clips, and even raw reach are outputs. They tell you distribution occurred, but they do not tell
you whether the message mattered. Even engagement metrics like opens and clicks can be misleading if the
content only moved people deeper into the same level of interest without creating a new behavior.

Outcomes are about movement. Movement can look like:

A website visitor taking a decision-relevant action after reading or watching comms content.

Sales leads citing a specific PR moment, report, or spokesperson comment during qualification.

Recruitment candidates forming trust because your employer narrative and media presence align.

A support audience understanding a policy change, reducing escalations and churn.

You can still report outputs, but outcomes should sit in the dashboard that leaders look at when they ask, “Did
this work?”
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A simple KPI logic you can adapt
Before picking numbers, set the logic. In PR and comms, I recommend starting with a single chain:

Message and exposure lead to comprehension, which leads to action, which leads to business impact.

When teams skip this chain, KPI choices get random. They chase whatever data is easiest to extract, then act
surprised when performance doesn’t correlate with reality.

Here is what that logic looks like when translated into KPI language:

Comprehension can be inferred from message recall, sentiment quality, branded search lift, or qualified traffic
to “proof pages.”

Action can be inferred from downloads of a thought-leadership asset, demo requests, event registrations tied
to a specific storyline, or time spent on decision pages.

Business impact can be inferred from lead quality, pipeline influence, conversion rate changes, retention
improvements, or reduced friction.

Your marketing KPI does not have to perfectly prove causation. It must be defensible. If you can explain how
comms likely contributed, leaders will trust the numbers.

What counts as a marketing KPI for PR and comms
A marketing key performance indicator in PR and comms should be specific enough to avoid gaming, but flexible
enough to reflect different campaign types. The best KPIs usually fall into four buckets.

1) Quality of attention

Attention is not equal. A niche trade publication read by practitioners can be more valuable than a broad
consumer outlet. Quality of attention KPIs track whether your exposure landed in relevant contexts.

Examples of quality signals include:

Proportion of coverage that aligns with your target audience and use case.

Seniority match, for example whether the outlet reaches decision-makers rather than general readers.

Share of coverage that uses your approved terminology or positions you in the correct category.

Quality is harder to automate than volume, but it is often the difference between “PR did something” and “PR
changed thinking.”

2) Message alignment and sentiment

If your PR objective is trust or belief change, you need a KPI tied to how your story is being framed. Sentiment is
not just positive or negative. It is also clarity, credibility, and accuracy of claims.

You can measure:

Percentage of coverage that correctly attributes your claims or references your supporting data.

Independent framing, meaning the extent to which journalists echo your key messages rather than distort
them.

Narrative lift in branded search and direct traffic around the campaign period.



This is where a little editorial discipline helps. If you do not define your “must hold” messages, sentiment becomes
a vague rating.

3) Audience progression through a decision path

Many comms teams already run content and spokespeople programs that support buying journeys, onboarding
journeys, or policy understanding. A PR KPI should therefore link to progression actions.

Useful progression actions are typically:

Visits to product or solution landing pages after coverage windows.

Downloads of commissioned reports and technical explainers that map to sales stages.

Registrations for webinars featuring spokespersons aligned with campaign objectives.

Engagement with “next step” content, not just consumption of top-of-funnel posts.

A crucial detail: you want actions that indicate relevance, not mere interest. A click on a random article may reflect
curiosity, while a click to a specific proof page suggests intent.

4) Pipeline or downstream business indicators

If your organization has a mature marketing and sales reporting system, you can connect comms to pipeline. This
can be done with influence tracking, attribution windows, and lead source capture.

Common approaches include:

Marketing sourced leads and pipeline influenced by PR campaign traffic.

Assisted conversions where comms content appears in the conversion journey.

Lead quality changes among cohorts exposed to campaign messaging.

Be careful here. If your data hygiene is weak, forced attribution can make comms look worse than it is. Leaders
may punish the channel for attribution limitations rather than channel performance. Use influence metrics as a
directional signal, not as the sole truth.

The most common KPI mistakes in PR and comms
You can measure anything if you try hard enough. That does not mean you should.

Here are the mistakes I see most often.

Treating vanity metrics as outcomes

Impressions and follower growth feel safe because they are easy to report. They also invite teams to optimize for
“placement,” not “persuasion.” You can get more coverage without improving what prospects think, and you can
gain more social reach without improving pipeline quality.

When a KPI is a vanity metric, it produces vanity behavior. You will see content become more sensational, less
precise, and more likely to attract the wrong audience.

Over-optimizing for engagement without intent

Clicks are not intent. An “engaged” audience might simply have clicked because the headline was interesting. The
KPI needs to distinguish between consumption and progression.



One practical fix is to use engagement that is tied to a decision asset. If the comms goal is consideration, then
track how many engaged users move to an asset that supports decision-making, such as a case study or a
comparison guide.

Running a KPI without an attribution plan

You cannot run a KPI in a vacuum. If you track “traffic from PR” but your UTM parameters are missing, your
analyst can produce numbers that are technically correct and practically useless.

