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Introduction 
The intent of this paper is to illustrate the ongoing process by which one organization is 

seeking to answer the question, “How well are we communicating?”  Over the years the IPRRC 
has heard a number of theoretical methodologies for ideal measurement programs – essentially 
outlines of how to do measurement right.  Now, with the USO we have a best-in-class, real-
world case study of how theory translates to practice. 

When Mark Phillips joined the USO in mid-2007, he found an opportunity to directly 
apply public relations theory to a nationally recognized brand.  Based on the Excellence model of 
public relations (as put forth by Grunig, Grunig and Dozier, 2002), he designed a communication 
program and system of metrics, ranging from relatively superficial measures of productivity to 
fundamentally important effectiveness measures.  These metrics served as a guide for formative 
research and the development of organizational goals and objectives.  They also provided a 
structure for meaningful program evaluation.   

Starting with an organization that lacked sophisticated communication measurement and 
with a clear goal of developing a research-based communication program, Mark assessed the 
USO’s communication research, planning, execution and evaluation capabilities to identify gaps 
and redundancy.  Undoubtedly, the largest gap was in the lack of formative and evaluative 
research capabilities.  To correct these inadequacies, he looked to Katie Paine.  Together, they 
identified and sourced the data necessary for useful assessments, developed and refined a 
research and assessment methodology and produced an online dashboard that could 
accommodate the data, assessments and reports.  

The insights gleaned from this project led to several useful developments, such as a 
highly touted “USO message map” to help the thousands of USO employees and volunteers 
communicate clearly, accurately and effectively.  It also led to the development of the concept of 
incomplete, complete and amplified messages in media assessment.  The dashboard enabled the 
USO’s communication team to correlate their media and community relations programs with 
outcomes from their public service announcement program and other organizational key 
performance indicators (e.g., public opinion, donations, customer feedback, website and social 
media activity and so forth).  Because of its flexibility and broad utility, the USO’s senior 
leadership has started using the dashboard, with an eye to using it as the model for an 
organization-wide management tool.   

This case study covers and includes discussion of how to integrate analysis of earned 
media coverage, public service announcements, web traffic, social media, public opinion, 
customer and volunteer feedback, donation information and other relevant data into the 
measurement program design.  We present the USO dashboard, along with some of the most 
frequently used charts.  



 
Where We Were 

About the Organization 

Since before the United States entered World War II, the USO (United Service 
Organizations) has been the bridge between the American public and the U.S. military.  In times 
of peace and war, the USO has delivered comfort, morale and recreational services to military 
personnel and their families.  The USO is a congressionally chartered, private, nonprofit 
organization.  It was created as a way of integrating various grassroots civilian efforts to support 
the troops and still relies on the generosity of individuals and corporations to support USO 
activities. 

Today, the USO delivers its programs and services at more than 135 locations around the 
world.  In recent years, the USO opened centers in Iraq, Afghanistan, Kuwait and Qatar to 
support service members participating in Operations Enduring and Iraqi Freedom, as well as 
centers throughout Europe and the Pacific, and in areas with large military populations across the 
United States. 

Military personnel and family members visited USO centers more than seven million 
times in 2008.  Services include free Internet, long-distance telephone and e-mail access, 
libraries and reading rooms, housing assistance, family crisis counseling, support groups, game 
rooms and nursery facilities, to name a few.   

For 68 years, the USO's mission has remained the same:  To support U.S. troops and their 
families wherever they serve.  Although the mission has remained the same, the way this support 
is delivered has changed dramatically and has been fueled by changes in technology and culture.  
Some of the new programs include the use of satellite-based broadband Internet access coupled 
with Voice Over Internet (VOIP) telephones, which allow troops serving in extremely remote 
locations to stay in contact with friends and family at home.  Another related program provides a 
way for deployed troops to play video games against professional athletes in the U.S., and to 
enable their families to take part in the event.  Other programs give deployed military parents a 
way to record themselves on DVD reading to their children; the DVDs and books are then 
mailed home so the children can read along with their parents to help each family stay 
connected.  These are just a few examples of the USO’s use of communication technology to 
extend its reach and effectiveness. 

