
This is a postprint version. Please cite the original chapter as: Volk, S. & Buhmann, A. 
(2023). Measurement and Evaluation in the Digital Age: Challenges and Opportunities for 
Corporate Communication. In V. Luoma-aho, M. Badham (eds.). Handbook of Digital Corpo-
rate Communication. Edward Elgar Publishing 
 

 1 

  

 
Measurement and Evaluation in the Digital Age: 

Challenges and Opportunities for Corporate Com-
munication 

  
  

Sophia C. Volk 
University of Zurich, Department of Communication and Media Research, Switzerland 

s.volk@ikmz.uzh.ch  
ORCID ID: 0000-0003-0887-8224  

  
Alexander Buhmann 

BI Norwegian Business School, Department of Communication and Culture, Norway 
alexander.buhmann@bi.no  

ORCID ID: 0000-0001-8077-496X  
  

  
Key words: digital technologies, automation, artificial intelligence, real time monitoring, pro-
filing, microtargeting 
 
 

Abstract 
Digital technologies offer significant advances for the measurement and evaluation (M&E) of 
corporate communication, as they allow for real time and automated data collection and anal-
ysis and bring new predictive capabilities. This, in turn, also brings new challenges and con-
cerns, e.g., with data-based profiling and microtargeting. This chapter examines how digitali-
sation changes M&E and what remains the same, differentiating between two levels: (1) 
M&E at the activities level (of communication products, campaigns or programs), and (2) 
M&E at the administrative level (of managing the communication function, departments, and 
professionals). We critically reflect on societal, ethical, legal, organisational, and individual 
challenges related to the use of digital approaches to the M&E. The implementation of digital 
technologies for M&E in practice is illustrated by a case study of the UNICEF measurement 
framework. We conclude with directions for research and implications for the future of M&E 
practice. 

Introduction 
It is undisputed that digitalisation and technological changes will have a lasting impact on 
corporate communication. Despite the evolving debates in research and practice, the question 
remains as to how the challenges and opportunities associated with the digital transformation 
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can be successfully implemented in corporate communication. One area where digital tech-
nologies, methods, and tools can offer significant advances is measurement and evaluation 
(M&E). M&E has been a cornerstone of the strategic management of corporate communica-
tion for decades (Buhmann, Likely, Geddes 2018; Volk, 2016). The recent rise of digital 
communication formats - for example, social media, virtual reality, social intranets, chat bots, 
or digital annual reports - continue to challenge traditional practices in the evaluation of cor-
porate communication (Weiner & Kochhar, 2016). With advances brought by artificial intel-
ligence and machine learning to automate M&E analyses, and a boom in technology provid-
ers, many avenues for innovation in M&E of digital corporate communication are opening 
up. In addition, the increase in digitalised processes in organisations - such as digital work-
flows, virtual collaboration, or video-conferencing - offers new approaches for the strategic 
management of communication, but also requires appropriate methods for evaluating effi-
ciency and performance. 

In this chapter we examine how digitalisation is changing M&E and what remains the 
same. Digitalisation is understood as a socio-technical process, in which digital information 
and communication technologies - such as software, platforms, information systems, or de-
vices - are integrated into processes, structures, capabilities, and products and thus become 
part of the infrastructure (Brennen & Kreiss, 2016; Tilson et al., 2010). In the organisational 
context, the increasing use of disruptive digital technologies is seen as an important lever for 
far-reaching changes that alter, threaten, replace or complement existing rules, values, struc-
tures, practices or business models, often discussed under the term digital transformation 
(Nadkarni & Prügl, 2020). The digital transformation and the increase in digital platforms 
and social media also have consequences for the communication of organisations, which it-
self is becoming more digital and digitalised (Vercic et al., 2015). Digital corporate commu-
nication in this chapter is defined as the strategic management of digital technologies to im-
prove communication in organisations, in society, and with organisational stakeholders for 
the maintenance of organisational tangible and intangible assets (Badham & Luoma-aho, 
2022 in this edited volume).  

 In addressing the question of how digitalisation changes M&E of digital corporate 
communication, we look at two levels: First, at the activities level of digital corporate com-
munication products, campaigns or programs. Second, at the administrative level of the func-
tions, departments, and individuals who develop, manage, and execute digital corporate com-
munication activities. To systematically address M&E of corporate communication, the con-
ceptual framework by Buhmann and Likely (2018) is adapted below, which a) visualises the 
key units and stages of M&E, b) connects them to the basic management cycle, and c) distin-
guishes three foundational forms of evaluation. Next, this chapter introduces opportunities 
and challenges as well as directions for reconsidering M&E practices in a digitalised world: 
First, we discuss the M&E of digital corporate communication (at the activities level) and 
posit that M&E practices experience a shift from largely summative, retrospective evaluation 
to the use of digital technologies for real time and ‘intelligent’ monitoring, which in turn ena-
bles data-based communication planning and strategizing. Second, we reflect on the M&E of 
digital corporate communication management (at the administrative level), which includes, 
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e.g., the evaluation of digitalisation processes within corporate communication and aligns to 
an understanding of M&E as a pillar of strategic management.  

