4
Steps to a Personalized PR Lifecycle

For the past several years, marketing research has heralded the arrival
of personalized customer experiences and their ability to make or break
brand loyalty. With the rapid growth of digital technologies that enable
brands to build custom experiences for visitors across their websites,
email and paid channels, it was only a matter of time before it expanded
to public relations.
The internet is wide, but most audiences play in whatever small corner of the web with
which they feel the most affinity. This has led to mass fragmentation of the media
landscape and an opportunity for PR and brand professionals to reach discrete audiences
with messages that truly resonate and directly influence business outcomes!
The timing couldn’t be better for communicators. As the media landscape has become
more disjointed, it’s also become more competitive—with seven PR pros for every one
journalist—and the old way of doing PR has slowly yielded fewer and fewer results.
Audiences have now come to expect and even demand personalized experiences—making
personalization a critical element of any effective comms strategy today. It is the key to
effectively engaging audiences, connecting with journalists who can amplify their brand
stories, and ultimately driving results.
While this approach is by no means easy, with the right framework and the right tools in
place, it is far from impossible.
This guide provides the necessary steps for today’s PR and communications teams to take
a standard campaign—where you have a goal, a story, and a general idea of your strategy –
and transform it into a personalized communications strategy that delivers what journalists
and end-audiences alike want for bigger and better results.

44%

of communications leaders track extensive data about their
end user audience from their owned media efforts and use that
insight to inform their campaigns; however, only 28% can do so
for earned media, according to the 2021 Global Comms Report
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Step 1:
Research Your Audience
No campaign (at least no effective campaign) begins without some preliminary
understanding of audience personas. But in today’s hyper-targeted consumer
landscape, “preliminary” won’t suffice. In-depth audience research is essential
to understanding which messages will resonate the most and where they will
resonate the most.

Where to Start
You likely already build your campaigns around your audience’s basic
demographic data—gender, age, occupation. To offer more nuanced message
relevancy, ask yourself the following questions:

?

Where do my audiences read news or come across other messaging
about my brand and industry?
Does my audience listen to podcasts on the drive to the office? Catch
the evening news cooking dinner? Spend four hours scrolling a Reddit
dedicated to NFTs? Earned media secured against each of these channels
is likely to look very different in tone and audience, giving you the
opportunity to tailor your communications for maximum relevancy.

?

Which media influencers and news outlets do my audiences trust
most?
According to the 2022 Edelman Trust Barometer, earned media continues
to outperform owned and social media channels when it comes to
audience trust, but not all earned media will equally move your audiences.
Understanding which voices and sources audiences trust most for
different subjects is imperative to personalizing your PR approach.

?

What subjects do my audiences feel affinity toward
(e.g., cryptocurrency, social justice, crotchet)?
Determining the topics your audiences follow opens up so many different
paths for personalization. For instance, you could launch a multichannel
campaign, reaching the same audiences (while packing a bigger punch)
via both earned and paid media in tandem.
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?

What messages do my audiences already receive about my brand and industry
through earned media and social channels?
For most brands, on the broadest level, their audiences can be divided into three
segments: Those who love them, those who hate (or are indifferent to) them, or those
who have never heard of them. By identifying which of these categories your
audiences fall into, you can personalize your communications to counteract negative
messages or reinforce (or establish) positive ones.

Where to gather this information
You can access some of this information through your owned media channels. (Keep in
mind, however, that it will be limited to audiences who are already engaged with your
brand—not necessarily new audiences you want to target.) If you’re putting money
toward paid media, you should have access to the data behind who’s engaging. Surveys
(administered through both earned and owned media) and focus groups are also excellent
methods of gathering audience insight; however, both can be time-consuming, costprohibitive and limited in scope.
For info that audiences may be hesitant to share, or for insight into audiences who don’t
engage with you currently, third-party tools can shed clarity (and in a timely manner).
Developments in earned media analytics provide access to advanced demographic and
firmographic data on audiences already engaging with your brand and industry.
Meanwhile, social listening empowers brands to gather insight in real time and at scale.