The USO is perhaps best known for celebrity entertainment tours that bring volunteer 
actors, musicians, comedians and athletes to entertain, lift morale and express the gratitude and 
support of the American people.  Although highly visible, the entertainment program only 
represents about 20% of the USO’s operation. 

 
How the USO planned, communicated and measured 

The USO, like many non-profit organizations, gathered and analyzed little 
communication research data upon which to base organizational decisions.  One bright spot was 
a national awareness study that was conducted by the USO’s advertising agency, Williams 
Whittle Associates, in three waves between February 2003 and September 2004.  The major 
finding was that “awareness and favorability of the USO are very high, but understanding of the 
USO as a non-profit and as providing more than just entertainment needs improvement” 
(Williams Whittle Associates, 2004, p. 2). 



Based on less formal anecdotal evidence gathered in early 2007, the perception within the 
organization was that the brand was highly recognized, but little understood.  In a series of 
person-on-the-street interviews, participants were asked what they knew about the USO.  One 
respondent said, “I don’t believe in them, but my husband does,” equating the USO with UFOs.  
Most of the responses were not as humorous, but equally telling in revealing the lack of general 
awareness of what the USO does.  Clearly, the USO needed to increase the level of awareness 
and understanding of its organization and mission. 

Knowing that an organization faces communication challenges is important and the more 
clearly these challenges can be defined, the better the organization’s communication program 
can be designed to meet these challenges.  It is important to also understand how the 
organization communicates.  Prior to Mark joining the USO, the organization’s public relations 
practitioners used annual media directories to manually construct media distribution lists.  Press 
releases were then distributed to these media lists via a wire service.   

The USO employed an outside firm to monitor print media and clip articles that included 
any mention of the organization.  These clippings were then mailed to the USO on a monthly 
basis.  The clippings were tallied and assessed by volume, with the presumption that more 
coverage was better than less coverage.  Many of the clippings were obituaries in which the USO 
was mentioned as a place where the deceased had met their spouse or had volunteered.  Because 
such mentions looked to the organization’s past, they did not help to increase understanding of 
the USO’s current operation.  With the media assessment focusing entirely on volume, there was 
no attempt to assess tone, key message inclusion or other more meaningful analyses of the 
coverage.  In short, the monthly stack of press clippings showed that the USO was in the news, 
but there was no way to systematically determine what that coverage meant for the organization 
or its publics.    

When the stack of clippings arrived each month, the USO’s communications coordinator 
sorted though the clippings, selecting those that she thought would be of interest to the CEO and 
members of the Board of Governors.  These clippings were photocopied and mailed to the senior 
leadership.  It was then up to the leaders to find meaning in these packets of photocopied press 
clippings.  

Historically, the USO’s Board of Governors met approximately three times each year and 
the reports to the board typically focused on the Public Service Announcement (PSA) program, 
which has been exceedingly successful, with scant mention of mainstream media coverage, other 
than mentions of highly visible news coverage (e.g., an NBC Nightly News report) or reporting 
the raw volume of media coverage.  Such media coverage typically was reported in a slide or two 
that listed the publications or broadcast networks in which USO coverage had appeared during 
the reporting period and might include a tally of the articles. 

 
Where We are and How We Got Here 

Taking Stock of the Situation 

 When Mark joined the USO in mid-2007, one of the first things he did was to assess how 
the USO functioned within the Research-Plan-Execute-Evaluate (RPEE) cycle of public relations 
practice.  The initial assessment is presented in Figure 1 as a simple red-yellow-green stoplight 
chart.  Red represents no capability, yellow represents limited capability and green represents 
full capability.  Although all of the capabilities have been brought up to the green level, at the 
time of the initial evaluation, it was plain that there was very little formative research being 
conducted to provide the organization with the necessary information to effectively plan its 



communication activities, nor was there anything other than the most rudimentary evaluation 
(e.g., raw press clippings) to let the organization’s leadership know how well the communication 
program was working.  This was not a complete surprise as Mark had been told in his first 
employment interview that building research and evaluation competencies for the USO would be 
among his primary responsibilities.   
 

