
Media Coverage Matters: 
Getting the most out of your media impact evaluation.

Strategic insights about media impact



Universities are having a tough time, and media coverage often makes matters 
worse. To attract students, faculty and funding, universities need to build strong 
brands and proactively manage their reputation. Media coverage makes a far 
greater contribution than people realise – contributing to brand positioning, 
influencing stakeholder perceptions and behaviour and potentially creating 
competitive advantage. The ability to quantify the impact of media coverage on 
desired outcomes, or to measure the effects of adverse media headwinds, gives 
university Comms teams deeper insights than they have ever had access to. 

Metricomm has long experience of working with universities to provide actionable 
data and insights, including detailed competitor analysis. Our cost-effective tailored 
media evaluation solutions help shape strategy and build confidence among senior 
leadership teams, demonstrating the real contribution of PR in the higher  
education sector.

What you will learn from this paper:

•	 How universities can access better media insights to help explain the powerful 
impact of media coverage on their brand and reputation

•	 How affordable competitor analysis helps pinpoint opportunities to sharpen the 
value proposition and communicate what your university is famous for

•	 How topic analysis reveals tensions between proactive messaging and issues 
affecting the sector and shows what is shaping perceptions

•	 How to create a media coverage report that senior leaders will want to see  
every month.
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Introduction.
When your brand depends on it, intelligence about the effects of media coverage can revolutionise how you approach 
reputation management. Having the right data is key to gaining competitive advantage in a crowded sector. It 
facilitates decisions about budgets, resources and priorities for communication.

Media coverage is a substantial factor in shaping the collective and individual reputation of UK universities. While 
Comms and Marketing teams have a good handle on the perceptions and opinions of certain groups – notably those 
of university age or slightly younger – another critical piece of the reputation jigsaw is understanding how media 
coverage shapes what people think and the choices they might make. 

Media coverage is powerful.  By quantifying its effects over time, PR can be deployed to best advantage. That said, 
traditional media evaluation is a very poor tool for understanding the business impact of coverage. Universities, like all 
commercial organisations, need to build strong and sustainable brands to fend off fierce competition.  Counting the 
number of articles that appear on a monthly basis is not a meaningful barometer of success for the Vice Chancellor 
and senior leadership, because it makes the ridiculous assumption that everyone reads everything. Similarly, sentiment 
analysis is a notoriously blunt tool for evaluating how people might react to what they read. 

Here, Metricomm presents a modern approach to strategic media evaluation. Through real examples, using our 
audience-focused data for the Russell Group, it shows how individual universities can view the results of their Comms 
and press office activity in the context of the whole sector, or a sub-set of competitors. 
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A real-world example
Today, many universities want to be famous for their research around climate change, renewables and related 
topics. Realistically, not every university can own this space. Volume-based analysis of articles mentioning 
new research projects and collaborations, or reports of academic contributions to conferences don’t go far 
enough. They look at media positioning and Comms ‘success’ in a vacuum. 

In a bespoke project, we helped one of our university clients to quantify:

•	 The size of audience they engaged over time for stories relating to climate change

•	 How strongly they were associated with climate-related topics in UK online media coverage compared to 
the competitors they most feared

•	 Which sub-topics and research areas were cutting through, creating stronger brand positioning for the 
university and potential competitive advantage

•	 Which named online media were having the greatest impact on their reputation for climate research  
over time

•	 How the media profile of their academics compared to others in their field.
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Universities in the spotlight.
The COVID pandemic significantly increased media interest in universities. The size of audience finding and 
reading content about UK higher education institutions grew rapidly. Universities came under intense scrutiny for 
accommodation issues, the quality of online teaching and value for money. Since then, the media has maintained its 
focus on the sector.

Over the last 2-3 years, although the normal rhythm of the academic year has resumed, higher education has had 
its share of challenging issues. The financial viability of universities, the usefulness of a university education, inability 
to continue attracting overseas students and lecturer strikes have all made headlines. More specific issues like free 
speech, trans rights and Palestine protests have created tension on campuses around the UK. These are distractions 
from desired messaging, for example about research breakthroughs, productive international collaborations, 
community benefit, social mobility and so on.