Want a real-life example?
A major tech company adjusted their media relations strategy
based on Impact audience insights. Using Cision Impact,
they uncovered that lifestyle publications generated the most
earned media views and drove the most audience engagement.
Previously, their media relations strategy was centered around
tech publications and national newspapers. By discovering
where their audiences were most engaged, they were able to
“cut the fat” and tailor their PR strategy.
4

4

Steps to a Personalized PR Lifecycle

How to Apply It
Use the information you gather to create more detailed audience personas and
segments. The more granular you can get, the more you will be able to create
customized messages that capture their interest and attention.
For instance, start with your typical campaign audience, and find one or two
meaningful ways to segment them—based on channel, affinity, demographics,
or a combination of these factors. Then customize your broader campaign
message to speak to each of these audiences.
Of course, even with the most targeted messaging, securing earned media can
be elusive, which brings us to the next step.

Only 44%

of communications teams are using communication
technology (CommTech) to “develop audience personas
and journey maps.”
That’s a missed opportunity for the majority of comms
teams to gain deeper audience insight that can inform a
more effective comms approach.
Edelman’s 2021 Future of Corporate Communications Study
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Step 2:
Identify the Right Influencers
For all the upheaval of the last few years, one thing remains the same: Earned media is one
of the most effective means of amplifying your message and winning the attention—and
trust—of audiences. In fact, a survey of communications leaders named mainstream
journalists as the #2 most effective influencers (following only word-of-mouth from
everyday consumers). That’s why connecting with the right media influencers is key.
When you have their attention, you have the attention of their audiences.
But not all journalists and influencers are created equally when it comes to connecting
with the audiences you identified in Step 1.

Where to start
Who are the “right” media influencers anyway? Below is a breakdown of criteria to consider
in determining which media influencers to add to your outreach list:
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?

Audience metrics

?

Where they “live”

?

Competitive intel

How many people does the influencer reach? What is their average readership?
How many followers do they have on social media? How much engagement do
their posts get? (Pro tip: Social listening can give you even deeper insight into who
is engaging and how.)

Consider whether your influencers are reaching local, regional or national audiences—
and where your audiences are paying the most attention. (For example, you may
dream of being featured in the Wall Street Journal, but you may have more impact
reaching your target audience through smaller publications at the local level.) On
which social media channels is the influencer most active? Who’s retweeting them or
sharing their stories? What does their audience engagement look like? (Refer back to
the audience data from Step 1 to help inform the best channels for your goals.)
Dive into which media influencers are covering your competitors, industry and
aspirational peers. If you’re jealous of the coverage a peer gets around a particular
topic (maybe ESG or executive placements), identify who is providing that coverage
and add them to your list.

4

?

Steps to a Personalized PR Lifecycle

Topics of Interest
Consider the affinity topics from Step 1 and search for additional influencers
outside your typical list who might reach your audiences. With a little
message personalization, you might be able to secure a story in a valuable
publication in which you wouldn’t typically (but more on that in Step 3).

Where to get this information
You can cover some ground using social media, search engines and industry
websites to research journalists; however, you will also burn a lot of time that
you could be putting elsewhere (more on that later). This approach also doesn’t
guarantee you’ll get the most complete or up-to-date information.
A better use of your team’s time might be using a third-party media database.
Most media databases provide access to the above information—information
that is continuously verified and updated. And many have search filters that
make it easy to quickly find and build a list of journalists and other media
influencers that fit your parameters.

How to use your research
Build a priority list of key media influencers for each of the audiences you
identified in Step 1. There may be some overlap, but if you properly segmented
your audiences, there should be unique media influencers for each.
Worried about limiting your reach? There is value in casting a wide (but still
topic- or industry-relevant) net. But save your mass blasts for influencers who
didn’t make it to your priority list, and reserve your priority list for personalized
and proactive outreach.

Only 25%

of communications leaders say they are “always” able to identify
the right journalists and influencers to target for their stories,
according to the 2021 Global Comms Report.
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Step 3:
Pitch Personal
Most journalists receive anywhere from 50 to 100+ pitches a week, meaning you’re
competing against a lot of noise. The fastest way to get heard? Get personal.
With consumers demanding more personalized experiences, is it any wonder that
journalists are asking for the same treatment? Securing more earned media coverage
through personalization means not just understanding what your end audiences care
about but also what resonates with the journalists that gatekeep your access to them.
In other words, it’s not enough to know who to reach out to; you also should consider what
your target media influencers care about, how they perceive their audience, and what they
cover. Then use that intel to customize your pitches for max effect.

