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THE EVOLVING WORLD OF  
OMNI-CHANNEL ORCHESTRATION  
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INTRODUCTION
For marketers, the ability to connect online and offline customer touchpoints and 
execute true omni-channel marketing strategies is relatively new to the scene. Even so, 
the discipline is evolving at a rapid pace, as available media, channels, devices, and 
platforms come and go. It started with basic channels, such as retail, and call center, 
then moved into e-mail and digital channels, including web, mobile, interactive voice 
recognition (IVR), and paid media. These new channels grew organically, out of business 
need and technological advancement. It was only natural (though not necessarily 
intentional) that they often ended up residing in separate silos. 

The need for a scalable solution
Today, marketers are embracing a new wave of channels driven by the Internet of Things (IoT), virtual assistants (e.g., 
Amazon Alexa, Google Assistant, etc.), and over-the-top (OTT) media services. And who knows what channels haven’t even 
been imagined yet? Creating additional silos for new channels is not scalable, so the need to integrate them with a single, 
orchestrated, omni-channel strategy becomes essential. Companies that do not unify this strategy will be presenting disjointed 
customer experiences across a multitude of channels. This will not go unnoticed by the customer, who interacts with a 
company as a single brand, not a series of disconnected channels. You need a way to bring your existing channels together in 
a cohesive manner, while simultaneously setting yourself up for the seamless integration of channels you’ve yet to dream of. 

Bringing inbound and outbound together
Historically, real-time decisioning began in call centers and retail, with one-to-one, real-time human interactions. Next, it moved 
into digital channels, including web, mobile, and IVR, which were natural extensions of the one-to-one experience. Next, email 
became the cornerstone of integration with more traditional inbound channels. This required a radical change in thinking 
from the traditional outbound marketing approach, which was heavily dependent on broad segmentation, decision trees, and 
pre-calculated offer scores. Marketers were still approaching email from a product-oriented viewpoint, where goals were set 
by product, and marketers were myopically focused on maximizing ROI by finding an audience to purchase that one product. 
It was an effective methodology at one time. Unfortunately, this approach was in direct conflict with the one-to-one, customer-
centric experience, which is focused on maximizing the complete customer relationship over a lifetime, not just for a single 
product or transaction. When email was incorporated into real-time decisioning, offers could now be scored instantaneously, 
processed one customer at a time, validated to be relevant, and deeply personalized. Up-sell and cross-sell initiatives could 
also be very precisely designed and executed. Channel by channel, the introduction of new inbound and outbound interaction 
points into the strategy began to prove the benefits of an omni-channel marketing approach. 

The value of owning manageable moments
A manageable moment is a point in time when a customer makes a decision to interact with a company. In that moment, 
the company also has the opportunity to engage and respond to that interaction. As a marketer, it is up to you to take 
ownership of that moment. The key objective is to understand why the customer is choosing to interact with you at this 
point in time. The ability to understand customer intent is at the core of making one-to-one interactions relevant and 
rewarding. Customers are often on multiple journeys at once; the tricky part is discovering which journey they are pursuing 
on that given day, with this particular interaction. The only way to gain that insight is to study all the previous touchpoints 
that led up to this engagement. If you’re missing a key moment, the story can quickly unravel – along with your credibility. 
This is why it is so important to have a common view of the interaction history of all your customers and prospects.
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ORGANIZATIONAL 
ALIGNMENT: 
ARE YOU OMNI-
CHANNEL READY? 
Organizations often have three separate marketing teams, typically organized by media 
and channel focus.  

THE OUTBOUND CHANNELS

These are what most people 
think of as simply “marketing.” 
They consist of the traditional 
outbound campaigning platforms, 
such as email, direct mail, SMS, 
and telemarketing, employed to 
drive specific results for specific 
products and services. As 
described earlier, this product-
centric approach seeks to reach 
an exclusive audience in hopes 
that a small (but predictable) 
percentage will respond and 
purchase the product. IBM, with its 
Campaign/Unica offering, is a well-
known leader in serving this space.

THE DIGITAL CHANNELS

These are channels through 
which customers directly interact 
with a company’s computer 
systems and include channels like 
web, mobile, IVR, kiosks, and paid 
media. Adobe is a well-known 
leader in this space.

THE LIVE CHANNELS

Known as human-facing channels, 
these are the one-to-one channels 
where a customer deals directly 
with a person. These channels are 
interesting, as they include the 
customer service representatives 
(CSRs), also known as agents, 
and their motivations, which 
can sometimes conflict with 
marketing’s goals. Live channels 
typically include call center, retail, 
and human chat channels. This is 
the space where Pega Marketing 
is traditionally strong.