At times when the noise around other issues is fierce, proactive coverage struggles to cut through. Regular updates 
about the media’s current agenda can be enormously instructive. The size of audience overall for universities is often 
a good indicator of whether journalists are foraging for unhelpful stories about the sector.  The size of audience for 
individual topics sheds further light. At times, the chances of the press office landing a positive angle might be better 
than others. 

Recent audience trends.
The chart below shows that the size of audience for universities fell substantially during 2025. 

The size of UK media audience reading about Russell Group universities dropped substantially in 2025

•	 When we dig into the topics that increased audience in 2024, it is obvious that Palestine, anti-semitism on campus 
and protests helped keep audience levels high

•	 The momentum shifted over the summer vacation. Academic year 2024-25 was dominated by coverage about 
decreasing numbers of foreign students and the financial crisis looming for many in the sector, even as the freeze 
on tuition fees was lifted

•	 Although this situation remains a pressing challenge, eventually it was no longer hot news and the media spotlight 
was removed.
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Coverage about the funding crisis in UK 
universities, compounded by fewer applications 
from overseas students, kept audience levels high 
in academic year 2024-25.

After the summer vacation, a period of relative 
calm followed. The very high audiences seen since 
COVID tailed off through the rest of 2025.

Of course, for universities outside the Russell 
Group, whose financial situation may be more 
precarious, the picture may still look very different. 
That’s why individual analysis compared to a 
defined competitor set is essential.
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Varying associations with topics.
Drilling down into a specific issue reveals the variations in level of association between certain university brands and 
the topic. For example, while the Palestine protests were in full swing, some institutions suffered more than others, 
creating real challenges for the press office. 

Issues such as Palestine have a strong impact on the size of audience reading about Russell Group universities  
– some more than others

•	 University A was beset by on-campus protests and allegations of anti-semitism. This meant its share of audience 
for the topic Palestine increased faster than its peers

•	 Metricomm was able to help clients measure the likely relative impact on their brand compared to other 
universities. This formed a key pillar of reporting to the senior leadership team, who were anxious about long-term 
impact on reputation

•	 An unwelcome level of scrutiny about anything likely to influence perceptions can very quickly shift the way an 
institution is positioned in online media coverage.  This remains online for a long time to impact opinions  
and behaviour. 
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Universities are keen to know which 
topics are dominating their online news 
positioning, in case stakeholders including 
students, parents and employers might 
take damaging messages out of coverage. 
Reputations painstakingly built are easily 
destroyed in the age of intense media 
attention and very large online news 
audience which far outweigh the size of 
audience reached by social media channels.

The adjacent chart provides an overview of 
how a range of topics played out in media 
coverage during a single month, comparing 
University A to its Russell Group peers.
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When difficult issues appear, do you know how strongly your university is 
associated with them, compared to its peers?
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Owning the agenda.
Of course, it’s not all bad news. University Comms teams count on being able to demonstrate the value of higher 
education to the UK economy, to society and to innovation. Showing that a university education is worthwhile and 
emphasising the good things that happen on campus. The evidence suggests that journalist interest in the topic of 
Research in universities was maintained in 2025 before a sharp decline around the winter vacation. Thankfully, 2026 
has produced another upswing in audience for the topic. As with all data, the findings invite ‘so what?’ questions. Is 
this a great signal for universities that it might be a good time to place favourable stories? Or is the Research topic a 
crowded platform at the moment, so a really strong story might be submerged by the overall trend?

The size of UK media audience reading about Russell Group universities and Research was sustained  
until the new academic year 2025-26, when it decreased sharply

The data in these charts is taken from Metricomm’s ‘Quantum’ product.  This is a monthly dashboard specifically for 
universities, which allows individual brands to compare their outcomes against a pre-defined competitor set.  For 
one client, success means that the university is more closely associated with Research than the average Russell Group 
outcome.  For another, it might be the level of association with Partnerships, AI, Community Benefit or many other 
topics. Metricomm works with universities to identify the topics most relevant for them.