Where to start
Similar to how you researched your end audience in Step 1, you should now take a similar
approach when researching your audience of priority media influencers. Below are some
questions to ask yourself to get started:

?

?
?
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Which stories are seeing the greatest engagement on their site and social media?
More than any other factor, this can make or break your pitch. Today’s journalists
are minding the metrics like never before: 59% say they have changed the way they
evaluate stories in the wake of detailed audience metrics. If you can sell a media
influencer on the impact of a story (and why their audience should care), you have all
but won the battle.
What is trending in the broader media or industry landscape?
Whether you call it newsjacking or just common sense, contextualizing your story
within what is already getting clicks is the best way to amplify coverage of your story.
What have they and their publications recently been covering?
Have any specific topics been dominating the attention of specific media influencers
or publications of interest? Drawing connections between that topic and your story
will show you’ve done your homework and keep journalists from marking your
message as spam.
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What is coming up on their editorial calendars?
The best story in the world won’t get coverage if the journalist in question
is slammed that week. A full third of journalists are filing 10+ pieces a week,
so do them – and yourself – a favor and check out their editorial calendars
before pitching and either customize your story to fit, or slot it into the
light periods.

?

Do they have any upcoming speaking engagements or conferences?
A speaking engagement gives you the rare opportunity to know what a
journalist is thinking about, where they’ll be, and who they’re speaking to.
Using this information when you pitch shows you view the journalist as a
person first, which can go a long way toward building relationships.

How to find this information
Here is where media monitoring can be your best friend. It allows you to follow
broader trends and identify the messages that are resonating most with
audiences. If you can apply these insights to your messaging, you can ride the
wave of interest. Reading industry publications and real-time alerts can also
arm you with an idea of what narratives are driving coverage in the moment. A
third-party media database can provide further info on the topics of interest to
the media influencers on your list, so you can create and deliver messages that
are both personalized and situated within the broader media context.

How to use it most effectively
Take the time to craft customized pitches that reflect your research into what
resonates with your priority media list from Step 2.

The majority of journalists estimate that a mere 25% of
pitches they receive from PR pros are completely wrong
relevant to their audiences and topics they cover, according to
Cision’s State of the Media Report.
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TLC for your priority media list
While you may still get a lot of mileage from using a wire distribution service and mass
email to reach the universe of media influencers that could cover your story, your priority
media list deserves a little TLC.

Here at Cision, we suggest customers lead with the Cision
Story Kit, a compilation of the information journalists need
to determine if a story is right for them.
A Story Kit typically includes:
•

Contextual analytics to understand the potential impact of covering your story,
including average share breakdown, historical topic mentions, reader demographics,
and average past performance

•

Consumable bites to streamline your narrative for busy journalists with little time to
consider your pitch, including quotes, spokespeople, and PDFs

•

Multimedia to punch up their story, including high-res images, videos and logos. One in
five journalists say they wish PR pros would provide these in their pitches.

By delivering pitches that speak to a media influencer’s understanding of their audience
and interests alongside everything they need to get started, you will lower the barrier to a
response significantly and secure more earned coverage.
Once your first round of pitches are out, then comes the typical round of follow ups, posting
to owned channels and internal communication, but there’s one remaining step in the
Personalized PR Lifecycle you can’t afford to overlook.

You should also consider the types of resources journalists
prefer to receive with their pitches. According to survey data
from Cision’s 2021 State of the Media, they’re looking for press
releases (78%), original research (68%), and invitations to events
(45%), among others.
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Step 4:
Measure Impact
For as much effort as you devote to researching your audiences, influencers and
customizing your pitches, you want to be sure you actually see results, right? At
this point, you might be (rightfully) concerned that you’re spending so much
time on personalization that you’re actually diminishing your ROI. That’s why
this step is key: Strong metrics can validate your earned media strategy and
illuminate opportunities to optimize and improve.
The personalized PR lifecycle is not complete without a built-in measurement
strategy. You should be considering not just how much earned media you
garner, but how effectively it influences your key audiences and business
outcomes. Without a consistent measurement process in place (or a really good
psychic in your inner circle), there’s no other way to get that critical intel.