 
 

Figure 1.  The USO’s Research-Plan-Execute-Evaluate capabilities as of mid-2007. 

 

In addition to the lack of research and evaluation activities in the RPEE cycle, Mark 
determined that planning frequently was done at the tactical level, with communication plans 
being drawn up for specific projects.  Execution of these plans was the bright point in the 
scenario, with a small, but talented and dedicated public relations staff actively engaged with 
both local and national media that ranged from general interest publications to those that focused 
on military issues.  They were generating lots of press coverage, as the considerable stack of 
press clippings would indicate, but their efforts primarily were driven by two factors:  Queries 
from journalists and specific operational events (e.g., new center openings, program milestones, 
and so forth). 
 In gathering information to chart out a course of action, Mark also assessed the support 
contracts that the USO was using.  During this assessment, it became clear that there were gaps 
in the organization’s communication capabilities, which would require changes to the support 
that the USO contracted from other organizations.  Before these contractual changes could be 
made, however, it would be necessary to develop a detailed metrics schema to serve as the new 
foundation for the USO’s communication efforts.  After all, it wouldn’t make sense to hire new 
employees or let new contracts without a clear idea of what they should be doing.  



 
Developing a Metrics Schema 

 Following the initial assessment of the USO’s extant communication capabilities, 
resources and processes, Mark laid out the first draft of a metrics schema for the organization.  
Although the development of communication metrics for the organization has been an iterative 
process during the ensuing 20 months, evolving as the organization changes, the main focus of 
the metrics has remained constant.  That focus has been on creating a measurement system that 
ultimately will drive organizational decisions based on the goal of fostering strong, positive, 
mutually beneficial, communal relationships between the USO and its strategic stakeholders.   

These stakeholders were identified by considering the question, “Who depends on the 
USO and upon whom does the USO depend?”  In the graphic at Figure 2, the USO is at the 
center of the constellation of strategic stakeholders.  This constellation represents those groups of 
people who are vital to the organization.  The customers (i.e., the troops and their families) are 
the USO’s reason for being.  For the most part, the other groups of stakeholders have an affinity 
for these customers and, therefore, are allied with the USO as they help the organization fulfill its 
mission of lifting the spirits of the troops and their families. 

Following a clear articulation of the USO’s strategic stakeholders, Mark then asked, 
“What do we, as an organization, want to achieve?”  This question was first viewed conceptually 
and in the broadest organizational terms.  For example, he asked, from a communications 
perspective, what might be desirable organizational outcomes?  In the long run, desirable 
outcomes were defined in terms of the organization’s relationships with its stakeholders (Grunig, 
Grunig & Dozier, 2002; Ledingham & Bruning, 2000).  This was based on the model of public 
relations practice identified during the Excellence project (Grunig, et all., 2002).  With positive 
relationships as the ultimate goal, Mark worked backward to determine what conditions would 
be necessary set the stage for achieving these kinds of relationships.  Such conditions included 
stakeholder awareness of the USO mission and understanding of its operation, as well as 
attitudes (i.e., affective response to) and opinions (i.e., cognitions about) the USO, its mission 
and its operations.   

 



 
Figure 2.  The USO’s constellation of strategic stakeholders. 

 

Recognizing that he would not be able to directly assess the quality of the organization’s 
relationships with some of its stakeholders immediately, if ever, Mark developed a set of bridge 
metrics that would serve as analog measures of the quality of these relationships.  Such 
analogous metrics would be based on the assessment of observable and measurable behaviors.  
For example, with respect to the USO’s relationship with members of its Congressional caucus, 
it might not be possible to survey the caucus members.  However, it is possible to monitor the 
size of the caucus and their legislative activities that affect the USO mission.  Likewise, the 
behavior of individual donors, corporate partners and celebrity volunteers is observable, even if 
it is not possible to directly ask them about their relationship with the USO.  The intent was to 
eventually measure the relationships directly, where feasible, while also accommodating real-
world limitations on what was possible. 

