
SELECTING A DATA 
MANAGEMENT PLATFORM – 
LOOK BEFORE YOU LEAP  

Data management platforms, commonly known as DMPs, are cookie and device  
ID-based data warehouses, analogous to the customer relationship marketing 
(CRM) databases of the offline world. They capture and store cookie and device 
ID data from a variety of sources including web properties, paid media, and offline 
data. Over the past few years, awareness around the value of first-party customer 
data and the importance of cross-channel campaigns has fueled the adoption of 
DMPs across all industry verticals, led by financial services, retail, and high tech.

DMP technology is continuously evolving to make more functionalities available 
to end users. Selecting the right platform is paramount to the success of your 
marketing initiatives. This white paper, the first in a series focused on data 
management platforms, includes key guidelines for evaluating DMP vendors to 
ensure you are making the best decision for your organization.
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Use Case Approach
Do your homework and document the main use cases that you want to accomplish using the DMP — 
this will help guide the vendor evaluation process. There are pros and cons to each DMP technology, 
so while choosing a platform, select one that better aligns to the use cases you have planned and 
fits best to your midterm marketing strategy. For instance, certain platforms have better modeling 
capabilities while others have stronger integrations with site personalization tools. 

Industry Fit
Some DMPs are better suited for certain industries/verticals, and this should be factored into the 
consideration as well. Financial services providers need to comply with regulations around data usage 
(i.e., Fair Lending Act) and would want a platform with complete control and transparency on data 
used for targeting. Regulations around sensitive personal data also exist for retail clients with certain 
platforms, particularly with regard to accessing key third-party data categories like shopping data.

Data, Data In, and Data Out
All the big players in the DMP world offer offline data onboarding and syndication, or pushing data out 
to external platforms. While this feels like a common feature across all vendors, there are significant 
differences to be aware of. 

• Match Rates: It is important to understand that there is drop in match rate at every step in the 
process of passing data from the offline file to final push into the targeting platform. These match 
rates vary across different vendors. Many DMPs don’t have a large cookie footprint, and while 
bringing in data or sending data out, there could be drop-off as high as 60-70%. The figure below 
illustrates the drop-off when moving data across platforms.

• Integrations: One of the keys to success for ad-tech platforms today is having strong integrations 
across the digital marketing ecosystem. DMPs are no different. Some DMP vendors have built 
strong partnerships with the major demand-side platforms (DSPs), email service providers (ESPs), 
and search platforms, which allow customers to execute cross-channel campaigns. The strength 
of these integrations has a bearing on the match rates. In some cases, certain platforms might 
not have a direct partnership with a certain DSP and might have to use an intermediary to send 
the data to the final destination. This usually results in additional drop-off, as the data has to take 
additional hops before getting to the buying platform. Also, the type of integration is key; if the DMP 
provider only offers direct integration — even if integration covers a large set of media and tech 
providers — the coverage might be low, as those integrations and syncs happen client by client.
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Make sure you review the list of integrated platforms from each vendor and evaluate them against your 
ad tech partners. It is also common for vendors to claim they can add in an integration with a partner 
in a relatively short time frame. In our experience, these integrations can take a long time (more than 
six months) to build, given the need for product development as well as legal agreements between 
companies.

Data: 

• Third-party data access: Third-party data access is critical to the success of your marketing 
programs run through the DMP. While this is a standard offering now, a few things to keep in mind 
and review are: 

 f Breadth of data available across categories (travel, financial, shopping, affinity, etc.) and 
providers (BlueKai, Exelate, etc.)

 f Pricing and contractual limitations on data usage 

• Second-party data sharing: While second-party cookie data sharing is not technically 
complicated to implement, some platforms have penetrated certain verticals, such as automotive 
or media, that might facilitate cookie exchanges within the vertical.

• Offline-online data integration using first-party key: This capability is commonly available across 
DMPs; the find rate related to first-party CRM data varies based on the DMP provider footprint 
(there is a slight advantage to the DMP/DSP bundle offerings).

• Strength of the ID graph and mobile: While still very basic and relying heavily on first-party keys 
for deterministic matching, the ID graph has little scale until you start looking at DMP and mobile 
DSP integrations.

Analytics and Reporting
The DMP collects and organizes data from multiple sources including your website, apps, paid media, 
email, offline CRM, and third-party data, over both mobile and desktop. This results in a huge volume of 

available data and it is critical to have strong reporting and analytics capabilities to get 
value out of it. Below are differences we have observed in the offering by DMP vendors:

Granularity and metrics: Since it is not possible to run a custom query in the DMP like 
one can in traditional databases, it is very important to have multidimensional, granular 
reporting features. Another key function of the DMP is to generate insights based on 
audience profiling and ranking of key attributes that distinguish one population from 
another. DMPs differ in the ability to produce meaningful metrics that allow users to 
quickly gather insights through the data. Review all the reports that DMP vendors 
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generate and assess them based on their actionability. This DMP feature greatly impacts 
the performance of audiences and the ROI of the DMP.

Data refresh cadence: This refers to the freshness of the data that populates the 
reporting. In certain DMPs, cookie counts are only available 24 hours after an audience 
was built. Some others only run the underlying ETL jobs once a week, so the reporting 
always shows the count from a previous week. Not only can these issues limit your ability 
to be nimble when launching campaigns, they can potentially lead to scaling issues. 

