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Executive Summary
Until recently, the widely held perception was that the methods and metrics for systematically and comprehensively assessing the impact of public interest media initiatives – such as non-profit and non-commercial journalism operations, social
issues-based film and television programming, and public service media campaigns – were lacking. However, technological
changes in the media sector have opened up a range of new analytical opportunities for understanding the impact that media
can have across a range of relevant criteria. Thus, the field of media impact assessment is in a period of rapid innovation and
change, in which new approaches to defining and measuring impact are being developed and adopted.
The goal of this report is to provide a comprehensive overview and assessment of the approaches being employed in this
formative period of assessing media impact, with a focus on what is termed here a social value perspective. Social value in this
context refers to analytical approaches that extend beyond financial measures of success to take into account criteria such as
improving the well-being of individuals and communities across a wide range of dimensions that are central goals of most public
interest media initiatives. This report seeks to identify relevant analytical approaches, methodologies, and metrics for assessing
media impact in an effort to develop a baseline inventory of analytical tools, methods, and metrics that can inform further work
in this area; and to identify approaches that appear particularly promising.
The key themes that emerge from the media impact literature include:
1. The importance of media impact assessment maintaining a high degree of methodological flexibility
and diversity
As was repeatedly illustrated in the literature, different projects require different methodological approaches to impact assessment. Moreover, a comprehensive approach to impact assessment typically requires the application of multiple methodological
approaches that address different levels of analysis that reflect the different spheres of potential impact (e.g., on individual attitudes/behaviors, on media debate/discussion, on public policy).
2. The availability of a broad range of performance metrics
Those engaged in assessing media impact can find themselves awash in data that can be configured into an almost overwhelm-
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ing variety of performance metrics. This is a reflection of the nature of contemporary audience interaction with media, in which
most aspects of the dynamics of content consumption, along with many aspects of how audiences can respond to content, are
easily capturable and quantifiable. This is a dramatic departure from the past, when most dimensions of audience engagement
with media were much more resistant to measurement.
3. The centrality of audience engagement to impact assessment
The concept of engagement often serves as a central mechanism via which media impact is assessed, and can be utilized to
serve in a variety of capacities in relation to the broader notion of media impact; for instance, as an intervening variable, as a
proxy for impact, or as a form of impact in its own right. One approach to engagement measurement that seems to have taken
hold involves deriving ratios of audiences exposed to media content to those who engaged in some form of measurable action
during or after exposure.
Overall, these findings highlight the need for an institutional infrastructure to support this field as it develops further.
Specifically, there is a need for an interdisciplinary institutional resource that can serve as a gatherer and accessible knowledge
accelerator; as a facilitator of the research necessary to extract actionable insights from the relevant data; as a disseminator of
information about available data, its uses, and the findings that are emerging from it to the field at large; as a critical intermediary to distinguish between useful and not useful data; and as a resource that public interest media organizations can draw upon
for training, guidance, assessment, and up-to-date information about best practices.
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Introduction
Until recently, the widely held perception was that the methods and metrics for systematically and comprehensively assessing the impact of public interest media initiatives – such as non-profit and non-commercial journalism operations, social
issues-based film and television programming (both scripted and documentary), and public service media campaigns – were
lacking (see, e.g., Green, 2012; Lewis & Niles, 2013). However, technological changes in the media sector have opened up a
range of new analytical opportunities for assessing the impact that media can have across a range of relevant criteria (see, e.g.,
Napoli, 2011).
In recent years, funders of public interest media initiatives have been working to improve the assessment strategies and
tools that guide their work (see, e.g., Brock, Buteau, & Herring, 2012). Their goal is to have a more concrete and more comprehensive sense of the overall impact that these media initiatives are having, both within their intended audiences and beyond.
Such impact can extend into realms such as politics, policy, education, public health, and the economy, depending on the focus
and goals of the particular public interest media initiative.
The goal of this report is to provide a comprehensive overview and assessment of the range of approaches being employed to assess media impact, with a focus on what is termed here a social value perspective. Social value in this context refers
to analytical approaches that extend beyond financial measures of success to take into account criteria such as improving the
well-being of individuals and communities across a wide range of dimensions that are central goals of most public interest media
initiatives (see Eurodiaconia, 2013, for further discussion of defining and measuring social value). Of course, positive social impact and financial performance can be positively related. Indeed, the research being assessed here could prove to be very useful
in determining the extent to which this is the case.
The objective here, then, is to identify relevant analytical approaches, methodologies, and metrics for assessing media impact, in an effort to develop a baseline inventory of analytical tools, methods, and metrics that can inform further work in this
area; and to identify approaches that appear particularly promising. This report builds upon recent work in this area that has, in
some instances, been a bit narrower in scope (e.g., focusing primarily on journalism [Lewis & Niles, 2013]; or focusing primarily
on needed data sources and analytical tools [Clark, 2010]). The scope here is a bit broader in a number of ways.
First, a key goal of this report is to cast a wide net in terms of disciplinarity, and identify the most relevant work across
the spectrum of relevant academic disciplines. As quickly became apparent, work that informs efforts to assess media impact
emerges from a variety of disciplines, including: information science, marketing, political science, sociology, and, of course,
communication and journalism.
A wide net also was cast in terms of publication venue, as the goal here was to extend beyond the traditional academic
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literature, in an effort to reflect the observation that media impact work can often be found in “‘grey’ publications, such as unpublished literature, minor journals, or perhaps most commonly, self-publications by program-planning organizations” (Inagaki,
2007, p. 2). This strategy proved well-founded, as a substantial amount of relevant material was located outside of traditional
academic publications. Further, in an effort to identify relevant work taking place in the commercial sector, relevant trade publications, industry white papers, and blogs were reviewed as well. Although this report is primarily intended to inform assessment
work with a strong social value orientation, it is important to recognize the potential utility of work taking place in the commercial sector that could inform such efforts.
It is also important to emphasize that the focus here is on more recent work (i.e., work published in the last decade), as
opposed to older research. This emphasis was deemed appropriate in light of relatively recent changes that have affected the
media environment and that have dramatically affected the dynamics of individuals’ media usage. In addition, the interactivity
inherent in this new media environment has given rise to unprecedented data-gathering and analytic tools. For these reasons, a
focus on more current research and developments was deemed appropriate.
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What Do We Mean By Media Impact?
Before delving into the relevant research, it is important to have a clear sense of what we mean by media impact. This
section will lay out the basic parameters of the concept of media impact; how it differs from the related area of media effects;
its strong connection to the concept of media engagement; as well as important points of differentiation between assessing
outputs versus impact.

Media Effects vs. Media Impact
Given that there is an extensive body of research on media effects, an important starting point for this review is to differentiate the concept of media impact that is the focus here from the more traditional notion of media effects. First, while there is
certainly a substantial amount of overlap (see, e.g., Leiserowitz, 2004), the field of media effects can be characterized as having
a strong micro orientation, in that the unit of analysis is typically the individual media user, and the focus is on the relatively narrow question of whether exposure to a particular media message impacted that user’s attitudes, beliefs, cognitions, or behaviors.
When we talk about media impact, on the other hand, the orientation can be characterized as a bit more macro, in that the
concerns extend beyond whether individual media users had their attitudes, beliefs, cognitions, or behaviors affected, to also
include broader systemic changes at the levels of organizations and institutions (see, e.g., Inagaki, 2007).
Also, it seems reasonable to contend that media effects studies tend to examine effects of a short-term nature. This has often been due primarily to the methodological challenges associated with conducting long-term media effects research. Inherent
in the notion of media impact, however, is the idea of more lasting change (see Harmony Institute, 2013b).

