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WHAT MAKES A CORPORATE INFLUENCER PROGRAM 
SUCCESSFUL?

Corporate influencer programs (CI programs) have be-
come a widely adopted instrument in corporate commu-
nications. Organizations across the world are launching 
initiatives that encourage employees to act as authentic 
voices online and offline, with a strong focus on social 
media platforms such as LinkedIn (Brockhaus & Zerfass,  
2024; Janssen & Rudeloff, 2025). Across German- 
speaking countries, more than 100 large companies now 
run such programs, mostly coordinated by communica-
tion or HR departments (CIC, 2025). 

This is backed by a strong enthusiasm among the thou-
sands of active corporate influencers and the program 
leaders who manage such initiatives on a day-to-day 
basis (Ebner & Eck, 2022). However, in economically 

challenging times and the age of AI, communication  
departments face increasing pressure to justify invest-
ments and allocate resources efficiently. Programs that 
cannot demonstrate their value may struggle to secure 
long-term support.

There is surprisingly little knowledge about how the suc-
cess of CI programs can be defined and measured. Most 
evaluation approaches mentioned in the literature and 
by practitioners focus on sporadic measurement of social 
media metrics such as likes and engagement rates. Oth-
ers examine audience perceptions or the motivation and 
satisfaction of employees participating in such programs. 
However, these indicators provide only a partial picture 
and offer limited guidance for strategic decision-making. 
The pressing question remains unresolved: How can CI 
programs actually demonstrate their contribution to 
communication objectives and organizational goals?

Laura Siewert
Ann-Kathrin Bonin
Lea Limpert
Ansgar Zerfass
Leipzig University

Authors
Corporate influencer programs enable employees to become authentic  
ambassadors and advocate for their organizations. While their popularity 
is growing, many companies still struggle to set meaningful objectives and 
evaluate the results of such programs. This article presents findings from  
a study across 52 large companies, revealing that current practices are often 
inconsistent and imcompatible with established standards of program  
and communication management. To address this gap, it introduces the  
Corporate Influencer Program Management Framework, which helps organiza-
tions to align corporate influencer activities with strategic goals, support 
their participants, and demonstrate the value of these programs.

FROM ACTIVITY  
TO IMPACT
A management framework for  
corporate influencer programs
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Key terms at a glance

Corporate influencers are employees who, in  
addition to their formal job responsibilities,  
voluntarily and regularly communicate with inter-
nal or external stakeholders about organizational 
or brand-related topics, with the aim of contribu-
ting to their organization’s success.

Corporate influencer programs (CI programs)  
are cross-functional governance and coordination  
structures within organizations designed to recruit,  
empower, support, and position employees as corpo- 
rate influencers in order to indirectly support com- 
munication objectives and organizational goals.

A study conducted at Leipzig University has addressed 
this question. It draws insights from an interdisciplinary 
literature review combining program management and 
communication management research to identify key 
dimensions of successful CI programs. These conceptual 
insights were complemented by 52 qualitative expert 
interviews with communication leaders (representing 
the perspective of overarching communication strate-
gies and goals) and CI program leaders (representing 
the perspective of corporate influencer activities) from 
large German organizations (≥ 1,000 employees). The 
study identified weaknesses in current planning and 
measurement practices and proposes a holistic approach 
to managing CI programs – one that looks not only at  
the communication activities of individual corporate  

influencers, but also at how the program itself is  
designed, managed, and aligned with overarching goals.

DECODING PERFORMANCE

The key takeaway from the literature review is that the 
success of CI programs depends not only on how well 
corporate influencers perform, but also on how well the 
program itself is set up and embedded within the organ-
ization. To capture both aspects, the performance of CI 
programs can be conceptualized along two dimensions:

1  	Program Performance refers to the success of the 
program management processes that enable and  
coordinate the activities of corporate influencers and 
ensure alignment with overarching organizational 
strategies. 

 
2  	Communication Performance refers to the success 

of corporate influencers’ communication activities, 
as reflected in how they use their resources, the 
quantity and quality of their output, their touch-
points with stakeholders, the effects on those audi-
ences, and how this helps to achieve project goals or 
organizational goals.

For each dimension, organizations should set specific 
objectives and think about how progress and success can 
be measured systematically. The following section elabo-
rates on the key considerations within each performance 
dimension enriched by empirical insights from communi-
cation and program leaders who shared their experiences 
during the study.

