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Abstract 

Which has a greater impact on purchase intent—exposure to positive news or 

advertising? Analysis of U.S. survey data covering 30 brands across 3 industries answers this 

question. The results show respondents have higher purchase intent when exposed to positive 

news, demonstrating the value of public relations relative to advertising. 
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Proving the Value of PR: Does PR or Advertising Lead to Greater Purchase Intent? 

Introduction 

For decades, public relations professionals have used various methods to show the 

relationship between consumers’ exposure to positive brand news and a change in their behavior 

but quantifying the impact has been challenging, particularly relative to the impact of traditional 

advertising. While PR professionals have defended the value of PR to influence potential 

consumers due to perceived authenticity and organic appeal, historic research has yet to quantify 

the magnitude of this assumed impact. As a result, PR activities have focused on influencing top-

of-the-funnel metrics, such as awareness, and marketing budgets have been highly skewed 

toward advertising—in 2020, ad agencies earned 3.7x the revenue of PR agencies (U.S. Census 

Bureau, n.d.). However, a quantitative approach can show that PR influences lower-funnel 

metrics as well, such as purchase intent, and, in most cases, even more than advertising. 

This study uses YouGov survey data aggregated over multiple household brands and 

product categories to test the hypothesis that consumers who recall being recently exposed to 

positive news about a brand (but not ads) will have a significantly higher purchase intent for the 

brand than those who recall being recently exposed to ads (but not positive news). This study 

confirms this hypothesis and quantifies the relative impact of recent exposure to each form of 

marketing, as well as the synergistic effect of exposure to both. 

Why does this research matter? This research directly impacts the bottom line of the 

marketing profession and makes a strong argument for increasing the relative share of budgets 

allocated to PR versus traditional advertising, which could allow brands to earn a higher return 

on their marketing investment and positively impact all stages of the customer journey. 
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Literature Review 

Traditional Public Relations v. Advertising 

Following decades of research, public relations practitioners believe their efforts result in 

better and greater impact than advertising. The public relations approach claims to be more 

trustworthy and credible than advertising due to an “absence of a vested interest” or personal 

gain from a third-party endorser; at the same time, consumers often meet advertisements with 

skepticism and dismissiveness (Hallahan, 1999, p. 334). Similar assumptions find basis in the 

idea that audiences avoid advertisements as they often feel frustrated when they are forced to 

interact with content they do not deem pertinent to their current activity.  

The theory of psychological reactance explains how readers and viewers avoid ads and 

prefer news to influence decisions. While advertising may lead to higher brand awareness when 

not ignored, consumers prefer to seek out information that informs their decisions. They have 

come to find unwanted ads so distracting that they will pay extra to avoid them (Dyer, 2021, p. 

141). Researchers find this relationship especially relevant in an online space where ads are seen 

as clutter that slow down internet speed and inhibit users from accomplishing a given task (Cho, 

2004). Hallahan finds that advertisements result in a lower recall rate as “readers might have shut 

down processing of those messages” (1999, p. 339). Expanding on this finding, Jo finds that 

people focus more carefully on messages presented in news editorials than messages presented in 

advertising, which can explain why consumers have difficulty recalling information provided in 

an advertisement (2004). 

Even though current research demonstrates multiple points where public relations has 

greater impact on consumer behavior than advertising, corporate spending has yet to reflect that 

difference. U.S. Census Data show that revenue of U.S. PR agencies has consistently been 
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significantly lower and more variable than that of ad agencies—suggesting that public relations 

is seen as a lower priority. The disparity between ad agency and PR agency revenue peaked in 

2020 with a ratio of 3.7:1, as shown below (Table 1). 

Table 1 

Ad Agency versus PR Agency revenue (2013-2020) 

Year Ad Agency 

Revenue ($B) 

Ad Agency 

Revenue Growth 

PR Agency 

Revenue ($B) 

PR Agency 

Revenue Growth 

Ad:PR 

Ratio 

2013 35.7 NA 10.6 NA 3.4 

2014 38.1 7% 11.4 7% 3.4 

2015 40.7 7% 11.8 4% 3.4 

2016 43.6 7% 13.5 14% 3.2 

2017 46.2 6% 12.5 -7% 3.7 

2018 50.2 9% 13.8 10% 3.6 

2019 51.2 2% 14.1 2% 3.6 

2020 54.5 6% 14.5 3% 3.7 

While this disparity may provide evidence that public relations is undervalued, there are 

still barriers that may impede consumers from public relations efforts. Not all news is made 

equal, so not all news has the same impact when it comes to public relations. Researchers find 

that the perceived quality of the argument in a news editorial can affect how audiences react to it, 

with compelling arguments having a more positive impact than weaker arguments (Jo, 2004). 