Media Engagement and Impact
Media impact also extends a bit beyond the traditional notion of media effects through its emergent focus on the concept of engagement. That is, when assessing media impact – particularly as it relates to public interest media initiatives – the
stakeholders involved do not always necessarily focus on measurable effects on the attitudes, beliefs, cognitions, or subsequent
behaviors of the audience. From a media impact perspective, the very nature of the interaction between audience and media
represents important criteria for assessment. That is, those interested in assessing the performance of public interest media ini-
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tiatives are concerned with how the media are used by the audience; what the consumption dynamics are like; and what further
interactions (whether with the media under consideration or beyond) are provoked by the initial interaction.
The nature of these concerns takes us into the rapidly evolving sphere of media engagement. As is discussed in greater
detail below, from an assessment standpoint, engagement is understood in a variety of ways, including:
•

As a necessary precondition for other forms of impact (i.e., as an intervening variable of sorts);

•

As a proxy for forms of impact that may be resistant to available assessment tools;

•

And even as a relevant form of impact in its own right.

Whether engagement is thought of as a means or an end (or both), ultimately depends upon the goals of the public service
media initiative and the assessment criteria established for it. But for the purposes of this analysis, it is important to emphasize
that the concept of engagement, and the associated research, are important components of the larger literature relevant to our
understanding of media impact from a social value perspective.

Outcomes vs. Impacts
In effectively establishing what media impact is – and what it isn’t – it is important to distinguish between outcomes and
impacts. From an assessment standpoint, outcomes are typically defined in terms of the shorter-term effects that a public interest
media project can have (such as reaching, informing, engaging, and mobilizing target audiences), whereas impacts can be seen
as the longer-term, more far-reaching changes (such as changes in individuals’ behaviors, or changes in public policy) (see Knight
Foundation, 2011).
This report will take an inclusive approach and review and assess the relevant literature that has examined both outcome
and impact assessment (given the frequency with which outcomes are assessed in addition to – or instead of – impacts, for some
of the reasons discussed above). What this report will not address, however, is the assessment of outputs – that is, the activities
engaged in by an organization (see Eurodiaconia, 2013), as the goal here is to contribute to ongoing efforts to move beyond
such measures of organizational activities (which are generally much easier to measure; see Tofel, 2013), and instead capture the
short and long-term impacts that these activities have on individuals, organizations, and institutions.
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Assessing Media Impact: Observations
and Lessons
A defining characteristic of media impact assessment is that a comprehensive understanding of the impact of any media
project must employ an analytical orientation that is wide-ranging across a variety of dimensions. Barrett and Leddy (2008), for
instance, call for assessment approaches that address the individual, organizational, and community levels. Such assessment
needs to account not only for the audiences that directly consume the content, but also for the broader media sphere in which
the content circulates (see also Diesner, et al., 2014). Consider, for instance, that in today’s highly fragmented media echo
chamber, in which many media outlets spend a substantial amount of time/space reporting on other media, or relaying reports
generated by other media, it is essential to account for what we might call the media ripple effect in assessing impact (see Barrett & Leddy, 2008). Certain pieces of media content can have an agenda-setting effect on other media (see Nisbet, 2007); and
as a result individuals, organizations, or institutions can be affected without ever having been exposed to the original content.
The importance of this approach is reflected in Leiserowitz’s (2004) analysis of the impact of the Hollywood film, The Day
After Tomorrow, a disaster film about the dangers of climate change. This study involved a national survey on individuals’ risk
perceptions, behavioral intentions, and policy priorities related to climate change a week before and four weeks after the release
of the film (a traditional media effects research approach). In addition, the author conducted a content analysis of a month’s
worth of local and national print and electronic media coverage to determine the extent to which the film was able to place
the issue of climate change on the news agenda. The results showed that not only did the film significantly impact viewers’ risk
perceptions, behavioral intentions, and policy priorities, but it also generated ten times the amount of media coverage about the
issue of climate change than the recent release of a major international report on the subject (Leiserowitz, 2004).
In his analysis of the political impact of documentary film and video, Whiteman (2004) advocates for – and employs – what
he terms a “coalition model” for assessing impact (see also Karlin & Johnson, 2011). This coalition model is intended to be much
more wide ranging than the traditional “individualistic model” of assessing impact, which focused only on “assessing the impact
of a finished film on individual citizens and within the dominant public discourse” (p. 51). According to Whiteman (2004), this
“individualistic” analytical orientation may actually “direct our attention to the circumstances under which the film is least likely
to have an impact” (p. 54, emphasis in original).
The coalition model, in contrast, broadens the focus in three ways:
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•

First, by incorporating the entire film making process (rather
than focusing only on the finished product);

•

Second, by moving beyond individual citizen-viewers to also
consider the larger political content (such as relevant social
movements and activist and elite networks);

•

And third, by considering the impact of a film on discourse
outside of the mainstream (such as efforts by social movements to create and sustain alternative spheres of public discourse) (Whiteman, 2004, p. 54).

In keeping with what will prove to be a recurring theme within the
media impact literature (see below), Whiteman’s (2004) methodological
approach for impact assessment guided by this coalition model neces-

Achieving policy impact
As this report illustrates, media impact can
take a wide range of forms. In some cases,
government policy may be directly affected.
Such was the case in the wake of Participant
Media’s documentary, Middle of Nowhere,
which chronicles a woman’s separation from
her husband while he serves a four-year
prison sentence (Lindstrom, 2013). Like all
Participant Media projects, the film was accompanied by a multi-pronged social action
campaign in order to maximize the film’s impact.

sarily employs multiple methods, including interviews, participant-observation, and content analysis.
Diesner and colleagues (2014) have developed what they call a
CoMTI (content, medium, target, and impact) analytical framework for
assessing the impact of documentary films. Like Whiteman (2004), they
operate from a more expansive framework for operationalizing impact.
Specifically, their analytical approach is based upon the premise that
documentaries should not be approached as a one-way communication between content creator and audience, but rather as a “two-way
process in which senders and receivers interact with each other,” and
in which “receiver’s responses and reactions to senders’ input form dynamic feedback loops” (Diesner, et al., 2014, p. 5). The researchers have
translated this analytical framework into a multi-method approach primarily involving the integration of social network analysis and natural
language processing (NLP) of news media and social media data (specifically, Twitter and Facebook).
The Harmony Institute (2013b) emphasizes in its guide for assessing the impact of fictional and documentary film and video projects that
“there is a growing recognition that there is no single standard metric
for measuring impact” (p. 12). Similarly, within the context of journalism, a key outcome of a symposium dedicated to the topic of new metrics for assessing journalism concluded that: “There is no one-size-fits-all
solution. What works in one organization might not work in another.
Tactics, and therefore metrics, must be specific to [the individual] news-