These measures were grouped under the rubric of “Impact” metrics or assessments of the 
overall effectiveness of the communication program in the broadest sense and by no means 
limited to the activities of the communication department.  In fact, in the USO’s communication 
metrics chart (Figure 3), as metrics progress from left to right, they become increasingly 
important to the entire organization and indicative of the actions of the organization as a whole, 
not just of the communication department.  It is important to note that these metrics were 
developed from the perspective of the communications department and have not yet been fully 
vetted or approved by the overall organization. 



 
Figure 3.  USO metrics schema from a communication department perspective. 

 

Based on this metrics schema, Mark surmised that the more fundamentally important 
(e.g., assessing stakeholder relationships) a metric might be for the overall organization, the 
more it measures how well the organization as a whole is performing and, therefore, the less 
discretely it measures the effectiveness of any particular department within the organization.  

How then should the activities of the communication department be assessed?  To answer 
this question, Mark developed a set of “Performance” metrics (Figure 3) or assessments of the 
efficiency of the communication program.  These are broken down into output metrics, process 
metrics and outcome metrics.  Output metrics are simple tallies of activities or things produced.  
Alone, they only give an indication of the busyness of an individual or department.  Process 
metrics begin to give context and meaning to the output metrics.  For example, counting the 
number of press releases produced and distributed only indicates the level of activity; when 
considered along with event-to-press-release times and press release accuracy rates, one can 
begin to get at efficiency.  By also considering outcome metrics, such as media coverage that 
resulted from the press release activity, one can better determine the efficiency of the process.  



 

 
Figure 4.  Goals of the USO communication department. 

 

 Going hand in hand with the metrics development discussed above, Mark also laid out a 
set of goals for the communication department.  By definition, these goals are conceptual and not 
directly measurable as stated.  Their value is in the clearly articulated end states that they 
represent.  To make these goals measurable, one must determine an appropriate path of activities 
that would lead to each of the objectives, as well as a specified time frame for particular 
milestones.  For example, if a goal is to provide an effective public relations program for the 
organization, supporting objectives could include increasing the quantity and quality of earned 
media coverage by a certain amount by a certain point in time.  As will be discussed later, this 
objective was broken down into increasingly discrete measurements (e.g., assessing the tone, 
dominance, share of discussion, subjects and so forth of media coverage).  Additionally, specific 
targets would need to be set to be able to determine the successful attainment of any given 
objective. 
 
Constructing a dashboard with new data and fresh analysis  

 As Mark developed metrics, goals and objectives that would drive the USO’s 
communication efforts, it became apparent that there was no single mechanism to use in 
collecting data, conducting analysis and reporting findings.  Being aware of the communication 



measurement work in which Katie Paine’s company was engaged, he contacted Katie to find out 
whether her media assessment and dashboard capabilities would meet the USO’s burgeoning 
measurement needs.  After surveying and reviewing the capabilities of the major providers of 
communication monitoring and assessment, he determined that the work KDPaine & Partners’ 
approach most closely meshed with his efforts.   

In late-2007, the USO and KDPaine & Partners began working together to develop a 
dashboard that could be used initially to assess the USO’s media relations efforts (i.e., measuring 
earned media) and eventually to correlate other data sets that were important to the organization.  
The first order of business was to clearly articulate exactly what was to be measured.  This would 
drive data collection and analysis decisions.   

