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Introduction:  
Why Social Listening? Why Now?
The role of the modern PR and communications professional is much different 
than it was a few years ago. Not only are executives relying more on PR and 
communications teams to provide competitive insight and offer strategic 
counsel, PR is under more pressure than ever to prove the value of their efforts 
with solid data. On top of this, the media landscape has only gotten more 
complex in recent years – thanks in large part to the widespread adoption of 
social media. Consider the following ways in which social has changed the 
game for PR, marketing and communications teams:

Social has put the power of a brand’s reputation into consumers’ hands. Social  
gives consumers a platform unlike any they’ve ever had before, effectively giving  
them power to influence brand reputation and directly communicate with each  
other on brand feedback. 

Social has changed PR campaign management. With the digital shift, consumers are 
now sharing their thoughts and values directly with brands and each other, whereas 
before, journalists controlled more of this message. Data collected from these  
online exchanges can hold key intelligence around how messages are resonating  
with audiences.

Identifying a crisis has gotten easier; responding “the right way” has never been 
more challenging. Thanks to increasingly sophisticated monitoring tools, brands can 
identify when a crisis is brewing earlier than ever. But between an always-on news cycle 
and countless amounts of consumer-generated content developing every second, it’s 
far easier for small issues to escalate quickly into bigger crises. On top of that, knowing 
how to respond – which was already a difficult needle to thread before the digital age 
– is arguably more difficult now that responses happen in public and are likely to be  
under a lot of scrutiny. If you don’t get the correct people together and aligned on a 
response – the right response – quickly enough, it can have a devastating impact on 
your brand’s reputation.
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In this new normal, the challenge PR 
professionals face is understanding 
the traditional AND social landscapes, 
which is no easy task. Wading through 
the sheer volume of data and deriving 
meaning from it are two totally 
separate skill sets requiring time and 
resources many PR pros don't have  
on hand.  

While all of this can feel 
overwhelming, thanks to the 
proliferation of sophisticated media 
monitoring and social listening tools, it 
also presents an exciting opportunity 
for PR and marketing professionals:  
They can tap into social media 
and other digital channels to 
generate media coverage and 
brand awareness and connect with 
audiences on a deeper level than 
ever before.

The purpose of this e-book is to help you understand what social listening is, how it 
works, and the unique and exciting opportunities it presents for PR, marketing  
and communications professionals.
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What is Social Listening?
The term “social listening” may be relatively new; however, the approach is 
a familiar one. For years, brands have been trying to learn more about the 
opinions and perceptions of their target audiences and the general public. The 
only thing that has changed recently is the available technology with which 
to do it. Now, instead of sending out surveys and hoping people will respond 
(and answer truthfully), the data we need to gain the insight we want is readily 
available online, among the billions of conversations happening on social and 
other digital channels – it's just a matter of sorting through it all to find it. 
That’s where social listening tools are not just helpful, but essential. 

But getting back to the basics, here’s a breakdown: 

What it is: 
Social listening is, much like it sounds, “listening” to the conversations happening on 
social media and other digital channels (blogs, online forums, review sites, etc.) on a 
chosen topic. For PR, marketing and communications teams, this topic might be your 
brand, your competitors, your industry or a combination of all three. 

What it does: 
At the highest level, social listening enables you to understand your target audiences 
better than ever, so you can create messages that truly connect with them. You can 
also keep a closer eye on your competitors, so you can differentiate your brand – and 
your value proposition – more clearly.

How it works: 
Social listening entails tracking mentions of your brand, products, competitors 
and industry on social media, and then analyzing those mentions to get a better 
understanding of who your consumer base is, how they feel about your brand, and 
how that perception stacks up against your competitors. (More on that later.)
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Who’s using it: 
Leading PR and marketing teams are working social listening into their strategies, 
using data and insights derived from social listening to build smarter, more informed 
communications and marketing strategies. (Keep reading for real-life examples.)

