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Purpose  
Digital platforms and the amount of data shared each day have created both a need and an opportunity for new 
data-driven research approaches in public relations that more clearly demonstrate the connection of public 
relations efforts to organizational objectives (Weiner & Kochhar, 2016). Greater integration of efforts across 
paid, earned, shared, and owned channels (Dietrich, 2020) and communication disciplines is accelerating the 
need for practitioners to curate, analyze, and draw insight from disparate forms of data (Brown-Devlin, 2021; 
Wolf & Archer, 2018). This study examines the opportunities and challenges of working with data and how 
public relations leaders can create an environment conducive to discovery and innovation through data for their 
employees.  
 
Method 
Twenty-nine in-depth interviews were conducted with senior-level public relations practitioners who have 
experience working with data and analytics. These interviews were conducted via Zoom and Microsoft Teams 
between Nov. 5, 2021 and Jan. 12, 2022 for about one hour each. Researchers performed open coding (Strauss 
& Corbin, 1998) while searching transcripts for themes related to the research questions. The codes were then 
analyzed for connections to one another through axial coding and grouped into categories. The categories were 
evaluated through repeated read-throughs and discussions, and the central theses emerged.    
 
Results 
RQ1: What are perceived opportunities and challenges with data and digital analytics? 
 

 
 
While data and digital analytics present many opportunities for public relations planning and measurement, 
numerous challenges may emerge, as well, including:  

● a lack of understanding about connecting, aligning, and applying the data;  
● dealing with data gaps across the organization and in global markets; and  
● apprehension about working with numbers and staying current with an ever-changing digital landscape. 



 
RQ2: How can public relations leaders create an environment to encourage discovery and innovation 
connected to data analytics? 
 

 
 

● Fostering curiosity among teams can be piqued by encouraging employees to be a “contrarian,” to 
consider the context of the data, to ask “why” questions and to be given the freedom to fail.   

● Discovery can be accelerated by encouraging employees from different departments and experiences to 
work together when analyzing data.  

● Study participants also discussed the importance of granting employees the time for both insight 
ideation and training. 

 
Conclusion 
This research provides a contemporary and rich examination of how public 
relations leaders are navigating the opportunities and challenges of working 
with data and analytics and leading teams to engender discovery and 
innovation in organizations. While participants aptly described the challenge 
of managing the enormity and complexity of data across departments and 
markets amidst ever-changing technology, perhaps most illuminating are their 
explanations of how they are leading. According to participants, three primary 
skills comprise the trifecta of data leadership in public relations practice: 
strategic counseling, storytelling, and data expertise.  
 
Respondents described using data to help their teams be more efficient and 
to demonstrate the impact and influence of their strategies and tactics on 
organizational outcomes (Weiner, 2021). They explained the importance of using data to identify and 
understand their audiences, construct stories, and motivate and amplify stakeholders, reinforcing what prior 
research (e.g., Wiencierz & Röttger, 2019) has shown is possible.  
 
They also shared insight about developing data competency among their teams by fostering a creative and 
curious culture, creating diverse teams, and championing employees. Sommerfeldt and Yang (2018) noted 
public relations is at a “crossroads, where data-driven insights are taking the field into new directions” (p. 61). 
This study identifies potential leadership opportunities for PR practitioners who bridge data science with public 
relations and conveys how the growth of digital analytics can elevate the public relations field.  


