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INTRODUCTION
The promise of customer data platforms (CDPs) is appealing for marketers: unified customer data 
in an accessible and regularly updated solution. This value proposition can be realized when you 
understand the consumer journeys (use cases) you are looking to enable. Kickstarting this effort 
will also help to balance investment with forecasted returns. CDPs are best utilized when the 
organization understands the use cases that they are looking to solve for and focus their efforts and 
investments against them.

The CDP marketplace today is crowded and competitive. Each service provider has different 
strengths that can help solve specific business needs and challenges. As organizations take on 
this new purchase, they must ensure that they are choosing a platform that can help accelerate the 
value it can achieve within a highly matrixed organization and that their organization is ready to fully 
support this investment. This can often call for a shift in how teams are structured. 

It can be a daunting investment, and it’s even scarier if they make the purchase and soon find that 
they’re disappointed by a slow return on investment and underwhelmed by the potential. But most 
of these disappointments can be caused by user error, as organizations are either not fully utilizing 
the platform or they have not done the leg work to organize their teams and data to fully leverage 
the new technology. 

In this guide, you will read about some frightening instances where organizations took the CDP 
plunge and, for several reasons, are feeling like the investment does not meet expectations. We 
analyze each situation to understand what they were trying to achieve, what they are doing, and 
how we would have suggested they do it differently to achieve better outcomes. These cautionary 
tales can be your guide to a more successful CDP implementation. Let’s dive in...



A COLLECTION OF CDP FAILS: 5 STORIES TO LEARN FROM 3

KEY LESSONS 
REVEALED

04 Successful CDP adoption 
requires organizational 
transformation

10 Don’t purchase before 
understanding the value 

12 Prepare data ahead of time: 
fragmented data entry prior 
to implementation 

06 Define your use cases 
before selecting a vendor

08 A CDP is not your CRM 
Solution 
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CASE STUDY 1 

Successful CDP adoption requires  
organizational transformation

What the organization was 
trying to achieve
A large B2B technology company decided to invest in a customer 
data platform. Data sources across the enterprise were disparate 
and disjointed, and the team wanted the ability to identify 
their customers and prospects across every marketing, sales, 
commerce, and service interaction. The primary objective was to 
enable cross-channel engagement with their customers through 
email, social, call center, and other channels.
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The brand’s approach   
The organization followed our recommended methods for 
prioritizing use cases and making necessary cultural changes. 
Using this approach, the company was able to focus on how 
to measure success of the implementation and develop a 
framework to prioritize the use cases that showed business value 
and helped to align stakeholders.

The organization decided not to work with a partner on standing 
up the implementation of the customer data platform, instead 
tapping internal resources for this work. It was during this time 
that the implementation took a wrong turn. 

Because the organization was focused on the technical 
aspects of standing up the customer data platform, not enough 
emphasis was placed on the change management that needs 
to happen internally to support the CDP. This step is critical, as 
a reorganization of internal resources is necessary to get the 
highest value out of a CDP and fully support the implementation. 

SUCCESSFUL CDP ADOPTION REQUIRES ORGANIZATIONAL TRANSFORMATION 

A BETTER WAY
At Merkle, we recommend creating a “center of excellence” (with all of the proposed use cases laid 
out across the entire customer journey) and a steering committee (with the right leaders who have the 
necessary skills to help drive goals forward) to lead the charge. The organization initially did not see the 
need for this organizational alignment and did not understand the importance of bringing together the 
different stakeholders.

Because stakeholders were not aligned and there was no center of excellence, the CDP was stood up, 
but its capabilities were not fully leveraged. And while the initial use cases delivered a positive ROI, 
no further work rolled out and the organization is now looking for a new CDP. In this situation, the key 
learning is that the technology can serve as an opportunity to rework an organization, but without the 
necessary changes in organizational structure, the CDP implementation will likely fail. 

We’ve seen tremendous success when the organizational culture is agile and adaptive, and the teams 
are focused on speed to value. In this case, the company thought the CDP would bring about cultural 
change but underestimated the work that needed to be done to set that structure up internally. 
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CASE STUDY 2 

Define your use cases  
before selecting a vendor  

What the organization was 
trying to achieve
A large packaged food retailer was interested in a CDP to 
help solve identity and activation use cases, such as audience 
orchestration. The brand went through the RFP process to find a 
provider and chose one based on the RFP responses received, 
deeming it to be the best value for the service. 



A COLLECTION OF CDP FAILS: 5 STORIES TO LEARN FROM 7

The brand’s approach   
The brand wanted to have the CDP solve for just about 
everything, from having a 360-degree view of the customer to 
identity to decisioning to audience activation. The thought was 
to have it act as the “holy grail” of the tech stack; however, this 
left the organization with an unclear starting point. To muddy 
the water further, internally, there were no agreed-upon and 
prioritized use cases. The use cases discussed during the RFP 
process ended up being completely different by the time the 
retailer started with the implementation. As a result, the CDP that 
was chosen was not the most efficient tool to activate the new set 
of use cases they decided on. 

