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INTRODUCTION
Delivering great, relevant customer experiences has always been critical to attracting 
customers, building loyalty and advocacy, and driving interactions and revenue. In fact, 
according to PwC, 65 percent of US consumers find a positive experience with a brand 
to be more influential than great advertising. As customer data has grown in prominence, 
consumers have adopted new and powerful channels, and businesses have become 
aware of the importance of customer centricity. 

Consumers want companies to care and message differently. The brand is no longer 
driven through advertising, and one could argue that it isn’t even owned by the company 
anymore. The brand is owned by its customers. And its value is now driven through 
customer experiences. 

At the same time, privacy and security concerns have canceled third-party cookies – 
and with them, many of the ways we used to market to customers and understand their 
identities. Smart companies have had to sprint to bolster their first-party data and are 
finding the keys to their customers’ desires locked within. 

Designing great journeys should no longer start with the marketer’s 
subjective views and best guesses of what customers want, but 
instead should be rooted in customer data. As your sophistication 
and access to first-party data grows, so does your ability to use it 
in powerful ways to understand what your customers want, how 
they interact with you across channels, how they buy, and how they 
communicate with your brand and their community. And using data 
to create insights requires sophisticated analytics.

Customer journey analytics is the approach to building informed 
customer experiences. As it evolves, it requires some new skills and 
approaches to get it right. It starts with informing how we understand 
the customer, then it influences how we design the experiences, 
informs how we operationalize the change, and helps to shape 
individual experiences in real time. At its best, customer journey 
analytics ensures a systematic means of evaluating and monitoring 
outcomes and improving the process. 
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CUSTOMER JOURNEY 
ANALYTICS:

1.  Provides the 
necessary data-driven 
understanding of the 
current-state experience.

2.  Illuminates key insights 
to optimize journeys.

3.  Positively impacts the 
customer and thus the 
brand.

4.  Improves business 
outcomes.

https://www.pwc.com/us/en/advisory-services/publications/consumer-intelligence-series/pwc-consumer-intelligence-series-customer-experience.pdf


MAKING IT REAL: The Customer Journey 
Analytics Design and Execution Cycle
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Building and delivering optimal customer journeys is a business discipline and process that 
must start and end with data. In the beginning, it may seem like a linear, standalone project 
of design-build-implement, but the process should be more of an ongoing cycle that takes 
the real-world results and feeds them back into a continuous improvement cycle. The 
process provides the necessary data-driven understanding of the current-state experience 
(pre- and post-purchase) across all channels and ultimately improves business outcomes.

Figure 1 illustrates the six steps in the customer journey analytics cycle. These steps are 
not independent but should connect and influence each other. Each step has its own 
progression of sub-activities, techniques, technologies, and skillsets that are required. 
Organizations can break down the lofty goal of customer journey optimization by focusing 
on the key components of journey analytics.
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Figure 1: Components of Customer Journey Analytics
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CONNECT AND ENHANCE DATA

The most foundational aspect of customer journey design is the ability to identify, collect, 
synthesize, and act upon multiple dimensions of the data attributes. 

Here are the top five capabilities successful customer experience (CX) practitioners must 
have in order to use data intelligently as a fuel for their “journey analytics framework.”

Identity resolution: Operating models in digital marketing are fundamentally 
changing, with the industry pivoting away from third-party cookies. Marketers 
will need to devise their own first-party identity graphs based on various forms 
of offline and digital identification data. Terrestrial name and address and email 
ID are considered “high-fidelity” elements, which means there’s a high level of 
confidence in the match between the person and the identity. Digital footprints 
like device IDs and hashed match strategies for cookies are lower fidelity, 
meaning there’s a lower confidence in the match, as it could be a different 
person using the same device. To accelerate this, marketers can turn to primary 
ID graphs created by innovative identity providers to better navigate the 
marketing ecosystem (Figure 2).
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Post-third-party cookie-based signals (ex: IP 
address) enhance browser to email linkage

Consolidation of 
consumer emails
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617-435-2867

Figure 2: The Primary Identity Graph
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Identity quality and compliance: Instilling the proper identity hierarchy, 
compliance, and privacy-safe data strategy is important. Your identity graph 
strategy needs to tie in identity data sources from various dimensions and 
requires a privacy-safe ecosystem as your analytic sandbox to extract insights out 
of collected and derived data. This “clean room” environment needs to adhere 
to standard data privacy regulations like the clauses in the California Consumer 
Privacy Act (CCPA) and Europe’s General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR).

Granularity of data: In tomorrow’s world, the overarching dimensions of 
classifying data will be based on tenets of data privacy and regulations. Each 
dimension can be further classified into types of data that are relevant to the use 
case and industry nuance. The overarching dimensions comprise data that could 
be available and usable at the following levels: personally identifiable information 
(PII), resolvable PII, and non-PII.

Segmentation of data dimensions in terms of addressability/identity 
resolution fidelity:
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PII Resolvable PII/semi-resolvable data

•  CRM data (including first-, second-, 
and third-party data) – examples: 
• Transactional
• Behavioral 
• Interest/attitude/psychographic
• Campaign and contact history
•  Interaction, engagement, and 

loyalty
•  Other data elements from an 

authenticated environment
•  Models, segments, propensity 

scores, etc.
•  Primary and syndicated survey/

research insights projectable at PII 
levels

•  Site data
•  Media data
•  Interest/psychographics
•  Non-authenticated platforms, 

event streams to capture campaign 
and contact history, as well as 
interaction, engagement, and loyalty

Non-PII

•  Macroeconomic data
•  Geo-demographic data/area level 

data
•  Competitive dynamics data
•  Other ‘trend’ data across any 

relevant dimension (media, products, 
consumer psychographics, etc.) 