Identifying influential media.
As we said earlier, counting volume of articles is nonsense, because not everyone reads everything. Instead, 
universities might ask which specific influential publications are impacting their readers and therefore the brand. 
Metricomm starts with the size of audience generated, calculating how many people are likely to have found and 
read coverage. Some publications are always extremely vocal about universities, including theguardian.co.uk and 
thetimes.com. However, one article on bbc.co.uk can really swing the pendulum. This online medium reaches a huge 
percentage of the UK population every month. 
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Comms teams would be pleased to see that stories about 
Research are getting picked up and reaching a consistently 
strong audience through most of 2025.

Similarly in early 2026, universities have 
done a good job of communicating the 
Research message. Deeper analysis of 
the underlying coverage reveals which 
specific research projects have gained 
media traction.

The analysis raises questions for strategic planning. 
Could the holidays be a good time to issue press releases 
about Research? Is this a quiet time when it would be 
easier to place a story?  Or is the media distracted by 
something else?
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Which media have the most impact on your university’s reputation?

The table shows which UK online publications produced the largest share of audience for Russell group universities in 
a single month. 

•	 It shows that bbc.co.uk delivered 43.1% of the total UK media audience for universities during the month; an 
indicator of how this medium can move the needle on reputation, for better or worse

•	 Even dailymail.co.uk, itself a massive influencer in online news, produced only 5.5% of online audience. This makes 
it obvious why counting articles is a very bad way to measure the relative level of support or criticism from  
a named publication

•	 The analysis shows that not only national media are influential.  Specialist education sector publications and online 
regional titles make a contribution too

•	 This picture varies month by month.  It provides reliable feedback to Comms teams about whether their media 
targeting strategy is appropriate and effective, or whether certain media are producing unwelcome headwinds  
for reputation.

What do the specific metrics mean?
•	 Mean branding is an indicator of the strength of brand mentions cutting through to the engaged audience, on a 

scale of 1-100, where 100 is the strongest 

•	 Mean relevance identifies what coverage is about, again on a scale of 1-100. High relevance content is primarily 
about the university in question. Low relevance coverage contains mentions of multiple competitors and often  
just a passing reference to the university we are interested in

•	 The number of topics is interesting.  It shows that journalists are writing very focused content, often dedicating a 
full article to a particular topic or university brand

•	 The share of coverage column shows that universities only need a low share of content in high-audience media to 
substantially move the needle on audience impact.

Media
Mean 

Branding Mean Relevance Mean no.  
of Topics Share of Audience Share of Coverage

1 www.bbc.co.uk 43 36 1.1 43.1% 2.7%

3 www.dailymail.co.uk 55 35 2.0 5.5% 0.3%

6 www.telegraph.co.uk 70 70 1.0 2.8% 1.0%

14 www.thetab.com 62 64 1.6 1.8% 2.3%

17 www.metro.co.uk 35 35 1.0 <1% 0.3%

18 www.qmul.ac.uk 52 54 1.0 <1% 2.3%

19 www.manchestereveningnews.co.uk 100 88 2.0 <1% 0.7%

20 www.bristolpost.co.uk 55 75 1.0 <1% 0.3%

21 www.thescottishsun.co.uk 75 100 1.0 <1% 0.3%

22 www.belfasttelegraph.co.uk 55 100 2.0 <1% 0.3%

23 www.thesun.co.uk 55 35 1.0 <1% 0.3%

25 www.chroniclelive.co.uk 55 65 1.5 <1% 0.7%

26 www.walesonline.co.uk 55 55 2.0 <1% 0.3%

27 www.radiotimes.com 100 75 1.0 <1% 0.3%

28 www.heraldscotland.com 77 92 1.7 <1% 1.0%
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Drilling down into media impact.
Finally, we drill down into individual publications, using key metrics to compare how these online titles work for one 
university compared to the sector.