Key areas for objective setting  
and measurement at the  
Program Performance level
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PROGRAM 
PERFORMANCE
Adapted from the international  
Program Management Standard  
(PMI, 2024)

Governance
Structures, roles,  
responsibilities

Workflows
Efficient and 

 effective program  
operations

Strategic 
alignment

Planning processes,  
resource allocation

Stakeholder 
involvement

Engagement and  
collaboration of  

everyone involved

PROGRAM PERFORMANCE AS THE BACKBONE OF SUCCESS

This dimension provides practical guidance on how to design and manage the organizational framework of a CI program.
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Governance: One important characteristic of CI pro-
grams is that they rely on voluntary participation and the 
personal commitment of employees. As a result, they are 
built on trust and differ from many other communication 
initiatives. Rather than being managed through strict 
rules and control mechanisms, corporate influencers typ-
ically enjoy considerable freedom regarding the content 
they create, their level of activity, and the time they ded-
icate to the program. While all activities should comply 
with company policies and social media guidelines, clear 
roles and responsibilities remain essential. Program 
managers coordinate and support day-to-day activities, 
while communication leaders provide strategic direction 
and ensure alignment with broader organizational goals. 
However, due to the flexible and decentralized nature of 
CI programs, organizations often struggle to establish 
clear governance structures, define objectives, and iden-
tify meaningful measures of success.

Strategic alignment: Ideally, the communication activ- 
ities of corporate influencers contribute to the objectives 
of specific projects, for example, in recruiting, or overar-
ching organization goals such as demonstrating techno-
logical leadership. 

Stakeholder involvement: Managing expectations and 
balancing the sometimes diverging interests of the 
different stakeholders involved in CI programs is key to 
their success. The perspective of corporate influencers 
is typically addressed through ongoing feedback and 
exchange, sometimes supported by more formal formats 
such as community meetings or buddy programs. Program 
managers also need to collaborate with HR, marketing, 
and corporate communications departments. Often  
overlooked are works councils, which may be skeptical 
of CI programs and need to be brought on board, as well  
as the supervisors of participating corporate influencers.  
Their support is particularly important as influencer  
activities are carried out alongside regular job respon- 
sibilities. External partners, such as consultants or  
agencies, are usually involved only during the initial  
setup of CI programs.

Workflows: This area covers everything from setting up 
a CI program to its ongoing development. Companies 
can recruit their influencers through open applications, 
targeted invitations, or by encouraging participation 
through visible role models. Most programs offer on-
boarding, training sessions, and workshops to prepare 
participants for their role. Regular meetings, often held 
weekly or monthly, help keep the community connected 
and informed, supported by collaboration tools such as 
intranets, Microsoft Teams, or dedicated software plat-
forms. Success in this area is typically measured through 
participation rates in program activities, the number of 
active corporate influencers, new applications to the 
program, and direct feedback from participants.

In practice, however, systematic approaches to defining 
and managing such goals are often lacking. While some 
CI programs define objectives top-down and align them 
with broader communication or organizational goals, 
others take a bottom-up approach, allowing objectives 
to emerge from the interests and motivations of corpo-
rate influencers. In some cases, formal objectives are 
avoided entirely to preserve the voluntary character of 
the program. Success measurement in this area tends to 
be driven more by experience, subjective feelings, and  
ad hoc needs than by structured evaluation.

»We derive [...] our [program] objectives  
from the goals of corporate communications.« 

Communication leader

»At the end of the day, every corporate  
influencer has their own goals.« 

Program leader
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While organizations can directly influence activities, 
their effects depend on many external factors and are 
therefore harder to control (Buhmann & Volk, 2022). The 
following sections apply established measurement and 
evaluation principles (DPRG & ICV, 2011) to the specific 
context of CI programs.

Input: Input refers to the resources available to cor-
porate influencers, for example the dedicated working 
hours per week, training, or digital tools such as content 
management software. In practice, organizations often 
provide recommendations rather than setting formal 
targets on this level, with mandatory training being one 
of the few exceptions. The extent to which corporate 
influencers utilize the resources provided is usually not 
measured systematically but rather monitored informally 
and on an ad hoc basis. Sometimes cost-benefit analyses 
are conducted.

