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to inform each interaction, at every touchpoint. To accomplish this, 
you must have a blueprint for how you will develop, manage, and 
deliver on a customer-centric approach. 

This year’s Imperatives take you beyond marketing to reflect 
on the transformation required to meet the needs of customers 
across marketing, sales, commerce, and service. We’ll outline the 
formula for this customer experience transformation, discuss the 
organisational adaptations that will make it a reality, and present 
use cases to illustrate how successful brands are making it happen. 

No matter what part of the business you are focused on, I hope 
you’ll use this book as your go-to resource for navigating your own 
customer experience transformation, and I invite you to take that 
journey with us. 

Since 2012, Merkle’s Imperatives Series 
has served as the CMO’s guide for creating 
competitive differentiation through 
marketing strategies that revolve around 
your most important asset: your customers. 
And as data and technology advancements 
emerge at an ever-increasing pace – and 
consumer expectations follow suit – it’s 
no longer all about the CMO. This year’s 
Imperatives have expanded and are a guide 
for CMOs, CEOs, CTOs, CIOs, COOs; in fact, 
the entire C-suite, all of whom are on the 
hook for owning and maximising the total 
customer experience. 

This annual resource constantly evolves to offer timely thought 
leadership on how world-class brands can meet the challenges 
brought on with each passing year. And no single year has brought 
about more changes to consumer behavior than 2020 did. With the 
shift in consumer engagement channels and media and a lack of 
physical interactions, brands must be laser focused on delivering 
value to their customers in a nimble way. Meeting them wherever 
and however they decide to engage. This requires orchestration 
of the full customer experience, starting with the product itself and 
continuing across the entire customer life cycle, from awareness to 
consideration to purchase to service and loyalty. 

Providing that total customer experience is about the delivery of 
hyper-personalised moments, using data, technology, and analytics 

CRAIG DEMPSTER
Global CEO
Merkle
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In a world indelibly impacted by a pandemic, 
those companies that had already embraced 
data and digital transformation were well 
equipped to meet their customers’ experience 
needs and expectations, and if those brands 
weren’t in a destructed industry, they thrived. 
Unfortunately, the companies that hadn’t 
taken the necessary steps to enable hyper-
personalised customer experiences with agility, 
in this rapidly changing environment, have fallen 
behind. There is an opportunity ahead of them 
to catch up, starting with investments in data and 
technology, to face the competitive landscape.

The pervasiveness of the direct-to-consumer (DTC) revolution 
has accelerated – arguably by years – because of these market 
conditions. New brands are emerging every day with DTC business 
models, and brands that previously never considered DTC structures 
are now building them. That’s because the commerce and media 
platforms of the digital world have created an environment conducive 
to this business model, reducing the barriers to market entry.

Now more than ever, brands are determined to bring together 
that sought-after, cohesive, 360-degree view of the customer. But 
the sands are always shifting. And market forces, such as privacy 
regulations, the death of third-party cookies, the shake out of martech 
space, the rise of artificial intelligence (AI) and machine learning (ML), 
and the emergence of cloud platforms like Google, Amazon Web 
Services (AWS), and others, are causing a shift in the way marketers 
approach customer centricity. These forces are driving a movement 

EXECUTIVE  
SUMMARY 
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away from reliance on third-party data and toward the predominance 
of first-party data and identity. Therein lies the greatest opportunity. 

Going forward, organisations will need to fully maximise their first-
party data assets through more productive interactions with their 
customers and prospects and leverage strategic partnerships 
to deliver second-party data. This will require a design for data 
maximisation, which will include new customer experiences, 
incentives, and a strong infrastructure founded on an enterprise-level 
identity management capability.

The formula for customer experience transformation
The greatest opportunity for brands today, as they build strategies 
for re-emergence from the COVID-driven recession, is customer 
experience transformation. It is the transformation of a company 
into a market leader through the implementation of a customer-
centered strategy and infrastructure. The equation for success 
is data transformation + digital transformation = customer 
experience transformation, where:

• Data transformation is the privacy-safe acquisition, 
management, analysis, and activation of valuable data that 
informs customer experiences in real time. Companies are 
working with increasing amounts of first-party data about their 
customers, and these companies need platforms that enable the 
organisation to work efficiently, effectively, and unbounded. 

• Digital transformation is the design and delivery of customer 
experiences that are contextually relevant and personally 
informed. At the center of the ability to manage the experience 
with a customer is a core set of technology assets that enable 
greater understanding at the point of interaction with the 
customer, provide insight on why the customer is engaging, 
and provide answers to how the company can best serve the 
relationship at a specific point in time. Improved customer 
experiences require a customer-first mentality across planning, 
messaging, and execution. 

• The resulting customer experience transformation refers 
to innovation of the total customer experience, which drives 
competitive differentiation and measurable business results. 
It requires disparate functions within a business to harmonise 
through a true customer lens, balancing multiple strategies 
simultaneously and adapting to pursue common goals toward its 
north star. Changing how people work, producing outputs that 
matter, quickly and collaboratively, requires enterprise agility.

Across this formula is an underpinning of organisational adaptiveness 
that enables it, where all the functions needed to deliver the desired 
customer experiences are functioning as a connected ecosystem, 
and the business is aligned to deliver this. Companies often struggle 
with too many silos and too many product-based or channel-based 
metrics that compete with one another. Focus must be placed on 
designing the entire organisation to be customer centric in order to 
capitalise on the opportunity of customer experience transformation. 
In the past, we’ve referred to silos in terms of the media and channels 
through which brands were interacting, such as search, display, site, 
social, traditional media, etc. But today we’re talking more about silos 
across the organisation. It’s about marketing, sales, commerce, and 
service no longer working separately but rather working in unison to 
deliver a total customer experience. 

How do you get this right? To meet increasingly demanding 
customer experience needs and expectations, brands face key 
challenges around connecting data, automation, and internal 
processes. Addressing these challenges requires enterprise-
wide buy-in. The customer experience doesn’t start and stop with 
marketing; customer experience transformation needs leadership 
across the C-suite and a modern set of skills that transcend 
marketing and span the entire organisation. 
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IMPERATIVE ONE

DATA TRANSFORMATION
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At the heart of customer experience 
transformation lies data transformation, 
which is a critical requirement for marketers 
today, particularly as more companies are 
pursuing significant direct-to-consumer 
efforts. With these efforts, brands are 
increasing their focus on first-party customer 
data, and they need platforms that enable the 
organisation to work efficiently, effectively, and 
unbounded. These platforms must empower 
every part of the organisation to quickly 
glean insights from the data. They must 
leverage artificial intelligence and machine 
learning, while minimising the limitations of 
IT’s governance practices and overcoming the 
competitive dominance of certain brands. And 
while these platforms still adhere to proper 
data governance and compliance, they don’t 
allow it to limit their power.  

The platforms also enable the data and insights to move quickly 
to produce the most significant impact on business outcomes. 
Going forward, organisations will need to fully maximise their 
first-party data assets through more productive interactions 
with their customers and prospects and also leverage strategic 
partnerships to deliver second-party data. This will require a 
“design for data maximisation,” which will include new customer 

experiences, incentives, and a robust underlying infrastructure 
founded on an enterprise-level identity management capability. 
Data transformation is occurring rapidly, and it’s affecting not only 
your technology partners, but also your own technology  
and organisation.

THE FIRST-PARTY DATA 
REVOLUTION
Big changes in the marketplace are having big implications on 
organisations. Privacy regulations such as the General Data 
Protection Regulation (GDPR) in EMEA, and the California Consumer 
Privacy Act (CCPA) in the United States pose very real risks around 
the collection, storage, and use of consumer data. Third-party 
audience tracking and targeting will be rendered obsolete by the 
deprecation of third-party cookies and mobile device identifiers by 
major Internet browsers, which have been long-standing currencies 
for online tracking and data use. Walled gardens, such as Google, 
Facebook, and Amazon, are building their walls higher by limiting 
portability of identity and data for audiences reached. 