Outbox / Outgoing by Thomas Helbig, Internet of things by Davo Sime, Support by Oksana Latysheva from the Noun Project
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If you have already begun to bring these groups together within your marketing organization, consider yourself ahead 
of the game. If you haven’t, don’t worry, you are in the majority, and with proper preparation, you can quickly make up 
ground on your competition. Achieving a true omni-channel experience requires an effective consolidation of these three 
teams into a single customer marketing strategy. It is important to understand that it’s not about pitching offers, but about 
managing the customer relationship as a whole. 

The three traditional players
If you look closely, you will see the fundamental differences between these marketing teams. Interestingly, they are also 
siloed into three groups that are directly interacting with the customer: marketing, a computer, or a human agent. For 
the outbound channel, you have marketing on one side and a customer on the receiving end. The digital channel has a 
customer on one side, and a computer system on the other. Live channels have a human agent interacting directly with 
the customer.  
 
The fourth player – artificial intelligence
A fourth player is appearing that has not been traditionally recognized in this space. Due to its increasing prevalence and 
effect on the outcome of interactions, artificial intelligence (AI) is transforming this space. For example, AI could be directly 
driving a conversation with a customer through a chatbot or through the IVR. It could also indirectly influence a customer 
interaction by listening in on a phone call to determine the sentiment or tone of a conversation. Maybe during the call, AI 
recognizes negative sentiment and indicates to the real-time decision engine that the representative’s approach needs to 
change immediately to address the imminent churn risk. This could lead to AI triggering a fresh prioritization of offers showing 
a key discount as the next best action. This refresh of offers was not driven directly by the agent or the customer, but was 
determined implicitly by AI, based on its own interpretation of events. AI should not be confused with digital marketing, as AI 
can play a role in any of the existing marketing areas and will be a vital component of an omni-channel strategy.

It is important to understand that 
it’s not about pitching offers, but 
about managing the customer 

relationship as a whole. 
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FIGURE 1: HEALTH WEBSITE EXAMPLE

FIGURE 2: WEBSITE CONTAINERS 
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OMNI-CHANNEL 
AND CONTAINERS: 
BRINGING OMNI-
CHANNEL TO LIFE

Web channel
Consider a fictitious healthcare 
professional website (Figure 1). The 
industry is not important, as the same 
website and channel layout would 
likely be similar for most industries.   

The web page is broken up into sections:

• The hero image is the main message, calling 
attention to the upcoming flu season.

• One section holds a secondary message 
about ordering samples.

• Another section has used analytics to predict 
that the customer is likely to want to reprint  
an invoice from an order made a couple of  
days ago. 

• Other sections provide contact information, 
offer details about trials, educate the customer, 
inform them of a local charity event, and 
provide emergency contact details. 

Now, re-imagine the sections of the website as a 
series of containers. Each is a self-contained marketing 
strategy – its own next best action. Figure 2 illustrates 
eight containers – in other words, eight next best 
actions. 
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FIGURE 3: CONTAINER SYNERGIES AND CONFLICTS 

FIGURE 4: EMAIL CONTAINERS 
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Synergies and conflicts
The next step is to realize that there 
can be relationships between these 
containers. Containers one and two 
might have a “synergy.” A synergy 
would be if two containers want to 

communicate the same message and would support 
each other in that messaging. For example, container 
one could push the “Flu Season Is Coming” message, 
and container two could communicate what the 
customer ordered last year for flu season. 
 
Similarly, it is sometimes wise to make sure that two 
containers are not communicating the same message. 
This is known as a conflict. Problems often arise in 
banking, for instance, where lending products (credit 
cards, mortgages, lines of credit, etc.) are being 
featured in every container. Pushing so many lending 
products may be off-putting to a customer, as it can 
come across as aggressive. You could avoid conflicts 
by ensuring that container four, for example, doesn’t 
push a lending product, but instead encourages the 
customer to download the mobile app, thus moving 
further along in the customer journey. 

Email channel
For email, it’s best to streamline 
and simplify containers to align with 
email best practices. In Figure 4, 
containers four, five, and six have 
been removed, and the remaining 

containers rearranged. The same backing marketing 
strategy that populated the containers in the web 
channel is now populating those in the email strategy. 
In practice, containers can be re-used across any 
channel. What changes from channel to channel is 
called the “treatment” – essentially how the content 
of a container is rendered differently from channel to 
channel. The underlying marketing strategy is the same. 
In the email example, one single marketing strategy 
has been applied to both a digital channel (web) and 
an outbound channel (email). As discussed earlier, 
the marketing strategies for digital and outbound are 
typically found in separate teams. It’s possible to bring 
these two strategies together through the concept of 
containers that are shared across channels. Behind the 
generation of these containers is a central brain – the 
real-time decision engine, also known as the central 
decision hub.  