What to measure
Historically, PR and comms teams have relied largely on metrics like advertising
value equivalency (AVE) and unique visitors per month (UVPM) to measure the
success of their outreach efforts, but these metrics only tell part of the story (and
not an entirely accurate one). Fortunately, the modern PR and communications
pro can choose from a slew of metrics that will provide a more holistic view of
true reach.

Metrics to determine efficacy
•

Opens and Clicks—Are journalists opening the emails you send or clicking
the links you include? What about compared to your baseline for a mass
blast? If the numbers are similar, your messaging may need reformulating.

•

Total Mentions—The whole point is to get coverage, right? Measure the
total placements your story receives and related brand mentions following
a campaign.

•

Validated Article Views—With today’s CommTech, you can measure article
views with the same tech marketing teams use to determine ad impressions,
so you can accurately determine the size of the audience engaging with your
story through earned media. Use this metric to reinforce journalist interest in
your story/brand in your next campaign, showing there is an audience
engaging with this topic.

4
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Only
44%

of CCOs report baseline
measurement on media
impressions, and only 30% have the
tools in place to tie revenue growth
back to their work.
Edelman’s 2021 Future of Corporate
Communications Study
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•

Audience Demographics and Firmographics—With the same earned media analytics
you used to develop the right audience profiles in Step 1, you can validate that you’re
reaching your Ideal Customer Profiles now in Step 4. Use this data to refine your priority
media influencer lists for each persona.

•

Social Media Engagement—Who is sharing and engaging with your story on social?
Monitoring social media engagement can confirm that your messaging is resonating
with the right audiences, and help you refine your messages for each audience.

•

Message Sentiment—Perhaps more important than how many people are talking
about your brand is how they are saying it. Sentiment helps you “read the room” to
determine what you’re doing right in terms of messaging and tone—and where you
may have unexpected results.

Metrics to tie to business outcomes
•

PR Referral Web Traffic—Capture how many people take action on your website after
consuming earned media about your brand. Backlinks allow you to track the campaign
and source of the traffic.

•

Lead Conversions—Take a step beyond traditional website trackers and measure
actions that readers perform on your website hours or even days after being exposed to
earned media content, including but not limited to form-fills and purchases on your site.

•

Share of Voice—How many mentions is your brand getting versus your competitors?
SOV helps you understand how you compare to your competitors and can be used to
not only optimize your campaigns (What are they doing well? Where can you
differentiate yourself?), but also as a proxy to determine brand awareness and
reputation—which, according to global executives surveyed by Weber Shandwick
could account for as much as 63% of market value.

How to access this information
Today, there are a variety of free online tools that can assist your measurement needs –
including Google News (where you can set up real-time alerts) and Google Trends.
The bad news is, these tools have their limits, both in depth and ability to tie back to
business outcomes. (Not to mention that sorting through the results to find meaningful
data can eat into your team’s time.)
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For modern PR and communications teams that need an efficient, effective
way to understand their impact and improve their ROI, investing in a media
monitoring and analytics platform can lead to major payoffs.
A strong media monitoring and analytics platform will enable you to track
the metrics that matter for your team quickly, easily and in one place. A really
good media monitoring platform also makes it easy to make sense of those
metrics and gather it all into easy-to-interprets reports that you can share with
your team, leadership and other key stakeholders. Cision’s Monitoring and
Analytics Solution, for example, enables teams to see:
•

Earned media attribution (to measure how views translated into tangible
business outcomes)

•

Performance over time (to understand your campaign’s effectiveness)

•

Domain authority and validated article views (to determine how many 		
people you are reaching)

•

Competitor analysis (to see how you perform vs. competitors)

•

Intuitive dashboards (to access your metrics in one place)

•

Executive-ready reports (generated from your dashboards in one click)

What to do with this information
The sky’s the limit once you’re armed with the data to know who and how people
are engaging with your earned media. For the sake of personalization, however, If
you want to gauge the ROI, start by establishing a benchmark of what standard
results look like when you mass blast your story and compare to determine ROI.
The time you’ve taken to personalize your messages for journalists should yield
greater earned media placement, and the tailoring of messages for audiences
should result in greater and more positive outcomes.
Once you have the numbers, socialize them with the team and leadership.
Use the intel to identify more opportunities for personalization where you’ll
see the greatest impact. Then, follow up with the journalists who ran your
story and start building on that relationship for future success.