Finally, we discuss the societal, ethical, legal, organisational, and individual chal-
lenges related to a proliferation of digital approaches in the M&E of corporate communica-
tion and present a case study on its implementation in practice. We conclude with directions 
for research and implications for M&E practice. 
 

Definitions of M&E and previous research 
Basic concepts and terminology  
Debates in the research field of M&E address the question of how the effects and impact of 
corporate communication can be measured and how the success of communication can be 
evaluated with regard to defined goals (Buhmann & Volk, 2022, Stacks, 2017; Watson & No-
ble, 2014). The terms measurement and evaluation are often used alongside and sometimes 
interchangeably (Macnamara & Likely, 2017). While evaluation is understood as the system-
atic assessment of the value of an object, measurement comprises the collection and analysis 
of data as an important part of such value assessments (Buhmann & Likely, 2018). To this 
end, quantitative and qualitative social science research methods (such as surveys, content 
analyses, observations) are used. This is done with research instruments (such as standardised 
questionnaires, codebooks, or semi-structured interview guides for focus groups) that gener-
ate metrics or qualitative insights which can be used as performance indicators to compare 
targets and actual results (target-performance comparison). Metrics that aggregate critical and 
strategically relevant information in a single result are called key performance indicators 
(KPIs) (van Ruler & Körver, 2019). For the M&E of corporate communication, in addition to 
social science research methods, business management methods (e.g., process analysis, 
budget analysis, competency analysis) (Volk & Zerfass, 2020) and computational methods 
(e.g., web scraping, API-based research, data mining, big data analytics, etc.) are used for 
data collection and analysis of business processes or large amounts of data. 

Within the concept of evaluation, the root term value signals the necessity to define 
and explain what the value of corporate communication is, prior to any measurement and 
value assessments. Four generic and interrelated value dimensions can be distinguished 
(Zerfass & Viertmann, 2017) -- corporate communication: 
1. enables operations, as it raises publicity, attention, customer preferences, and em-

ployee commitment and thus keeps the organisation running and ensures immediate 
success in terms of primary objectives; 

2. builds intangible values, as it fosters reputation, brands, and corporate culture and, 
thus, creates the immaterial assets that are the basis for sustainable and long-term suc-
cess; 

3. ensures flexibility, as it builds relationships, trust, and legitimacy and, thus, secures 
the organisation's license to operate and increases its room for maneuver; 

4. adjusts strategy, as it monitors the organisation’s environment, thus increasing the re-
flective capacities of strategic management decisions. This helps secure thought lead-
ership, innovation potential, and crisis resilience. 



This is a postprint version. Please cite the original chapter as: Volk, S. & Buhmann, A. 
(2023). Measurement and Evaluation in the Digital Age: Challenges and Opportunities for 
Corporate Communication. In V. Luoma-aho, M. Badham (eds.). Handbook of Digital Corpo-
rate Communication. Edward Elgar Publishing 
 

 4 

Further, according to the distinction between the level of activities on the one hand and ad-
ministration on the other hand (cf. introduction), M&E must assess the value added both with 
regard to messages, channels, campaigns etc. as well as with regard to the structures, practi-
tioners, management systems, processes etc. that the former activities are based on. 
 
A framework for M&E of digital corporate communication  
M&E in corporate communication can be conceptualised in relation to a basic cycle that con-
sists of four core elements: situation analysis (formative research, needs assessment); plan-
ning (strategising, objective setting, tactical planning); implementation (strategy execution), 
and evaluation to show if objectives were met (accountability) and how they were met (im-
provement/learning), which may provide feedback for future planning.  
 
Figure 1. The basic management cycle and types of evaluation 

 
 
Concordantly with this basic management cycle, three types of evaluation can be distin-
guished:  

I. Formative evaluation (sometimes: formative research) comprises elements of situa-
tion analysis and strategic planning and provides intelligence and insight for strategis-
ing. Formative evaluation is a baseline for strategic decision-making and is provided 
through organisational listening and environmental scanning, e.g., using surveys, fo-
cus groups, or  media content analysis to identify stakeholder attitudes or channel 
preferences. In the strategic planning stage, objectives for purposeful communication 
activities/products, campaigns and programs are set. Later evaluations are conducted 
against these objectives.  