7

Flu season is almost here. We see that you 
ordered flu vaccines from us previously. Now is a 
good time to re-order, as supplies can run out.

Everyone 6 months of age and older should 
get a flu vaccine every year, beginning soon 
after flu vaccines are available.  Most seasonal 
influenza breaks out in October, but it tends to 
peak in January.

Specifics
• Adult & Pediatric
• Multi-Dose Vials and Prefilled Syringes

Additional Details
• It takes 2 weeks after vaccination for antibodies 
to develop in the body that protect against 
influenza.

Call Center by Eliricon from the Noun Project

FIGURE 5: CALL CENTER CONTAINERS

Agent Script
Flu season is almost here. We see that you ordered 
flu vaccines from us previously. Now is a good time 
to re-order, as supplies can run out.

Everyone 6 months of age and older should get a flu 
vaccine every year, beginning soon after flu vaccines 
are available.  Most seasonal influenza breaks out in 
October, but it tends to peak in January.

Specifics
• Adult & Pediatric
• Multi-Dose Vials and Prefilled Syringes

Additional Details
• It takes 2 weeks after vaccination for antibodies to 
develop in the body that protect against influenza.
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FIGURE 6: MOBILE CONTAINERS
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Call center channel
Call centers often need fewer 
containers. Instead of a next best 
action of the top offer (“Flu Season 
Is Almost Here”), the first container 
shows the top three reactive offers 

to the customer service agent. Container two expands 
to show the top three proactive offers. See Figure 5. 
Viewing this as the call center strategy:

• Reactive offers are a prioritized response 
to the call intent (i.e., the reason why the 
customer is calling) to address the immediate 
customer need.

• Proactive offers are a set of prioritized offers 
that marketing can present to the agent once 
the customer need has been met (e.g., “Before 
you go, we’ve got some other great offers that 
you might be interested in”). 

Assuming the agent wants to pitch the top reactive offer, 
she clicks on “details” and sees the pop-out window with 
all the details needed to pitch the “Flu Season Is Almost 
Here” offer, the same offer seen in the earlier channels. 
The difference is that the picture is much smaller, and 
you now have agent-specific scripting available that can 
be read to the customer. There are also clear disposition 
buttons on the bottom, allowing direct and immediate 
feedback from the agent about how the offer was 
received by the customer, a clear advantage.  

Mobile channel
For simplicity, let’s assume we have 
a mobile app that can only show one 
container.  Figure 6 shows the same 
offer as used in the other channels. 
This time the change in treatment 

does not show agent scripting, but instead renders 
what is relevant to the customer, including the features 
of the offer. 

The same marketing strategy has now been carried 
across web, email, call center, and mobile. Leveraging 
containers and treatments is not limited to a certain 
number of channels (i.e. multi-channel); it is scalable 
to handle any channels, current or future, to provide 
a true omni-channel experience with a single backing 
marketing strategy.
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OMNI-CHANNEL 
VS. MULTI-
CHANNEL

FIGURE 7: THE OMNI-CHANNEL PRISM
Omni-channel is a single marketing strategy that radiates across your channels. 

Often, when reading about omni-channel marketing, we will see a picture of a person surrounded by a number of icons 
representing various channels – web, mobile, chat, email, etc. That’s clever, but it doesn’t represent a truly connected 
omni-channel experience. That perspective of an arbitrary grouping of channels should be called “multi-channel” or “some 
channels.” What about incorporating a channel that a competitor has but you don’t?  Or a channel that you don’t even know 
exists yet? It is important to construct a marketing strategy with a visual representation that does not need to change every 
time a new channel is introduced. 

A true omni-channel strategy encompasses every single interaction with 
the customer, regardless of the channel, current or future.   It’s not limited to 

digital, outbound, or inbound channels; it encompasses all of them.

Think of omni-channel as a prism, as depicted in Figure 7. The single white line flowing into the prism is the unified 
marketing strategy. The different colors coming out are the treatment – the variations in presentation by channel. The prism 
itself is your real-time decision engine. It’s one marketing strategy that radiates across all your channels. This diagram never 
needs to be updated when a new channel is added.
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Managing the omni-channel effective 
frequency
Once you can accurately measure the effective frequency 
of all interactions, your data will reveal insights that can 
inform very specific decisions. You may find, for instance, 
that on the 8th impression, 90% of Segment A will take this 
offer within the next 2 impressions, or they will likely never 
take it. With access to this information, you can choose 
to retire or relax the offer for Segment A after the 10th 
impression and present something else the customer is 
more likely to accept. 