While the film was concerned with the broad
range of challenges that confront the families
of those who are incarcerated, one issue that
emerged during the planning of the social
action campaign was the exorbitant phone
rates charged to the families and loved ones
of inmates; and the additional hardships such
predatory pricing placed on families already
in an incredibly difficult situation. This issue
ultimately served as a focal point of the social
action campaign that accompanied the film.
Through a variety of activities, such as film
screenings, an educational campaign within
schools, and a petition drive, conducted in
collaboration with other organizations that
had been working on the issue of predatory
prison phone rates, the issue founds its way
onto the Federal Communications Commission’s (FCC) policy agenda. Ultimately, in August of 2013, the FCC voted to dramatically
lower interstate prison phone rates and to
initiate a proceeding directed at intrastate
prison phone rates.
This example illustrates the kind of tangible,
measurable policy impact that public interest
media work can have; as well as the value
of work of this type being accompanied by a
well-planned social action campaign.

room and perhaps to individual projects” (Mayer & Stern, 2011, p. 2).
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The Harmony Institute has developed a number of methodological approaches to assessing the impact of message-oriented films, television programs, and new media content (see, e.g., Harmony Institute, 2013a, 2013c). For instance, the organization conducted a comprehensive analysis of the impact of the documentary Waiting for “Superman,” which focused on the state
of public education in the U.S. (Harmony Institute, 2011). This analysis was described as “one of the first of its kind to measure
the effects social-issue entertainment can have on audiences and institutions” (Harmony Institute, 2011, p. 6) – an important
statement in that it highlights the very recent emergence of efforts to comprehensively assess the impact of public interest media
initiatives. The evaluation methodology employed by the Harmony Institute (2011) was a multi-method approach that included
content analysis of press coverage, focus groups with audience members, online surveys, and in-depth interviews with leaders
in the education field.
A similar multi-method approach can be found in the Harmony Institute’s (2012b) recent assessment of the impact of the
MTV film (Dis)Connected. This assessment employed focus groups, in-depth interviews, online analytics, social media analysis,
and survey research to assess the extent to which the film affected how
teens and young adults think about and use communications technologies
such as mobile and social media. Through this combination of methodological approaches, the organization was able to gain a comprehensive
sense of how the attitudes, beliefs, and behaviors of those exposed to the
program were affected, as well as gain a sense of the overall level of public
debate and discussion that was initiated by the film.
The organization’s assessment of the documentary Bully (which addressed the issue of bullying in American school systems) focused on the
film’s influence in the social media sphere (Harmony Institute, 2012a).
Through analyzing the quantity of Twitter and Facebook posts, as well as associated linking and link-clicking activity, the authors were able to provide a detailed map of the flow and reach of online discussion about the film (noting, for instance, the
importance of “elite” sources such as celebrities and traditional media outlets in facilitating the rapid spread of information and
discussion). Importantly, however, the authors emphasize the need “to acknowledge the
limitations of studying the influence of entertainment in a single domain [such as social
media]. Many of Bully’s most important goals lie outside the scope of this investigation”
(Harmony Institute, 2012a, p. 5). This is an important point as it reflects the wide range of
contexts in which the impact of a public interest media initiative can be felt and should be
assessed in order to develop a comprehensive impact assessment. Today, because many
of the new analytical tools and data sources are oriented around – and generated from –
various online activities, there is clearly a strong emphasis on the online space as the focal
point for assessing impact. Of course, to exclusively focus on the online realm could lead
to important forms of impact being overlooked, or to impacts among certain stakeholder
groups (i.e., those not well-represented online) being missed.
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From Methods to Metrics
As the previous section illustrated, the field of media impact assessment is characterized by a diversity of methodological
approaches that draw from a wide range of data sources. This diversity is amplified when we consider the range of specific metrics that can be used to quantify media impact.
In an effort to develop a quantitative approach to media impact, the Harmony Institute (2012c) has developed an “HI
Score,” which is a system to quantify the influence of entertainment content that seeks to facilitate positive social change. The
HI Score is derived from data from Twitter, news media, and Google searches, with each input weighted differently. For instance,
news media mentions are weighted more heavily in the HI Score calculus in recognition of the larger audience that such outlets
generally have (Harmony Institute, 2012c). Using the HI Score, Harmony Institute researchers conducted a test analysis in which
they charted the impact of three years-worth of Oscar-nominated documentary films (Harmony Institute, 2012c). As Figure 1
illustrates, with this approach the researchers are able to track the magnitude of a documentary’s impact over time, as well as
compare the relative impacts of different films.
In a similar vein to the Harmony Institute’s work, researchers Michelle, Davis, and Vladica (2012) analyzed variation in audience engagement and response to the motion picture Avatar. The authors employed Q methodology (a technique common
to fields such as psychology, political science, and policy studies), which is a qualitative approach that uses factor analysis to
“discern and describe people’s shared subjective viewpoints and understandings” (Michelle, et al., 2009, p. 118). Specifically,
participants are asked to rate (in terms of agree/disagree) and sort a set of statements about the object of study (in this case, the
film Avatar) (for more methodological detail, see Michelle et al., 2009).
The range of analytical approaches relevant to understanding media impact is further expanded when we consider the
literatures on communication for development and media development. Work in this area focuses either on the role of strategic communication campaigns in achieving social, political, or economic development goals for nations or communities; or on
efforts to develop well-functioning media systems that meet the information needs of individuals in countries or communities
where such systems are under-developed (for a more detailed discussion on the points of distinction between these two areas,
see Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Denmark, 2007).
To the extent that media development work is intended to “promote social change through access to information and
opportunities for expression” (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Denmark, 2007, p. 13), work in this area obviously fits squarely
within the media impact context being discussed here. The same can be said for development communication work, with its
emphasis on the use of strategic communication for policy development, institutional strengthening, and enhancing community
well-being. In both of these contexts, the issue of assessing impact has been a long-standing challenge, though important and
promising efforts to develop relevant indicators, and the associated data, have emerged, with organizations such as Internews
and the Media Map Project working specifically to advance impact measurement in these areas (see, e.g., Roy, 2011).
In media development, such indicators have included the degree of media independence; the number and activity of media
outlets; the plurality and diversity of media ownership and content, technological infrastructure, and professional capacity (number and training of journalists, etc.) (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Denmark, 2007; Servaes, et al., 2012). Macro-level ranking
data, provided by organizations such as Freedom House and the International Research and Exchanges Board (IREX), which as-
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Figure 1:
Tracking the Impact of Social Issues Documentaries

Source: Harmony Institute (2012c).