Modeling capabilities and algorithmic approaches: Look-alike modeling and predictive 
modeling capabilities allow users to take the intelligence they have on their own 
customers and expand their audience reach by finding similar customers or predict 
conversion propensity. DMPs differ not only in the presence of this capability and the 
statistical approach used, but also in the level of sophistication. The most common 
approach is a “black box” modeling approach, which allows you to select the audiences 
based on either reach or precision (higher precision equals lower reach). While there is 
nothing fundamentally wrong with this approach, it does not provide visibility or control in                                       

                      the third-party data segments that were used in the model. It also prevents learning from    
                      the modeling exercise. Some vendors charge an additional CPM for look-alike models,  
                      while others have it included in the license. 

User Experience and Work Flow
In addition to checking the box on the features listed for a DMP, it is also important to have an easy-to-
use and intuitive interface. Certain platforms have thought through the user stories and flows and made 
it easy to conduct day-to-day tasks such as audience creation, analysis, reporting, etc. This goes a long 
way in user adoption and being able to get a variety of teams to leverage the platform. Evaluating the 
user experience might not be the easiest during the sales process; however, try evaluating based on 
how your users will apply it to rank the vendors. Ask for a demo, or even better, a login to access a test 
environment, so you can get a real experience of what you are about to purchase.

This paper has offered a deeper look into just a few of the features touted by DMP vendors. The criteria 
presented here have proved important in determining platforms that work best for our clients’ needs, 
and we are hopeful that they will help guide your selection process.
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Glossary of Terms
First-Party Data – data that’s collected, owned, and managed by your organization. It’s the data collected by you 
from your audience and customers and stored in your systems.

Second-Party Data – data that consumers provide to another company that — with the consumer’s notification and 
consent — you may access through a partnership agreement. Put another way, it’s someone else’s first-party data.

Third-Party Data – data that was collected on other sites, platforms, or offline sources, by — you guessed it — a 
third party. Third-party data is used extensively by companies to better understand their audiences and to better 
target prospective customers.

Cookie – a small text file on the user’s computer that identifies the user’s browser so that they are recognized 
when they revisit a site.

CPM – cost per mille (thousand)

CRM – customer relationship marketing; the use of data, analytics, and technology to build, grow, and manage 
relationships with high-value customers, with the objective of maximizing brand value, customer loyalty, and 
competitive advantage.

DMP – data management platform ; a centralized digital data warehouse that collects and integrates first-, 
second-, and third-party data, to drive customer insights, real-time audience targeting, and personalized 
experiences.

DSP – demand-side platform; enables a marketer to utilize a single interface to perform media buying through 
programmatic and real-time bidding. A DSP allows the marketer to manage bidding on and buying ad inventory 
and data across multiple ad exchanges, ad marketplaces, and data provider accounts.

ETL – extract–transform–load: taking raw data and transforming it into marts used for analysis and reporting.

ESP – email service provider; vendor responsible for sending emails on behalf of the client.

ID Graph – relationship of how multiple identifiers (both anonymous and known) are linked to the same user/
device across multiple platforms.

PII – personally identifiable information; data that, on its own or when combined with other data, can be used to 
identify someone.

Pixel – an object that is embedded in a web page or email that is invisible to the cookie but allows for tracking that 
the page, ad, or email was viewed.

ROI – return on investment.

Syndication – making selected audiences available from a DMP environment to additional DSPs or ad networks.

Tag – a piece of HTML code which can be JavaScript or any other code. The tag loads a single, or multiple pixels 
which help track user activity.
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Merkle is a global data-driven, technology-enabled performance marketing agency 
and the largest independent agency in the US for CRM, digital, and search. For 
more than 25 years, Fortune 1000 companies and leading nonprofit organizations 
have partnered with Merkle to maximize the value of their customer portfolios. 
The agency’s heritage in data, technology, and analytics forms the foundation for 
its unmatched skills in understanding consumer insights. When combined with its 
strength in performance media, Merkle creates customer experiences that drive 
improved marketing performance and shareholder value. With more than 3,400 
employees, the privately held corporation is headquartered in Columbia, Maryland 
with 15 additional offices in the US and offices in Barcelona, Bristol, London, 
Shanghai, and Nanjing. For more information, contact Merkle at 1-877-9-Merkle or 
visit www.merkleinc.com.

merkleinc.com 
linkedin.com/company/merkle 

facebook.com/merkleinc 

twitter.com/merklecrm 

flickr.com/photos/merkleinc 

youtube.com/user/merklecrm
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Sunil bring over 12 years of experience in digital analytics, CRM and marketing measurement. He is an expert 
in digital data and analytics and leverages his deep expertise in quantitative methods to apply them in today’s 
digital world. 

He currently leads Merkle’s Audience Management & DMP practice, supporting clients in formulating an 
audience based marketing plan, activating their 1st party data assets to enhance customer journeys and 
driving a positive return from their marketing & technology investments. He also has deep experience in digital 
attribution solutions and has worked on the development of Merkle’s connected attribution solution.

He has led digital analytics engagments across industry verticals for a variety of clients including DirecTV, 
Universal Orlando, Citizens Bank, Abercrombie & Fitch, Sony, Aviva Insurance and many others.
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