Summary for www.bbc.co.uk

•	 The above chart considers how bbc.co.uk works for University A, compared to peers. When bbc.co.uk publishes 
coverage about any Russell Group university, its media influence will be very high; in fact it is 100% here for both 
the individual university and the full group

•	 Media interest over time is very high for the Russell Group, but only Medium for the university in question. This 
raises questions for the university. Is it avoiding difficult issues in bbc.co.uk? Or, conversely, is it doing a good 
enough job explaining its value and pitching stories to BBC journalists, either locally or at national level?

•	 The monthly frequency shows how often the universit(ies) appear in bbc.co.uk coverage over time, with the 
Russell group average (39%) considerably higher than for University A. That said, this metric has increased for all 
universities over the last six months

•	 The percentage of content which was high relevance over time was 47% for the Russell Group average university 
and only 22% for University A. So, University A only gets coverage which is predominantly about it in less than one 
quarter of articles that mention its name

•	 In the age of GEO, branded links, as well as other anchor text (hyperlinks) within coverage are very important to 
create domain authority and help AI-driven search engines find published coverage that leads back to a  
trusted website

•	 SEO potential, meanwhile, is very high.  This indicates that coverage for universities on bbc.co.uk is extremely 
likely to be high up in old-fashioned search results when somebody searches for a university brand.

Russell Group University A

Media influence 100 100

Media interest Very high Medium

Average monthly frequency: all time 39% 10%

Average monthly frequency: last 6 months 45% 15%

Average high relevance: all time 47% 22%

Average medium relevance: all time 43% 40%

Average low relevance: all time 10% 39%

Average high relevance: last 6 months 43% 37%

Average high relevance: last 6 months 48% 37%

Average high relevance: last 6 months 9% 26%

Branded links 36% 33%

SEO potential Very high
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Bespoke projects.
While monthly analysis using ‘Quantum’ is available for just a few hundred pounds per month, universities often 
require tailored, custom analysis. This may include projects such as:

•	 Considering online media positioning compared to overseas competitors

•	 Assessing how effectively coverage is providing association with key academic subjects, top researchers, or 
generic topics like AI or sustainability

•	 Looking at the impact of media coverage on outcomes including Google search, AI-generated search or  
website visits

•	 Deep competitor analysis to understand which media strategies are working for others in the sector.

Precision insights about coverage impact.
We identify the named media and specific content most likely to be influencing consumer behaviour and moving 
people along the path from consideration to purchase – whether that’s performing searches, visiting your website, 
watching your broadcasts, responding to your advertising, activating a sale, or choosing your competitors.

For us, media effectiveness is not only about generating a snapshot at a point in time. It’s about looking at patterns 
and trends over time and examining how your media relations activity is performing. This reveals opportunity gaps in 
your market positioning, your media targeting and your messaging. These are the things you actually need to know if 
you want to make a difference and validate or improve the efficiency, effectiveness and return on investment of your 
media, PR, communication and search advertising.

To find out more about ‘Quantum’ or our bespoke services, simply email us at: 
hello@metricomm.com

We’d love to put our extensive university sector experience to work with your team.
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About Metricomm
Metricomm helps organisations understand and quantify the power of media coverage.  Its impact goes far beyond reputation and awareness,  
to influencing customer consideration, brand equity, sales and market value. It also demonstrably amplifies the results of paid marketing activities. 
Moving away from traditional and unrealistic vanity metrics, we use an audience-centric approach that reveals which media content is changing 
stakeholder perceptions and behaviour - and why. 

Communication professionals instinctively know that media coverage is important. Now, Metricomm data can consistently quantify its outcomes 
over time to provide clear, actionable insights. If your organisation wants better data to help navigate the tailwinds and headwinds created by the 
headlines, let’s have a conversation.

hello@metricomm.com
www.metricomm.com