Based on the metrics schema (Figure 3) and the goals and objectives (Figure 4), they 
determined that it would be necessary to monitor and assess print, television, radio and online 
media nation wide.  They would need to be able to examine these media data to determine, 
among other things, dominance of coverage, key message content and integrity, share of 
exposure, subjects covered, tone of coverage and visibility of coverage.  They also would need to 
be able to assess the USO’s share of coverage by article type, department, dominance, media 
campaign, media type, prominence, subject, tone, and favorable or unfavorable positioning on 
key issues.  They would also need to be able to determine the extent of subject coverage by tone, 
share of quotes by quote type and message integrity by media type.  Additionally, the dashboard 
system would need to be able to facilitate correlation of other, non-earned media data (e.g., 
public service announcement program data, donor activity, customer feedback and so forth). 

With this broad view of the dashboard and its supporting data and assessments, it would 
be instructive to examine how it fits with the USO’s communication metrics.  The metrics 
schema (Figure 3) calls for an assessment of the tone of coverage and the communication goals 
(Figure 4) require the ability to determine both the quantity and quality of media coverage.  
Figure 5 illustrates how tone of coverage is reported.  The assessment criteria for all of the 
USO’s communications measurements are intentionally conservative.  For example, in this chart, 
coverage must be wholly positive and tantamount to an advertisement for the USO to be 
considered positive.  Otherwise, even though it might be a good, balanced article that appears 
favorable overall, it is rated as neutral coverage.  Negative coverage is self-explanatory.   

One might well ask how the tone of coverage is determined.  That is a very important 
question.  Although some organizations currently offer automated coding, we decided to have 
human readers assess each print article or broadcast story.  We did this for two reasons.  First, 
was the belief that the automated processes are not yet sophisticated enough to accurately 
differentiate nuances in the coverage.  Although there are certainly those who would argue 
differently, Mark needed to quickly choose a service provider and was confident in the abilities 
of human eyes connected to human brains.  Second, the readers were provided with very clear 
criteria for each of the assessments and results are rigorously checked for rating consistency 
across readers and over time.   

Another point that should be mentioned here is how the dashboard handles the link 
between the charts and the supporting data.  Both the data and the dependent charts are live in 
the sense that the database is constantly updated as media assessments flow in, and the charts 
pull from this live database.  Because the dashboard is web-based, it is available to all team 
members, regardless of location.   

When presenting findings to the organization’s leadership, it is important to be able to 
answer “show me” requests.  To do this, one can select a section in any of the charts in the 



dashboard and click through to the original data.  For example, in reviewing the information in 
Figure 5, as a public relations practitioner, it would be important to see the articles that resulted 
in negative coverage in any of the months.  With this dashboard, all that requires is a simple 
mouse click on the chart and the original articles are instantly available. 

 

 
Figure 5.  Tone of USO coverage over time.   

 

Review of first year top-line metrics (January-December 2008) 

 Based on the communication metrics and goals outlined above, this section contains a 
review of the top-line metrics based on data collected during the first year of assessments.  This 
first year forms the baseline for future assessments that will include both month-to-month trends 
and year-over-year comparisons.  The data populating the following charts are real and are 
presented here not so much as a review of how the organization is performing, but rather to 
illustrate how these data are currently being used and how they will be used as the USO’s 
communication measurement program is expanded in the future. 
 



 
Figure 6.  Dominance of USO coverage over time.   

 

 Figure 6 illustrates how the level of dominance of USO mentions in earned media 
coverage are assessed.  The gold segments at the top of each column represent news articles that 
focus entirely on the USO, without any mentions of peer organizations.  The blue segments 
represent coverage in which the focus is predominantly on the USO.  Green segments represent 
coverage in which the USO shares the spotlight fairly evenly with at least one other organization.  
In the articles behind the red segments, the USO is mentioned only in passing.   

Knowing that one’s organization is the focus of a news story is good to know, but like 
most of these measurements, it takes on much greater meaning when considered in light of other 
measures.  For example, an organization being dominant (Figure 6) in specific articles of 
coverage takes on very different meanings if the tone of that coverage (Figure 5) is negative 
versus positive.  Thus, it is important to have access to, and to consider, multiple facets of the 
data.  

 



 
Figure 7.  Visibility of USO coverage over time.   