II. Process evaluation (sometimes: monitoring) tracks ongoing activities during strategy 
implementation and gathers (often in real time) insights on immediate message distri-
bution and reach, audience attention and engagement, or shifts in stakeholder atti-
tudes. This type focuses on an evaluation of operations and on determining whether 
processes are ‘on track’ in relation to predefined targets.  

III. Summative evaluation determines results, looking at how communication activities or 
the attempts of their management have met their objectives and are contributing to re-
alizing broader communication and organisational strategy. This type emphasises 
feedback for both accountability and learning. 

Management processes in practice are, of course, more disordered than this idealised cycle 
would suggest and usually play out in an iterative fashion. Digital technology especially is 
rapidly changing a formerly more sequential and stepwise dynamic between different stages 
of the process and the three M&E types. This is because many digital platforms used for cor-
porate communication (take social networking sites as an example) will allow to measure and 
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evaluate communication in real time, leading not only to more overlap between the different 
management phases (analysis, planning, implementation, evaluation) but also between the re-
spective types of evaluation. Furthermore, this process can become even more reflexive and 
iterative in very dynamic contexts of communication such as corporate crises.  

Based on the management cycle and the three types of evaluation, we can develop a 
framework for M&E by distinguishing different M&E stages within the implementation pro-
cess. A plethora of frameworks and standards has been developed over the past decades (see, 
e.g., Buhmann, Macnamara & Zerfass, 2019), partly with very dissimilar approaches and ter-
minologies, but most of them resembling common “logic models” (Frechtling, 2015). One 
seminal effort at a standard framework in recent years has been the integrated evaluation 
framework (IEF) developed by the International Association for the Measurement and Evalu-
ation of Communication (AMEC, 2016), which today exists in more than 20 languages. Other 
models include, e.g., the British Government Communication Service’s Evaluation Frame-
work 2.0. (GCS, 2021), or the German DPRG/ICV model (DPRG/ICV, 2011). A discussion 
of the different models is beyond the scope of this chapter, but can be found, e.g., in Mac-
namara (2018a). 

Buhmann and Likely (2018) have recently made an effort to align and integrate differ-
ent M&E frameworks based on a review of existing approaches. Their model distinguishes 
between five main stages of M&E: inputs, outputs, outtakes, outcomes, and impacts (cf. also 
Buhmann & Volk, 2022). In the following, we explain each stage and denote alternative la-
bels: 
(1) Inputs comprise the resources needed to prepare and produce communication (e.g., strate-

gic objectives, budget, employee assignment; as such, the inputs stage is the bridge be-
tween planning and implementation). 

(2) Outputs comprise the communication that is published and received by the target audi-
ences and can be further distinguished between primary outputs (sometimes also referred 
to as “activities”) (e.g., number of press releases, websites, events, etc.) and secondary 
outputs (actual media coverage, event attendance, reach etc.). 

(3) Outtakes (sometimes also referred to as “short-term or direct outcomes”) comprise what 
the target audience does with the communication (e.g., attention, awareness, engagement 
etc.). 

(4) Outcomes comprise the effect of communication on the target audience (e.g., knowledge, 
attitudes, intentions, behaviour, etc.). 

(5) Impact (sometimes also referred to as “outgrowth”) comprises the long-term value cre-
ated (often only in part) by communication at the organisational level (e.g., reputation, re-
lationships, customer loyalty) or the societal level (e.g., social equity, public trust, jus-
tice). 

In digital corporate communication, especially the stages of outputs and outtakes, but to some 
degree also outcomes, tend to get a special emphasis due to the increased availability of data. 
In fact, the stage of outtakes was added to many M&E frameworks as a consequence of the 
popularity of digital platforms, such as social media, and the heightened ability to measure 
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different forms of stakeholder engagement digitally (e.g., through likes, comments, shares, 
return visits to websites, etc.).  

In line with the prior distinction between the level of communication activities on the 
one hand and the level of managing and administering such activities on the other, two basic 
clusters of evaluation objects can be distinguished:  

• At the level of communication activities, units of assessment can be distin-
guished according to their level of aggregation, ranging from: individual prod-
ucts (evaluated rather in the short term according to, e.g., distribution, reach, 
tonality, or likes), to campaigns (evaluated in the short- and mid-term with an 
emphasis on campaign engagement and outcomes such as attitude change), to 
entire programs, i.e., ‘bundles’ of campaigns (evaluated across the whole 
range of implementation, reaching all the way to the long-term impacts on or-
ganisational or even societal value creation). As such, these units of assess-
ment are ‘nested’ (communication products are elements of campaigns, which 
in turn are part of larger programs). The level of complexity and the time hori-
zon (short-, medium-, and long-term) of M&E thus increases with each unit 
and therefore requires different levels of aggregation and combination of 
methods, measures, and KPIs. 