Data strategy and first-party data identity
To gain competitive advantage, companies will need to focus on 
bolstering their first- and second-party data. This calls for them 
to develop, grow, and maximise their first-party identity and data 
assets through more productive direct interactions with their 
customers and prospects, as well as a prioritisation of strategic 
partnerships to procure second-party data. Going forward, both 
marketers and publishers will leverage their first-party relationships 
to create owned, “private identity graphs” that generate 
addressability while maintaining their own connections (Figure 
1.1). These brands will be able to network their private graphs with 
partners and peers in a way that increases addressability for all in a 
privacy-safe way.
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A N A L Y T I C SDATA CLEAN ROOM FOR PERSON-BASED ANALYTICS

Allows privacy-safe cross-channel reach, frequency, and 
closed-loop measurement of exposure to actions.

THIRD-PARTY TECHNOLOGIES

Person ID connects to CRM and personalisation platforms, 
CDPs, loyalty, media, and commerce.

INCREMENTAL FIRST-PARTY DATA PROCURED

Scaled customer and prospect engagement drives 
incremental first-party identity growth.

FIRST-PARTY DATA

An organisation’s directly procured data gleaned from its 
value exchange with customers and prospects.

Figure 1.1 – First-party, data-driven tech stack 
powered by a private identity graph
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Privacy-safe identity resolution helps to build and grow a 
private identity graph.  First-party cookies, emails, devices, 
and terrestrial identifiers (e.g., name, address, phone) are 
resolved to a master person ID.  Third-party offline data is 
appended for enhancement.   
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audience development and activation can resolve to one highly 
accurate and persistent person ID. With multiple person identifiers 
and third-party data appended to an organisation’s master IDs, 
customers and prospects can be matched across all platforms with 
the highest confidence to power the total experience. 

For analytics and measurement, organisations will increasingly 
use data clean rooms, which are privacy-safe environments where 
teams can perform person-based segmentation, modeling, journey 
analysis, reach/frequency measurement, and closed-loop exposure 
to downstream actions like sales. First-party identifiers, such as 
customer records, sales, website visits, store visits, second-party 
partner data (e.g., media impressions), and PII-based third-party 
data, can all be connected to anonymous person-based IDs in a 
privacy-safe manner. The future of analytics and measurement 
will require the use of data clean rooms, due to industry changes 
like privacy and third-party cookie deprecation, while at the same 
time finally enabling more accurate and complete customer and 
marketing analytics across the enterprise.

DATA FABRIC  
As organisations drive toward data transformation to achieve 
customer experience transformation, technology (especially data 
platforms) is a fulcrum aspect of the transformation. Success is 
a balance between managing data and operationalising data, 
and data comprises everything from the customer identity to 
all descriptions and behaviors of the customer. Traditionally, 
organisations can easily acquire and implement technologies or 
hire partners to accomplish this. Where organisations struggle is 
in creating ways to work with these technologies that don’t hinder 
efficiencies or effectiveness in other business areas. For example:

• IT organisations implement governance and development 
processes that slow down the ability to adapt to market 
conditions.

Such a transformation will require an underlying data infrastructure 
founded on an enterprise-level identity management capability. 
This foundation can ensure that all customer and prospect 
data collected through both direct interactions and high-value 
partnerships can be resolved to an individual identity. The first-
party person ID should be transparent, owned, and controlled 
by the enterprise, rather than a media publisher or technology 
platform. Organisations have, in effect, rented audiences for many 
years from walled gardens and a mass ecosystem of third-party 
identifiers (e.g., media publishers and cookie-based platforms 
like DMPs). Leaders in the coming years will build and own a 
sustainable universe of first-party identifiers and data resolved to 
personally identifiable information (PII). This is how companies like 
Amazon in retail, Netflix in entertainment, and ATT/Warner Media 
in media have gained competitive advantage. Organisations 
that similarly build and grow a private identity graph as a core 
component of their data infrastructure will experience more 
efficient and effective data management. Disparate identifiers 
from customer interactions with marketing, sales, commerce, 
and service will go through consistent hygiene and resolution 
processes and connect to an accurate master person ID rooted 
in PII. Part of an organisation’s private identity graph will also be 
high-quality, PII-sourced, third-party data appended to its first-
party customer records for insights and customer segmentation. 
This data will also serve as a central prospect universe that can be 
leveraged across all channels and experiences. 

An organisation’s data infrastructure must also consider marketing 
cloud and other third-party technologies as key enablers of 
activation, analytics, and measurement. New platforms, such as 
personalisation and person-based media platforms, CDPs, and cloud 
data environments, are on the rise. The use of a private identity 
graph is an organisation’s best chance at ensuring every first-party 
customer record is its most accurate. It enables you to append 
your data with additional identifiers like email addresses and street 
addresses. As a result, data ingested into various platforms for 
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• Large brands in the organisation exert control over smaller 
brands, because of their more sizable investment and visibility.

A data platform to empower the entire organisation
When building platforms, you must consider both sides of the coin: 
what technologies you are going to use and how you will use them.

There is a clear line of delineation that separates the IT world and 
the business world. This line lies between the creation of a useable 
data asset and the application of that asset to achieve a business 
outcome. It becomes muddled when the appropriate technical skills 
are missing on the business side. IT is required to bring technical 
skills to bear for the business and implement processes that ensure 
consistency and efficiency. This is where the business loses agility. 
Also, when a dominant brand within the organisation has a higher 
share of the investment in a platform, it tends to exert control 
over the platform, thus limiting the success of smaller brands. To 
solve these issues, organisations must invest in brand-specific 
technologists, who can ensure that the data platform enables the 
desired outcomes for their piece of the business. Many times, these 
brand-specific technologists take the form of data scientists.

As illustrated in Figure 1.2, the data platform has two specific realms 
that underpin the data fabric: an enterprise data lake, which is used 
to collect, collate, and construct a data asset, and a business layer 
that enables individual business areas or brands to consume this 
asset, unburdened by the influences of other brands or IT. The 
lake is where data is collected and transformed into a valuable 
data asset, considering a common taxonomy, governance, and 
compliance. Business- or brand-specific rules should not be applied 
in this realm. If these rules are applied here, businesses lose the 
ability to control their destiny and adapt to changes quickly. The 
consumption layer should allow for many smaller data assets to be 
created for specific use cases. It should not rely on a monolithic 
structure, such as a data warehouse. This helps minimise the effect 
of technical debt. When change occurs, you only have to consider 

Figure 1.2 – The data fabric
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the use cases for the specific data assets in the consumption layer, 
and the number of use cases should be few.

The principle at play is called data fabric, an interconnected set 
of data assets that enable each part of the business to achieve its 
goals and react to changes quickly. One group does not hinder 
other areas of the business, but all aspects of governance and 
compliance are maintained centrally. The success of this technology 
also lies in the spread of technologists throughout the organisation. 
You must look at data transformation holistically. Organisations 
should adopt a data fabric architecture, limit investment in 
organisational silos, and invest in business technologists. 

ADAPTIVENESS 
THROUGH THE CLOUD, 
AI, AND ML  
Ultimately, a large factor in data transformation is the fact that 
consumer expectations in today’s digital age are at an all-time high. 
Consumers are looking for personalised experiences. According 
to research published by Salesforce, 76 percent of consumers 
expect brands to understand their needs and expectations.1 To 
empower the business and to make their “always-on” customer 
experience a reality, brands must embrace technology and leverage 
breakthroughs by harnessing the power of cloud, mobile, social, 
machine learning (ML), and artificial intelligence (AI). 