 

 Knowing which organizations are in the news media and the tone of that coverage is 
important; so, too, is knowing the visibility of the organization’s coverage.  In this context, 
visibility is the term of art used to describe where an organization is mentioned in a print article 
or broadcast report.  The assessment in Figure 7 combines visibility in both print (i.e., the bottom 
three segments of each column) and broadcast news coverage (i.e., the top four segments of each 
column).  The idea is that it is most desirable for an organization to be in the headline or top 20% 
of a print article, or in the highlights or start of a broadcast report.  This assumes one is dealing 
with positive news coverage and the desire is to have a lead story and not to have it “buried” 
deep in a publication or broadcast. 
 Clearly, it is important to understand the quantity and quality of media coverage for one’s 
organization.  However, because organizations exist within an environment that also includes 
peer, and frequently competitive, organizations, it is also important to understand how coverage 
of an organization compares to that of its peers.  Figure 8 is an example of how the volume of 
USO’s media coverage compares to that of two of its peer organizations. 
 



 
Figure 8.  Share of coverage over time as compared to peer organizations.   

 

 In addition to knowing how the organization as a whole is covered by the news media 
and how it is covered relative to its peers, it is also important to be able to examine the data in 
more detail.  To strategically manage the USO’s overall communication program, it is useful to 
know how specific programs and elements of the organization are being covered.  For example, 
public opinion surveys in 2003 and 2004 found that, although the USO brand was well 
recognized, there was far less understanding of the USO’s operation, aside from the 
entertainment tour program (Williams Whittle Associates, 2004, p. 2).   

Although entertainment tours constitute a core program, they are a small part of the 
USO’s overall mission.  These tours present easy to tell, “sexy” stories with celebrity recognition 
and compelling photographs.  Additionally, each of the celebrity volunteers has managers and 
publicists working on their behalf.  The highly visible nature of the USO’s tour program recalls 
the iconic image of Bob Hope and other celebrities on USO tours in combat zones and reinforces 
the perception that entertainment tours are the sum of what the USO does.   

To help the USO’s stakeholders understand the full range of programs and services 
offered by the organization, there is considerable effort to tell “the rest of the story.”  This can be 
challenging, particularly as some of the programs are, by definition, difficult for reporters to 
cover.  For example, a new program called “USO in a Box” (i.e., a modified military trailer that 
provides satellite-based Internet links to home, telephones, video games, a small theater and 



refreshments) is being delivered to very small, remote operating bases in Afghanistan.  These 
bases might be home to only 100 or so service members and it is very difficult to get there, both 
for news reporters and for USO photographers.  Thus, it is easy for this program to go unnoticed 
without creative ways to tell the story.  One of these ways is to provide inexpensive video 
cameras for the troops on the ground to record themselves using the USO in a Box and to upload 
that to the USO Community website at www.usocommunity.com.  The imagery and testimonials 
can then be used in more traditional media pitches and collateral publications, such as the new 
“Your USO at Work” newsletter and the upcoming “On Patrol” magazine. 
 

 
Figure 9.  Subject coverage over time.   

 

To determine how well different facets of the USO are covered in the news, it was 
necessary to break down the coverage by subject matter (see Figure 9).  The example of the USO 
in a Box program fits within the “Programs” area.  Other subjects germane to the USO’s 
communications management are also broken out.  This enables an examination of the extent to 
which USO centers, for example, are being covered relative to entertainment tours.  It should 
also serve as an indicator of which communication areas require more concentrated effort and 
resources. 
 



 
Figure 10.  Subject coverage by tone.   

 

 The chart at Figure 9 provides a way to assess the relative volume of news coverage 
among various aspects of the USO organization and operation.  Going hand in hand with this is 
Figure 10, which provides information on the tonality of this coverage.  Figure 9 gives an 
indication of which stories are, or are not, being told; Figure 10 sheds light on potential problem 
areas in which the organization is being reported on in a negative way. 
 In addition to the volume, tone and subject matter of news coverage, it is also important 
to know the extent to which the organization’s key messages are present in the coverage.  Before 
this could be assessed, it was imperative to provide the readers at KDPaine & Partners with a 
clearly articulated, unambiguous set of key messages.  Incidentally, this was important to provide 
to the communicators (e.g., public relations practitioners, senior leaders, employees in field 
centers, board members and so forth) throughout the organization as well.   