• At the level of managing and administering communication activities, units of 
assessment can be distinguished between the level of individual units (such as 
communication practitioners, but also processes, systems or tools) and the 
level of the communication function (comprising the aggregation of all the 
former individual units charged with managing communication across the or-
ganisation, not bunt to an individual department). 

The above discussion can be visually summarised in an integrated framework that relates the 
basic management cycle to a) the three types of evaluation (formative, process, and summa-
tive; with a tendency to move form a more sequential to a ‘real-time’ practice), b) the five 
stages of M&E during implementation (inputs - outputs - outtakes - outcomes - impact), and 
c) the five units of assessment at the level of both communication activities and their admin-
istration. 
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Figure 2. A framework of M&E in digital corporate communication (adapted from Buhmann 
& Likely 2018) 

 
 
 

What is changing? 
The changes brought about by the digitalization have important implication for the field of 
corporate communication: On the one hand, the media usage patterns of stakeholders have 
changed tremendously in recent years, as mobile and digital consumption have long since 
overtaken traditional analogue media consumption (Newman et al., 2021), creating many 
more digital traces that can be analysed and used for targeting audiences. On the other hand, 
the number of channels, voices, and platforms has increased, and technological and methodo-
logical advances in computerised analyses of large amounts of data have occurred. This 
opens new opportunities for real-time measurement (data collection and data analysis) and 
real-time use of evaluation insights for learning and strategic planning. In what follows, we 
first discuss what is changing for 1) M&E of digital corporate communication (activities 
level) and then reflect on the 2) M&E of digital corporate communication management (ad-
ministrative level).  
 
1) M&E of digital corporate communication  
The M&E of digital corporate communication must, of course, first and foremost expand 
with a view to the increased variety of new communication channels and cross-platform in-
teractions, ranging from social media, influencer communication to chat bots. Beyond this, 
however, there are more profound changes in the digital age that relate to data collection, data 
analysis, and the use of data. 
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First, at the level of data collection, there is a growing availability of free and paid 
tools and technologies for in-house data collection as well as a growing market of data collec-
tion vendors and commercial data brokers. A recent systematisation lists more than 5.000 
tools available in MarTech (Brinker, 2020), otherwise known as “marketing technology”, of 
which many are also applicable in corporate communication or “CommTech” (Arthur Page 
Society, 2021). These tools can be used for the M&E of outputs, outtakes, and outcomes gen-
erated on corporate websites or social media channels (Weiner, 2021). What distinguishes 
M&E of digital communication from more traditional evaluation methods, such as media re-
sponse analysis, is that data is collected in real-time and that the process is increasingly auto-
mated. Moreover, in the digital age, it is much easier to link digital data trails collected at var-
ious stakeholder touch points with the organisation (e.g., search histories, web tracing data, 
app data, location data, likes, shares, etc.) to individual stakeholders, i.e., to capture personal-
ised data (Mai, 2016). Collecting such real-time and networked data allows systematic (so-
cial) listening and intelligent monitoring (Zhang & Vos, 2014), which is increasingly im-
portant in the age of disinformation, fake news and consumer-generated content, as organisa-
tions struggle to retain control over their own communication in algorithmically curated me-
dia environments (Macnamara, 2020). Of course, access to data in real-time does not improve 
M&E per se, but also requires new ways of analysing big data. 

Second, at the level of data analysis, the most important advances for M&E concern 
recent technological and methodological developments in data sciences, computer linguistics, 
and business intelligence. The increasing sophistication of computerized research methods, 
automation, and artificial intelligence (AI) nowadays enable organisations to analyse large 
amounts of data in an efficient, fast, reliable, and timely way (Weiner, 2021). AI here refers 
to a machine’s ability to produce results for a task that are indistinguishable from the results 
achieved by a human agent (Corea, 2019, Buhmann & Gregory 2022 – in the same volume). 
In corporate communication, it often involves the use of machine learning or deep learning to 
analyse large text material. Automatised text analyses based on AI can be used, for instance, 
to examine sentiments of user comments on corporate social media, tonality and share of 
voice in online media articles, or transcripts of stakeholder interviews or focus groups. Pre-
dictive analytics or modelling, already widely used in the retail sector, enables digital corpo-
rate communication M&E to find patterns in big data and make predictions on future stake-
holder behaviour based on stakeholders’ personalised data collected (Gandomi & Haider, 
2015). However, predictions based on such data also require new statistical approaches, since 
basic assumptions in the social sciences, e.g., about normal distributions and generalizability, 
do not hold, as data on the entire (Internet) population are impossible to collect (Lazer et al. 
2021). Visual analytics help to facilitate the representation of data in graphs, maps, charts, 
etc. so that decision makers can more easily make sense of large amounts of data. Real-time 
dashboards are often used to make the insights of M&E accessible and visible in a ‘dense’ 
form focused on a small number of KPIs (Zerfaß & Volk, 2019). A major challenge remains, 
however, with the need for scrutiny as well as the validity and reliability of automated text 
analysis or sentiment detection, as well as of predictions based on data. The core problem is 
that the data sources that can be used for predictions are usually not created specifically for 