So, what’s keeping brands from taking the leap? As you look 
under the hood, you uncover challenges that brands face daily 
in their efforts to turn their data into insights and harness those 
insights to fuel business growth. First and foremost, brands see 
exponential growth in data volumes as they start collecting more 
and more information about their customers and their interactions. 
Unfortunately, this data gets stored in silos, managed by different 
business areas within the organisation with limited or no 

information exchange between them. The majority of these brands 
have antiquated data storage and processing technologies with 
minimal analytical capabilities, which leaves aside any advanced 
ML or AI capabilities.

Here is where public cloud computing environments are causing 
disruption. Public cloud (or simply cloud) is gaining increased 
adoption in the industry and is shaping the next generation of 
data modernisation strategies. Enterprises are now moving from 
traditional on-premise data centers to public cloud environments for 
their data storage and data processing needs. Cloud is becoming 
the new norm, and the adoption is very rapid. International Data 
Corporation (IDC) predicts that by 2025, 49 percent of the world’s 
stored data will reside in a public cloud.2  

The benefits of the cloud are many, but let’s take a look at some 
of the major ones (Figure 1.3). Cloud platforms are built to address 
the Internet-level scale, so data engineers don’t have to worry 
about running out of storage or compute capacity. So, scalability 
is not an issue. It also means you can start small and grow your 
cloud footprint as your business needs grow. Hence, the cloud 
is elastic. Cloud also provides “fully managed” big data/AI/ML 
services, allowing users to focus on application and not worry about 
maintaining infrastructure underneath. The result is faster time to 
value. Industry-leading cloud providers like Amazon, Microsoft, and 
Google are secured and regulatory compliant, offering state-of-
the-art data security and privacy features. And from an economics 
standpoint, you only pay for what you use, making you in charge of 
your cloud budgets. 

Public cloud could be the platform through which brands reinvent 
their data strategy to overcome the technical challenges that 
prevent them from transforming their customer experience. 
Leveraging cloud, brands can store terabytes and petabytes 
of datasets. With fully managed big data technologies at their 
fingertips, marketers can rapidly integrate data from disparate 
systems and build a 360-degree view of their customers. Using 

1 What Are Customer Expectations (and How Have They Changed)? (n.d.). Retrieved September 
04, 2020, from https://www.salesforce.com/research/customer-expectations/

2 Reinsel, D., Gantz, J., & Rydning, J. (2018, November). The Digitisation of the World From Edge 
to Core. Retrieved September 04, 2020, from https://www.seagate.com/files/www-content/our-
story/trends/files/idc-seagate-dataage-whitepaper.pdf
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AI/ML services against the integrated data, you can embed 
intelligence in your customer interactions, thereby making 
them personalised. In essence, the cloud may be the answer to 
overcoming technical and analytical challenges in delivering your 
“always-on” customers the experience they deserve.

How are marketers adopting cloud? One way is with software-as-
a-service (SaaS) platforms like Salesforce Marketing Cloud, where 
marketers use an out-of-the-box packaged solution to address their 
day-to-day marketing needs. There are also SaaS-based customer 
data platforms to orchestrate customer journeys and segment 
customers in real time. Then there are customised marketing data 
platforms that agencies help brands to build, integrating customer 
and prospect data in a central place on an analytical database in a 
platform-as-a-service (PaaS) model.

Consumers are driving the digital transformation, forcing brands 
to reinvent the business models and adapt to new market needs. 
This puts pressure on brands to design seamless multi-channel, 
personalised engagements with their customers. Their antiquated 
martech and data-tech are preventing them from taking the leap. 
With technological and economic benefits, cloud platforms are 
becoming very attractive and disrupting the martech industry. CMOs 
and CIOs are harnessing the power of the cloud to modernise 
their data platforms and embedding intelligence into customer 
interactions to serve personalised experiences. Cloud platforms are 
at the heart of your data fabric.

OPERATIONALISING  
DATA AND IDENTITY  
Much of the data transformation that is occurring is being driven 
by the capabilities that brands can find from packaged software 
platforms. As the marketing technology landscape continues to 
expand, as illustrated by chiefmartec.com’s Marketing Technology 
Landscape Supergraphic, the number of purpose-built platforms 

Figure 1.3 – Benefits of 
the public cloud
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that solve point problems has exploded. As opposed to building 
time-consuming, and therefore costlier, custom solutions to support 
their full set of requirements, organisations are finding 80 percent 
of what is need in an off-the-shelf platform – at a lower cost and 
with greater speed to value. As the importance of deriving value 
from first-party data increases, so has the emergence of platforms 
that solve problems related to handling data, and therefore the 
adoption of such platforms.

Enabling the customer experience 
In most cases, buyers are searching for a way to accelerate their 
ability to deliver solutions and transform their usage of data. In 
many cases, they are focused less on adding new capabilities and 
more on buying tools that replace existing technology, to upgrade 
their ability to serve today’s customer experience expectations.

This modernisation of technology has been fueled by the recent 
proliferation and excitement around customer data platforms 
(CDPs). CDPs provide access to a unified customer profile for 
marketing, sales, commerce, and service. They are the new 
home and hub for real-time profiles, housing core customer 
attributes, segments, and state (Figure 1.4). As interactions are 
occurring, the CDP is one of the first to know. It is also the first to 
react to customer behaviours, supporting decisions about what 
to do, who to talk to, and what to tell them, based on the most 
recent understanding of the customer’s intent and needs. Tech 
companies like Adobe see the CDP as a critical component of data 
transformation. Given its dominance with the technology enablers 
of digital transformation, it only stands to reason that Adobe would 
step into the enablement of data transformation, with its Adobe 
Experience Platform.

CDPs are solving many of the same problems that have challenged 
marketers in the past – creating a single view of the customer by 
integrating first-party data through identity resolution capabilities 
to drive insights and meaningful customer interactions.  So, what’s 

Figure 1.4 – The core capabilities of CDP
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different in data today that’s driving this new data transformation 
and platform adoption?

• More organisations are building direct relationships with 
consumers.

• Brands are reaching greater scale with their first-party data.

• The complexities of identity resolution have increased.

• Consumers are interacting with a larger variety of channels.

• Consumers expect brands to know them, and in a relevant time.

• Brands must detect, interpret, and act on behaviors in real time. 

• A wide breadth of marketing platforms must be integrated to 
support all potential consumer touchpoints.

Data transformation doesn’t stop with CDPs. Other types of 
platforms have emerged that are accelerating the modernisation of 
data capabilities, including:

• Addressing today’s privacy requirements.

• Making content and product recommendations.

• Employing machine learning for look-alike modeling and 
determining next best action.

• Applying industry-specific analytics to determine customer 
lifetime value and churn probability.

• Measuring common industry KPIs.

• Deriving customer sentiment through natural language 
processing and text analytics.

• Implementing conversational marketing thru voice and chat bots.

As marketers are buying and integrating platforms into their 
customised CX technology stack, they are often following a 
“platform-first,” not “platform-only” approach.

The platform-first approach starts by defining the use cases a 
marketer is trying to solve that their current technology is not able 

to handle, or handles poorly due to timing, then finds the platform 
that is best able to solve these immediate use cases. There should 
be a plan to select the platform and get the initial use cases 
working quickly to demonstrate a sizable return on investment 
within a quarter or two. This helps with adoption across the overall 
organisation, as everyone is able to see the value of the purchase 
and understand the direction that the marketing team is heading.

Once the initial use cases are stood up, you can begin the broader 
integration of the platform throughout the organisation. This step 
is where you experience the greatest gains and value from your 
technology purchases. It’s when the chosen platform starts to work 
within your organisation as part of the overall marketing strategy, 
instead of being a tool that only one part of the organisation uses.