Output: Output covers the quantity and quality of cor-
porate influencer communication activities. Quantity is 
often assessed based on the volume of content (e.g., the 
number of social media posts) and activities generated 
relative to the resources invested (e.g., working hours). 
Quality, in contrast, varies across organizations and is  
typically linked to internal expectations, such as adher-
ence to corporate design guidelines or the communica-
tion of strategically relevant topics. In practice, some 
programs define clear expectations for communication 
output, while others deliberately leave room for individual  

Key areas for objective setting and measurement at the Communication Performance level

»[We look at] whether the topics are also 
reflected in our corporate goals.« 

Program leader

freedom. Success is usually monitored through social  
media analytics, content monitoring, or occasional 
hashtag tracking, although measurement here remains 
largely unsystematic and sporadic.

Outreach: Outreach refers to the touchpoints corpo-
rate influencers create with their target audiences and 
relevant stakeholders. While outreach can also include 
personal, face-to-face interactions at presentations 
or events, organizations primarily focus on the reach 
and visibility of social media activities and engagement  
within specific online communities. Metrics such as 
impressions on LinkedIn are typically used as key per-
formance indicators. In some cases, these are further 
enriched by comparing them with those of corporate  
social media accounts or calculating the equivalent value 
of paid media. Because organizations usually do not have 
direct access to analytics of personal channels, measu-
rement often relies on the voluntary sharing of data by 
corporate influencers themselves.

Outcome: Outcome concerns how corporate influencer 
activities actually affect the perceptions, knowledge, 
opinions, or actions of relevant stakeholders. Common 
aims often include increasing visibility, awareness, and 
a positive perception of the organization. Ultimately,  

COMMUNICATION  
PERFORMANCE
Based on established frameworks for  
communication measurement  
(AMEC, 2025; here: DPRG & ICV, 2011)

COMMUNICATION PERFORMANCE AS THE VALUE ENGINE

Communication Performance focuses on the activities of corporate influencers and their effects on target audiences, 
stakeholders, project objectives, and organizational goals.

Input
Use of resources 
and time  
budgets 

Output
Quantity and 
quality of CI 
activities 

Outreach
Touchpoints  
with relevant  
stakeholders 

Outcome
Changes in 
stakeholder 
awareness, 
attitudes, and 
behavior

Impact
Contribution to 
higher-level  
project objectives 
or organizational 
goals
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organizations seek to encourage interaction, for example 
through job applications, inquiries about products and 
services, or other forms of engagement. Because these 
effects are difficult to measure directly, companies often 
rely on proxy indicators such as likes, comments, shares, 
and engagement rates, complemented by qualitative 
feedback. Surveys and systematic tracking of audience 
behavior are used only rarely.

»[The aim is] to create a different, more 
personal image of the company.« 

Communication leader

Impact: Impact focuses on how corporate influence  
activities contribute to project objectives or broader  
organizational goals. Positive impacts can be seen on 
reputation, thought leadership, employer branding, 
corporate culture, and employee identification, with  
expected benefits for talent attraction and revenue 
growth. Corporate influencers’ contribution to recrui-
ting is one of the few areas where impact is easier to 
demonstrate because digital applications can be tracked 
and candidates can be asked whether a corporate influ-
encer influenced their decision to apply. However, some 
of the companies interviewed also do not expect any  
contribution to corporate goals, viewing such effects as  
a welcome by-product rather than a primary purpose. 
Success on the impact level is usually not measured sys-
tematically but again tends to rely on proxy indicators 
such as success stories, subjective impressions, and  
personal conviction.

THE CORPORATE INFLUENCER MANAGEMENT  
FRAMEWORK

Across the study’s findings, a clear pattern emerges: most 
companies still lack a structured approach to setting ob-
jectives and measuring the success of their CI programs 
across all relevant dimensions. At the same time, pro-
gram leaders as well as communication leaders recognize 
that demonstrating value is essential for gaining long-
term organizational support and securing resources for 
such initiatives – they just do not know how.

There is room for improvement – and a way forward

The Corporate Influencer Program Management Frame-
work addresses this challenge by providing a practical 
roadmap for planning, evaluating, and reporting CI 
programs. It gives program leaders as well as commu-
nication leaders a common language and a shared basis 
for discussing objectives, defining success metrics, and 
systematically developing their programs step-by-step.