https://www.emerald.com/insight/search?q=Boyang%20Zhang
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this purpose, and are in their raw or unprocessed form often messy, sometimes inaccurate, or 
even faked. For example, unlike survey responses, data obtained through tracking or mobile 
sensing was not designed for research purposes. Therefore, intensive data cleansing and 
maintenance and “data hygiene” are essential to gaining meaningful insights. Moreover, pro-
cedures must be developed to distinguish between human and computer-generated communi-
cation, e.g., to identify fake followers or fake bots from real social media users, which is 
likely to become a more important use case in the age of disinformation.  

Table 1 presents an overview of common methods for the collection and analysis of 
data as well as KPIs used for the M&E of digital corporate communication. Each column lists 
available methods and KPIs in alphabetical order; i.e. each row stands alone. Meanwhile, as 
mentioned, there are countless technology providers for implementation (see Brinker, 2020), 
among the most popular are Google Analytics, Hootsuite, Talkwalker, as well as social media 
platform’s own analytics toolkits such as Facebook or Instagram Insights or LinkedIn analyt-
ics. 
 
Table 1. Digital KPIs for M&E in digital corporate communication  
Level Methods Digital KPIs 
Outputs  - Observation, netnography (e.g., 

online events) 
- Online media content analysis 
- Online touchpoint analysis 
- Social media tracking  
- Website tracking  
 

Primary outputs 
- Number of activities (e.g., social media 

posts, digital campaigns, digital press 
conferences, etc.) 

Secondary outputs 
- Online media coverage volume 
- Online media share of voice 
- Social media reach  
- Click-through rate, open rate 
- Virtual event attendance  
- Website visits, impressions 

Outtakes - Online surveys 
- Sentiment analysis 
- Social media tracking and analy-

sis 
- Website tracking and metrics 

- Attention  
- Awareness 
- Downloads 
- Online tonality, sentiment  
- Recall (aided/unaided) 
- Recognition 
- Mentions (tags, brand, organisation) 
- Response (e.g., likes, shares, comments) 

Outcomes  - Focus groups, interviews 
- Observation, netnography  
- Online surveys, opinion polls 

(e.g., customers) 
- Social media analysis 

- Attitude (e.g., trust, acceptance) 
- Behaviour / conversion rate (e.g., buy-

ing, donating) 
- Intention (to buy, to recommend) 
- Knowledge  
- Learning 
- Preference (e.g., brands) 
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And third and finally, at the level of data usage, the major change is that real-time 
data and insights can also be incorporated into ongoing campaigns and real-time digital con-
tent creation. This goes beyond the rationale of traditional summative M&E that uses such 
insights at the end of campaign implementations. The process of systematically recording, 
classifying and relating data to individual stakeholders and thereby creating personalised pro-
files is known as algorithmic profiling (Büchi et al., 2020). Although stakeholder mapping 
has been used for decades, digital data opens up new opportunities for corporate communica-
tion to (micro)segment different stakeholder groups in a very fine-grained manner and sub-
stantiate the identified segments with granular data collected in other parts of the organisation 
(e.g., sales or CRM: stakeholders’ user profiles, purchase behaviours, psychological traits, 
age, location, health, private interests, etc.) (Matz & Netzer, 2017). This allows to create con-
tent and messages tailored to very specific stakeholder groups (e.g., potential or current cus-
tomers, journalists, social media followers) in near real-time. To this end, organisations make 
increasing use of microtargeting, which is a major trend in political and commercial market-
ing (White & Boatwright, 2020). In other words, corporate communication can target differ-
ent stakeholders with unique content, rather than disseminating one-size-fits-all messages to 
larger stakeholder groups. This allows a more efficient allocation of budgets for digital com-
munication according to predicted outcomes for specific stakeholders and micro segments 
and could be a means for more intensive stakeholder engagement and co-creation of content 
in the long term.  
 