Not all impressions are equal
Another aspect to consider is that not all impressions 
in every channel are equal. As an example, when a call 
center representative is having a direct conversation 
with a customer who says, “No, I don’t want that,” it’s 
very different from showing an ad on a website, and the 
customer doesn’t click on it. Both are declines, but they are 
not equal. On the website, it is unclear whether the customer is not interested in the offer or never even saw it.   There’s 
no such confusion in the call center. You need to develop a mapping among dispositions and relative weighting between 
channels.

Model impacts by channel
In addition to recording dispositions, you need to pay particular attention to any cross-channel impact on modeling. 
How does a model interpret the decline in the call center versus the non-click of a banner ad? Is the same model shared 
across all channels or should a model be partitioned by one or more channels?  These are questions that you will need to 
investigate on a channel-by-channel basis. 

The power of a unified marketing strategy
Once you manage what impressions mean across various channels, you can apply a single overall strategy to it. You can 
choose when to show an offer and when to relax it. You can choose to not send an email after a customer has declined 
the same offer in the call center. Managing impressions and applying a single strategy needs to be done in one central 
location – in the central decision hub.  

THE TOTAL PICTURE
Figure 8 illustrates the importance of having a complete picture of the customer experience. Each photo by itself gives an 
impression, but it can be misleading if you don’t put them all together. One photo might show all sky, and another might 
show all grass, but when you bring them all together it has both grass and sky – and something more. A similar dynamic 
applies to the need for a 360° customer view. Each of these photos represents a customer interaction, which, taken alone, 
might present a different perception of the customer and could lead to an ineffective next best action. With a true omni-
channel view, you can start to manage customer impressions on a higher level. Once impressions can be managed at an 
omni-channel level, seeing the total picture, the true effective frequency for offers and messaging can be managed.

FIGURE 8: THE VALUE OF A FULL PICTURE 
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MACHINE LEARNING
Machine learning has long been a core component of real-time decisioning. There are many differing perspectives on what 
is specifically meant by machine learning and artificial intelligence; these are topics for another paper. Broadly, the term 
machine learning has two main applications in real-time decisioning today:

• Probability models – These models find a correlation between past customer attributes and/or behavior and 
a particular event, often the acceptance of an offer. This correlation is used to determine the likelihood or 
probability of an event happening for a particular customer, based on past behavior from customers with similar 
attributes. This also includes offline models, though self-training adaptive models will be the focus of this section. 
These are probability models that are configured to update themselves in real time without human intervention.   

• Voice and text analytics – This is a mechanism that listens and interprets voice or typed text to attribute some 
meaning in it. For example, the sentiment of a call, the intent of a call, or some other meaning. Voice and text 
analytics can lead self-driven chatbots or IVR prompts, or they can play a supportive roll such as listening in on 
phone conversations to provide behind-the-scenes insights.

Adaptive models are not the total solution
Although voice and text analytics has a role to play in an omni-channel strategy, let’s focus on the role of probability 
models and specifically self-training adaptive models. Some data scientists will say they develop adaptive models that 
can be used across every channel, and that alone makes them omni-channel. This type of thinking relies on the belief that 
models should offer customers what they are most likely to accept, and nothing else is needed. That may make sense in an 
acquisition scenario, but is flawed in other parts of the life cycle. Retention is measured not just on giving customers what 
they want, but balancing other business goals, such as spend, saves, and cost per save. These business goals need to flex 
over time, depending on the constantly changing goals of the company and are difficult for an adaptive model to track.  
Some customers are worth more to a company longer-term and some are worth retaining while others are not, making this 
one-dimensional view short sighted. Adaptive models are a key part of the input into the decisioning process, but balance 
is also important when other business goals are in play.

Replacing the agent
With that in mind, machine learning does play a crucial role in digital channels by replacing the part of the customer 
conversation that used to be handled by a human (the call center or retail agent), and that is no small task. AI will be 
essential for helping to determine intent and sentiment in the absence of a person. 

Machine Learning by Ben Davis from the Noun Project
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MICRO-
SEGMENTATION
When moving away from traditional outbound campaigning to a one-to-one approach, it would stand to reason that a broad 
segmentation strategy would be irrelevant. This is partly true, but in practice, segments don’t go away completely. Rather, 
they get very granular, down to the micro-segment level, and a given customer will be included in many micro-segments 
– all at the same time. It is up to marketing to define the strategies associated with each of these micro-segments as a 
part of their broader omni-channel strategy. The real challenge comes when a customer actively falls into more than one 
micro-segment, and this is where arbitration plays a role. Arbitration is the process that allows marketers to prescribe how 
to prioritize one micro-segment over another in real time. One common micro-segmentation is customer life cycle (i.e., 
acquisition, onboarding, care, sell, retention, win-back). Micro-segmentation also plays a key role when establishing the 
customer lifetime value in determining who to retain, and how much to re-invest in a customer.