By providing a structured approach to defining objec-
tives and measuring success across both performance 
dimensions, it becomes more obvious how closely the 
two dimensions are interrelated. Changes in Program 
Performance may affect Communication Performance 
and vice versa. For example, revised content guidelines 
can influence the topics corporate influencers address, 
while additional training or support may improve content 
quality, increase activity levels, and ultimately strength-
en communication outcomes and impact. 

While Communication Performance objectives should be 
derived top-down from broader organizational goals, 
measurement and evaluation typically proceeds bottom- 
up – from activities to higher-level effects. For Program 
Performance, objectives and metrics help identify  
opportunities to improve how the program is managed 
and implemented. 

Finally, it is worth noting that external factors can also 
affect the CI program and should be carefully considered. 
These include (a) structural influences such as legal  
requirements, data privacy, and works council agree-
ments; (b) cultural factors such as voluntary nature of  
CI programs and participant motivation; and (c) re-
source-related constraints including available time, 
budget, and evaluation expertise.
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THE CORPORATE INFLUENCER PROGRAM MANAGEMENT FRAMEWORK 
For objective setting and performance measurement in corporate influencer programs
Provides a common language for planning and reporting across management and communications

PROGRAM
PERFORMANCE

COMMUNICATION
PERFORMANCE

Measuring 
Success

Defining 
goals

INFLUENCING  
FACTORS

Structures
 	 Legal requirements, work 

	 agreements, and  
organizational policies

 	 Communication governance

Cultures
 	 Motivation of participants
 	 Cross-functional collaboration

Resources
	 Availability of competences, 

methods, and data for  
planning and evaluation

	 Finances and time budgets

Objectives KPIs Measurement

Input

Output

Outreach

Outcome

Impact

Governance
Structures, roles,  
responsibilities

Workflows
Efficient and 

 effective program  
operations

Strategic 
alignment

Planning processes,
resource allocation

Stakeholder 
involvement

Engagement and  
collaboration of  

everyone involved

Input
Use of  

resources and 
time budgets

Impact
Contribution to higher- 
level project objectives  
or organizational goals

Output
Quantity and  

quality of 
 CI activities

Outreach
Touchpoints  

with relevant 
 stakeholders 

Outcome
Changes in stakeholder  
awareness, attitudes,  

and behavior

Objectives KPIs Measurement Objectives KPIs Measurement Objectives KPIs Measurement Objectives KPIs Measurement

© 2026 Zerfaß et al. | Leipzig University
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THREE WAYS TO PUT THE FRAMEWORK INTO PRACTICE

To make the Corporate Influence Program Management 
Framework even more applicable in practice, it is tailored 
to three typical use cases that communication profes-
sionals face in their daily work.

Scenario 1: Analysis and alignment of CI programs

Whether launching a new CI program or optimizing an 
existing one, organizations should start by defining 
objectives, suitable KPIs, and measurement approaches 
for both the Program and Communication Performance 
dimensions. This provides a solid basis for ensuring that 
the program supports broader organizational goals and 
identifying improvement opportunities.

Who is it for?

	 Communications leaders and CI program leaders

Purpose

	 Develop a shared and holistic understanding 
of the CI program.

	 Agree on objectives, KPIs, and measurement 
approaches for the key performance dimen-
sions (including proxy metrics where needed).

	 Align the CI program with broader project and 
organizational objectives.

PROGRAM 
PERFORMANCE  Objectives KPIs Measurement Target

Governance

Regular reporting by program 
leader

Share of comprehensive quarterly  
CI program reports

Confirmation by  
communication leader

100% per 
 year

Compliance of corporate influ- 
encers with their defined role

Number of violations of the internal 
corporate influencer code of conduct

Counted by the  
program leader

≤ 4 per 
quarter

Strategic 
alignment

Joint topic planning within the 
CI program

Share of active Scompler users 
among corporate influencers

Scompler user data ≥ 90% per 
quarter

...

...

COMMUNICATION 
PERFORMANCE  Objectives KPIs Measurement Target

Input
Use of existing  
decentralized content

Share of posts using content beyond 
the content pool of the communica-
tions department

AI-based analysis of 
hashtag monitoring

≥ 50% per 
quarter

Output

Quantity of corporate influencer  
communication activities

Average number of social media posts 
per corporate influencer

AI-based analysis of 
hashtag monitoring

≥ 10 per 
quarter

Formal quality of corporate 
influencer communication

Share of formally  
error-free social media posts

Monthly analysis of a  
sample by the program 
manager (coding 
scheme and scoring)

≥ 80% per 
quarter

Thematic congruence of corpo-
rate influencer activities with 
the communication strategy

Share of corporate key messages in  
social media posts

AI-based analysis of
hashtag monitoring

≥ 70% per 
quarter

... ...