2) M&E of digital corporate communication management  
In addition to the M&E of communication activities, a second area facing the changes of digi-
talisation is the M&E of the management or administrative level of communication. While 
the former concerns primarily the output, outtake, and outcome stages, the latter particularly 
involves the input and impact stages. For the M&E of digital corporate communication man-
agement, perhaps the most pressing question is the extent to which processes, structures, and 
management approaches in communication teams, divisions, or entire departments have been 
digitalised or digitally transformed (see Zerfass & Brockmann, 2022 in this edited volume). 
M&E does not have to reinvent the wheel but can adapt new evaluation methods and ap-
proaches for assessing digitalisation processes from digital controlling (e.g., Keimer & Egle, 
2020), information systems, business analytics, or human resources and marketing research. 
At the level of concrete digital processes, for example, process analyses can be used to assess 
whether digitalised workflows in communication units or teams are efficient and effective 
when creating content or responding to journalists’ queries. Approaches and KPIs to evaluat-
ing the digital maturity of structures and routines can be adapted to assess and benchmark the 
digital transformation of entire communication departments. By doing so, new opportunities 
open up for institutionalizing a broader understanding of M&E not only at the level of com-
munication activities, but as a strategic pillar of corporate management.  
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What remains the same? 
Against the manifold changes brought by digitalisation, the question inevitably arises as to 
what remains the same in M&E conceptualisations, methods, and practices. While especially 
data collection and data analysis operate under fundamentally changed conditions through 
digitalisation, a more stable sphere in M&E may be that of the underlying/preceding building 
of evaluation frameworks as well as that of data use, especially at the managerial and admin-
istrative level.  

Regarding the underlying M&E framework, setting up M&E for digital corporate 
communication can still rely on the established best practices in terms of the core dimensions 
to consider, i.e., types, stages, units of analysis. Here the fundamentals of building a con-
sistent M&E framework based on “logic models” and established communication M&E 
standards still prevail -- see section ‘A framework for M&E of digital corporate communica-
tion’ above. Such standards of remaining relevance include those developed and proposed 
within the “Barcelona declaration of measurement principles”, first launched in 2010 and up-
dated in 2015 and 2020 (cf. Buhmann et al. 2019): 1) setting goals and measurable objectives, 
2) identifying outputs, outcomes, and potential impact, 3) identifying outcomes and impact at 
the level of the organisation and its environment, 4) including both qualitative and quantita-
tive analyses, 5) not considering “advertising value equivalence” (AVE) as a measure of the 
value of communication, 6) including all relevant online and offline channels, and 7) foster-
ing integrity and transparency to drive learning and insights. 

With its strong emphasis on the importance of setting goals and objectives derived 
from core organisational value drivers (see section on “definitions of M&E and previous re-
search” above) M&E (digital or not) needs to centre around what an organisation is trying to 
achieve. This means operationalizing M&E based on a consistent framework as well as upon 
objectives that are relevant to organisational strategy and can be used to evaluate in a mean-
ingful way, i.e., SMART objectives. SMART means that objectives operationalise an organi-
sation’s more abstract strategic goals and visions of success in a specific and measurable 
manner, and they are set to be achievable and realistic (so that they may effectively motivate 
and engage employees), as well as time-bound to state concretely by which date an outcome 
should be achieved. The emphasis on SMART objective-setting as a necessary prerequisite to 
M&E is all the more important in a digital age, where indicators (regardless of their organisa-
tional goal relevance) are relatively readily available and often less costly to collect -- and 
this availability depends much less on distinct planning on behalf of the communicator. This 
goes to show that where M&E practices link up with more general strategic efforts of (com-
munication) management, digital developments are not fundamentally changing best prac-
tices -- a best practice that is all about the contribution of M&E efforts to corporate strategy 
and, ultimately, to organisational value creation (Gilkerson et al., 2019).  

In a similar vein and before the backdrop of the permanent burgeoning of new digital 
measures especially at the output and outtakes stages, digital corporate communication re-
tains a strong need to focus M&E on the outcome and impact levels that are less about com-
munication per se and more about communication’s effects on stakeholder’s attitudes and be-
haviour or even business results. There remains a strong need for education when it comes to 
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developing M&E capabilities in corporate communication at the outcome and impact levels 
(Zerfass et al., 2017), paralleled by a need to further advance professional standards that can 
build normative pressure among practitioners to move towards more sophisticated M&E 
(Buhmann & Brønn, 2018).  

Further, it is exactly at this crucial junction of M&E and management that we see the 
remaining importance of building and securing strong in-house competencies for M&E. This 
is necessary to build bridges between an ever-increasing availability of data on the one hand, 
and the constant necessity to align communication activities with the emergent process of or-
ganisational value creation (e.g., strategy development and implementation) on the other. 
Such in-house competencies, if strong, will also build a solid basis on which to critically as-
sess the value of ever new digital ways to collect, analyse, and use data. 

Finally, some other aspects of M&E may indeed remain the same where offline com-
munication (i.e., face-to-face stakeholder dialogues, such as ‘town halls’, or physical press 
conferences and other PR events) or distinctly ‘physical settings’ are still key to developing 
valid insights and driving communication value. Here, more traditional ‘pre-digital’ M&E ap-
proaches will keep their relevance. This goes, for instance, for the role of qualitative insights 
generated through face-to-face focus groups (i.e., in the situational analysis/planning phases) 
or interviews with physical event participants (i.e., during and after the implementation 
phase). 
 