IN SUMMARY
Total customer experience hinges on your organisation’s success 
in both data transformation and digital transformation. Data 
transformation is ultimately what will create the fuel that drives 
your connection with customers. You must act differently, both in 
the way you build these capabilities and how you operate them. A 
transformed data platform is a cloud-based democratisation of data 
that empowers the entire organisation, without limits. A transformed 
data organisation has injected data science into every business 
area to enable the consumption of a data asset that will create 
value in all outcomes. This transformed organisation has prepared 
itself to maximise the value of its first-, second-, and third-party 
data, and has connected the data to every experience, across 
marketing, sales, commerce, and service, through a private identity 
graph. These represent the guiding principles to follow, and every 
organisation should evaluate their current activities against them.
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American Automobile Association (AAA) 
Life wanted to develop an integrated, 
closed-loop, cross-channel marketing 
platform to scale its acquisition, cross-sell, 
and customer journey programs. 

The team developed an integrated 
customer/prospect database in AWS 
using Redshift. Summaries were 
constructed for club membership, product 
ownership, product eligibility, declinations, 
promotions, and customers (owned and 
insured). Integrated models/segments 
were built for targeting to run on the 
new data platform, enabling sustained 
acquisition campaigns. The customer 
data integration enabled a hosted identity 
solution. Transformation results:

• Integrated 13 million+ customers/
members and 146 million prospects/
affiliates 

• 2.5 billion individual model scores across 
10 segments in the marketing database

• Campaign cycle reduced to less than 7 
days from 30 days 

AAA Life – Data 
Transformation
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As we continue the discussion about the 
management of marketing interactions across 
the total customer experience, it is critical 
that we understand the ways that a company 
needs to think about, plan, and deliver unique 
personal conversations. Many of the larger 
organisational considerations will be covered 
in the Organisational Agility chapter. Here, we 
focus on understanding the customer at different 
interaction points and stages and serving them 
effectively and efficiently. Underpinning the ability 
to manage the customer experience is a core 
set of technology assets that must be leveraged 
to activate the data transformation we have 
discussed. By enabling identity at the core of your 
customer strategy, you can build insights from 
inputs across most, if not all consumer connection 
points. Artificial intelligence and related 
capabilities can be focused on that data to better 
understand customer needs at each touchpoint. 
This knowledge sets the foundation to serve the 
customer relationship at specific points in time 
and use the outcome of all of these touchpoints to 
improve future interactions with all consumers. 

The technology investments required to support an exceptional 
total customer experience are often material in absolute terms. But 
they should be looked at in terms of the potential value they can 

unlock. To realise that value beyond the initial business case and 
forecast, companies need a clear path of action, which must be 
the result of a focused effort to improve total customer experience. 
It puts customers at the center of the business and supports their 
needs with messaging, content, and offers that are consistent 
across every interaction. And importantly, it provides service and 
commerce experiences that reduce friction in achieving what they 
want to do. The key component tying digital transformation and 
data transformation together is identity – and the ability to utilise 
technology to deliver personalised experiences at each step of the 
customer journey.

In this section, we will focus on the four primary areas of growth for 
an organisation:

• Audience-based planning

• Experience-based technologies

• Content and experience creation

• Connecting the experience through commerce

AUDIENCE-BASED 
PLANNING
Placing customers at the center of the experience requires that 
you understand their needs and behaviors. This is the only way 
to determine the right conversation to have with each person, 
whether you’re reaching out via marketing or they’re visiting you 
across any of your owned properties, be they physical or digital. 
Without this understanding, the experiences you provide to your 
customers and prospects will be inferior to your competitors who 
know their customers. 

Identity is critically important, but identity alone doesn’t allow 
you to deliver a great customer experience. Only when identity is 
coupled with audience insights can we go beyond surface-level 
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personalisation. Audience planning leverages audience insights to 
tailor the program and tone to the individual in the context of the 
interaction, the time, and the location of the experience (Figure 2.1). 

Audience insights are derived from zero-party data, first-party 
data, third-party data, and market context. Applying this data in 
combination with the proper speed to insight will allow you to follow 
the defined roadmap of the full customer experience and will create 
new data and insights for marketing to act upon.

Zero-party data includes direct inputs that customers give 
voluntarily along their path to build a relationship with the brand. 
This can include data on communication preferences, product value 
insights, appropriate content, personal circumstances, etc.

First-party data is volunteered, procured, or compiled customer 
data, including demographic, transactional, engagement, service, 
and customer satisfaction/CX measurement.

Third-party data is varied data that is sourced from known industry 
partners and can be used to enrich your first-party data or to deliver 
whole new audiences, as in the case of look-alikes.

Market context can be gleaned from sources such as media or 
distribution platforms. Factors include market trends, your position 
in the market, the mindset of the customer at different interaction 
points, competitive offers, and many other data points to inform 
targeting and engagement decisions.

All of this information is used in audience planning to define who 
we want to target, understand their mindsets and motivations, 
identify the key tasks they want to accomplish at each interaction 
in specific channels, and plan experiences that best meet that 
combination. Audience plans are then used to inform the creative 
and experiential development and optimise the experience as 
each customer moves between media and channels (Figures 2.2 
and 2.3).

Figure 2.1 – Person ID is the foundation for a 
brand’s private ID graph

THIRD-PARTY IDs

EMAIL LINKAGE

SECOND-PARTY IDs
ZERO-PARTY IDs

FIRST-PARTY IDs

THE SMITHS
123 Main St, 

Centerport, NY 11721
617-435-2867

MIA SMITH
123 Main St, 

Centerport, NY 11721
617-435-2867

130 million US households 
Sustainable, person-based

2 billion + email to third-party cookie 
& device ID pairs
Limited sustainability, not person-based

First- and second-party IDs. Site 
visits, email, media engagement
Sustainable person-based

242 million adults 18+ at 
name and address level
Sustainable person-based

Zero-party IDs. Voluntary 
preferences and interests
Sustainable, person-based

1 billion consumer emails
Sustainable, person-based
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Find Mia in the 
right place to 
educate her.

Trigger a quiz to 
help Mia select the 
products that best 
align to her style 
while she browses.

Message the 
best offer and 
product to drive 
conversion.

Build a social 
relationship with 
Mia for a deeper 
connection.

Gather zero-party 
(ZP) data through 
quizzes, polls, and 
profile completion 
actions.

Serve Mia the most 
relevant products 
and offers to 
drive additional 
purchases.

Provide her 
with the most 
relevant content to 
enhance her pet 
relationship.

FIND ME
Prospect

KNOW ME
Customer

KNOW ME
Prospect

ENGAGE ME
Customer

ENGAGE ME
Prospect

VALUE ME 
Customer

VALUE ME
Prospect

Segment 
preferences

Segment 
preferences

Activity data

Segment 
preferences

Activity data

ZP preferences

E-commerce 
data

CRM data

E-commerce 
data

ZP preferences 
completed

ZP product 
preferences

Activity data

CRM data

Activity data

ZP preferences

ZP content 
preferences

KEY DATA  
USED/NEEDED

MIA’S JOURNEY
How we will launch a meaningful 
communication strategy

Enhancing your communication through data acquisition

Meet your new favorite 
brand that offers luxurious 
products to make you feel 
as confident in your choice.

Luxury experts confirm 
that the brand delivers on 
customer satisfaction.

Don’t forget what you were 
interested in and utilise x% 
off promotion now.

We’re your source for the 
things you need. Engage 
with our social media to 
keep in the know on fresh 
products.

Share more information about 
what you are looking for and 
we’ll provide exclusive access 
to new products (highlighting 
social interaction-based 
quizzes and polls).

Consider these products 
that others like you love!

We’re your source for all 
the information you need to 
satisfy your lifestyle.

KEY MESSAGE 
STRATEGY

Figure 2.2 – Building the new journey Figure 2.3 – Planning your data acquisition approach

FIND ME
Prospect

KNOW ME
Customer

KNOW ME
Prospect

ENGAGE ME
Customer

ENGAGE ME
Prospect

VALUE ME 
Customer

VALUE ME
Prospect

Expand ZP data collection for 
personalisation opportunities. Model customers and high-value 

customers to adjust experience maps and 
communication plans.