Build attribution hygiene as part of your process. Every campaign needs consistent naming, source labeling, and
time windows. If your team cannot implement that today, select KPIs that do not require granular attribution, or
treat your data as directional.

Ignoring time lag

PR outcomes can lag. A reporter may publish today, but your audience might read the story over the next few
weeks, then take action when they are closer to a purchase or decision milestone.

If your KPI review cycle is too short, PR will always look like it underperforms. A quarterly window is usually more
realistic for many PR-driven behavior changes, unless you run tightly timed campaigns with immediate calls to
action.

Picking the right KPI: a decision framework
Choosing a marketing KPI for PR and comms is easier when you start with what you need to prove. Different
comms programs deserve different KPIs. You should not score every activity on the same scale.

A practical framework:

First, identify the decision you are trying to influence. That could be a purchase decision, a switching decision, a
consideration decision, or an internal decision like executive understanding of a strategy.

Second, identify the evidence path from comms to that decision. If the evidence path includes behavior changes
on your site, track those behaviors. If it includes perceptions, track evidence like narrative adoption and branded
search shifts. If it includes pipeline, track influence and assisted conversions.

Third, decide what you can reliably measure. Reliable measurement beats theoretical measurement. If you cannot
capture assisted conversions consistently, do not base your KPI solely on pipeline attribution.

Finally, define a baseline and time window. Without a baseline, performance can only be described qualitatively.
Leaders need comparisons, even if they are imperfect.

Below is a concise checklist you can use with a PR lead and a marketing analytics partner to align on a KPI set.

1. Define the core objective in one sentence, for example “increase consideration among IT decision-makers for X
use case.”

2. Pick one primary marketing key performance indicator that represents movement toward that objective.

3. Choose two supporting measures that validate why the primary KPI changed, such as quality of coverage or
qualified engagement rate.

4. Set the time window you will use for evaluation, and agree on how you will handle lag.

5. Confirm attribution hygiene, including UTM conventions and consistent campaign naming.



This checklist keeps teams from collecting metrics as decoration. It also prevents you from choosing KPIs that the
team cannot influence.

KPI examples by comms objective (with trade-offs)
Different objectives call for different outcome indicators. Here are common ones, along with what to watch for.

Thought leadership and category authority

If your comms objective is category leadership, you often want KPIs that show narrative adoption and increasing
relevance. A strong primary KPI is qualified traffic to decision pages that match the thought leadership theme.

Supporting measures might include coverage quality and the percentage of articles using your framing terms.

Trade-off: category authority can take time. If you force the KPI to show short-term lead conversion, you will
undervalue the work. In that case, use a longer window and pair it with evidence of progression, like growth in
branded search for your category terms.

Product PR and launch narratives

Product launches are easier to measure because they come with clear actions. A good primary marketing KPI is
conversion rate from launch-related landing pages to an action, such as demo requests or trial sign-ups,
segmented by new versus returning visitors.

Supporting measures could include event registrations tied to the launch and engagement with launch follow-up
content.

Trade-off: launch hype can distort the metric. People may register just because it is new, not because it solves their
problem. You may need a lead quality KPI later, such as qualified lead rate or sales acceptance, to ensure the KPI is
pointing at meaningful demand.

Reputation and risk management

When PR is about trust and reputation, clicks are the wrong scoreboard. A primary KPI might be sentiment quality
and correction rate, meaning how often misinformation is repeated, corrected, or reframed by third parties.

Supporting measures could include time-to-response and coverage accuracy.

Trade-off: sentiment scoring can become subjective. To reduce that risk, define a coding rubric with examples and
keep the rubric consistent across quarters.

Internal comms and employer branding

If your objective is recruitment and retention, the KPI should reflect belief and behavior, not just reach. A primary
KPI could be candidate conversion from first touch to interview completion for roles where the campaign
messages are relevant.

Supporting measures might include application quality signals, like screening pass rates, and engagement with
employee narrative content.

Trade-off: internal audiences move slowly. If HR reporting cycles are delayed, align your KPI review to what you can
measure reliably rather than what you wish you had.



How to structure your PR dashboard without drowning people in
metrics
A PR dashboard can quickly become a list of everything you can measure. Leaders will stop looking. The
dashboard should answer three questions:

1) Are we moving toward the objective? 2) What changed and why? 3) What are we going to do next?

A KPI set that supports those questions typically includes one primary marketing KPI and a small set of supporting
measures. If your organization needs more detail, keep it in supporting slides, not the main dashboard.

One practical rule: if you cannot explain the metric’s link to an outcome in a single minute, it probably does not
belong in the leadership view.

The role of “inputs” in a mature measurement system

Sometimes teams want metrics like number of pitches, number of media targets, and number of spokesperson
hours. Those are useful inputs, but they should be treated as efficiency indicators, not success indicators.