Critical examination 
Digitalization brings major changes for advanced data collection, data mining, and predic-
tions based on data and presents not only prospects for the M&E of corporate communica-
tion, but also raises several ethical, normative, and legal issues. These are however still little 
discussed in the corporate communication and public relations literature (Bourne & Edwards, 
2021; Duhé, 2015; Valentini, 2015; Yang & Kang, 2015). Empirical research in the practices 
of M&E in corporate communication has a long tradition (e.g., Zerfass et al., 2017; Mac-
namara et al., 2017; Wright et al., 2009), but only recently have scholars started to address 
the question of how digital innovations - such as AI, big data, or automation - reshape prac-
tices in corporate communication from the perspective of practitioners (e.g., Buhmann & 
Gregory 2022 in this volume, Bajalia, 2020; Wiesenberg et al., 2017; Wiencierz & Röttger, 
2019; Zerfass et al., 2020). Although most empirical studies do not explicitly relate to M&E 
practices, but rather general developments in digital communication, they do offer insights 
into the ethical and practical challenges opening up for digital M&E. We distinguish three 
levels to critically reflect on M&E in the context of digital corporate communication: the so-
cietal level (macro level), the organisational level (meso level), and the individual (M&E 
practitioner) level (micro level). 

At the macro level, corporations’ use of personalised stakeholder data for profiling 
raises legal, societal, and ethical concerns with regard to maintaining individuals' data privacy 
and is critically discussed under such terms as dataveillance (Van Dijck, 2014) or surveil-
lance capitalism (White & Boatwright, 2020; Zuboff, 2015). Especially the use of microtar-
geting, e.g., for corporate or political campaigns, and algorithm-based communication is met 
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with fears of spurring democratic challenges related to political polarisation and digital ine-
qualities and contributing to the fragmentation of the public sphere and the creation of echo 
chambers (e.g., Barocas, 2012). In addition, the increasing processing of big data and related 
energy consumption also has ecological implications and challenges pathways to sustainable 
corporate practices.  

At the meso level, corporations must face the question of how to use the new opportu-
nities brought about by digitalisation in a responsible, accountable, and moral way, not least 
because the unwitting exploitation of stakeholder data could damage the relations with cus-
tomers, employees, or the public (Valentini, 2015). Corporations as a whole and their com-
munication departments also face challenges of setting up efficient structures and routines for 
data management and governance. Building inhouse architectures and intelligence could be a 
remedy to minimise the dependency on platforms such as Meta (Facebook), Alphabet 
(Google), or Microsoft and data vendors for data collection. For the positioning of corporate 
communication departments, there is a risk of lagging behind or being booed by develop-
ments in automated marketing and MarTech, if opportunities for innovations in M&E of digi-
tal communication are overlooked.  

At the micro level, the increasing use of digital technologies and tools can pose risks 
for the well-being of individual M&E practitioners: Collecting, analysing, interpreting, visu-
alizing, and making sense of data requires lots of time, personnel resources, and new compe-
tencies. While practitioners do not need to become expert technologists (Galloway & 
Swiatek, 2018), lacking competencies may be a source of digital stress or information over-
load, and could be a severe barrier to the implementation of new technologies or tools for 
M&E.  

Against this backdrop, implementing digital technologies driven by AI and machine 
learning for M&E of digital corporate communication (to support data collection, analysis, or 
use) necessitates ethical reflections on consequences at the micro, meso, and macro level. Re-
cent reviews on ‘ethical AI’ (cf. Buhmann et al. 2020), show that AI implementation may 
raise three interrelated types of concerns, which also relate to the field of M&E.  

First, the use of AI for M&E may raise evidence concerns about how systems convert 
vast data into ‘insights’ (which form the basis of a system’s decisions). AI-powered tools for 
M&E may rely on data that is inconclusive (i.e., decisions will be based on patterns that are 
artefacts of data), or misguided (i.e., decisions will be based on inadequate inputs, such as 
data that is sensitive, incomplete, or incorrect).  

