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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
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This is the first edition of the Consumer Experience Sentiment Report. With the research conducted for this 
report, Merkle seeks to better understand how consumers feel about the personal experiences brands are 
delivering to them and how those feelings and expectations are changing over time. This research will track 
key experience indicators on a semi-annual basis in order to help marketers understand their customers’ 
preferences and how consumer expectations may change as the market and world events evolve. In addition to 
understanding how consumer sentiment is changing over time, this report will dive into related subjects that are 
particularly relevant to the moment in time during which the research is conducted.

This research for this inaugural report was conducted in July of 2020, during a time of a global pandemic, social 
unrest, and economic uncertainty. As such, the topical secondary research dives into consumers’ preferences 
and perceptions on the importance and prevalence of authenticity in a brand’s marketing. 



KEY FINDINGS

The Merkle Research and Strategy team did 
a deep dive into the general population’s 
perceptions of personalization and privacy 
to better understand how brands should 
portray authenticity and respect. They found 
that, overall, respondents were willing to 
share some data with brands in exchange for 
personalization and that a brand’s authenticity 
relied on its actions, rather than any statement 
they could make. Significant findings included:

Half of respondents indicated that they felt brands 
knew too much about them.  

71% of people would be willing to take a short (e.g., 
60-second) survey when they first visit a website.

 Only 29% of people agreed that they often 
see themselves represented in messaging and 
advertising.

35% of respondents felt like marketing and 
advertising met their needs and 34% often felt like 
brands addressed their needs.
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INTRODUCTION

Privacy and authenticity are becoming increasingly hot topics among the general population. Consumers care 
more about how brands use their data and are more inclined to think deeply about how brands treat them and 
others as customers. This report explores how brands can navigate this shift in ideals and better serve current 
and prospective customers, while honoring their desire for privacy, authenticity, and respect.



PERSONALIZATION
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Half of the respondents indicated that they felt brands knew too 
much about them. Among these people, those who were over 40 
(+20%), men (+15%), and those with higher income (+26%) were also 
more likely to believe that brands knew too much of their personal 
information. While providing a personalized experience can 
improve customer relationships with a brand, companies need to 
be cautious of how they capture this information and relay it back 
to the customer to avoid being invasive. Only 16% of respondents 
shared that brands didn’t know enough about them. 

 50%
 felt brands knew too 

much about them.



PERSONALIZATION

Most respondents are willing to share at least some information in 
order to gain a more a more tailored online experience, especially 
younger audiences and women.  In fact, only 13% were decidedly 
against sharing personal information, even if they knew they would 
receive a benefit from it. Still, brands must leverage only necessary 
information to enable personalization while being mindful about 
what types of information will seem invasive to collect based on 
their audience.

 13%
did not want to share any 

personal information.
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PERSONALIZATION

Those with a higher income were more likely to feel like personalization was invasive and were 
more likely to state that they didn’t want to share their personal information no matter the benefit 
they received. They also stated that personalization wasn’t something that they really cared about. 
On the other hand, women and younger audiences indexed higher in feeling like personalization 
helped them to discover more things online, and it helped them find the products and services 
that interested them the most. There is an opportunity to tailor personalized experiences toward 
younger and female audiences who are more inclined to accept a personalized experience in 
exchange for some level of personal data.
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PERSONALIZATION

In order to get a more personalized experience, most 
people (71%) are willing to spend 60 seconds completing 
a survey when they first visit a website. This was especially 
true among younger people and women. A quick, up-
front questionnaire is a simple way for brands to collect 
information to deliver a tailored customer experience from 
voluntarily provided data and help taper any feelings of 
intrusiveness.

 71%
would be willing to take 

a short survey.
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PERSONALIZATION

Over half of respondents were willing to share their 
own demographic data for a more personalized 
experience. They were also comfortable sharing 
their product usage and psychographic data. People 
felt uncomfortable sharing information that included 
their search history, other people’s information, their 
location, and their photos. While there are clear 
boundaries concerning the types of information 
consumers are willing to share, brands still have ample 
leeway to improve customer experiences using certain 
types of data. Out of 9 options, the top 5 uses of data 
with which respondents were most comfortable were: 

1   Enhancing and customizing my 
shopping experience

2 Targeted advertising

3 Customizing online profiles I use

4 Pharmaceutical research

5 None of the above
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PERSONALIZATION

Personalization was ranked last in order of importance for respondents, who cared more about a 
product’s quality, price, and brand reputation than a personalized experience. Those in lower income 
brackets were more likely to place personalization as number one.