Steps to a Personalized PR Lifecycle

Putting Metrics to Work:
Case Studies
Expanding Earned Media Reach
A video game company demonstrated
earned media’s far-reaching influence
during a product launch. Using Cision
Impact, they measured that earned media
generated 33% of all website traffic during
the launch. The actionable information
added value and budget to PR’s ROI in their
integrated marketing strategy.
Driving Earned Media ROI
An enterprise software company proved
that earned media drove lower funnel
conversions. Using Cision Impact, they
were able to track audiences after they
read an online article to understand how
they interacted with the website. From
impressions to lead conversions, their
comms measurement is now integrated
with marketing.

13

4

Steps to a Personalized PR Lifecycle

But How Will This Affect ROI?
We know what you’re thinking and, yes, adopting the 4 Steps of the PR
Personalization Life Cycle requires investments in time and technologies for
your team, but following the framework can actually improve ROI—leading to
greater cost savings—and greater results—along the way.

Better ROI, you say? That’s right. Here’s why:
1.

Putting your time behind the media influencers whom your audiences
follow and trust can ultimately save you time previously spent courting
an impossibly large media list. (Take, for example, the savings Adobe
experienced when it narrowed its media list from 3,000 to the 600 that
drove the majority of coverage.)

2.

By personalizing your pitches and messaging by audience, you’ll drive
greater impact and returns, which in today’s more competitive PR
landscape is invaluable (but not immeasurable!).

3.

Developing a true measurement framework for ROI will reveal both: a) areas
where you have been performing well—perhaps even unveiling a few
surprises along the way (consider a Cision client, a renowned video game
company, that determined 33% of all website traffic during a launch was
driven by earned media referrals) and b) areas where you could optimize for
better impact.

Implementing a new framework can feel overwhelming for you and your team,
so we recommend adopting a crawl, walk, run approach: Start with a few key
areas of personalization and research. Once you see returns on the traditional
steps, you can put together the business case to ask for greater investment in
tools and people.
Finally, consider the scalability and user-friendliness of any vendors you assess.
Good CommTech can streamline your workflows, so that your team is more
effective before you ever send your first personalized pitch!
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Bringing It All Together
With the Cision Comms Cloud
As noted above, the traditional methods of outreach are no longer sufficient, and there is
more demand from executives to see results—and tie them back to the bottom line.
The right tools provide an opportunity for PR and comms teams to create the kind of
personalized outreach audiences have come to expect—without sacrificing ROI. That’s why
leading PR and comms teams rely on Cision. The Cision Communications Cloud, an earned
media management lifecycle solution, enables teams to seamlessly:
•

Find the right influencers to spread their story and amplify their reach

•

Understand the right message for the right audiences

•

Understand if and how their efforts are making an impact

•

Gain critical insight to adjust and inform more effective strategies

•

Prove their impact with intuitive, executive-ready reporting capabilities

Find out how Cision can help you take the first step to a more personalized
PR strategy.

SCHEDULE A DEMO TODAY
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As a global leader in PR, marketing and social media management technology and intelligence, Cision helps brands and organizations
to identify, connect and engage with customers and stakeholders to drive business results. PR Newswire, a network of approximately
1.1 billion influencers, in-depth monitoring, analytics and its Brandwatch and Falcon.io social media platforms headline a premier suite
of solutions. Cision has offices in 24 countries throughout the Americas, EMEA and APAC. For more information about Cision’s awardwinning solutions, including its next-gen Cision Communications Cloud®, visit www.cision.com and follow @Cision on Twitter.