Second, the use of AI in M&E may raise outcome concerns, meaning these systems’ 
recommendations and decisions might be wrong and harmful. When the use of digital tech-
nologies fails their intended goals, these tools may lead to false assessments and ultimately 
wrong business decisions. Such harm may be direct, e.g., when tactical decisions are based 
on false evaluations provided by AI. They may also emerge as indirect and long-term impacts 
that come with the application of AI more generally, e.g., when AI-powered tools become 
highly embedded in the strategy building process and their false assessments influence the 
development of communication departments or organizations in the long-run.  
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Third, digital technologies powered by AI may raise epistemic concerns through their 
poor transparency (also referred to as ‘AI opacity’) (Burrell, 2016). The self-learning capacity 
and a relative autonomy of AI-powered tools for M&E can make it difficult for corporate 
communication practitioners to evaluate the workings of these systems themselves, e.g.: How 
are data inputs processed? How does data processing lead to particular assessments and out-
puts of the system? The potentially decreased ability to provide straightforward explanations 
about the data collection, analysis, or use of AI-powered tools, highlights the need for AI lit-
eracy of communicators -- especially in a field like M&E, which will likely see a relatively 
swift uptake of AI and supplanting of activities that have previously been performed by pro-
fessionals (forthcoming CIPR study).  
  

Case study 
Against the backdrop of the changes brought about by digitalisation and their critical exami-
nation, we now address the question as to how M&E is used responsibly and purposefully in 
practice. An illustrative example of the successful use of digital technologies for the timely 
and partially automated M&E of digital corporate communication comes from UNICEF.  

A global welfare organisation under the umbrella of the United Nations, founded in 
1946, UNICEF operates in over 190 countries to improve the well-being of children. One of 
its cornerstones is the use of rigorous research and thoughtful analysis about the situation of 
children in order to make evidence-based decisions. Driven by the conviction that analysing 
performance and distilling insights from listening is essential to strengthening UNICEF’s 
communication, the highly decentralised organisation has developed a global M&E approach 
in 2017, which has been implemented in regional and local offices in more than 60 countries 
and all seven regional offices. The UNICEF communication measurement framework was 
developed to evaluate the local implementation of global objectives - in other words, the 
“glocal impact” - of UNICEF’s communication and advocacy efforts and has been featured 
as a best practice case study on the AMEC website. The UNICEF Division of Communica-
tion in New York centrally monitors metrics at the global level and supports country offices 
to adapt the M&E framework to local demands and media contexts. At the global level, the 
Division of Communication uses a wide range of digital technologies and tools for M&E 
such as LexisNexis Newsdesk as a media aggregator, Factiva for archival media searches, 
TVeyes for broadcast media aggregator, Talkwalker for social media listening, or Trendkite 
as a user-friendly dashboard. Typical KPIs include media reach, digital reach, (online) share 
of voice, audience engagement, or brand awareness. Data is collected in real-time and in six 
languages (English, French, Spanish, Arabic, Chinese and Russian). Automated daily alerts 
help to identify, coordinate, and respond to potential issues in a timely manner. Automated 
analysis is combined with human analysis of a random sample of 500 clips/month to validate 
sentiments and tonality, for example. Insights are presented in the form of in-house snapshot 
reports, weekly reports, or quarterly reports, which provide senior management with the op-
portunity to record insights rapidly and use them to identify opportunities for improvement 
and to develop forward looking strategies.  
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In retrospect, implementation of the M&E framework has given UNICEF leadership a 
clearer picture of how digital communication activities resonate with the public and has 
strengthened its position as the leading advocate for children in terms of reach and engage-
ment. An important prerequisite is an organisational culture that values learning, experimen-
tation, measurement, and innovation. This was part of UNICEF's digital transformation strat-
egy, which began with investments in staff digital skills, digital infrastructure, and technol-
ogy, and expanded its intelligence gathering and capacity building for systematic listening 
(UNICEF, n.y.).  
 

Conclusion and future directions 
Against the background of the critical examination, it has already become apparent that many 
unanswered questions remain to be tackled by scholars and practitioners in the field of M&E 
(cf. Volk & Buhmann, 2019). In the future, research in the field of digital corporate commu-
nication should focus primarily on the question of what conditions as well as positive and 
negative consequences are associated with the digitalization of M&E practices from the per-
spective of corporate communication departments, M&E practitioners, and society. Both em-
pirical research, conceptual work and critical approaches are needed to better understand 
these aspects and to shed light on the ethical implications of M&E in the digital age. In addi-
tion, interdisciplinary approaches that link literature from fields such as data science, com-
puter linguistics, digital marketing, and digital controlling are desirable to provide insights 
and cross-fertilisation on the path to digitalisation of M&E of corporate communication. In-
creased collaboration between science and practice could offer particularly fruitful insights 
into organisational requirements for the further digitalisation of M&E at the level of struc-
tures, process, cultures, competencies, and technologies. As communication professionals 
face ever new challenges related to the technological innovations of digitalisation, such as 
data security and data management, continuous learning and improvement becomes key in 
the future. This also includes ethical training of practitioners (Bourne & Edwards, 2021) and 
catching up with developments in neighbouring fields such as MarTech and data science.  
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