Within the USO, media preparation had traditionally been presented as a communications 
toolkit.  Each toolkit comprised a set of “elevator speeches” of various lengths, talking points, 
fact sheets and back up documentation with more detailed information on the organization’s 
history, programs and services.  It was incumbent on the receiver to digest the entire packet, 
which might be more than a half-inch thick, and synthesize all of the data into sound bites in 
their own style.  Based on feedback from those who were expected to carry out this process and 



speak on behalf of the USO, this was determined to be an overly cumbersome way to prepare 
people to represent the organization.   

 

 
Figure 11.  USO message map (as of October 31, 2008).   

 

To provide USO representatives, which could include not just senior leaders and 
employees in the communications department, but also any of the 400 employees, 44,000 
volunteers, corporate partners and board members, the communications department developed a 
message map (presented at Figure 11).  In this map, key messages are in the center of the 
diagram, with supporting information out on the ends of the branches.  The map is updated 
periodically to ensure it is correct and current.  It is also disseminated throughout the 
organization, from the board of governors and the president to the employees working at centers 
around the world.  

For the purposes of assessing message content and integrity, “full messages” were those 
that included at least one statement from the set at the center of Figure 11 (e.g., “The USO 
provides home away from home for troops,” or “The USO connects troops with home”).  This 
assessment is depicted in Figure 12.  
 



 
Figure 12.  Key message content over time.   

 

During the initial assessments in early 2008, the question arose about how to handle 
coverage that included key messages along with additional information.  Thus, we created the 
concept of amplified messages, which are key messages plus additional information.  The 
rationale is that, if a key USO message in news coverage is good, a key message with supporting 
information is better.   

Using the chart on Figure 11, an example of an amplified message would be coverage 
that includes “The USO connects troops with home” through its “Operation Phone Home” 
program that has distributed “more than two million prepaid international phone cards.”  This 
would qualify as an amplified message.   
 



 
Figure 13.  Message integrity over time.   

 

Figure 13 illustrates how key messages are tracked over time and also introduces the 
tracking of incorrect messages.  An example of this would be coverage that indicates that the 
USO provides health care to military retirees.  As this is beyond the scope of the USO’s charter 
and operations, it is not reflected in the message map.  To ensure that media coverage is 
accurately assessed requires that the readers at KDPaine & Partners be intimately familiar with 
the USO’s mission. 
 Figure 14 provides detail of some of the USO communication program’s key 
performance indicators, particularly with respect to the organization’s media relations activities.  
This chart gives an indication of both the quantity and quality of the USO’s coverage in the news 
media over time.  Volume is communicated in both terms of the number of articles (i.e., print 
and broadcast) and in opportunities to see, which is a function of the number of articles and the 
media outlets’ reach (i.e., circulation or viewership).  This chart also gives an indication of how 
well the USO’s key messages were evident in this coverage, as well as the relative tonality of the 
coverage.   



 
Figure 14.  Key performance indicators.   

  

Do the assessments presented here answer all of the important questions about the USO’s 
communication program?  No, but they much more valuable than having only a pile of raw 
media clippings from which to discern the effectiveness of the organization’s communications.  
So what is next? 
 

Where We are Going 
Taking an organization-wide view of measurement 

During the past 20 months, the USO has made tremendous strides in being able to clearly 
articulate what should be communicated, with whom and to what effect.  With the help of 
KDPaine & Partners, we have established important data and assessment baselines, particularly 
with respect to determining many of the outcomes of the USO’s media relations program.   