Another barrier that the field of public relations faces is a growing distrust of news media and its 

professionals. Hallahan finds that although people were more distrustful of advertising, they 

preferred to obtain product information from ads rather than news, as they considered 

advertisements to be a more reliable source (1999). While, historically, news sources would be 

trusted as objective and non-paid conduits for information, these sentiments are now challenged 

as consumers question media professionals’ and publishers’ biases, expertise and ethics 

(Hallahan, 1999).  
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While most research supports the notion that public relations may produce better results 

than advertising, some research challenges the concept that there is a significant difference. 

Hallahan argues that some researchers have not been able to quantifiably prove that public 

relations yields a greater impact than advertising (1999). Michaelson and Stacks’ study into the 

relationship between public relations and advertising finds that public relations is more effective 

in providing knowledge and building relationships between brands and consumers, but that 

overall, the “relative value of public relations and advertising is similar” (2009, p. 1). Another 

study finds that the way consumers process product information is not reliant on content type (Jo, 

2004). Jo’s research explains that quality of the argument is more important than the form in 

which the reader receives the content (2004). For example, a credible professional sharing tips 

will likely find success in either paid or non-paid content. Although this research denies a clear 

distinction between the impact of public relations and advertising, researchers still argue that 

neither of these methods should be ruled out of a brand’s product campaign (Hallahan, 1999). A 

strategic campaign where advertising and public relations work with each other could optimally 

increase brand awareness and improve consumers’ attitudes toward a brand. 

Process of Integration and Measurement 

Thorson and Moore recognized the changes in the advertising industry in the late 1970s 

through the 1980s when “advertising was fast losing its golden halo, ad agencies went on a 

merger and acquisition binge... in an attempt to offer their clients more than just advertising” 

(2013, p. 12). These decisions were not made because of an appreciation or understanding of the 

differences in PR and traditional advertising, instead, these acquisitions were made to keep up 

with the changing world and avoid money loss for companies and clients. Two market changes 

in the 1970s drove the shift from traditional advertising to a stronger focus on brand perception. 
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The first was the declining cost of using databases to store and retrieve audience information, 

and the second was the increasing cost of mass media advertising, especially in television 

(Thorson & Moore, 2013). PR professionals were able to reach smaller, targeted audiences while 

avoiding the excessive costs of traditional advertising methods. Brands began to realize the 

importance of relevant communication and the value of having a cohesive brand image across all 

media channels, giving rise to the field of Integrated Marketing Communication (IMC) in the 

1980s.  

The concept of IMC continues to evolve with time, from focusing on internal changes to 

looking at how the integration affects customers. IMC focuses on long-term brand recognition, 

loyalty and publicity, with an emphasis on the customer’s needs and wants rather than just 

booming a message to a mass audience (Thorson & Moore, 2013). With the growing landscape 

of digital media, the debate around the appropriate roles for traditional advertising and public 

relations will continue, and Supa questions what an integrated relationship should look like in 

both professional and educational contexts (2016). Through an empirical study surveying the 

views of both PR and advertising practitioners, Supa found that “overall, there is a significant 

difference between the fields in terms of how they perceive task responsibility among many of 

the tasks commonly associated with professional communication within an organization” (2016, 

p. 413). Although the two fields recognize the differences in their tasks, both groups of 

marketing professionals “seem willing to embrace the concepts behind integration, such as 

collaboration and combined decision-making” (Supa, 2016, p. 414). 

With shifts in the power balance between consumers and media, consumers are taking 

more power back and with that putting a greater pressure for advertising to lean into more 

consumer-focused marketing approaches in an integrated format. Dyer identifies key learnings 
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for marketers from direct-to-consumer brands that found success without advertising—most 

notably, these brands show that “traditionally held beliefs about advertising being the only path 

to brand building were incomplete.” Brands that seek other avenues to reach consumers find 

success through innovation and appeal to consumers who are tuned out to the “noise” of 

advertising (2021, p. 21). While successful brands may not eliminate advertising, they may 

approach integrated communications with a public relations-led approach that focuses on the 

audience over the concept. 