sess and rank national media systems according to criteria such as media freedom and independence, have also frequently been
employed as media development assessment criteria (Servaes, et al., 2012). Because media development work often focuses on
efforts to transform an entire media system, the field’s most common impact indicators often focus on a unit of analysis that
extends a bit beyond that required to assess the impact of an individual public interest media initiative; but such criteria can
potentially be scaled down and applied, if relevant, to more narrowly tailored media contexts.
Such indicators can be thought of purely as outputs if the ultimate objective is the establishment of a media system that
achieves broader socio-political effects such as empowering, informing, and mobilizing the citizenry. Taking this next step, and
assessing whether efforts to develop a media system are having a broader political, social, or economic impact is more challenging. But here, relevant indicators range from voting behaviors, to community engagement (see below), to changes in socio-economic status (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Denmark, 2007). It is important to emphasize that research that has explored
relationships between media development and macro-level political and economic impacts has found a range of important
connections, including positive relationships between media development and economic development, political stability, and
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gender empowerment (Roy, 2011).
In development communication, the assessment approach is more focused on whether the primary messages of a strategic
communication campaign are having an effect on the attitudes, beliefs, or behaviors of target audiences (see, e.g., Murphy, et
al., 2007). Because the goals and strategic approaches of such campaigns can be so varied, it has been argued that “it is impossible to produce a general list of indicators” to guide assessment (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Denmark, 2007, p. 16). As Servaes,
et al. (2012) note: “The evaluation of Communication for Development needs to be based on an appropriate combination of
qualitative and quantitative techniques, complementary approaches and triangulation, and recognition that different approaches are suitable for different issues and purposes” (p.100).
As these authors illustrate, something approaching a consensus has emerged in the communication for development field
that the assessment process and criteria should have a strong participatory dimension (see Byrne, 2007), to the extent that they
should be developed in collaboration with those most affected and involved, “rather than apply predetermined objectors, indicators, and techniques” (Servaes, et al., 2012, p. 108). And so once again, we see in these contexts (as we have seen in other
contexts discussed thus far), an emphasis on multi-method evaluation approaches, incorporating methodologies such as survey
research, focus groups, interviews, and participant-observation (see, e.g., Murphy, et al., 2007; Servaes, et al., 2012). But perhaps more important is that, inherent in this approach is the idea that those affected and involved help to articulate the specific
metrics by which the initiative is to be assessed.
Reflected in this emphasis on methodological diversity and participatory development of assessment criteria is the commonly expressed theme that work in this area should not look to develop any kind of standardized assessment metrics. Such a
strategy simply does not reflect the diversity of objectives and approaches that are found in the design and implementation of
public interest media initiatives.
Nonetheless, there have been efforts in some contexts to develop more standardized assessment criteria. For instance,
within the field of cultural economics the focus has been on developing an assessment approach that operates within the traditional economics vocabulary – that is by expressing impact in economic terms. Reflecting this economic orientation to the notion
of social value, cultural economics approaches to impact assessment operate from the assumption that a monetary value can
be estimated to reflect the positive externalities produced by a public interest media project such as a documentary (see Reeves,
2002). Externalities refer to the (often unintended) byproducts of economic activities. Within the context of informational and
cultural products such as journalism, documentary and narrative films, television programs, and Web and social media sites,
understanding and effectively evaluating the positive externalities is particularly important in order to understand the full extent
of their value and impact (Search, 2011).
Efforts to translate this perspective into concrete economic performance metrics have, for instance, used survey research to
ask respondents to provide hypothetical monetary valuations of the relevant media content in order to estimate its overall social
value (an approach known as contingent valuation). As might be expected, such an analytical approach is somewhat controversial. As Search (2011) notes, “such studies try to put a value on things which don’t currently have a market value. This makes
it difficult for respondents to pull a number out of thin air” (p. 36). That being said, an effort to estimate the social value of Al
Gore’s An Inconvenient Truth in the United Kingdom put the overall social value at over £73 million, through an approach derived
primarily from measures of consumers’ willingness to pay to see the film (Search, 2011).
Another economics-driven analysis of An Inconvenient Truth utilized regional data on the purchase of voluntary carbon
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offsets to estimate the impact of the film on this particular form of environmental awareness and behavior (Jacobsen, 2009). The analysis found that
within zip codes within a 10-mile radius of where the film was shown, carbon offset purchases showed a 50 percent increase relative to other areas of
the country (Jacobsen, 2009). Thus, in this case the impact of the film was
quantified in terms of the apparent increases in expenditures on carbon offsets that it caused. This research example is notable for the way it employed
a specific set of uniquely relevant behavioral data to assess the actual behavioral impact of a particular public interest media initiative. In this regard it is
illustrative of the larger point made previously that assessment approaches
and criteria should be uniquely tailored to the characteristics and objectives of the particular media initiative.

Factoring Engagement into Media Impact Assessment
As was noted previously, the concepts of media engagement and media impact are often tightly intertwined. However,
the concept of engagement has proven notoriously resistant to any kind of uniform, consensus definition – something that is
fundamentally debilitating to its use in the commercial sector (see Napoli, 2011), though not necessarily so in this context of
assessing public interest media projects where, as was noted above, the goals and assessment criteria can and should vary from
project to project.
Audience engagement is often seen as a necessary step toward achieving broader, longer-term social change (see, for
instance, Barrett & Leddy, 2008, Figure 2; Harmony Institute, 2013b; Zuckerman, 2011), and as such, often factors into the
shorter-term assessment criteria that are employed to evaluate public interest media initiatives. It should be emphasized, that
while the two concepts are related, “engagement isn’t the same as impact” (Stray, 2012, p. 4). The extent to which engagement is a significant intermediate step on the way to impact is something that future research must more intensively address.
As ProPublica’s Richard Tofel (2013) recently stated, “Engagement is not the same thing as impact, but the two may be closely
correlated for explanatory journalism” (p. 5). And so, to some extent and in some contexts, engagement can perhaps be best
thought of as a useful proxy for impact, which is why the concept – and its measurement – continues to play a prominent role
in the media impact assessment field.
Some work in this area has sought to develop what are perhaps best called hierarchies of engagement, in which different
dimensions of engagement are assigned different weights in accordance with the extent to which they can contribute to more
concrete forms of impact. The Harmony Institute (2013b), for instance, assesses engagement on a passive to active continuum
as follows:
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Figure 2:
Media Engagement Continuum

ACTIVE

PASSIVE
Experience		

Expression/Sharing		

Participation

		

Action

Website views		
Comments			
User generated content		
Organizing events
Twitter followers		
User reviews/ratings		
Participating in events		
Donating
Facebook likes		
Petition signatures		
Advance registration		
Signing petition
Screening attendance
Website registrations		Inviting others			Volunteering
				Facebook shares			Searching for activities
				Twitter mentions
				Retweets/hashtag usage
				Forum/blog posts
				Viewer polls/surveys
(Derived from Harmony Institute, 2013b).

As should be clear from this figure, the most highly valued forms of engagement within this particular framework for
assessing media impact are the extent to which individuals take part in various forms of civic activity. From this standpoint, the
notion of civic engagement and how it is affected, which is a common point of focus in the field of political science (and, to some
extent, sociology as well), represents another point of disciplinary intersection with the measurement of media impact (see, e.g.,
Couldry, Livingstone, & Markham, 2010). Civic engagement has been defined along three primary criteria:
•

The ability to acquire and process information relevant to forming opinions on civic matters;

•

The ability to voice and debate opinions and beliefs related to civic matters;

•

The ability to take action in regards to civic matters (Gordon, Baldwin-Philippi, & Balestra, 2013).