Some of the CDP’s capabilities did not come standard, and the 
brand was surprised to find that a custom-built functionality 
was necessary to meet the full requirements. To avoid this 
unexpected twist, you must ensure that your IT team receives 
thorough technical documentation during the RFP process to fully 
understand how you can technically achieve desired use cases. 

DEFINE YOUR USE CASES BEFORE SELECTING A VENDOR 

A BETTER WAY
The main issue in this story is that each internal team had different use cases that were not mentioned 
during the RFP process. Of course, things do change, but a few short months after the purchase, the 
organization was focused on an entire new set of use cases. Use cases need to be well defined before 
selecting the vendor, so the business can find the CDP that is tailored to best act on these use cases and 
hit the ground running fast. 

Additionally, it’s important to highlight again that in this story, the brand did not dig deeper into the RFP 
responses to fully understand the capabilities being offered. In this situation, the decision to purchase 
was made by IT; however, the tool would be used and owned by the marketing team, which had 
very different goals and use cases than what was agreed upon by IT. This miscommunication caused 
headaches across the organization. Funding and decision making should be a joint decision to come up 
with use cases that are feasible from both IT’s technical capabilities and marketing’s needs.

This organization was sold on going down the CDP path. Once issues were uncovered, the mindset was 
not flexible enough to pivot and move back to the drawing board to find a new vendor. Because the 
brand was adamant to try and make it work, the decision was made to put “Band-Aids” on the leak to try 
and retrofit the CDP to what was needed. Plan enough ahead of time that your choice is well thought out 
and assess the landscape within the company to avoid bottlenecks in implementation. 
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CASE STUDY 3 

A CDP is not your  
CRM solution 

What the organization was 
trying to achieve
A major fast-food restaurant chain wanted to consolidate data 
to create a 360-degree view of their customers and activate 
within their email and media channels. Merkle was involved in 
the pitch process and won the work with this brand to help solve 
this challenge. Our solution had a modern approach, starting with 
data engineering up front and using a CDP for data orchestration 
to properly feed campaigns within the email and media channels. 
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The brand’s approach   
Merkle recommended working with one of our CDP partners and worked closely with the client to talk through 
functionality and use cases that could be achieved. The organization felt good about the vendor and ended up 
proceeding with the investment and implementation. 

The organization selected a great first use case. A narrow audience was segmented by time of order, browsing, etc., 
and targeted with a specific message for email. Engagement went up from this, as the message was more targeted to 
how these customers interact with the brand. The first use case was effective, as this somewhat simple task allowed 
the brand to see quick value and learn from a low-touch use case to hit the ground running. It was right to start small, 
selecting a case that was achievable and learning through the process. From here, the brand connected other social 
channels to do similar tailored messaging. 

As conversations went on, the client was looking to add more capabilities into the operational view of customers. 
Unfortunately, the platform implemented did not offer the ability to track customer touchpoints across channels. After 
further discovery into the hindrances, we realized that they wanted CRM-type use cases to hold operational and 
profile touchpoints. 

Also, through the implementation process, the team spoke about their data warehouse in ways that indicated it was 
in better shape than it was. They thought we would do more data analysis, but they had to lean more on a different 
vendor for this work. As our work progressed, the brand wanted to market based on specific menu items using 
transactional data. However, because we didn’t know this when we were selecting a CDP, the platform that was 
implemented was not aptly equipped to provide this view. 

A CDP IS NOT YOUR CRM SOLUTION 

A BETTER WAY
Marketers should learn to get comfortable with a lighter data 
set. The power of a CDP is more quick action, marketing in 
the moment as opposed to a huge data engineering effort. 
For this organization, a big misunderstanding from our initial 
conversations is that a CDP is not a database and it is not a 
CRM solution that can track individual customers’ actions. 
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CASE STUDY 4 

Purchasing before  
understanding the value  

What the organization was 
trying to achieve
A large B2B technology company was looking to improve site 
personalization using a CDP and develop customer intelligence 
at an individual level. A purchase decision was made without 
understanding the CDP’s full potential. It was only being used 
for site optimization at the very basic level to make formatting 
and creative changes, with no audience-based strategy. The 
brand was not taking advantage of the tool’s strong audience 
management capability or the many other powerful CDP 
capabilities that could have benefitted its marketing success. 
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The brand’s approach   
The purchase was made as the brand was looking to leverage personalization across its site. However, there 
was a gap between this objective and the execution. True, audience-based personalization was not being 
achieved – only creative-based optimization (things like which graphics to display, where to place calls-to-
action, etc.), with no customer identifying capabilities. 