With moves toward integration, there are benefits, like reaching consumers from multiple 

directions, and there are also challenges, like measuring the impact of two distinct types of 

content (paid vs. organic). Researchers and practitioners may see measurement and data 

collection become increasingly more difficult as the two fields combine due to this lack of 

consistency in content type. Xavier et al. recognize media monitoring as the most generic form 

of PR impact evaluation, but they find weaknesses in evaluating the effect of various content 

types without a formal strategic measurement framework (2005). 

To create comparable metrics, PR professionals and researchers have made misguided 

attempts to measure their results using metrics such as Advertising Value Equivalency (AVE) 

without considering the difference of content or actual effects of the content. Advertising and PR 

display key differences in paid components and psychological effects of being paid vs. organic. 

While organic tends to garner more trust, both approaches seek to influence behavior by creating 

awareness that shapes attitudes and perceptions that influence behavior. While measurement 

practices may have included simple processes lacking uniformity (Spears & Singh, 2004) or may 

have failed to account for the content of publicity (Xavier et al., 2005), professionals continue to 

move toward more sophisticated and relevant measurement practices that more closely connect 
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to behavior, such as a consumers’ purchase intent (Saima & Kahn, 2021). With the demand of 

showing marketing value with lower-funnel metrics, practitioners are forced to look beyond 

upper-funnel and watered-down metrics like impressions. 

Purchase Intent as a Measure of Success 

Researchers Isyanto et al. define purchase intent as the combination of both a consumer’s 

plan to purchase a product and how much of the product the consumer may need in a particular 

moment (2020). Purchase intent is not to be confused with purchase action. The consumer plan is 

influenced by both PR and advertising through differing external and internal factors. 

Advertising may drive mass consideration, but news content generated from public relations may 

more effectively target intent. While purchase intent is not equal to purchase, the metric obtained 

through survey research can be used as a proxy to predict purchase. Public relations and 

advertising both produce content designed to influence potential consumers; however, this 

influence may vary depending on where consumers are in their journey from awareness to 

purchase. 

External and internal factors both influence consumers’ purchase intent. Hasan and 

Sohail find that factors like brand trust and brand interaction contribute to purchase intent, 

especially when tested against the physical or emotional proximity of a consumer to a brand 

(2021). As expected, consumers are influenced by more than the media they consume—whether 

it be mass or tailored communication—they are influenced by locality, community and previous 

experience. Advertising and public relations implement a variety of strategies to drive consumer 

purchase intent. The internet, composed of social media and digital campaigns, is one of the 

largest channels that both industries use. Researchers De Bruyn and Lilien show that elements 

like word-of-mouth marketing, brand affinity and unsolicited advertisement influence purchase 
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intent in the digital space (2008). Similarly, Iyanto et al. explain that influencers, when used as a 

third-party, lead to higher purchase intent, as these voices incorporate elements of community 

and appeal to consumers, echoing public relations’ use of human-led news stories, especially in 

the digital space (2020). Both studies find that communication through social media channels 

mimics relationship factors that drive purchase intent. Public relations uses social media to 

encourage these conversations between consumers and brands, building trust more effectively 

than advertising by showing a back-and-forth interaction rather than a one-sided display that 

consumers may see as an interruption on their purchase journey.  

Trust and community thrive best when tied into relationships that consumers build, either 

with each other or with celebrities and influencers. Attributes identified as leading to greater 

purchase intent are more prominent in news media with the inherent third-party credibility, but 

third-party credibility is evolving as consumers are regaining power in deciding the content 

creators they welcome into their daily lives. Researchers Um and Jang found that consumers 

receive news-based, third-party endorsement with more openness to trust the content because of 

its relation to the context as “news” (2020). The concept of influencers is highly linked to news 

media with organic, influential voices communicating with key audiences.  

Research reveals multiple factors that influence consumer purchase intent, which have 

historically made it difficult to measure PR-driven results. It also continually shows the value of 

a public relations approach, but only in a qualitative manner. This study uses survey data to 

quantitatively measure the value of PR over advertising with the hypothesis that exposure to 

positive news content about a brand will be associated with significantly higher purchase intent 

for that brand than exposure to advertising content. 
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Methodology 

To answer the primary research question of whether positive news (i.e., PR) leads to 

higher purchase intent for a brand than advertising, this study uses a quantitative methodology 

based on four weeks of YouGov BrandIndex survey data1 generating 48,866 responses. The 

survey captures brand metrics like ad exposure2, positive news exposure3 and purchase intent 

(PI)4. Thirty consumer brands are included from three industry categories—10 from each—based 

on 2020 ad spend5 and 2020 news article volume6 (the top 5 of each, per category). The table 

below lists the categories and brands selected for inclusion in this study (Table 2). 