With the second year of this communication measurement program, the USO-KDPaine 
team has launched into the next phase of development.  This phase is three-fold:  First, we will 
begin to incorporate additional types of data that will enable ever more meaningful assessments 
of the effectiveness of the communications department and the USO overall.  Second, we will 
provide theory based and data-driven formative research to guide communication program 
planning.  Third, we will conduct evaluative research to determine the effectiveness of 
communication programs.   

Based on the metrics schema detailed in Figure 3 and Figure 4, this phase of 
measurement seeks to move beyond measuring data (e.g., media coverage) that are typically 



thought of as belonging to the communications department.  The next step is to include 
operational data from throughout the organization.  Such data could include information on 
customer, donor and partner behavior; customer, volunteer and employee satisfaction; and 
organizational culture and climate, along with many other potentially relevant sets of data that, 
when viewed as a whole can provide operationally useful insight. 
 
Incorporating organizationally important data 

The ability to incorporate new data sets into the overall assessment program holds 
tremendous potential, because of the myriad ways it can inform organizational decision-making.  
For example, with the USO’s customers (i.e., the stakeholder group that includes service 
members and their families), goals include increasing awareness and understanding, improving 
attitudes and opinions, encouraging use of USO programs and services, and fostering long-term 
positive relationships between the USO and its customers.  Given the assessments previously 
discuss in this paper, we know which messages to which they might be exposed and how those 
messages are available via news media.  Combining data from news media coverage with data 
from the USO’s public service announcement (PSA) program enables more thorough 
understanding of the ways in which stakeholders in particular geographic areas might be exposed 
to key messages.   

Taken a step further, data from feedback surveys of customers using USO centers and 
non-center based programs could enable the determination of the degree to which they are aware 
of, understand and value the programs and services provided by the USO.  So, too, would 
assessments of customer use of specific programs, services and communication tools.  With 
respect to program use, the USO participates in the United Through Reading Military Program, 
in which deployed military parents record DVDs of themselves reading children’s books on 
camera.  The DVDs and books are mailed to the children at home, who can follow along in the 
book while their parent reads to them on the television.  The parent at home is encouraged to 
photograph or videotape the child doing this and send the photos or video to the deployed parent, 
thus completing the circle of communication.  Tracking use of this program, along with 
collecting feedback from the service members and the parents at home will allow the USO to 
fine tune this program to best meet customer needs and expectations.   

This principle applies to all of the organization’s programs and services.  Likewise, 
customer traffic and feedback from USO centers in airports and in combat zones overseas can be 
fed into the system to be correlated with the other relevant data sets.  Finally, to determine the 
health of the relationship between the organization and its customers, service members and their 
families can be surveyed to determine their perception of satisfaction, trust, commitment, control 
mutuality (i.e., the degree to which the distribution of power in the relationship is acceptable to 
each party) and relationship type. 

Similar processes of correlating various data sets can be used to assess awareness, 
understanding, opinions, attitudes, and, ultimately, the nature of their relationships with the USO 
for each of the strategic stakeholder groups.  For example, volunteer behavior (e.g., number of 
hours donated, longevity with the organization, and so forth) can be correlated with relationship 
and organizational climate data from volunteer surveys to paint a more detailed picture of how 
well the USO is maintaining relations with this critical group of stakeholders.  Additional detail 
can be added by also including data on volunteers’ use of the USO’s new social networking site 
(i.e., www.usocommunity.com), as well as their use of other social media. 



As the USO-KDPaine team moves into more sophisticated assessments of the 
organization’s communications programs, we will include regular waves of public opinion data, 
the baseline of which has just been established with a national survey conducted at the end of 
2008 to gauge awareness of the USO mission and interest in specific communication initiatives, 
such as the USO electronic newsletter and a USO magazine.  Additional data on the use of the 
USO website and other social media will be incorporated.  The dashboard was structured to also 
include such disparate data as stakeholder feedback, PSA program data, donation and partnership 
activity and so forth; the intent is to incorporate all available data that could better inform the 
USO’s programmatic and organizational decisions. 
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