Understand the 
product’s role 
in the customer 
relationship.

Identify partnership 
and customised 
content hub 
opportunities for 
highest value 
customers.

Increase versioning 
and frequency of 
personalisation across 
marketing experiences.
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Figure 2.4 – Conversations over the growing 
number of media and channels

EXPERIENCE-BASED 
TECHNOLOGIES 
Digital transformation requires not only a full understanding of the 
technology that powers modern customer experiences, but the ability 
to implement, integrate, and optimise those technologies to deliver 
experiences that are seamless and satisfying for customers. Every 
year, brands have to contend with emerging media to engage with 
consumers (Figure 2.4). These experiences grow, with conversations 
taking place over many devices and applications. Our industry often 
talks about adtech and martech, but the total customer experience 
demands that we get more granular than that, embracing all 

“experience-tech” across five areas: awareness, engagement, 
commerce, customer service, and loyalty. 

Increasingly, software companies are providing solutions to meet 
the needs of experience creators in each of these areas. The two 
leading companies in this space are Salesforce and Adobe, and 
they have continued to invest in more technology that can enable 
experiences in a connect way across the full customer journey:

Salesforce has made massive investments in technology across 
the customer journey expanding beyond its core sales and 
service cloud offerings, with the growth of Marketing Cloud, the 
addition of Commerce Cloud, and the recent rollout of Customer 
360 Audiences (its CDP offering).

Adobe continues to bolster its Experience Cloud offerings, 
which provide powerful tools for delivering experiences across 
the entire customer journey. These include Commerce Cloud 
(formerly Magento) and the Adobe Experience Platform (AEP), 
which supports the integration of customer data (working 
as a CDP), as well as customer journey orchestration and 
personalisation at scale. Similarly, others in the industry, 
including Oracle, Google, Shopify and others, continue to 
expand their product portfolios to support more aspects of the 
total customer experience.

The Benefits & Challenges 
Salesforce and Adobe are not the only experience technologies in 
the market. There are a number of other smaller technologies that 
are purpose-built for specific personalisation needs and the support 
of connecting the steps in a customer journey. This proliferation of 
enabling technologies provides both opportunities and challenges 
for brands. The opportunities are clear – engaging customers 
with higher-quality content and experiences, delivering seamless 
journeys that personalise moments for greater effectiveness, and 
providing the ability to recognise customers immediately and 
repeatably, allowing marketers to focus on lifetime value.
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To realise those benefits, brands must overcome some very real 
challenges: 

• Implementing and configuring these technologies correctly 
within the enterprise ecosystem.

• Integrating the various platforms and products (even when 
coming from a single provider).

• Aligning the tech to the enterprise organisation.

• Supporting the workflows needed to orchestrate effective 
experiences.

• Realigning your teams to execute in new, more customer-
centered ways.

While the challenges are significant, progressive brands are figuring 
it out, and fast. The global pandemic has accelerated many digital 
transformation efforts – driving increased adoption of experience 
technologies across the organisation. However, the technology 
alone won’t make these brands successful. The brands that will 
thrive share a common insight: technology isn’t a solution, it’s an 
enabler. Yes, the tech is powerful, but without a focus on the right 
experiences, brands still risk missing the mark with their customers. 

CONTENT AND 
EXPERIENCE CREATION
The next creative step is crafting an experience to match the data 
insights from audience planning. The right side of one’s brain starts 
to spark with ideas. How do you harness the brand value, digital 
style guide, and technology to create engagement, providing 
content that meets the needs that were surfaced by the insights? 
Most companies have social, digital, and media agencies that 
collaborate to make an idea come to life. It typically starts with 
a brief, which is shopped to the various agencies and followed 
up with an ideation meeting. There will be hours poured into the 

project over email and video calls, trying to connect everybody on a 
single approach. By today’s standards, this process is decidedly not 
transformative; but it needs to be part of the digital transformation 
story as well (Figure 2.5).  

Before we go there, let us talk about content and its various 
required forms. Your objective is to tell a story or provide an 
experience, which requires a combination of different media to be 
engaging, including:

• HTML5/CSS/JS
• Podcasts
• Radio
• Brand images (static and gif)
• Banners

• Out of home (OOH)
• Print
• Product images
• 3D files

Figure 2.5 – Old vs. new
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So, how does all this magic get created? This brings us back to the 
brief, and how a brief needs to be executed. “Content at scale” is 
the process by which agencies work collaboratively to brainstorm 
a big idea, produce assets, automate production, adapt for the 
markets, distribute, and optimise through intelligent analytics.  

This is typically part of an editorial process, but in this new digital 
world, the scale part of content at scale comes from repeatable 
process, useful classification, artificially intelligent automation, and 
tracking to attribution, as well as digital rights. See Figure 2.6. 

Production is the actual creation of the content. An organisation 
must collaborate digitally with people, using and integrating with 
the various technical systems that make the magic happen. Out 
with the old way of working and in with a digitally native process 
organising people to create and iterate until the work is perfect, 
mind blowing, and most of all, in line with the brief requirements.

Versioning in market allows for the tagging of content to address 
the initial audience and analytics needs. There will undoubtedly 
be requirements to take the product/asset and convert it into 
many forms, guided by the audience analytics. This is where 
translation automation and even AI variation will aid the need 
for globally diversified assets. Now, imagine if there were no 
platforms in place to help create this content at scale. How would 
minor global changes be translated back to the many versions? 
In order to scale, digital platforms are essential for the versioning 
and tracking of all the assets imagined and created.  

Delivery of the assets to the market can prove very challenging. 
Multiple agency teams must come together in an orchestration 
that echoes Broadway theater, including activities such as set 
preparation, rehearsals, and opening night fanfare. The brilliance 
– or disaster – of a content release is often dependent on your 
ability to effectively troubleshoot issues that could affect the final 
deliverable and how well you manage to the scheduled release 
dates of secret products. The best agencies and teams are aided 
by collaborative and transparent software that is connected to the 
various platforms, taking human error out of the process as well 
as possible. 

Attribution involves tracking the success and effectiveness of content, 
once it goes live. A connected digital platform for enabling content at 
scale helps programs pivot in response to the analytics gathered. Not 
all great ideas are great in market. Analytics help figure out where the 
experiences are performing – or not – and how the content needs to 
be adjusted to perform better.  

Production planning facilitates the brand, product, campaign, 
region, market, and agency teams to develop a game plan 
around the brief. Most briefs are written in MS Word, but to truly 
be transformative, the brief process needs to be visual and have 
its own workflow. Imagine creating a brief by combining assets 
owned with visions desired – all curated from corporately governed 
repositories or vision enabling boards. 

Pre-production is the planning conducted prior to producing the 
many assets. Are the resources assigned, and do they meet budget 
estimates? What are the shot plans, or scripts for conversations? 
Have all the usage rights been reviewed, requisitioned, and 
procured? Finally, what is the project plan to create this content?

Production  
planning

Pre- 
production

Production Attribution

Archiving

Versioning

Delivery

Figure 2.6 – Content production and archiving process
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Own the Omni-
Channel Commerce 
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Compete on 
the Last Mile of 

Commerce

Ignite Buyer 
Activations with 

Content Production

Enable Third-
Party Selling on 

Your Terms

Turn Unknown 
Shoppers into 

Known Customers

Optimise the 
Lifetime Value of 

the Customer

Unify commerce 
for all existing 
channels and 

future-proof it for 
upcoming ones.

Customise your 
bespoke identity 

and data platform.

Implement end-
to-end process, 
from production 
to distribution to 

delivery to product 
tracking.

Launch your own 
marketplace to 
leverage brand 

synergies.