Table 2 

YouGov US BrandIndex industry categories and selected consumer brands 

CPG/Food OTC/Drug Skincare and Cosmetics 

Ben & Jerry’s, Breyers, 

Coffee-Mate, Lucky Charms, 

M&M’s, Oreo, Reese’s, 

Snickers, Special K, Yoplait 

Advil, Aleve, Benadryl, 

Claritin, Excedrin, Motrin, 

Mucinex, Robitussin, 

Tylenol, Zyrtec 

Bath & Body Works, Clinique, 

Cover Girl, Dove, Garnier, 

Maybelline, Neutrogena, Olay, 

Sephora, Ulta Beauty 

Respondents are categorized into four, mutually exclusive groups based on whether they 

recall any exposure to ads (Y/N) and/or positive news (Y/N) for a brand in the prior two weeks, 

as follows: (Group A) Saw neither ads nor positive news, (B) Saw ads only, (C) Saw positive 

news only, (D) Saw both ads and positive news. For this study, the four groups’ brand purchase 

intent is compared pairwise (i.e., Group B vs. A, C vs. A, D vs. A, C vs. B, D vs. B, D vs. C) to 

 
1 48,866 responses from July 8 through Aug 5, 2021. Source: YouGov America Inc. 2021 © All rights reserved  

2 Ad Exposure (multi-select): Which of the following products have you seen an advertisement for in the PAST 

TWO WEEKS? 
3 Positive News Exposure (multi-select): Which of the following consumer brands have you seen any POSITIVE 

content for in the PAST TWO WEEKS, excluding advertisements: (e.g., news stories in print, online, social media, 

TV, etc.) 
4 Purchase Intent (pick 1 from brands you would consider): Although these products have different uses, from which 

of these brands would you be most likely to buy? 
5 Kantar-reported ad-spending for 2020 (traditional media—excludes digital/social) 
6 Meltwater news article counts for 2020 
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test whether the first group’s Purchase Intent (PI) is significantly higher than that of the paired 

group. For example, in test C vs. B, the null hypothesis is PIC = PIB and the alternative 

hypothesis is PIC > PIB. 

This approach results in six, pairwise, one-sided Z-tests. An uncorrected p-value 

significance threshold of 0.05 yields a Bonferroni-corrected significance threshold of 0.05/6 = 

0.00833. The differences in PI for the four groups are compared within the following cohorts: 

overall, by industry category, gender, age range and customer status (ever bought vs. never 

bought). The gender, age range and customer status comparisons are done both overall and by 

industry category. 

The most important comparison for answering the primary research question is the PI 

difference between groups B and C (i.e., those who saw ads-only and those who saw positive 

news-only), but group D (respondents who saw both) is also analyzed.  

Results 

Primary Findings 

Overall, and in all three industry categories, purchase intent (PI) is significantly higher 

among respondents who saw positive news but not ads for a brand (i.e., group C) versus those 

who saw only ads and not positive news (i.e., group B). The full results, both overall and 

industry category-level, are summarized in the table below for all respondents and among 

gender, age and customer status cohorts (Table 3). 

Table 3 

PI for groups A-B-C-D among gender, age and customer cohorts—overall and by industry. 

Gender/Age/ 

Cust. Status 

by Industry 

(A) Saw None (B) Ads-only (C) News-only (D) Saw Both 

n PI n PI n PI n PI 

Overall 38761 5% 4741 10% A 2556 16% AB 2809 24% ABC 
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Gender/Age/ 