Why it matters: 
If you're still wondering why you should care about social listening, here's a big reason: 
Because your competitors care. The number of brands and organizations using social 
listening to inform their strategies and make smarter business decisions is growing by 
the day. It's only a matter of time before those who don’t integrate social listening into 
their PR, marketing and communications strategies find themselves falling behind.  
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What Can Social Listening Do for You?
Oh, let us count the ways. “What can’t social listening do for you?” might be an 
easier question to answer. Social listening provides insights beyond traditional 
media monitoring that PR and marketing teams can use to inform outreach 
to press, influencers, customers and prospects and manage brand reputation. 
It provides a whole other level of PR data and analytics to help PR and comms 
teams determine exactly who their target audience is, how to target them 
and how to craft a message that resonates. But even that doesn’t scratch the 
surface of social listening’s power.

Below are just some of the ways leading companies are using social listening to 
build their brands – and their bottom lines. 

Brand Management: 
Social listening helps companies understand how audiences feel about their brand 
(what they love about it, what they don’t love about it, etc.) and use that knowledge to 
manage their brand reputation.

Campaign Management: 
The same insights that can be gleaned for brand management can also be used to 
inform campaigns and measure their effectiveness.

Competitor Analysis:
Understanding how audiences feel about your competitors is just as important as 
understanding how they feel about you. Social listening helps companies understand 
how they stack up against their competitors in the eyes of consumers, while providing 
valuable insight into what companies can do to differentiate themselves and gain a 
bigger share of voice.

Crisis Communications: 
If companies didn’t understand the importance of crisis communications prior to 
2020, they certainly (hopefully) do now. Good crisis communicators must act quickly, 
but they also need to “read the room.” Social listening helps with both, enabling 
comms teams to spot red flags and act quickly when problems arise – or stop them 
from escalating in the first place – while also giving them the sentiment data they 
need to craft their message appropriately. 
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Growth Opportunities:
Social listening helps marketers and PR pros better understand their target audiences 
and the types of content that resonate with them. It also helps them stay on top of 
consumer trends, spot new opportunities to “join the conversation” and get in front of 
new audiences.

Strategic Counsel:
As the C-suite relies more heavily on its PR and comms teams to advise on strategy, 
social listening arms PR and comms pros with the data they need to inform their 
efforts, gain buy-in from stakeholders and keep their seat at the table. Social listening 
also enables them to bring the voice of the customer to the C-suite, providing insight 
that is not only highly valuable, but key to strategic decision-making.

Cross-Functional Collaboration:
Integrating social media across sales, marketing, HR and customer service 
departments can break down silos within an organization to drive collaboration and 
long-term, customer-centric success.

Market Research: 
Traditional market research like surveys and focus groups can be time-consuming 
and will only take you so far. Social listening tools enable you to gather data in real-
time and get answers quickly, get to know your customers better, and keep up with 
trends and the ever-changing market. 

Long story short: Whatever your team or organization is seeking to achieve, 
there’s a good chance social listening can help you get there.
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Social Listening vs. Media Monitoring

“We already do media monitoring, so do we really need social listening too? 
How is social listening different from media monitoring? Is one better than 
the other?” These are all valid questions you may have at this point. While 
there are certainly similarities between listening and monitoring, there are key 
differences between the two. 

Media monitoring tracks conversations about your business and industry, while 
social listening goes deeper. Social listening helps you more fully understand 
not only what consumers think about your brand or industry, but why they 
think this way, and what else they’re interested in that can provide key 
insight into emerging trends and cultural shifts. Blending both datasets gives 
you a more holistic view of what’s going on in the market, bringing in many 
voices to help you make better decisions. 
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How It Works: A Quick Step-By-Step Guide

So, you want to start using social listening as part of your strategy? Great! Now 
where to begin? Below is a brief overview of what the process of social listening 
entails. 

Step 1: Identify your goals. 
We’ve already covered what social listening can help you achieve. Now it’s time to 
narrow in on what you want to achieve – whether it’s seeing who’s talking about your 
brand, understanding how you are perceived against your competitors, setting up a 
crisis alert system or something else. Work with your team to decide what you want 
to achieve through social listening. Outlining your goals is the first step to an effective 
social listening strategy.