Following from these three broad categories, civic engagement has been operationalized in a variety of ways, ranging from
participation in civic activities (such as attending a political meeting, rally, speech, or protest; or working for a political party or
candidate; working for a community organization), to engaging in various forms of political communication (such as contacting
public officials, speaking out in a public forum, signing petitions, or, more recently engaging in various forms of online communication such as commenting on news stories and blogs, or engaging in political activity via social media) (see, e.g., Jennings &
Zeitner, 2003; Smith, 2013). And, of course, voting in elections has traditionally been an important dimension of civic engagement. Not surprisingly, researchers in this area have become increasingly interested in the relationship between media usage
(particularly in terms of online activities) and civic engagement (see, e.g., Gordon, Baldwin-Philippi, & Balestra, 2013; Jennings &
Zeitner, 2003; Knight Foundation, 2013), a line of research that, of course, has a direct bearing on efforts to assess the impact
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of public interest media initiatives.
The field of information science provides a relevant perspective on engagement as well. Information scientists generally are
concerned with how users engage with information technologies (see, e.g., Attfield, et al., 2011; O’Brien & Toms, 2008, 2010).
The issue of content is, to some extent, secondary for researchers in this field. But of course, the extent to which audiences’
engagement with public interest media initiatives often takes place via technological platforms such as smartphones, tablets,
and computers means that this literature can also make a potentially useful contribution to crafting comprehensive approaches
to measuring media engagement.
Work in this area has approached engagement as both “process and product of interactions,” which certainly fits well with
the notion of engagement as both a means and an end, which to some extent characterizes the state of thinking in the media
impact field (see above). Definitions put forth by researchers in information science remain, at this point, somewhat broad. Attfield, et al. (2011), for instance, define user engagement as “the emotional, cognitive and behavioral connection that exists, at
any point in time, between a user and resource” (p. 2). This definition is associated with a wide range of fairly abstract components, ranging from attention and endurability to novelty, richness, and control.
Given such multi-dimensionality, methodological approaches have been multi-faceted as well. Some work in this area has
employed user self-reports of their experiences interacting with information technologies (see, e.g., O’Brien & Toms, 2010),
though with the recognition that such self-reporting approaches to measuring a concept as complex and multi-dimensional as
engagement have obvious shortcomings related to the well-documented unreliability of user self-reports (see Attfield, et al.,
2011). More objective measurement approaches have been employed as well, such as asking users to estimate the passage of
time during an activity, or assessing performance of a different task immediately following a period of engaged interaction; or
even employing physiological and behavioral measures such as eye tracking, biosensors, and, of course, Web usage patterns. As
O’Brien and MacLean (2009) note, “it is not enough to use multiple methodologies at the same time; rather we must be able
to select the best methods for the task at hand and have a concrete understanding of how they complement each other” (p. 4).
It seems reasonable to say that engagement measurement (both within and beyond the information science field) has not yet
reached this next developmental stage, in which a comprehensive understanding has been reached as to which methodological
approaches best suit the particular assessment task at hand.
The field of marketing also has recently begun to delve into how to define, assess, and value audiences’ engagement with
media (see Haven, 2007; Paine, 2009). As is the case with many of the fields whose work is being summarized here, assessing
audience size/reach is increasingly seen as insufficient from an assessment standpoint (Henry & Harte, 2012). However, as much
of this marketing work emphasizes, this research is still in its early conceptual, exploratory stages, in terms of theory, method,
and metrics [see, e.g., Gambetti & Graffigna, Biraghi, 2012; Mandelli, Accoto, & Mari, 2010; Vivek, Beatty, & Morgan, (2012)].
As Hollebeck (2011) notes, research addressing customer brand engagement “has transpired in the marketing literature only
relatively recently” (p. 556). As recently as 2010, engagement was described as “a new concept in the marketing literature”
(Gambetti & Graffigna, 2010, p. 804).
In marketing, the primary concern that has emerged is with consumers’ engagement with individual brands (e.g., Gambetti
& Graffigna, 2010; Heath, 2009; Hollebeek, 2011; Sprott, Czellar, & Spangenberg, 2009; Vivek, Beatty, & Morgan, 2012). As
with other fields that have tried to unpack the concept of engagement and translate it into meaningful performance criteria,
within the field of marketing we see engagement being understood as a multi-dimensional concept, comprised of elements
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such as attention, dialogue, interaction, emotions, and activation (Gambetti & Graffigna, Biraghi, 2012). Other marketing studies
have conceptualized engagement in terms of consumers’ personal enjoyment, sense of community, and participation experience
(Pagani & Mirabello, 2011/2012); while others have conceptualized engagement in terms of “four I’s”: involvement, interaction,
intimacy, and influence (Haven & Vittal, 2008).
Not surprisingly, marketers and marketing researchers have begun to devote substantial attention to the ways in which the
Web and social media can be utilized as ways of both fostering and measuring consumers’ engagement with brands (see, e.g.,
Castelyn, Mottart, & Rutten, 2009; Cooke & Buckley, 2008; Mandelli, Accoto, & Mari, 2010; Pagani & Mirabello, 2011/2012;
Peterson & Carrabis, 2008). The breadth of work in this area, as well as the volume of data that can be drawn upon, are well-illustrated by the fact that the Advertising Research Foundation’s (ARF) forthcoming Digital Metrics Field Guide (Rappaport, in
press), contains descriptions of 197 different digital metrics for use in marketing and brand performance research. The key challenge that arises from such a scenario involves deciding which metrics to utilize in particular assessment contexts. According to
the ARF, reaching this determination involves answering the six questions outlined in Figure 3.

Figure 3:
The Advertising Research Foundation’s Metric Selection Process

What are the
metrics we need to
measure progress
on our strategy?

Is the metric easily
understood?

Is the metrics
“instantly useful”
and actionable?

Is the underlying
metrics data credible and timely?

What experience
has the brand had
using a particular
metric?

Should we change
out our metrics?

Metrics need to
reflect agreed upon
outcomes and
cannot be applied
in a one-size-fits-all
manner.

The selected metrics
need to be simple,
descriptive, easy to
explain and transparent.

Metrics should
clearly and quickly
signify what they
mean and what
should be done
when they go up or
down.

Any performance
metric can only
be as good as the
underlying data.
Attention to data
quality is vital to
metric construction
and usage.

Any metric that meets
the previous four
criteria should still be
vetted by people with
experience using it in
order to assure that its
use is appropriate under the circumstances.

Metrics need to be
reviewed periodically to ensure their
continued value, given the rate at which
the environment,
technologies or
performance criteria
can change.

Derived from Rappaport (in press).

Given the range of available options, there have also been efforts to categorize the range of online metrics that can be employed
to assess engagement. Mandelli, et al. (2010), for instance, categorize the range of metrics according to four overarching categories:
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•

Customer engagement (which includes metrics such as quantity and frequency of activities such as content downloads
and uploads; widget and application installations; video start and completion rates, etc.);

•

Buzz measurement (which includes metrics such as volume of online discussion, social media mentions, online sentiment, etc.);

•

Brand advocacy (which includes metrics such as number of recommendations, product reviews and feedback, sharing
rates, etc.);

•

Network influence (which includes metrics such as number of followers, retweet and pass-along rates, number of
incoming links, etc.).

Some of the specific metrics being employed can be quite complex and multi-dimensional, whereas others are much simpler and unidimensional. An example of the more complex, multi-dimensional approach can be seen in the measure created
by analytics firm Web Analytics Demystified (Peterson & Carrabis, 2008). Their multi-dimensional measure of online audience
engagement is comprised of elements such as attention and loyalty (as measured by criteria such as session duration, page views
per session, visits per hour); brand awareness (as measured by search activity), and feedback and interactions (as measured by
criteria such as email feedback, audience ratings of content, content downloading, comment submissions, etc.). The complete
equation for this measure (which has been employed by some news organizations [see below]) is described in Figure 4.