Cust. Status 

by Industry 

(A) Saw None (B) Ads-only (C) News-only (D) Saw Both 

n PI n PI n PI n PI 

Males 16440 4% 1823 10% A 1001 14% AB 1087 24% ABC 

Females 22321 5% 2911 10% A 1556 17% AB 1721 25% ABC 

18-34 6006 5% 2024 9% A 717 13% AB 764 25% ABC 

35-49 7877 5% 960 12% A 618 18% AB 692 25% ABC 

50+ 24871 5% 2987 10% A 1221 16% AB 1353 24% ABC 

Customer 19560 8% 3259 13% A 1592 21% AB 2285 28% ABC 

Non Cust. 19201 1% 1482 3% A 964 7% AB 524 10% AB 

CPG/Food 9992 4% 1472 9% A 972 12% AB 982 18% ABC 

Males 4268 4% 616 9% A 441 13% A 449 21% ABC 

Females 5724 4% 849 8% A 532 12% A 534 17% ABC 

18-34 1636 5% 1472 9% A 280 12% A 255 28% ABC 

35-49 1978 5% 307 12% A 206 15% A 262 16% A 

50+ 6370 4% 924 8% A 486 11% A 466 15% AB 

Customer 6419 6% 1189 10% A 662 14% AB 861 20% ABC 

Non.Cust. 3573 1% 283 4% A 311 9% AB 122 11% AB 

OTC/Drug 17551 5% 1587 8% A 805 18% AB 691 25% ABC 

Males 7501 4% 681 10% A 304 15% AB 301 23% ABC 

Females 10050 5% 907 7% A 501 20% AB 390 26% AB 

18-34 2647 5% 248 8% 196 16% AB 167 23% AB 

35-49 3565 5% 275 11% A 222 18% A 182 26% AB 

50+ 11339 5% 1065 8% A 387 19% AB 343 26% AB 

Customer 9011 8% 992 12% A 486 24% AB 521 30% AB 

Non Cust. 8540 1% 595 2% A 319 8% AB 170 9% AB 

Skincare 11219 5% 1682 13% A 778 18% AB 1135 29% ABC 

Males 4671 4% 527 12% A 256 13% A 337 28% ABC 

Females 6547 6% 1155 13% A 522 20% AB 798 30% ABC 

18-34 1723 5% 304 10% A 241 12% A 343 24% ABC 

35-49 2334 5% 379 12% A 190 20% AB 249 32% ABC 

50+ 7162 6% 999 14% A 347 21% AB 543 31% ABC 

Customer 4131 13% 1078 19% A 445 27% AB 903 34% ABC 

Non Cust. 7088 1% 603 3% A 334 5% A 232 9% AB 

Note. Subscripts (A,B…) indicate a PI value significantly higher than the denoted group(s) 

(p<0.00833 Bonferroni-corrected, 0.05 uncorrected) 

Unsurprisingly, across all categories and brands, PI is highest of all among respondents 

who saw both ads and positive news for the brand (i.e., group D). While the main comparison of 

interest for this research is between groups B and C (i.e., respondents exposed to ads-only vs. 

positive news-only), this finding shows the value of an integrated approach for communications. 
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 As shown in the table above, overall, group C’s PI is significantly higher than that of 

groups A and B for both men and women, and for all three age cohorts, but the lift is highest for 

women (+7% pts. over group B), and for middle-aged (35-49) and older (50+) adults (+6% pts. 

over group B). As noted, group D has the highest PI, and it is consistent across genders and age 

cohorts at 24-25%. Across every gender, age and customer status cohort, positive news exposure 

has a greater impact on purchase intent than ad exposure.  

 In the CPG/Food category, the difference in PI is relatively small between groups C and 

B—only +3% pts.—which holds true across all gender and age cohorts. The highest PI for 

CPG/Food brands is among the age 18-34 consumers in group D (28%), but it drops off 

precipitously for the two older cohorts (16% for the 35-49 cohort, and 15% for the 50+ cohort), 

suggesting young adults may be particularly open to trying packaged foods when they see both 

ads and positive news—in other words, frequency of exposure has more impact on that cohort 

than the form it takes, at least in the CPG/Food industry. Notably, the difference in PI between 

customers and non-customers is low compared to the other categories, suggesting relatively low 

brand loyalty among consumers within the CPG/Food category. 

For the OTC/Drug category, the difference in PI for women is quite low for those in 

group B (+2% pts.) and substantial for those in group C (+15%), relative to group A. The skew is 

less dramatic for men (+6% pts. for group B and +11% pts. for group C). This suggests that 

women are more discerning shoppers in the OTC/Drug category—skeptical of ads and more 

persuadable by positive news. It also suggests that advertising has little persuasive power for 

Drug/OTC products that would typically be purchased by women. 

Lastly, for the Skincare/Cosmetics category, the difference in PI between groups C and B 

is lowest for young adults and men (1-2% pts), whereas the differences are significant for women 
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(+7% pts), middle-aged adults (+8% pts) and older adults (+7% pts), suggesting positive news is 

an important factor for those groups. Group D respondents have the highest PI in the 

Skincare/Cosmetics category (29%), versus the CPG/Food (18%) and OTC/Drug (25%) 

categories, indicating the strong potential for synergy between PR and traditional advertising in 

the Skincare/Cosmetics category. Customers have high PI across all groups, indicating high 

brand loyalty in the Skincare/Cosmetics category. 