Step 2: Decide on the data. 
Once you know what your goals are, you can figure out what data you will need to 
track in order to achieve them. For instance, if you want to measure brand reputation, 
you could track brand mentions and conversations around them. Common metrics to 
track on social include: 

 ● Volume over time
 ● Sentiment
 ● Impressions and reach
 ● Follower numbers
 ● Mentions from influencers or key authors
 ● Share of voice
 ● Average mentions per day

Keep in mind: Each of these metrics can be segmented in different ways. For example, 
you could filter sentiment by author gender, or share of voice by different topics.
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Step 3: Set parameters.
In addition to knowing what data you need, you should know how much data you 
need – or how long you’ll be collecting data. For instance, some projects will be 
ongoing and require continuous collection, while other projects might be short 
term or one-off instances. You can also look at historical data, which includes data 
going forward, or data going back several years. Consider, also, if you will need to 
collect data from one social media platform, a few or several, and whether you will be 
collecting data from specific regions, domestically, or globally. 

Remember that you can’t identify trends in the space of a week. It’s important to 
capture enough data so you can make accurate, relevant insights.

Step 4: Collect and sort.
Once you’ve collected enough data, you need to “clean” it, as you might find you’ve 
pulled in a lot of data you don’t actually want or need. Sorting through the muck 
can be a time-consuming process, but skipping this step is not an option if you want 
accurate insight.

For example, if you want to track Twitter mentions of “Malibu,” you’re likely to pull in 
mentions of the place, the drink and the Miley Cyrus song. An easy fix would be to 
redefine and refocus your search to pick up mentions that include words and terms 
relevant to the specific “Malibu” you’re researching. (An even easier fix is working with 
a social listening tool that automatically differentiates between the place, the drink 
and the song for you, but more on that later.) 

The bottom line: Don't take your first set of data at face value. Double-check your 
results before you try to derive insight from them. 
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Step 5: Analyze the data
Here is where having some knowledge and experience with data analytics will help 
speed this process along. Knowing where to start can be tricky, if not downright 
overwhelming, so if you're struggling, look back at the goals you established in step 
one. They will help you determine what kinds of trends or behaviors you want to look 
for. Common trends or behaviors to watch for include the following:
  

 ● Sudden spikes or dips in mention volume
 ● Seasonal trends
 ● Sentiment changes
 ● Differences between demographics
 ● Related topics
 ● Specific product conversation differences
 ● Surprising trends or conclusions that go against assumed knowledge

(It’s also worth noting that a good social listening tool will allow you to set up alerts for 
these elements, so you can keep up with the data in real time.)

Step 6: Put analysis into action. 
This is where the proverbial rubber hits the road. 
Take what you’ve gleaned from your analysis and 
use it to inform your strategy. Did you find that 
people are speaking unfavorably about your brand? 
Are there misconceptions out there that you want to 
correct? Build your messaging around your findings 
and work to drive the narrative.

Step 7: Wash, rinse and repeat. 
Effective social listening is not a one-and-done 
endeavor. Once you adjust your strategy, keep 
watching the data to measure its effectiveness. See 
how or if the data changes so you can keep refining 
your strategy and make progress toward your goals. 
You may find the need to adjust your goals – or the 
data you choose to track – along the way.



11 | The Art of Social PR: The Complete Guide to Using Social Listening for PR

Social Listening IRL:  
Success Stories from Real-Life Brands 
“All of this sounds nice,” you might be thinking, “but how does social listening 
actually work for real companies?” (In other words, you want to see receipts. We 
get it.) Below are just a few real-life examples of how top brands are effectively 
using social listening to meet their marketing goals.

Nestlé
In Germany, Nestlé consists of many brands and services that take a great deal of 
time and effort to monitor. They needed a solution that would help them both stay 
up to date on industry news and trends and quickly get ahead of any emerging 
crises that might arise related to their brands.