Figure 4:
A Multi-Dimensional Measure of Online Audience Engagement

∑(Ci + Di + Ri + Li + Bi + Fi + Ii)
Where:
C = Click Depth Index (derived from page and event views).
D = Duration Index (derived from time spent on the site).
R = Recency Index (derived from the rate at which visitors return to a site over time).
L = Loyalty Index (derived from the level of long-term interaction visitors have with the site).
B = Brand Index (derived from the visitors’ brand awareness of the site or product).
F = Feedback Index (derived from qualitative information including propensity to solicit additional
information or supply direct feedback)
I = Interaction Index (derived from visitor interaction with the content or functionality designed to
increase visitor attention to the brand or site).
Source: Peterson & Carrabis (2008).

As should be clear, many of the criteria utilized in this approach are derivatives of more traditional “exposure” metrics; and
it is questionable whether criteria related to audiences’ media exposure can, on their own, effectively represent a more complex
construct such as audience engagement (see, e.g., Napoli, 2011). The notion of engagement would seem to suggest dimensions
of audience interaction with media that extend beyond frequency and duration of exposure.
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A similar point can be made about a recent assessment case study of the marketing efforts of Tourism Ireland, which focused on how to assess the value of social media activity (Henry & Harte, 2012). The authors’ effort to develop what they term
“social equivalent advertising value (SEAV)” focused on the following:
•

Post impressions (i.e., views of brand posts in a social medium);

•

Page impressions (i.e., views of brand owner’s social platform; -- personal actions (i.e., consumption of brand content
through an action such as clicking on a photo, video, or link);

•

Public actions (i.e., sharing brand content through social media platforms through liking, commenting, etc.).

As should be clear, three of these four assessment criteria remain grounded in measures of audience exposure, and so this
approach would not seem to expand the notion of engagement beyond traditional media consumption activities to the extent
that available data sources or analytical tools would allow.
Social media marketing firm Socialbakers utilizes a more unidimensional approach to online engagement, but one that
more effectively extends beyond audience exposure (Rezab, 2012). The firm calculates Engagement Rate metrics for both Facebook and Twitter. Their Facebook Engagement Rate is as follows:

Source: Rezab (2012)

Their Twitter Engagement Rate is calculated as follows:

Source: Rezab (2012).

As should be clear, both metrics involve ratios of audience exposure to specific communicative actions.
The journalism field has been particularly focused on developing meaningful ways of assessing audience engagement and
impact (Schaffer & Polgreen, 2012; Ward, 2012). Online news production, distribution, and consumption, like other areas of
online activity, provides a wide array of opportunities, tools, and data sources for measuring various aspects of performance,
audience engagement, and impact (for an extensive list of Web and social media metrics, see Pop, 2008). As Anderson (in press)
notes, “the sudden availability of news metrics [has been] making journalists and editors more sensitive to the implications of
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what their audience was reading and why” (p. 563). In this regard, the

Understanding what
drives the sharing of
news stories on social
media
One of the key challenges – and opportunities – confronting the field of journalism today involves learning how to take maximum
advantage of social media platforms as a
means for increasing the readership of individual news stories. The sharing of individual
news stories has emerged as a primary metric
in terms of assessing the extent to which a
story has engaged audiences and the impact
that it has had on them (see main text).
Recent research has shown that social media
platforms such as Facebook and Twitter are
playing an increasingly influential role in how
audiences consume the news (Pew Research
Center, 2013). In this way, social media platforms are evolving to serve as a gatekeeper
in their own right; a new and potentially influential intermediary between news organizations and their audiences. Of course, the
complicating – and exciting – factor here is
that the audiences themselves play an active
role in the gatekeeping function served by
social media platforms.
Recent research has produced a number of
valuable insights about the dynamics of sharing news stories via social media. Ongoing
research by NPR Digital Services, for instance,
has identified nine categories of local news
stories that are the most likely to be shared
on Facebook. These range from “curiosity
stimulators” (stories that highlight the unique
aspects of a local community) to “news explainers” (stories that help make sense of
the news) (Athas & Gorman, 2013a). This
same line of research has also determined
(continued on page 23)
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news audience has become much more empowered than has perhaps
ever been the case in the history of journalism. Long-standing theoretical
models that traditionally placed audiences at the periphery of the sources
of influence on news production are now being revised to better reflect
the increasingly central role that audience tastes, preferences, feedback
– and even content production – play in the creation of news (Vu, 2013).
In addition, in this time in which traditional commercially-oriented
journalism is in decline, we are seeing a growth in efforts to experiment
with various forms of non-profit and/or non-commercial journalism. For
journalistic organizations of this sort, performance criteria that go beyond traditional commercial measures of reach and financial success are
naturally of greater relevance (Nolan & Setrakian, 2013).
Thus, journalistic organizations and journalism researchers are now
awash with new data sources, analytical tools, and metrics that have the
potential to completely reconfigure how journalistic success and impact
are measured, at just the time when there is a strong desire within the
field to look beyond traditional performance criteria (Linch, 2012; Ward,
2012). As Lee and Lewis (2012) state: “What is unique about the present
moment is the sheer volume of audience data, generated by the ease
and ubiquity of digital tracking technologies” (p. 7). The challenge at this
point, as Aron Pilhofer (2012) of the New York Times has noted, is one
of “figuring out which data to pay attention to and which to ignore. It is
about setting up frameworks for testing, analysis and interpretation that
are both scalable and replicable” (p. 2). Toward this end, the New York
Times has been working on a project designed to “find the right metric
for news” (Stray, 2012, p. 2).
The Reynolds Journalism Institute convened a group of industry
professionals and researchers to tackle the question of identifying and
measuring audience engagement efforts. Their table of potential measurement approaches is too large to reproduce here, but represents one
of the more comprehensive efforts to brainstorm new approaches to
measuring journalistic impact (see Mayer & Stern, 2011). A similarly extensive effort can be found in the Knight Foundation’s guide to evaluating community information projects (FSG, 2011). J-Lab: The Institute for
Interactive Journalism, has also delved deeply into the issue of defining
and measuring user engagement, with a large-scale survey of digital-first
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news sites that gathers information on how these sites are defining and
measuring user engagement and employing engagement-based analytics into the operation of their news organizations (Schaffer & Polgreen,
2012). The J-Lab approach to engagement involves four engagement
categories: 1) engagement as outreach (driving users to consume content); 2) engagement as reaction (inviting users to comment, share, like,
and chat); 3) engagement as stakeholder participation (getting users to

(continued from page 22)
that substantive news stories are shared with
equal frequency as less serious, “fun” stories
– an important finding that indicates that
substantive journalism can effectively engage
audiences in the social media space (Athas &
Gorman, 2013b).

contribute stories, time, and funding); and 4) engagement as civic participation (activating audience members to address community issues). J-Lab
has also provided one of the few comprehensive inventories of analytical
tools (software packages, data sources, etc.) that can be employed in the
task of measuring various forms of audience engagement (see Schaffer
& Polgreen, 2012, p. 34).
A number of journalistic organizations have made significant
progress in developing and employing their own engagement metrics,
and now systematically use them as benchmarks to assess their performance (see, e.g., Nolan & Setrakian, 2013). Philadelphia news provider
Philly.com employs a seven-part equation for measuring online engagement, derived largely from the Web Analytics Demystified (Peterson &
Carrabis, 2008) framework discussed above.
Chicago Public Media measures its audience’s engagement according to five criteria (Richardson, 2011). The first is station partnerships and
collaborations, which is defined in terms of the number of institutional
partners and collaborations in effect in a given month. These partnerships
and collaborations are operationalized in terms of story posts, broadcasts, and public events.