Offer advocacy-
oriented, full-

fledged loyalty 
program.

Optimise 
performance 

of creative and 
produce content 

at scale.

Embed commerce 
capabilities in a 
web & mobile 

experience-driven 
property.

Populate and unify 
system-specific 

profiles.

Enable dynamic 
fulfillment  

(multi-warehouse, 
nearest store, 
curbside, etc.).

Define your 
brand’s unique 

marketplace 
selling strategy.

Build customer 
engagement 

hubs.

Create attention 
with performance 
media campaigns.

Stand up an 
online shopping 

environment.

Personalise 
journeys and 

offers for target 
audiences.

Build brittle  
fulfillment  

model.

Delegate 
marketplace  

selling.

Launch 
subscriber 

promotions.

Develop rich 
assets for catalog 

presentation.

Figure 2.7 – Commerce everywhere maturity model
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Archiving is just as important as launch. Getting all the assets out of 
the marketplace at the appropriate time ensures that rights of usage 
are met. Additionally, storing the effectiveness metrics together with 
the assets. So, previous content, whether a good idea or bad idea, 
will help inform and better plan future content.  

Digital transformation ensures that a company and its agency 
partners can utilise the best technology to aid the creative process 
and put in market experiences that resonate with consumers. Data 
is only data, though, and it needs to provide a more human view of 
your customer and your brand in order to be real and personable.

CONNECTING THE 
EXPERIENCE THROUGH 
COMMERCE
Once the age of the customer came into being in the previous 
decade, gone were the days when “good enough” would suffice; 
consumers expect outstanding customer experiences from every 
interaction they have with brands and retailers. What was once just 
a component of a business’s overall operation is now one of the 
most important pillars.

Consumers no longer think of shopping as “going to the store”; 
rather, they are always shopping, thanks to their mobile phones. So 
it’s important to break out of the previous ways of thinking about a 
linear path to purchase. An arc of expertise with specific capabilities 
is needed to ensure that a brand or retailer possesses the tools 
required to meet the expectations of the modern consumer.

Virtually any brand is capable of mastering skills such as owning 
the experience (no matter the touchpoint), ensuring that unknown 
entities become known customers, and holding on to those 
customers with loyalty and engagement programs. The key is to 
make a commitment to doing so. Doing what you’ve always done 

is no longer an option. Consumers now expect brands to anticipate 
their needs, be there whenever and wherever they need them, and 
offer rewards for their continued loyalty. 

By building a one-to-one relationship with the consumer, 
brands can create a repeatable cycle of awareness, discovery, 
conversion, and loyalty, which will eventually spin on its own 
power, and spin off into other sales opportunities as the prospect 
becomes a customer and the customer becomes a brand 
evangelist. This is the era of total commerce. (Figure 2.7)

IN SUMMARY
The key to digital transformation in the world of the total 
customer experience is the ability to extend your perspective 
and expand your reach related to what needs to transform in 
your business. That perspective needs to challenge 1) how you 
think about planning; 2) what technologies need to be integrated 
with your capabilities and when; 3) how you acquire insight on 
your customers; 4) how you respond to those insights with new, 
modularised creative assets and content; and 5) how you engage 
in a commerce conversation with a customer – when THEY want 
to and on the platforms they choose.

Digital transformation is not about putting digital first in your media 
plan; it isn’t about having a better website; it doesn’t just happen 
because your customers come to you online. The next wave of digital 
transformation is truly about business and operating transformation. It 
is thinking about new ways to meet your customers where they want 
to engage. It is about putting the customer’s motivations before the 
brand. And it is about being centered on delivering every experience 
in a way that is informed by what you know about a customer, is built 
to serve their needs, and is dynamic enough to pivot in a flash, when 
customer needs change.
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Stanley  
Black & Decker
As a brand on the leading edge of 
innovation, Stanley Black & Decker 
understands that a great customer 
relationship extends beyond just great 
products. The leading manufacturer of 
industrial tools, household hardware, 
and security products has set its 
sights on delivering the total customer 
experience by effecting a digital and data 
transformation to unlock the full value 
of every customer interaction across 
every touchpoint. This multi-faceted plan 
leverages Stanley Black & Decker’s data 
and technology assets to enable: 

• Organisational design 

• A global technological and customer-
centric roadmap to enhance and 
optimise customer experiences 

• A strategic approach in staffing support 

• A multi-year plan to shift internal 
processes and go-to-market approach   
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Having explored the value of data and 
digital transformation, it’s vital to give 
equivalent consideration to organisational 
and operational innovation as a key driver 
of success. In this context, innovation means 
reinventing the marketing organisation. 
It redefines our ways of working to be as 
adaptive as possible; we’re required to 
embrace uncertainty, manage unpredictability, 
and be fully customer-obsessed, even in 
the face of constant disruption. Ultimately, 
adaptive organisations constantly optimise 
their ability to deliver value across all 
touchpoints in the total customer experience, 
continuously reinventing that experience to 
match ever-accelerating changes in consumer 
attitudes and behaviour.

Building an adaptive organisation begins with a focus on three key 
areas of strategy:

Customer enterprise: Delivering customer value seamlessly 
across a complete and connected set of experiences requires 
a business to harmonise what are often disparate functions 
through a true customer lens. This connected ecosystem is the 
new customer enterprise.

Metrics and KPIs: Continuous realignment of customer 
activities that deliver market-leading customer value and meet 

and exceed customer’s needs requires a clear and precise 
understanding of the desired outcomes. You get what you 
measure – so measuring what really matters is crucial to 
customer success.

Operational innovation: More than just a handful of disparate 
agile practices, adaptiveness requires new ways of working, 
such as continuous improvement toward greater speed, 
iteration, and optimisation; sourcing strategies to enable more 
flexibility and scalability; the redistribution and ownership of key 
results; and empowerment through cultural independence to 
deliver more effective collaboration.

DEFINING THE  
CUSTOMER ENTERPRISE
Companies up and down the Fortune 1000 have embraced CX as 
the vital growth driver of their business, prioritising and investing 
deeply in major CX initiatives – and giving CMOs the reins and 
responsibility for the growth of customer activation, revenue, and 
loyalty (Figure 3.1). 

For many CMOs this responsibility has expanded beyond marketing 
to include all areas that comprise the total customer experience: 
service, sales, pricing, logistics, and the offering itself. Essentially, 
wherever and whatever it takes to find, win, defend, and maximise 
the value of customers over their lifetime. 

The holistic approach requires an ecosystem of capabilities that 
harmonise seamlessly to derive full value from data transformation 
and digital transformation processes discussed earlier. Beyond 
simply removing silos, this requires close and clear collaboration 
across every function that plays any role in meeting (hopefully 
exceeding) customer expectations. With almost any touchpoint able 
in real time to turn into a buying moment – or a sharing moment, a 
service moment, a feedback moment – brands need coordinated, 
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Figure 3.1 – The new role of CMO – custodian 
of the businesses customers

CMO 
Customer  
Custodian

CEO 
Align ownership  
and expectations

CFO 
Speak the same 

language

CHRO
Create the right 

culture

COO
Organise around 

the consumer

CDO/CIO
Build the 

innovation 
architecture

CSO
Unlock new 

sources of value

CSustyO*
Harness long- 

term trends

enterprise-wide processes that can adapt, evolve, and be (re)-
defined to match with ever-shifting customer journeys. 

This connected ecosystem is the new customer enterprise – the 
businesses as seen through the eyes of the customer and designed 
to work in the way most likely to deliver value at each step of their 
journey. 

Amazon may be the best example of a business that has evolved its 
structures entirely around customer obsession. Its ways of working 
are agile; its ways of making decisions fast and empowered; it’s a 
customer ecosystem in its entirety and fluidly evolving all the time. 
It’s both big and fast.  