 Quality

Price

Brand Reputation

Customer Service

Brand Loyalty
Personalization

#1
#2

#3
#4

#5
#6

10



AUTHENTICITY

Respondents viewed brands as authentic when they showed their support of social causes through 
monetary and in-kind donations, openly shared business objectives, and used diverse people 
within media and advertising. Brands that released a statement at the same time as other brands 
in a response to a world event or social causes seemed the least authentic to respondents. Not only 
do respondents expect brands to take some type of tangible action to show their true concern for 
an issue, but brands must give off the impression that their message is not an effort to join a moral 
bandwagon or avoid scrutiny for being tone-deaf.
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AUTHENTICITY

Respondents stated that brands could best portray respect by providing individualized responses 
to feedback and opening avenues of feedback for customers. Respondents perceived statements 
from the leadership of an organization as the least respectful (and respectable) type of response out 
of the options presented. Customers want to feel like they’re being heard by brands.
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AUTHENTICITY

Nearly one-third of respondents have received 
messages they considered offensive or tone deaf.
Younger people, men, and those in high income bracket 
were more likely to receive this tone-deaf messaging. This 
crystalizes the need to really understand the audience 
you have and the audience you want.

 30%
received a marketing 
communication from 

a brand that was tone 
deaf and offensive.
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AUTHENTICITY

The majority of respondents feel that the messages and 
ads they receive are not representative of themselves. 
Younger people were more likely to feel this way at 38%. 
Women and people in higher income brackets were 
more likely to feel this way as well. Again, this is another 
opportunity to improve upon customer strategy and 
market research to allow for more inclusive marketing that 
reflects the demographics of prospective customers.

 71%
don’t often see 

themselves represented 
in messaging and 

advertising. 
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AUTHENTICITY
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Again, there is a large group of respondents who do not 
feel like brands are meeting their needs in advertising 
and marketing. Younger people, women, and those 
in higher income brackets were more likely to feel like 
their needs were met. There is an opportunity for more 
research into the motivations and values of consumers 
to allow for a more expansive and tailored marketing 
strategy.

65%
felt like marketing and 
advertising did not 
meet their needs.

66%
felt like brands did not 
address their needs.



AUTHENTICITY

When asked what marketing tactics felt valuable and which ones felt invasive, respondents stated 
that receiving notifications for offers like discounts when they arrived at a location was the least 
invasive and the most valuable to them. They also stated that receiving product recommendations 
from the same website and different websites from purchase felt valuable and noninvasive. They 
reported that seeing banner ads with their name attached, automatically pulling photos to be 
made into products, and product recommendations based on predicted life events were the least 
valuable and most invasive. As tactics felt less like they were connected to a transaction or a 
device’s intrinsic features, they began to feel more invasive.
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AUTHENTICITY

LOWER INVASIVENESS

HIGHER INVASIVENESS

Tactics to Avoid

Tactics to Implement
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Seeing a banner ad 
with your name on it

Automatically pulling 
your photos to turn 

into products

Reports of your 
streaming behavior

Recommendations 
based on predicted 

life events

Instagram ads 
for products you 

talked about

Bundling photos 
into “vacation 
memories”

Phone sends 
notifications for 
discounts based 
on location

Recommendation 
for product on 
different site

Recommendation 
for product on the 
same site
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CONCLUSION

Younger people and women were more on-board with the idea of personalization than their counterparts and 
felt like it helped to enrich their online experiences. However, brands must create a gentle balance of enabling 
relevant personalization and avoiding tactics that seem too invasive. Respondents value the ability to recognize 
what personal data is used by the brands they patronize and where that data comes from, making them keen to 
take a short demographic survey or have their past purchase information leveraged to enable personalization. 
For brands to feel more authentic to customers, they need to avoid empty statements and show that they are 
taking tangible actions when responding to crises and social issues. They also need to make their customers 
feel heard and like their feedback is reflected in future actions. There are still opportunities to enhance the 
customer experience through research and customer insight gathering, as many people still felt like they were 
not represented in marketing or by brands.

The better you understand your customers, the better experience you can deliver. If you’re ready to dive into 
your customers’ motivations at a deeper level, reach out to marketing@merkleinc.com to receive a detailed 
customer readout in as little as four weeks.
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ABOUT MERKLE

Merkle is a leading data-driven, technology-enabled, global performance marketing agency that specializes in the 
delivery of unique, personalized customer experiences across platforms and devices. For more than 30 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 that drive people-based marketing strategies. Its combined 
strengths in performance media, customer experience, customer relationship management, loyalty, and enterprise 
marketing technology drive improved marketing results and competitive advantage. With 9,600+ employees, 
Merkle is headquartered in Columbia, Maryland, with 50+ additional offices throughout the US, EMEA, and APAC. 
In 2016, the agency joined the Dentsu Aegis Network. For more information, contact Merkle at 1-877-9-Merkle or 
visit www.merkleinc.com.
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RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
The research and resulting report provide insights on a semi-annual basis with the goal of showing changes 
over time in customer preferences and perceptions when it comes to customer experience. Each wave of the 
study will also probe into a different topic based on current events and market changes. This wave focused 
on customer perceptions of privacy, authenticity, and respect.

Completed by Merkle DX Research and Brand Strategy

 Hosted on Qualtrics using a paid panel

 Sample size: 1013

•  Regions:

Northeast: 177

South: 383

Midwest: 208

West: 213

Screeners:

•  Must have made a purchase online in the past year 

•  Must be over the age of 18

•  Age ranges:

18-29: 196

30-44: 237

45-60: 273 

60+: 274

•  Gender:

Male: 509

Female: 467

 Dates in field: July 1, 2020 – July 8, 2020
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