Secondary Findings 

Although purchase intent is the primary brand metric of interest for this study, YouGov 

provides a variety of other metrics addressing different phases of the purchase journey, including 

buzz (i.e., awareness), consideration, metrics related to brand health and word-of-mouth. Just as 

with purchase intent, these additional metrics can also be analyzed through the lens of exposure 

to positive news versus advertising. 

Analyzing the differences in YouGov’s six brand health metrics across the four groups 

reveals that positive news exposure has a greater impact than advertising exposure on all brand 

health metrics, with the greatest differences in perceived Reputation and Value, as shown below 

(Table 4). 

Table 4 

Brand health metrics for groups A-B-C-D. 

Brand health metrics (A) Saw None 

(n varies) 

(B) Ads-only 

(n varies) 

(C) News-only 

(n varies) 

(D) Saw Both 

(n varies) 

Satisfaction7 55% 65% A 76% AB 85% ABC 

Impression8 35% 54% A 62% AB 82% ABC 

Quality9 34% 51% A 59% AB 78% ABC 

 
7 Satisfaction (multi-select): Of which of the following products would you say that you are a "SATISFIED 

CUSTOMER"? 
8 Impression (multi-select): Overall, of which of the following products do you have a POSITIVE impression? 
9 Quality (multi-select): Which of the following products do you think represent GOOD QUALITY? 
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Brand health metrics (A) Saw None 

(n varies) 

(B) Ads-only 

(n varies) 

(C) News-only 

(n varies) 

(D) Saw Both 

(n varies) 

Recommend10 26% 43% A 57% AB 77% ABC 

Value11 17% 33% A 48% AB 66% ABC 

Reputation12 23% 37% A 45% AB 68% ABC 

Brand Index13 32% 47% A 58% AB 76% ABC 

Note. All differences statistically significant (p<0.00833 Bonferroni-corrected, 0.05 uncorrected) 

Additionally, the results in the table below (Table 5) show that positive news exposure 

has a greater impact than advertising on Buzz (32% vs. 28%)—defined as whether the 

respondent has heard or read anything positive about the brand in the past two weeks—

Consideration (47% vs. 37%)—defined as the competitive set of products a person might buy the 

next time they’re in the market—and on Word-of-Mouth (23% vs. 19%)—defined as whether the 

respondent has talked or texted about the brand with family or friends in the past two weeks. 

Table 5 

Other brand metrics for groups A-B-C-D. 

Additional metrics (A) None 

(n=38761) 

(B) Ads-only 

(n=4741) 

(C) News-only 

(n=2556) 

(D) Both 

(n=2809) 

Buzz14 5% 28% A 32% AB 64% ABC 

Consideration15 22% 37% A 47% AB 68% ABC 

Word-of-Mouth16 6% 19% A 23% AB 50% ABC 

Note. All differences statistically significant (p<0.00833 Bonferroni-corrected, 0.05 uncorrected) 

 
10 Recommend (multi-select): Which of the following products would you RECOMMEND to a friend or colleague? 
11 Value (multi-select): Which of the following products do you think represents GOOD VALUE FOR MONEY? 
12 Reputation (multi-select): Which of the following companies would you be PROUD TO WORK FOR? 
13 Brand Index: Average of the Satisfaction, Impression, Quality, Recommend, Value and Reputation scores. 
14 Buzz (multi-select): Over the PAST TWO WEEKS, which of the following products have you heard something 

POSITIVE about (whether in the news, through advertising, or talking to friends and family)? 
15 Consideration (multi-select): When you are in the market next to purchase <CATEGORY> products, which of the 

following would you consider buying? 
16 Word-of-Mouth (multi-select): Which of the following products have you talked about with friends and family in 

the PAST TWO WEEKS (whether in-person, online or through social media)? 
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These results demonstrate that exposure to positive news about a brand can provide 

greater lift than advertising across all phases of consumers’ purchase journey—from awareness 

to consideration, purchase and through to post-purchase evangelism—and build a more positive 

impression of the brand in consumers’ minds. 