Knight-Mozilla OpenNews Fellow Sonya Song
(2013) has been engaging in similar analyses at the Boston Globe. Her research has
focused on identifying disconnects between
the kinds of stories that the Globe shares on
Facebook and the kinds of stories that are
viewed, shared, and commented upon via social media. Using these criteria, Song (2013)
finds gaps that suggest that opinion pieces,
business news, and lifestyle news are story
categories that are not being shared by the
Globe on Facebook in proportion to the extent that they engage readers. According to
Song (2013), such “misalignment between
staff’s shares and readers’ perceptions may
be a starting point for adjustment.”
These types of analyses are valuable in that
they provide news organizations with new insights into how their work is resonating with
their audiences; as well as a means of better
calibrating their work to their audiences’ expressed needs and interests.

The second is a “Consume:Converse Ratio,” which is a ratio of
page views to reader comments in a given month. The logic here is that a
useful measure of engagement can be derived from the extent to which
readers of a particular story are motivated to post a comment in response
to that story. In a typical month, Chicago Public Media observes a Consume:Converse Ratio of about 400:1. As Richardson (2011) points out:
“Is this number good? Without anything to compare it to, we don’t really
know” (p. 2). This is an important observation as it highlights how early
we are in the development and evaluation of meaningful engagement
and impact metrics. Presumably, down the line such an engagement metric can be explored in relation to other relevant measures of impact to
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develop a deeper understanding of their relationship and thus a deeper understanding of the value of this representation of
engagement and the key thresholds that should ideally be reached.
The third engagement metric employed by Chicago Public Media is C.U.E. Opportunities (Call-in, Upload, and solicited
E-communication). This is a monthly total of various forms of audience participation, such as calling in to radio shows, audience-generated content uploaded online, and the number of responses to requests for program topics, guests, or questions to
be asked of guests.
Fourth, Chicago Public Media tracks, on a monthly basis, the number of times in which its stories are shared or recommended online. And finally, the organization keeps a monthly count of the number of events produced and the attendance, in
terms of total attendance and in terms of percentage of total capacity (Richardson, 2011).
The popular online gossip/news site Gawker employs a “recurring reader affection” formula that, at its core, emphasizes
the value of regular, returning visitors over the occasional or one-time visitors (Garber, 2010). This metric is a product of data on
direct visits (with an emphasis on unique visitors over page views) and branded search queries (as measured via Google Analytics)
(Garber, 2010). Underlying this emphasis is the increasingly widely-held assumption that “the highly engaged reader is actually
far more receptive to the publisher’s marketing messaging than the occasional passerby” (Garber, 2010, p. 2), an assumption
that is receiving growing empirical support in the marketing literature (see, e.g., Kilger & Romer, 2007; Wang, 2006).
A case study of BusinessWeek’s online platform (Ulken, 2009) provides another view into how online news sources are
assessing audience engagement. Reflecting once again the distinction between casual and engaged visitors, BusinessWeek
employs an engagement index that “is a comments-to-postings measure for a given month” (Ulken, 2009, p. 1). This analysis
is conducted at a sufficient level of granularity that “return commenters” (i.e., people that comment multiple times on the
same story) can be separately quantified. In constructing this index, BusinessWeek employs well-known analytical tools such as
Omniture and Movable Type to track the numbers of blog comments and posts. The publication also conducts analyses beyond
their engagement index, such as maintaining counts of retweets, Diggs, Delicious saves, referring traffic, and online mentions
(Ulken, 2009).
Perhaps the most extensive discussion of methods for assessing journalistic impact (and the challenges associated with
doing so) can be found in a white paper by Richard Tofel (2013), president and founding general manager of the political news
site ProPublica. Here, too, much of the focus is on assessing audience engagement. Within the context of explanatory journalism
in which ProPublica operates, such engagement “is especially critical,” as greater engagement “will tend to indicate both how
likely an explanatory story is to resonate with readers, i.e., how much it has explained to them, how likely they are to share it...,
how likely they are to be moved by it to act” (Tofel, 2013, p. 4).
In outlining how ProPublica charts impact, Tofel (2013) describes the Tracking Report that is a key part of the assessment
process for most individual stories that the site posts. This report includes data on reprints or follow-up pieces that appeared in
other media outlets; any official actions (such as statements by public officials or agencies) influenced by the story; opportunities
for change (such as legislative hearings or administrative studies); and any change that resulted. Along with the Tracking Report,
ProPublica produces other reports that focus on criteria such as Web traffic and its origins; social media follower counts, app
downloads, and online sharing.
One conclusion that ProPublica has reached from its tracking activities is that “true impact – in the real world change
sense...is relatively rare” (Tofel, 2013, p. 20). Given that assessing such impact is, by most accounts, in its early developmental
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stages, treating such a conclusion as definitive seems a bit premature at this point. At the very least, such a strong statement
should perhaps be modified to acknowledge that it is true measurable impact that may be relatively rare at this point in time,
given the current state of available analytic tools. Such a modification is reflective of ProPublica’s second conclusion, that not all
forms of impact are quantifiable; and thus “we should want to take great care that we not create pressure to undertake only
that work the outcomes from which are likely to be quantifiable” (Tofel, 2013, p. 20). The final key lesson that ProPublica has
drawn from its efforts is that “there is no one reliable measure of journalism’s impact, no single algorithm that can be devised,
no magic formula to load into a spreadsheet or deploy in an app” (Tofel, 2013, p. 21).
As many of these examples from journalism indicate, a key goal is to achieve what the J-Lab has termed “Audience Conversion,” which is defined as “the process of moving users beyond superficial interaction to actual investment in an online news
site” (Schaffer & Polgreen, 2012, p. 15). Reflecting this perspective, many of the newer “single subject” news organizations
that have emerged online are focusing on “return rate” measures rather than more general measures of audience size (Nolan &
Setrakian, 2013). New analytical tools such as ChartBeat and NewsBeat are oriented specifically around distinguishing between
active and non-active users
A final important context to consider in terms of the assessment of media engagement and impact is the field of health
communication. Health communication researchers have long sought to comprehensively assess the impact of health communication campaigns in a variety of contexts, traditionally relying upon methods such as surveys and interviews to gauge the impact
of strategic health communication campaigns on individuals’ attitudes, beliefs, and behaviors (e.g., Agha & Rossem, 2002;
Vaughan & Rogers, 2000). In some instances, the relevant health communication messages are embedded in popular culture
content such as television and radio programs (see, e.g., Sharan & Valente, 2002; Vaughan & Rogers, 2000).
A focus on engagement has emerged in this body of literature as well (see, e.g., Neiger, et al., 2013). Here, as in other
fields discussed in this report, efforts have been made to categorize different online and social media activities in terms of the
level of engagement they represent. In the health communication context, activities such as Facebook likes and Twitter followers
have been categorized as low engagement. Activities such as retweets and blog comments have been categorized as medium
engagement. Activities such as Facebook shares and user generated content posts have been categorized as high engagement
(Neiger, et al., 2013; for further discussion of social media metrics within the health communication context, see Krall, 2009).
This process of creating rigid engagement hierarchies is a bit problematic, particularly within the context of assessing media
impact that is our focus here, where it seems to be abundantly clear that the diversity of media initiatives and the diversity of
desired outcomes and impacts would inevitably require a substantial amount of flexibility in terms of assigning value judgments
to various engagement criteria. As Neiger et al. (2013) note, within the context of health communication, each engagement
“stage” is presumed to have a causal relationship with the following stage (i.e., low engagement activities lead to medium engagement activities, which lead to high engagement activities). Research has yet to document this kind of causality; but should
