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The Uprising of Data Analytics in the
Communications Sphere
In the digital age, both journalists and public relations practitioners are taking on
roles as technological innovators in the communications field. Now more than ever,
newsrooms and PR firms are using data analytics to fundamentally improve their
editorial processes and campaign strategies. Using data from social media platforms
and company websites, communications professionals have the ability to quickly and
efficiently measure audience behaviors and sentiments. These metrics are a vital tool
in analyzing and improving communication practices, but should be used in an
appropriate, ethical manner. Based on conversations from academic experts and
professionals in the field, this paper will provide insight into how public relations
practitioners and journalists use digital analytics.

Academic Perspectives
Data

analytics

is

tremendously

beneficial

to

communications

practitioners in the fields of journalism and public relations. The
ability to track page views, scroll depth and user engagement offers
the

opportunity

operational

to

increase

efficiency.

audience

While

both

engagement

fields

require

and

improve

this

type

of

information, public relations practitioners and advertisers enjoyed
Dr. Amanda Bright is

the perks of this data before journalists.

an academic
professional at Grady
College. She leads a
team of student
journalists at Grady

Amanda

Bright,

an

academic

professional

at

the

University

of

Georgia’s Grady College of Journalism and Mass Communication,
said

that

ethical

concerns

were

the

main

cause

of

the

delayed

adoption of analytics in the newsroom.

Newsource who use
analytics on a daily
basis.

“Journalists were really resistant to it because we felt like it was
quantifying our calling,” she said. “We are called to be the defenders
of democracy and we don't want to quantify that.”
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integrity of the field. He said journalism "is a little bit behind in
terms of understanding that it can play a role, and it doesn't have to
compromise the core ethics and practices."
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remains a challenge. According to Bright, the key to ethically and
effectively using audience metrics in the newsroom is to do so
without relying on the numbers to measure success.
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College.

behaving in part in response to our content,” she said. This balance
is important to keep in mind not only for ethical reasons, but for
methodological ones as well. “We don't know what people are
really thinking and feeling when they're reading our content, that's
qualitative research,” Bright said. “That is where we still have a
very uneasy relationship with data."
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communications field. More specifically, audience behavior, topranking content and longitudinal trends are three metrics that
drastically contribute to understanding and improving both fields.
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curriculum at UGA as she leads a team of student journalists at
Grady Newsource, a news outlet that provides state and local news
to the UGA and Athens community.

Here, students use tech-based platforms such as Social News Desk to practice behavior tracking
and evaluate key performance indicators (KPIs).

“We look at followers engagement and high performing elements, those are our KPIs. We do
not typically dig super deep,” Bright said. Tracking items such as these allow journalists to
discover what story components and news platforms people are drawn to. For example, Bright
said her team discovered that Twitter, a popular breaking news medium just a few years back, is
decreasing in popularity, which led them to turn to other platforms.

“We’re putting most of our stuff on Facebook,” she said. “We know that our college kids and
young adults are on Instagram, we know that our moms and dads and grandparents are on
Facebook, and we know that our male population is on YouTube, and it's growing.”

Using this information, Bright and the Newsource journalists are able to determine which
platforms are most appropriate to house their content and adjust their goals accordingly. This
increase in audience knowledge allows for advanced reporting while maintaining the democratic
nature of journalism.

The Analytics Certificate at Grady
The

students

in

ones

However, collection and extraction are just the

learning about analytics at the University of Georgia.

beginning steps of data analytics, as Himelboim

Himelboim

said

used

Newsource

his

aren’t

profound

the

only

experience

in

both

it

is

equally

journalism and public relations to design the Graduate

communicate

Certificate

informative manner.

in

Media

Analaytics

at

Grady

College.

their

important
findings

that
in

practitioners

an

interesting,

According to Himelboim, the curriculum was created
with

intentions

to

accommodate

all

communication

“They need to be at that point that they can do a

majors, while providing students with the ability to

lot of analysis, but they can also understand what

work with complex data using various platforms. For

can

example, the social analysis tool

importantly,

Brandwatch™ is

be

done

and
what

who
you

can
can

do

it,

extract

and

more

from

it,”

highlighted in the social media analytics course to

Himelboim said. “They also should be able to

teach students how to access data that might not be

communicate

otherwise available to them.

leadership.”