Discussion 

Limitations 

Across the industries and brands tested, the PI for a brand is generally more associated 

with positive news exposure than ad exposure, but there are a few outlier brands for which the 

pattern flips and exposure to ads is more associated with a higher PI. Identifying the specific 

factors associated with this reversal is a topic for future studies, but there are several possibilities 

that are inherent to limitations of this study: 

1. Brand-level spending on positive news (i.e., PR) and advertising during the four-week 

survey period is an unknowable and a confounding factor. To control for this, the 

brands included in the study were selected based on their 2020 ad-spend and news 

article volume to achieve a good mix of brands with different relative levels of 

spending on advertising and PR. Furthermore, no attempts have been made to draw 

conclusions from differences in metrics at a brand-level. 

2. Different brands appeal to different demographic segments of consumers, by age, 

gender, etc., and those demographic segments may respond differently to ad and 

positive news exposure. In fact, the results presented above suggest that they do, but 

this study was only powered to allow for demographic comparisons at the industry-

level, not at the individual brand-level. 
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3. It is important to recognize that other factors affect consumers’ perception and 

purchase intent beyond exposure to positive news and advertisements. The influence 

of external factors, such as consumers’ self-perception in communities, affects how a 

consumer responds to content exposure (Notarantonio, 2009). Consumers may have a 

pre-conceived opinion about a brand based on personal experience that could affect 

how receptive they are to positive news about the brand, and even whether they 

intentionally seek it out. In this study, any a priori biases respondents may have had 

about the brands are unknown. 

The evolving distinction between public relations and advertising in general acts as 

another factor to consider. Historically, advertising and public relations were separate disciplines 

identified with distinct lines and practices, but the pervasiveness of the internet has brought 

tighter integration, social media, influencers and native advertising—advertising that blends in 

with surrounding content—that blur the lines between the two disciplines (Campbell & Grimm, 

2018). 

In this study, significant differences can be seen between the three industries that were 

included, suggesting there may be other industry categories where the differences between PR 

and ad exposure are less significant or even reversed. Researchers may consider looking at a 

wider sample of brand categories to confirm findings across more industries. In addition, 

researchers might consider any specific advertisements or communications activations occurring 

at the time of study. While this study clearly answers the research questions, further studies 

could look deeper into the actual financial gap between news and advertising agencies to 

recalculate suggested alterations based on influence on purchase intent. Studies could look at 
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actual purchases through data provided by companies and through consumer surveys to further 

confirm the findings. 

Lastly, the outbreak of COVID-19 is an uncontrolled variable both in its effect on brands’ 

outreach strategies and on consumers’ behavior. Although the survey data were collected during 

a relative lull in the pandemic, it is unlikely the behavior of both brands and consumers was 

entirely normal. The researchers would like to replicate the study when COVID-19 is no longer a 

major factor in daily life to confirm the findings. 

Conclusions and Implications 

 The study’s results support the hypothesis that consumers exposed to positive news about 

a brand (but not ads) have significantly higher purchase intent for the brand than those exposed 

to ads (but not positive news). PR’s influence on purchase intent is 1.6x greater than advertising. 

It is also noteworthy that consumers exposed to both positive news and ads have higher purchase 

intent than those exposed to only one or the other. This research demonstrates that PR can 

positively impact all stages of the customer journey and should be used as such—with 

appropriate budget allocation—in combination with traditional advertising. It should drive a shift 

in thought processes, communication channels and measurement practices for marketing and 

communications departments, and help brands develop outreach strategies fueled by a more 

holistic understanding of how PR impacts purchase intent, word-of-mouth, buzz and brand health 

metrics relative to advertising.  

While public relations practitioners and others in the industry have often recognized the 

value of PR to persuade over advertising, this study quantifies those beliefs in a way that makes 

them actionable to drive change. Quantifying the value of public relations over advertising with a 

lower-funnel metric like purchase intent emphasizes the need for a public relations approach to 
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reaching potential consumers. Consider that if corporate budgets mirrored the relative 

contribution of PR and advertising in driving purchase intent suggested by this study, PR 

spending in the U.S. would be 2.1x higher than ad spending, instead of ad spending being 3.7x 

higher than PR spending, as reported in 2020 (U.S. Census Bureau, n.d.). 

These findings can immediately impact the industry through educating senior business 

leaders to prioritize investments that lead to desired behavioral outcomes more effectively, as 

well as academic leaders to empower the rising generation of communications professionals to 

lead the new “frictionless” way of communicating messages that drive change. 
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