it exist, it would certainly help to clarify and solidify the exact nature of engagement’s inherent multi-dimensionality.
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Conclusion
This report has drawn from a wide range of relevant literatures in an effort to provide a comprehensive overview of the
current state of the field of media impact assessment. This report is intended to be used as a baseline from which future efforts
to develop analytical approaches, methodologies, and metrics can be made.
In synthesizing this body of literature, some themes emerged. These included:
1. The importance of media impact assessment maintaining a high degree of methodological flexibility
and diversity
As was repeatedly illustrated in the literature, different projects require different methodological approaches to impact assessment. Moreover, a comprehensive approach to impact assessment typically requires the application of multiple methodological approaches that address different levels of analysis that reflect the different spheres of potential impact (e.g., on individual
attitudes/behaviors, on media debate/discussion, on public policy).
2. The availability of a broad range of performance metrics
Those engaged in assessing media impact can find themselves awash in data that can be configured into an almost overwhelming variety of performance metrics. This is a reflection of the nature of contemporary audience interaction with media,
in which most aspects of the dynamics of content consumption, along with many aspects of how audiences can respond to
content, are easily capturable and quantifiable. This is a dramatic departure from the past, when most dimensions of audience
engagement with media were much more resistant to measurement.
3. The centrality of audience engagement to impact assessment
The concept of engagement often serves as a central mechanism via which media impact is assessed, and can be utilized
to serve in a variety of capacities in relation to the broader notion of media impact; for instance, as an intervening variable, as a
proxy for impact, or as a form of impact in its own right. One approach to engagement measurement that seems to have taken
hold involves deriving ratios of audiences exposed to media content to those who engage in some form of measurable action
during or after exposure.
As is frequently emphasized in the literature discussed here, impact measurement is relatively new in this realm of public
interest media. One of the challenges this poses is that there is not a stockpile of relevant research to draw upon to serve as a
basis for testing performance metrics and investing them with meaning (see, e.g., Roy, 2011). As Christina Lindstrom (2013a)
of Participant Media emphasizes, in fields such as education there is a long tradition of impact assessment. Consequently, there
is also a significant accumulation of findings from previous research that can be drawn upon to develop a deeper understand-
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ing of what individual metrics actually mean. Thus, for instance, education research has demonstrated significant relationships
between test scores, graduation rates, and future income. Impact assessment on an education initiative designed to affect test
scores can then draw upon this body of research to estimate longer-term impacts, such as on individuals’ earning potential. It
is through exploring such connections across data that the value and utility of specific performance metrics can be ascertained
and the full impact of specific initiatives can be assessed. However, “What happens when no prior research exists to match up
to your own metrics” (Lindstrom, 2013a, p. 1)?
This question represents both the key challenge and the key opportunity facing the field of media impact assessment today. Further, this question highlights the need for the establishment of an institutional infrastructure to support this field as it
develops further.
As this review has clearly shown, there are a number of individuals and organizations that are making dramatic strides
in terms of advancing the science of media impact assessment. However, as this review has also shown, this work is scattered
across a wide range of fields that are not necessarily well-connected with one another. Such a scenario highlights the need for an
interdisciplinary institutional structure that can serve as a hub of relevant research and data; as a facilitator of the research necessary to extract insights from these data; as a disseminator of information about available data, its uses, and the findings that
are emerging from it to the field at large; and as a critical intermediary to distinguish between useful and not useful data. Some
work along these lines has begun with the Harmony Institute’s (2013d) forthcoming launch of its ImpactSpace application, which
will provide online access to various types of impact data for social issues films to facilitate both longitudinal and comparative
impact analyses. The development of comparable tools with a broader reach, into realms such as journalism and public service
media campaigns, would be particularly valuable to the field.
This latter point highlights the increasing recognition within the field of media impact assessment that one of the key
challenges that stakeholders face now is wading through the massive amounts of available data to determine which data, and
which performance metrics that can be constructed from these data, have the most value in terms of providing insights that can
guide decision-making and improve performance (see, e.g., Ingram, 2013; Linch, 2012). As Medium Data Lab’s Pete Davies (n.d.)
has noted, “We’ve crossed the point at which the availability of data has exceeded what’s required for quality metrics” (p. 2).
This statement points to the need, once again, for an institutional infrastructure that can engage in the relevant assessments
and inform the field about the relative value and utility of different data sources and performance metrics. And, importantly, in
this Big Data age, this institutional infrastructure must possess the knowledge, skill sets, and technological capacity to do this
kind of work at a scale that reflects the scale of the available data resources. Such support for the field is lacking at this point.
Finally, to the extent that comprehensive impact assessment is a relatively new priority in the media field, the organizations
engaged in producing and disseminating public interest media typically do not have a tradition of conducting these kinds of
rigorous self-evaluations. Moreover, this kind of impact assessment represents a very different set of skills from those that have
traditionally characterized those engaged in public interest media work. Certainly, media organizations and professionals are
evolving rapidly in this regard. Nonetheless, the field would benefit from an institutional resource that could be drawn upon to
provide public interest media organizations and professionals with training, guidance, assessment, and up-to-date information
about best practices.
There would, of course, be a number of challenges for an organization seeking to fill this role. First, processes of developing and potentially imposing more quantitatively oriented performance criteria on any media sector have traditionally met with
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resistance from some stakeholder groups, as such forms of measurement can, in some instances, be seen as posing threats to
established practices or priorities, as potentially compelling emphases on some (more measurable) aspects of performance to the
neglect of other important aspects of performance (see Napoli, 2011).
Second, while there is certainly a tremendous amount of potentially useful data available to facilitate rigorous media impact
assessments, a substantial amount of the data are generated, or aggregated, by commercial organizations. These data are typically only available at substantial costs and often with fairly restrictive (and temporary) terms of access. Building a truly comprehensive analytics resource will require access to such data, either through the generation of significant funds to obtain long-term
access to such data, or through establishing collaborative relationships with the relevant data providers and obtaining discounted
or complimentary access on the basis of the substantial public interest value of the research being conducted with such data.
Finally, as the above overview has made clear, providing a comprehensive institutional resource for media impact assessment requires assembling a wide range of areas of expertise. Both online and offline research expertise is required; as are both
quantitative and qualitative methodological orientations that span all of the relevant spheres of potential impact, ranging from
individual attitudes and behaviors, to geographically, demographically, or issue/interest-defined communities, to the realms of
local, state, and federal policymaking.
The opportunities for public interest media organizations to better understand and demonstrate their impact are clearly
expanding dramatically. The suggestions put forth here are intended to help these organizations maximize these opportunities
and thereby become more effective in achieving their goals and demonstrating their success. •
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