They partnered with Brandwatch, a Cision-owned company and leader in social 
listening, whose solutions would enable them to quickly gather insights from 
social data and share them with all departments, promoting cross-functional 
collaboration. Brandwatch helped them create a briefing dashboard that 
would enable teams and stakeholders across Nestlé to view the brand-related 
conversations happening online – and understand their context. They also set up 
alerts designed to notify teams of either key opportunities or potential crises as 
they happen, which they can see even when they aren’t logged into the system. 

By integrating social listening data with other data sources, Nestlé is now able to 
create a holistic picture of their brands’ campaign performances, which provide the 
basis for making key management decisions. 

https://www.brandwatch.com/case-studies/nestle/view/
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Land O’Lakes, Inc.
When Land O’Lakes found themselves at the center of a heated online debate, 
they knew they needed to understand what was being said about them and how 
their consumers felt in real time. However, their current listening technique, done 
via an agency, came at a big cost and included a lot of manual work. They needed a 
digital consumer intelligence tool that would be easy to use, reliable, cost-effective 
and help them answer bigger business questions. 

They chose Brandwatch to help them with a variety of functions, including real-
time crisis monitoring (to identify potential reputational threats before a problem 
develops), in-depth audience analysis (to continuously learn about key consumer 
groups and inform content strategy), and quality monitoring (to stay ahead of 
potential issues with products). 

By doing audience analysis in-house (as opposed to paying an agency), the 
analytics team saw a return on their investment almost immediately, with 
hundreds of thousands of dollars in cost savings. Their social listening also played 
a critical role when COVID-19 hit, enabling them to respond to worried customers 
along with a new audience of people suddenly “panic-buying” chickens at record 
rates. Today, Land O’Lakes continues to save time and money using  
Brandwatch and is now embedding consumer insights across different  
teams in the organization.

https://www.brandwatch.com/case-studies/land-olakes-inc/view/
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Potential Energy Coalition
Potential Energy Coalition (PEC) is a nonprofit consisting of people who’ve worked 
in commercial marketing and decided to use their skills to make a difference by 
changing people’s perceptions and behaviors on climate change.

They needed a way to understand how climate change is being discussed online, 
and the tools they'd used in the past to monitor conversations failed to provide the 
right level of insight. They partnered with Brandwatch’s Consumer Research team 
to dig deeper and understand how climate change relates to people’s daily lives 
and worries. They were able to get insight into parents’ biggest concerns about 
climate change and its impact on their children. Using this insight, the PEC team 
built an initiative called “Science Moms,” a campaign designed to engage  
and educate parents with messaging from fellow mothers who were also  
climate scientists. 

Once the campaign launched, they used Brandwatch’s monitoring tool to look 
at the online conversations to measure the campaign’s effectiveness. They were 
also able to monitor sentiment to ensure their message was resonating the right 
way. As the campaign has progressed, PEC has been able to use social listening to 
understand how the conversations are changing and their role in shaping those 
conversations, discover more opportunities to refine their messaging and further 
the scope of the campaign.

https://www.brandwatch.com/case-studies/potential-energy-coalition/view/
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Getting Started with Social Listening
If you want to get started with social listening, using free tools like Google 
Analytics and Twitter Analytics are good places to start. But if you want to dig 
deeper into the data and gain better insights that tell the whole story – or if 
the idea of tracking and trying to make sense of the billions of conversations 
happening on social media completely overwhelms you (after all, you’re only 
human) – consider working with a partner that specializes in social listening. 

Finding a knowledgeable and reputable partner who can provide the expertise, 
technology and support to help you meet your goals will be invaluable in 
helping ensure you are getting the most out of your social listening efforts.
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Conclusion
As powerful as social listening is, there are a lot of moving parts, and it can 
quickly get overwhelming. But rather than thinking of social listening as 
one more thing to add to your “to do” list, think of it as an opportunity ̶ an 
opportunity gain better insight, create more effective messaging and build 
smarter strategies. Now it’s just a question of, “Will you take advantage of it?”

To learn more about how Cision can help you get started with  
social listening, talk to an expert today.
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https://twitter.com/cision
https://www.cision.com/request-demo/?utm_medium=pdf&utm_source=Xant&utm_content=ebook&utm_campaign=2021-social-listening-ebook