Amazon tracks over 500 metrics in its business, and almost 80% of 
these are focused on customers. This is one of the most important 
factors to drive alignment; it breaks down silos (it prevents them 
from forming in the first place!), fosters collaboration, and tracks 
results that matter to the customer – and if it’s good for the 
customer, it’s going to be good for Amazon. 

This is human-centered design strategy applied to the broader 
enterprise – and a critical step that gives needed context for data 
and digital transformation to have the appropriate scope, focus, 
ambitions, and business objectives. 

There are three broad steps to building the customer enterprise:

• Build a customer experience (CX) strategy that clearly 
describes the customer needs to be met. This is a set of 
principles that defines the way the brand thinks about their 
customers, rather than a journey-by-journey map of how the 
business will react. For Amazon, “customer obsession” defines 
the lengths they will go to solve any customer interaction 
anywhere, and the experiences required to do so. 

• Define the decisions that need to be made within the business 
(at varying degrees of cadence) to make this a reality, and where 
each person, team, or functional area fits within these decision-
making points. A RAPID framework provides a clear yet non-

* Chief Sustainability Officer (ecological, 
social, and economic environments)
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hierarchical means of articulating this and can clearly tie back to 
the CX strategy (Figure 3.2).

• Define the customer measures used to track progress on those 
experiences, which in turn drive the desired outcomes both for 
the business and for the customer. For example, if a state-owned 
health care system doesn’t define “care” as a core experience 
objective (and thus has no measures in place to track it), healing 
patients might quickly become an unmeasured consequence 
rather than the primary outcome.

MEASURE WHAT 
MATTERS
For the customer enterprise to harmonise and function as a 
connected ecosystem, measurement has a more pivotal strategic 
role to play than largely backward-looking channel- and activity-
based reporting metrics focused on the “how.”  

Customer-obsessed brands view measurement as the key to 
unlocking the “what” and the “why” of CX transformation, and they 
use these benchmarks to accelerate their transformation toward a 
customer enterprise. 

The ability to clearly link actions to those measures – and to 
make measurement an actionable pivot point – can change the 
perspective of the enterprise from hindsight to foresight. It replaces 
hollow measures that don’t improve customer value delivery with 
measures that can drive true competitive advantage.  

There are two primary steps to achieving this:

Create Alignment Through Measurement
Defining, understanding, and orienting around a common set of 
meaningful KPIs and other metrics provides critical unifying  

Figure 3.2 – Not all experiences that count are immersive
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business context for historically disparate teams across the enter-
prise. It enables more effective orchestration of experience delivery 
at every interaction across marketing, sales, commerce, and service. 
This cross-functional collaboration in turn overcomes historical silos 
and reduces organisational friction.  

For true CX transformation to occur, measurement and teams must 
tightly align to a clear customer experience strategy, with cross-
functional, agile teams focused on key customer life cycles – find, 
win, keep, and grow – and the capabilities these teams need to 
deliver on their KPIs (propositions, new products and services, 
offers, inventory availability, fulfilment, etc.). 

Likewise, governance practices must be optimised to this 
cross-functional environment in a way that they do not become 
hierarchical sign-off forums that reduce pace and dissolve 
autonomy. Rather, they should ensure the actions and the priorities 
of the teams produce the targeted CX outcomes throughout the 
customer journey, while keeping the focus on improving top-line 
value to the business.  

For instance, we often see marketers concentrate budgets and 
time on the find-and-win phases of the customer journey, while 
neglecting existing customers in the keep-and-grow bucket.  
Meanwhile, the sales department sends its own messages to these 
customers, service engages in a separate dialogue, and refunds 
or returns have still more interactions in their own disconnected 
manner. Such poor governance practices can mean that a customer 
with three months to go to the end of an auto lease receives an 
email from the finance division inviting them to browse their options 
– but the link leads to a “404: Page not found” error. 

In most businesses, there is no way to collect these experiences 
and truly see this through the customer’s eyes. But when KPI, 
measurement, and related governance practices are in place to 
enable collaborative connection of actions to business outcomes, 
they become a rapid driver of the change required to harmonise 

the business – and disparate interactions become more seamless 
in the eyes of the customer, aligned to their specific needs and the 
brand’s broader CX strategy. 

Measure Your Progress
The question, “how do we stack up in our digital capabilities?” 
is a loaded one for many businesses to answer. More often than 
not, there is no clear measure for “digital,” and so the term often 
becomes a proxy for digital technology instead of a measure of how 
it enables the business to profitably meet the needs of customers.

To better turn activity into progress, the answer instead should 
provide transparency into the capabilities that improve the business’s 
customer centricity skills, and its readiness to deploy them. Progress 
toward this goal can be tracked in the organisation by regularly 
assessing the evolving capabilities of the business to determine 
the extent to which they are translating into competitive advantage, 
and if not, where the points of resistance are. An organisation that is 
developing competitive advantage will see progress on all four of the 
strategic pillars of brand, customer experience, measurement, and 
organisation adaptiveness (Figure 3.3). 

The outputs can be used to prioritise and build a roadmap of projects 
to enable “digital” progressions across all four pillars. They should 
also be continuously tracked to verify and measure incremental 
improvements through the transformation journey. This allows 
organisations to develop a “test, measure, implement” approach to 
investments in their core strategic capabilities with clear correlation 
to improvements along their transformation journey.

For CMOs charged with transforming the customer experience, 
connected metrics, governance practices, and proper measurement 
play a foundational role as both an agent of change and a strategic 
gauge of customer and business value drivers. 
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Figure 3.3 – It takes business-wide collaboration to 
truly connect customer experiences
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BUILDING OPERATIONAL 
ADAPTIVENESS 
With the enterprise and measurement more firmly aligned to the 
customer, brands need operations that can do whatever it takes to 
deliver value at every point of the journey.

This is no easy task. Customer attitudes, beliefs, and behaviors 
were already shifting at an ever-quickening pace; now the global 
pandemic has accelerated the range and pace of these changes – 
further confounding long-term strategies and compelling CMOs to 
develop rapid response capabilities across the enterprise. 

Shaping a customer-obsessed organisation to survive and thrive 
in these conditions – to rapidly course correct to where the 
puck is going rather than where it is now – requires operational 
transformation to underpin your data and digital transformation. 
The transformation embraces change, improves adaptiveness, 
and builds the competitive ability to win in the face of increasing 
uncertainty.

Today, the fastest-growing companies aren’t content to 
incrementally tweak their experience strategy, value proposition, or 
marketing practices. Instead, they’re building agility and mastering 
adaptiveness across fundamental areas of operation:

Configure (and constantly reconfigure) operations 
around the outcomes, not capabilities

Operating models designed around an entrenched set of marketing 
or CX capabilities aren’t suitable for environments that need to 
adapt to high variability. Rather than build operations around a 
defined customer journey, channel, or product life cycle, CMOs 
must focus on the vital core of their work – delivering to the real 
needs of customers – and collaborate across the enterprise to 
anticipate shifting customer behaviors and recalibrate offerings, 
value propositions, and experiences accordingly. 

Figure 3.4 – The building blocks to adaptability
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Operationalising this across the customer enterprise requires 
businesses to become more capability agnostic. Adaptive CMOs 
constantly assess how they harmonise their capabilities and 
redesign their organisations’ operating models based on the 
outcomes delivered by the work. Critically, they constantly evaluate 
which work can be automated; what can be retired (what work the 
organisation should stop doing because there’s little value being 
added for their customers); what work can be unbundled (what can 
others do more effectively, efficiently, or to enable the org to focus 
on competencies closer to its core); and what work needs to be 
added. And they do this fast (Figure 3.4). 

As opposed to traditional operating models with hierarchical 
structures, fixed resources, and ingrained practices, adaptive 
organisations are dynamic, right-sized based on demand, and 
reconfigurable to align with market and customer behaviours at any 
given moment.