Different CDP providers excel in different areas, but all CDPs have a few key capabilities that brands should 
leverage to reach a satisfactory return on investment. Identity resolution is one of those. CDPs can help a 
business identify more of its customers and move them from a cookie-based unknown to an ID-based known 
universe, which is especially important with the changes Google is making with third-party cookies.   

Through Merkle’s strategic involvement, a large capability gap was uncovered, where the identity resolution 
feature was not being fully leveraged – Only 1% of site visitors were known, even though a client login portal 
was in place.  

An identity capability is now helping the organization build the foundation, and from there, we are helping 
the brand get to the next level and start being able to serve the personalized content and experiences that 
it was looking to deliver in the beginning of its CDP journey. Once personalization was incorporated, the 
organization could then expand to other channels (triggered email, paid media targeting) to enable cross-
channel experiences that are connected. 

PURCHASING BEFORE UNDERSTANDING THE VALUE   

A BETTER WAY
This organization made the very common mistake 
of making a purchase without a clear strategy or 
full understanding of the technology. Not only were 
the expected results achieved, but the brand also 
missed out on the other values and benefits that the 
technology can bring. 

The brand could have leveraged some external 
expertise before making the purchase decision to gain 
an understanding of the full picture and to not miss the 
areas that would maximize the value of the investment. 
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CASE STUDY 5 

Fragmented data entry  
prior to implementation

What the organization was  
trying to achieve
A large B2B communications group was looking to automate its campaign data. 
Prior to engagement, SQL was fully utilized to identify audiences and inform 
marketing channels such as email. The customer database was highly fragmented, 
with numerous SQL views built on top of views that were not structured on a 
transactional data foundation. The organization wanted to leverage a CDP to 
automate and activate in real time, instead of manually going through SQL to create 
lists for marketing communications. Originally, the client chose a CDP provider 
because of its previous heavy investment in the vendor’s other products. The team 
wanted to take advantage of the innovations available, specifically the function to 
identify consumers in real time and push messages out to various channels. 
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The brand’s approach   
While this project is still in the beginning stages of implementation, 
it first started by mimicking what SQL was doing to upload data 
and combined this with an automated format for adding into the 
database. This was done to remove the SQL developer from the 
equation and start to automate the process, instead of adding 
lag time and manual touch to the process. The “Run” phase of 
this implementation will include adding in new channels once the 
foundational data layer is in place within the CDP. 

FRAGMENTED DATA ENTRY PRIOR TO IMPLEMENTATION 

A BETTER WAY
Even though this project is just beginning, the main challenge here is around data. As it stands with SQL, 
the source of truth and which view to utilize could vary from developer to developer, leading to additional 
confusion on where the data originated. Additional SQL view logic, such as the renaming of attributes, 
make it difficult to mimic the automated format, as the source of truth from which to activate use cases 
can be buried. Prior to implementing the CDP, the brand should have united all the data sources to 
defragment and make the stand up more of a smooth process.

Additionally, because of the historic SQL use, the client is very batch oriented, as the organization is used 
to thinking at a data set level, not at a record level (for example, abandoned cart reminders were sent 
out daily in a batch instead of more strategically by account in real time). By fully understanding the use 
cases, the brand can change the way it thinks, moving toward a record-level process to ideate outcomes 
that will make marketing efforts more seamless and utilize the CDP more efficiently.
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CHOOSE THE RIGHT 
IMPLEMENTATION PARTNER
Merkle is an experienced implementation partner and can help 
you navigate challenges, drive priorities, and bring knowledge and 
experience that will help you avoid pitfalls and drive value realization. 

Merkle can help you choose the right CDP for your needs, asking the 
right questions to dig deep into what each vendor can do for you. We 
understand every CDP inside and out from firsthand experience and our 
deep partnerships with platforms. The fine details between each vendor 
are hard to gather from demos and sales information that you may have. 
We can help you avoid a CDP fail before it even begins. 

Merkle can help you: 

• Consider if you need a CDP with our martech assessment

• Choose the right CDP for your organization

• Plan and design a strategy to demonstrate value

• Deliver and stand up use cases

• Optimize with audience strategy and platform enhancements

Merkle is a leading data-driven customer experience management (CXM) company 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 company’s heritage in data, technology, and analytics forms the foundation for its unmatched skills 
in understanding consumer insights that drive hyper-personalized 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 12,000+ employees, Merkle is 
headquartered in Columbia, Maryland, with 50+ additional offices throughout the Americas, EMEA, and APAC. In 2016, 
the company joined dentsu. For more information, contact Merkle at 1-877-9-Merkle or visit www.merkleinc.com.