For example, if your outcome KPI increases while pitches stay flat, you are getting better. If your outcome KPI
stays flat while pitches rise, something is wrong with targeting, message fit, or timing.

Input metrics can help you diagnose, but they should not compete with outcomes.

Attribution without pretending you can prove everything
The word attribution makes PR people nervous because it feels like it
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Performance_indicator overpromises. Done responsibly, you can use attribution to
estimate influence, not to claim perfect causality.

A defensible approach uses:

Campaign-specific URLs and UTM parameters.

Time windows that match how your audience behaves.

Assisted conversion reporting where comms assets appear in the journey.

Sales feedback loops, such as what prospects mention during qualification.

I have found that the best attribution systems combine quantitative tracking with qualitative signals. If 20 percent
of sales calls mention a specific report, that is not “proof,” but it is a strong directional indicator that your story
mattered.

The key is to label these insights appropriately. If you show “influenced” pipeline rather than “directly attributed”
revenue, you keep expectations realistic and protect trust in the measurement process.

Building KPIs that PR teams can actually influence
A common frustration is that marketers choose KPIs that PR cannot control. For example, “increase revenue” is not
a PR KPI unless comms has direct levers and the organization has a clear system for capturing influence.

To build KPIs teams can influence, match the KPI to levers PR has in practice:

Media targeting and angle selection

Spokesperson readiness and narrative discipline

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Performance_indicator


Timing and sequencing with owned channels

Content production tied to the PR storyline

Distribution and amplification of coverage through owned channels and partners

PR can influence perception and attention quality. It may not control conversion rates directly, but it can influence
the inputs that conversion relies on, like message clarity and relevance to the target segment.

A worked example: turning “coverage” into a marketing KPI
Let’s say a company wants to support enterprise sales for a new security product. The PR objective is to
strengthen category trust and generate demand interest among IT decision-makers.

An output-led approach might track:

Number of media mentions

Total impressions

Social follower growth

An outcomes-led approach sets:

Primary marketing KPI: qualified landing page conversions for the security solution, during a defined time window
after top-tier coverage.

How you operationalize “qualified” matters. You might define qualified as form fills where the lead matches role
criteria, company size, or use case.

Supporting measures might include:

Percentage of coverage that references the specific category problem you solve

Branded search lift for a few category terms tied to the campaign

Assisted conversions where the PR landing page appears in the path to demo requests

Notice what this does. It doesn’t deny the importance of coverage. It uses coverage as an input to the outcome
measurement. It also forces the team to think about whether the PR storyline is translated into decision-relevant
actions.

Trade-off: some users will read the coverage and act later, maybe weeks after publication. That is where the time
window and lag rules matter.

What to do when metrics disagree
PR metrics sometimes conflict. You might see higher coverage quality and strong message pickup, but the
outcome KPI dips. Or you might see impressive traffic, but low conversion.

When that happens, do not rush to declare failure. Treat the KPI set as a diagnostic system.

If quality improved but actions did not, the problem may be the next step. Maybe your landing page is unclear,
the CTA is misaligned, or the follow-up nurture does not match the story people believe they just read.

If actions improved but quality did not, you may be attracting interest from the wrong audience, or you might be
relying on sensational headlines rather than credibility.



The most useful KPI systems include “why” indicators. That is why quality and message alignment should not
vanish when you adopt outcomes. They help you interpret what is happening.

Staying honest about uncertainty
Not every PR outcome is immediately measurable. Some campaigns improve trust that only shows up months
later, during renewal discussions or executive buying cycles.

The KPI framework still helps, as long as you avoid false precision. Use ranges when needed, talk about direction,
and document assumptions. If attribution is partial, say so. If time lag is present, make the evaluation window
explicit.

Honesty here protects credibility. Leaders may not like “we think it helped,” but they do respect clear thinking with
transparent limits.

The outcome mindset that changes behavior
Once teams measure outcomes, conversations get better.

Instead of asking, “How many mentions did we get?” you start asking, “Which narrative landed with the target
segment and led to decision-relevant actions?” That question shifts effort upstream, toward message fit, targeting,
and sequencing.

It also changes how PR collaborates with marketing and sales. When KPIs are aligned with the decision path, PR
stops being an isolated function. It becomes part of a system that moves prospects from curiosity to conviction.

And that is what a marketing key performance indicator should do. It should encourage the right work, at the
right time, for the right audience, with results you can defend.

A practical starting point for your next KPI cycle
If you are not ready to overhaul your measurement system, start with a narrow upgrade.

Choose one objective, pick one primary outcome KPI, and add two supporting measures. Evaluate across a time
window that matches your audience behavior. Then review what changed and what did not, and refine.

PR teams often succeed when leadership expectations are specific. Outcomes over outputs does not mean “stop
tracking clips.” It means clips become evidence, not the score.

When your marketing KPI for PR and comms ties story to movement, measurement stops feeling like a judgment
and starts functioning like a tool. That is when PR performance becomes easier to improve, easier to resource, and
easier to explain.