Redistribute ownership of results
This structured dismantling of hierarchy and centralised control 
in adaptive organisations extends into how individual teams, 
and people in these teams, take ownership for delivering the 
customer outcomes they set out to achieve. This influences how 
teams are structured and the level of autonomy they assume; their 
unambiguous understanding of what they are committing to deliver 
and how their outcomes will be measured; and their flexibility to 
plan and track how they will achieve this outcome.

The most effective way of instilling ownership is for customer 
custodians to work with each team to mutually agree on their 
objectives – measurable goals that focus effort in the right way. 
Since you get what you measure, these are the measures that 
really matter. Then, it becomes an iterative process for the team 
itself to set the key results they will achieve to advance that 
objective. This connected KPI framework enables definition and 
management of the relationship between the objective and the 
key results we are striving for.  

Figure 3.5 – The adaptive customer experience organisation
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With multiple teams all working toward a common set of customer 
guided objectives, each team’s productivity feeds a measurable and 
connected result, and for shared KPIs, each team can easily track its 
exact contribution toward it (Figure 3.5). 

Use a hybrid services approach to strategic sourcing  
With speed, flexibility, and agility as their aim, adaptive organisations 
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tend to have a greater focus on strategic sourcing partners (and 
ecosystem partners in general). They don’t get caught in the “in-
house or outsourced” pendulum.  Rather, they adopt a hybrid services 
approach that uses the blend of resources that best accelerates their 
ability to get ahead of market changes and stay there. 

A hybrid services model fully embraces the idea of agile teams as 
sets of multifunctional capabilities, flexibly constituted in order to 
meet specific outcomes. It brings together ad agencies, marketing 
consultancies, tech providers, and next-gen solutions like In-housing 
partners – companies who design, build, and populate flexible, 
embedded teams to support a variety of customer-focused activities. 
In-housing partners are particularly adept at laying foundations and 
building adaptiveness for their clients, especially for CMOs looking 
to bring more work in-house in a phased but rapid way: they deliver 
many of the objectives of in-housing – greater speed, transparency, 
and command of their CX, among others – while eliminating the 
layers of infrastructure, organisational rigidity, and other challenges 
that can get in the way of adaptiveness. Their ability to inject agile 
and best-of-breed digital practices, accelerate digital maturity, 
and simplify the addition (or deletion) of capabilities provide key 
advantages and a hedge against risk in today’s uncertain landscape.

For organisations looking to rapidly build adaptiveness, a hybrid 
services model enables them to quickly and easily add required 
capabilities, develop new processes, scale with change, access 
specialised skills, and accelerate innovation around customer 
needs. Essentially, it allows you to do whatever is necessary at any 
given moment and across any given touchpoint to deliver value to 
the customer.

Foster an open culture for adaptiveness

Developing an ability to adapt at speed, to course correct with a 
high degree of flexibility, requires as much a new mindset as new 
ways of working. Often short-changed, culture can be a major 
amplifier of technology and operational transformation. It can also 

be some of the toughest work to get right. But because it is so 
difficult, brands that focus on building an open and collaborative 
culture build a longer-term competitive advantage; while business 
models, products, processes, and capabilities can be (relatively) 
easily copied, culture is far more difficult to duplicate – and 
provides many other tangible business advantages.

An open culture helps marketing organisations adapt seamlessly to 
change and manage through uncertainty. While it has many facets 
and will ultimately look unique to any given brand, there are three 
key aspects of an open culture relevant to CMOs seeking to build 
an adaptive enterprise:

• Collaboration – Defining the customer enterprise (see above) 
highlights the interdependency of seemingly disparate 
business functions in forging a successful CX strategy. But 
adaptive organisations go further, deliberately building shared 
commitment between silos to drive customer centricity. A key 
tactic used to facilitate earnest and ongoing collaboration – 
drawn directly from agile methodology – is the construct of a 
social contract that commits the team to how they will work 
together day to day (Figure 3.6).

• Experimentation – Even agile marketing, with its two-week sprint 
as the standard working speed, may be too slow for the world 
as it is now; success today will more likely depend on delivery of 
relevant and targeted customer interactions in a matter of days, 
if not hours. Adaptive customer organisations not only adopt the 
tools and technology for MVP-like experimentation, they align 
core values, personal goals, and incentive structures – along with 
recruiting, training, and similar tactics – to empower a culture of 
vigorous innovation and experimentation capable of meeting the 
demands of tomorrow’s consumer.

• Continuous learning – Adaptive organisations identify context 
and use closed-loop learning to accelerate the delivery cycle 
of interactions and drive deeper engagement. They recognise 
that faster delivery doesn’t come at the expense of continuous 
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Figure 3.6 – Adaptive team 
social contract
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learning; the ultimate goal is better outcomes, not bigger 
marketing output; a strong culture of continuous learning is vital 
to enforce this distinction across an organisation. 

While the adaptive concepts of an open culture share a lot with 
those of agile methodologies, it’s important to remember the 
distinction: agile is what you do; adaptive is what you are. When 
you develop new ways of building the organisation around the 
customer enterprise, to meet clear customer-focused ambitions, 
you equip the business with real competitive advantage. 

IN SUMMARY
Operational innovation toward adaptiveness – producing outputs 
that matter, quickly and collaboratively – is critical to the successful 
outcome of data and digital transformations. The failure of countless 
“transformation” initiatives (McKinsey puts the number at over 70 
percent) and the lackluster rise in CX satisfaction scores despite 
such efforts bear this out. Surveys and research studies often point 
to an excessive focus on data and technology – at the expense 
of operational and organisational change – as the number one 
cause of those failures. Alternatively, companies who do prioritise 
operational innovation have proven far more likely to achieve 
successful transformations.

Adaptive organisations continually reconfigure themselves to 
drive continuous change. They orient operations around customer 
obsession – not the structures, systems, processes, and core 
capabilities required to deliver it – and leverage iterative leaps 
in technology to deliver value with greater speed, impact, and 
efficiency. They are better equipped to guide investments in digital 
touchpoints and moments that matter most to customers. In the 
end, adaptiveness enables customer-obsessed firms to win future 
markets in the face of today’s immense uncertainty.



Vodafone’s 
Always-On 
Marketing 
Strategy
To maintain its position as one of 
Europe’s leading telecommunications 
companies, Vodafone needed to boost 
its ability to talk to customers in the right 
context, through the right channels, 
at the right time. The challenge was 
twofold, encompassing new technical 
capabilities as well as a new operating 
model spanning 21 disparate operating 
companies globally.

Merkle was engaged to help Vodafone 
transform to an always-on marketing 
approach, with the following preliminary 
results:  

• 6X greater variety of offers available 
to customers, without increasing 
Vodafone staff 

• 7% boost in average revenue per user

• 20% reduction in commission costs 

• 33% increase in ROI 
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Making the transformation to a 
business strategy devoted to the total 
customer experience involves more 
than just changing your approach.  
It means altering the way you think  
about your relationships with your 
customers and understanding their 
needs in a more meaningful way. True 
customer experience transformation 
requires not just data, but deeper 
insights and new techniques for building 
strong bonds over time. 

It takes patience, and now more than ever, you must let 
your customers take the lead, so you can deliver value and 
messaging that are relevant to their unique circumstances. 
Privacy-related concerns, such as the death of the third-party 
cookie and growing regulatory boundaries, dictate a pivot in 
the way you manage the data you have, the data you need, 
and how your teams are enabled to activate it across an ever-
growing depth of digital experience.

Driving value for your customers and your business takes a 
team that is driven to know customers better, customers who 
will help you meet the goals of your business, and new ways 
of thinking and operating across all aspects of the customer 
experience. Always remember, this is a journey, so you must 
think for both the short and long term while building an agile 
organisation that can adapt as you learn about your customers 
and grow in your sophistication.
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