“You need to have access to a third-party tool that

He said that classes in the data analytics program

gives access to analytics associated with accounts that

will help students communicate their findings and

you don't own, so you can extract data that is relevant

understand

for your analysis,” Himelboim said. “Native tools, like

industry, which is the key to using data analytics

Google

efficiently

Analytics,

Twitter

Analytics,

Facebook

Insights and so on, won't help us as much here.”

whole.

that

the

while

to

sources

the

and

progressing

higher

level

challenges

the

in

industry

of

the

as

a

Future Use
In order to gauge the future of data analytics, its current trends must be addressed
first. Himelboim said that the main concern in recent years is privacy, as people
are becoming increasingly wary of organizations tracking their personal data.
Because of this, consumers and practitioners are turning to organic data. For
consumers,

this

means

visiting

a

site

through

primary

channels,

and

for

practitioners, this means gathering data from native platforms rather than relying
on third-party data.

Bright said that even though this trend is caused by distrust among journalists,
there are benefits to using organic data.

“That's a great trend, and so instead of putting everything out on social, which is
essentially paying somebody else, let's keep it on our native platforms,” Bright
said.

While using organic data is beneficial to both consumers and practitioners,
cohesiveness among data gathering platforms could be improved. According to
Bright, the Newsource team often has to juggle multiple platforms in order to
gather necessary data.

“What we probably need is a couple of really cohesive options that pull all these
numbers and put them comparatively together,” she said. “That's really what the
journalism industry needs is something that's just much more coherent.”

While the current selection of cohesive options is slim, Chartbeat, an analysis
tool, offers the closest thing to an all-in-one system, as it tracks audience behavior
in real time on multiple platforms. In the near future, practitioners can expect to
see additional platforms designed to analyze fast and actionable data in an
efficient, comprehensible manner.

Professional Perspectives
The Atlanta Journal Constitution
The lessons that Grady students are learning are comparable to the Atlanta Journal Constitution’s practices.
Melanie Gibson Stolte, the manager of technical production management at the AJC, said that she analyzes
audience behavior and high performing content to improve practices. Her team primarily uses Google Analytics
and Google Tag Manager to monitor web traffic. Using these resources, she said that adding “tags” to articles on
the AJC’s website generates more views, compared to stories without tags.

InterContinental Hotels Group (IHG)
Whitney Jones is the PR manager of global portfolios, loyalty and partnerships at the InterContinental Hotels
Group. From the perspective of mainstream national consumer media pitching, Jones said that IHG works with
newsrooms to improve campaign strategies.

“If we are looking to do a paid partnership with the outlet . . . that is when we will ask for a media kit and look for
audience data,” she said.

Jones said that when analyzing this data, she looks for audiences that align with IHG’s target guests, then begins
thinking about campaign ideas based on the data.

Disney
Kaylea Bowers is the marketing analytics and insights manager at the Walt Disney Company. Her team works
with data gatherers to ensure that all of Disney’s campaigns are consistent with the brand identity.

“At Disney we've got people that do a lot of the technical analytics, so they'll go out, they'll fetch the data,” she
said. “Then there's me and my team who really worry about the entire product.”

In order to gauge the progression of a campaign, Bowers and her team sift through data and determine how to
make it usable. Her responsibilities range from discovering the customer journey model to evaluating the
campaign’s impact, which will improve the success of current and future marketing strategies.

Vert Digital
Vert Digital, an award-winning digital marketing and advertising agency, uses analytics on a daily basis. Kevin
Plankovsky, the CEO of Vert Media, said his company stands out from other tech agencies because they are
driven by first-party data, which is more reliable than third-party data that many organizations rely on.

“We said let's build everything around the data that our clients already have which is their email address list, the
people who have recently purchased from them, and the people who are visiting their website," Plankovsky said.
"Let's amalgamate that because we know exactly where that comes from.”

After the data gathering stage, the team at Vert Digital compares their organic data to third party data as a way to
tell stories around the core customers they discovered.

Jonathan Wallace Campaign (GA State House District 119)
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Mass Communication. She said she tracks website activity and social media
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advertisements would be more successful among the public.

"We did a little bit of both, and the analytics show that people liked the COVID
resources more, so throughout the summer we relied heavily on that.”

Jonathan Wallace
Campaign

Henderson said that posting resources such as local food pantry locations and
testing sites generated positive engagement, which benefited the campaign as well
as the Athens community.

The Most Appropriate Platforms for Analysis
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