MORE THAN  
JUST CHANNELS -  
BRINGING IT ALL 
TOGETHER
Despite its moniker, a full omni-channel solution does more than just cross channels, it uses a shared component, such 
as the container construct described earlier to provide a consistent next best action experience across every channel. 
Machine learning does not by itself make an omni-channel solution, but it is a key part of it, and it needs to be balanced 
with business goals. Segmentation does not go away and in fact becomes more important as more time is spent on 
micro-segments and arbitrating between associated strategies. Managing micro-segments, such as life cycle, becomes 
key, because we are also living in a world of multiple products and the complexities that come with that. For example, a 
customer at a bank may be at once in acquisition mode for a mortgage and in retention mode for a credit card. And to add 
one more component to the mix – the anonymous world of prospects or unauthenticated customers has to be combined 
with the known world of first- and third-party personally identifiable information (PII). All of these components initially seem 
quite separate from each other. The key is to bring them together in one cohesive solution. All of this brought together is 
what makes up omni-channel orchestration



12

ORCHESTRATION 
AND THE ECOSYSTEM
Omni-channel orchestration does not work in a vacuum. Most companies already work within an elaborate technical 
ecosystem, similar to Figure 9. In an omni-channel orchestrated environment, you will interact with all of these components 
at some point.

One key trend in the industry is that vendors known for their expertise in one space (e.g., Adobe, IBM, Oracle, Pega, 
Salesforce, SAS, Teradata) are moving into other spaces. Each vendor’s goal is to eventually be able provide the whole 
ecosystem by itself, which carries with it a steep learning curve. We are still years away from a best-in-class, single-vendor 
solution that crosses all of the available technologies, including real-time decisioning, offer management, digital asset 
management (DAM), content management systems (CMS), campaign management, offline models, data warehousing, and 
operational databases, to name a few.  

The orchestration layer
We are highlighting a technical side to omni-channel orchestration that must be balanced with the marketing side. To get a 
best-in-class solution today, you are going to be dealing with multiple vendors, and you’ll need to evaluate and coordinate 
them to optimize results across channels and objectives. When choosing to replace any piece of technology, don’t just 
buy it and then figure out where it fits. Determine your long-term omni-channel orchestration strategy first, and then find 
the technologies that fit best into that. Keep in mind that the technologies will come and go over time, which makes the 
orchestration layer even more important.
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FIGURE 9: THE ORCHESTRATION ECOSYSTEM
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ORGANIZATIONAL 
CONSIDERATIONS
Omni-channel orchestration will impact several teams, including Sales and Marketing, Analytics, Product, Channel, IT, 
Operations, Customer Experience, Business Intelligence, and Reporting. Starting in one channel is fairly easy, but when 
expanding into additional channels, a whole new set of organizational challenges will arise. You will need to arbitrate 
between competing strategies, competing products, and competing channels. This is where you will need a separate 
governance team and steering committee with a strong owner. 

This is the new business as usual
These are business-driven solutions; the goal is to have the business own the execution of deployments directly to 
production. Components like testing and logic development that would traditionally live on the IT side end up moving 
over to the business side. This requires both business and IT transformation. The business champions will have to take 
ownership of the process – and accept responsibility if anything goes wrong. The reward is the ability for the business 
to make changes rapidly and deploy them to production without IT involvement. For some organizations, this may seem 
unattainable, but it will be the norm more than the exception in the future. It’s the new business as usual. This concept 
of containers, omni-channel, micro-segmentation, machine learning has already been figured out. It does not need to be 
reinvented; the starting point is a lot closer to that than you think.

• Omni-channel is not limited to digital, 
outbound, or inbound channels - it 
encompasses all of them.

• Omni-channel marketing can be 
achieved with containers that are re-
used across channels.

• Artificial Intelligence is a key part of 
omni-channel, but it also is just part of 
the solution.

• The industry is converging and evolving 
– it will take time to get to a vendor 
unified solution.

• Define your omni-channel strategy 
first – buy your technologies to fit your 
strategy.

• This effort will cross many teams and will 
need its own governance process and 
strong owner. 

• This will lead to rapid business-driven 
deployments – this is the new business 
as usual.

KEY TAKEAWAYS
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