KPIs = Key performance indicators (metrics suitable for performance evaluation and decision-making)

Illustrative  
example
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Scenario 2: Coordination of CI activities 

The framework can serve as a practical tool which helps CI 
program leaders to provide transparency and clear direc-
tion to corporate influencers in their day-to-day activities.
Corporate influencers and their motivation are critical 
to program success. This is why they should be actively 
involved in objective-setting and performance measure-
ment. Such efforts should not be viewed as an additional 
administrative burden, but as something that helps 
demonstrate the value of their activities and the program 
and strengthen the acceptance within the organization.

Who is it for?

	 CI program leaders and corporate influencers

Purpose

	 Create transparency and provide guidance for 
the corporate influencer community.

	 Make achievements and contributions visible.
	 Optimize corporate influencer activities in 

day-to-day work.

COMMUNICATION 
PERFORMANCE  Objectives KPIs Measurement Target Actual 

value To-dos

Input

Use of existing  
decentralized 
content

Share of posts using 
content beyond the 
content pool of the 
communications 
department

AI-based analysis  
of hashtag 
monitoring

≥ 50% per 
quarter

 36% Facilitate peer 
exchange among 
corporate influen-
cers to generate 
new ideas (e.g., 
through work-
shops or coaching)

Output

Quantity of  
corporate influencer  
communication 
activities

Average number of  
social media posts

AI-based analysis  
of hashtag 
monitoring

≥ 10 per 
quarter

12.5% Provide  
positive feedback 
to corporate 
influencers

Formal quality  
of corporate 
influencer  
communication

Share of formally  
error-free social 
media posts

Monthly analysis 
of a sample by the 
program manager 
(coding scheme 
and scoring)

≥ 80% per 
quarter

91% Provide  
positive feedback 
to corporate 
influencers

Thematic congru-
ence of corporate 
influencer activities 
with the communi-
cation strategy

Share of corporate  
key messages in  
social media posts

AI-based analysis  
of hashtag 
monitoring

≥ 70% per 
quarter

73% –

... ...

Scenario 3: Reporting and legitimization

Without clear evidence of impact, CI programs can strug-
gle to demonstrate their value and secure internal legit-
imacy. The Corporate Influencer Program Management 
Framework provides program leaders with a structured 

basis for demonstrating program objectives and progress 
to decision-makers within the company in the language 
and logic of management, making the program’s contri-
bution visible and strengthening long-term support and 
resources.

KPIs = Key performance indicators (metrics suitable for performance evaluation and decision-making)

Illustrative  
example
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HADEMA AG | Report Q3/2026 | Corporate influencer program #WeAre Hadema

 Objectives  KPIs  Status

PROGRAM PERFORMANCE Index WSH-P

Governance Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet Enim ad veniam bulram

Strategic alignment Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet Enim ad veniam bulram

Stakeholder involvement Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet Enim ad veniam bulram

Workflow Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet Enim ad veniam bulram

COMMUNICATION PERFORMANCE Index WSH-K

Input Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet Enim ad veniam bulram

Output Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet Enim ad veniam bulram

Outreach Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet Enim ad veniam bulram

Outcome Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet Enim ad veniam bulram

Impact Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet Enim ad veniam bulram

OVERALL PERFORMANCE Index WSH-CIP

CONCLUSION

CI programs have become an established part of modern 
corporate communications in many large organizations. 
However, many organizations are still searching for a 
practical and systematic way to plan, evaluate, and report 
their CI programs. Demonstrating value in management 
terms is essential for securing long-term support and re-
sources. The Corporate Influencer Program Management 
Framework helps communication professionals to criti-
cally review their initiatives, while providing a practical 

Who is it for?

	 CI program leaders and key internal stake-
holders (e.g., communication leaders, HR, 
supervisors of corporate influencers)

Purpose

	 Demonstrate the value of the CI program in 
management terms.

	 Secure resources and long-term organizational 
support.
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roadmap for the professionalization and acceptance of  
CI programs.

Illustrative  
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