Combining all of the above, most organizations should develop a robust “data 
strategy roadmap” that provides a comprehensive vision and path to achieving 
the future state. The data strategy roadmap must address components: 
a data taxonomy and classification framework; governance structure and 
policies; infrastructure and technology requirements; and investment and ROI 
frameworks to convey the financial business case for change. The data strategy 
roadmap should also include tactical details on prioritization, project plans, 
resource assignments, a basic tracking mechanism to measure progress, and 
any required change management processes.

THE COMPLETE CUSTOMER JOURNEY ANALYTICS HANDBOOK



DEFINE THE DATA-DRIVEN JOURNEY 

Once you have as much data as possible laid out and connected, the process of designing 
the ideal customer journey can begin. CX analysts and designers can translate the data 
into insights that are forged into actionable business strategies and tactics. Some customer 
journeys are born in the well-intentioned hearts and minds of marketers with a subjective 
sentiment of “Here is what I think is happening” or “Here is what I hope is happening.” As 
is often said, hope is not a strategy. There needs to be an objective basis for understanding 
how we know what the customer journey actually is, what’s working, what isn’t, and where 
the most significant gaps lie.

Let the data tell the story of the current customer journey. Stitch together data to determine 
what is actually happening to customers and prospects at various points in the funnel. At 
this stage, data is summarized to create customer segments. Customer journeys are then 
created for each segment.

Using the baseline customer funnel, map out the most common paths/overlays with current 
communications to identify existing glaring issues and prominent bright spots. With an 
objective view of the true existing journey, the CX analysts can bring back those subjective 
hopes and dreams and determine what changes are needed to transform into a new ideal 
customer journey. From that point, a phased approach can be designed to get there.  
The next step is to build future-state customer journey maps that are initially divorced of 
channel in their design. With the map as your guide, a customer strategy is developed that 
includes personalization recommendations, journey optimization recommendations, and 
strategy maps.
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Let the data tell the story 
of the current customer 
journey. Stitch together data 
to determine what is actually 
happening to customers and 
prospects at various points in 
the funnel. 
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The outputs of this activity should aim to meet several objectives, including:

Showing what the current customer journeys are across interaction points and 
channels

Identifying gaps in the customer journey, data elements that are needed but 
not gathered yet, and other missing elements

Revealing insights found when data was analyzed 

Parsing as needed to show journeys by segment

Visualizing customer journeys, (i.e., desired future-state customer journeys)

Once you know what you would like the customer journey to be and what the reality 
is today, you can identify specific gaps that need to be closed to redirect the customer 
journey. As the strategy is translated into tactics, the next level of analysis is determining 
if the tactic is working and if the tactic is driving the desired change in customer behavior. 
This comes in designing the right testing and measurement strategies to gather real-world 
performance data after the journey is implemented.
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As the strategy is translated 
into tactics, the next level of 
analysis is determining if the 
tactic is working and if the 
tactic is driving the desired 
change in customer behavior. 



DEVISE A TEST DESIGN AND CONTACT STRATEGY

The test design and contact strategy are built upon an understanding of the measurement 
framework, strategy, and KPIs outlined in the journey map. This knowledge helps build 
theories devised to yield an optimal combination of messaging, creative, and tactics that 
will drive desired customer actions. This will require an investment of time and money, so it 
is important to think through all the factors ahead of time. Nobody succeeds if a program is 
executed and the results are inconclusive. Key activities to consider:

Synthesize a set of primary and secondary KPIs to clearly outline what success 
looks like.

Don’t overcomplicate your design testing, especially out of the gate. It is better to 
have a learning roadmap where tests build on each other, rather than attempting 
to answer every question at once. Testing within a single media, a single 
timepoint, etc., all make the testing simpler and less likely to be confounded by 
challenges in execution, which often happens. 

Construct audience segments based on first- and third-party data and evaluate 
them for size and appropriate differentiators through a review of the available 
data set. Analysts should determine if there are enough unique records to 
support statistical significance as the audience gets sub-divided into increasingly 
smaller test groups.

Determine how isolated the campaign will be. Make sure there is sufficient 
data governance and customer touch control protocols in place within the 
organization to ensure that the requisite holdout groups will remain pristine and 
untouched by other messaging from entities within the company.

If any of these requirements appear challenging, attention should be focused on the 
people and processes in place within the enterprise around data governance. RACI 
(responsible, accountable, consulted, and informed) matrices should be established to 
ensure proper communication and coordination between teams. Lines of communication 
and policies need to exist to arbitrate competing needs for audiences and customer 
records for ongoing demand generation operations.
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https://thedigitalprojectmanager.com/raci-chart-made-simple/


OPERATIONALIZE

Operationalizing your analytics brings data across the customer journey to life. Once you 
are at this step, everything is in place to influence and alter something about the customer 
experience.  

Here, the data meets action. For example, imagine your team managing thousands of 
offers and creative assets with varying sizes, imagery, and messaging across touchpoints 
and channels. Then, imagine tens of thousands or millions of consumers interacting with 
your brand in one or more ways, each with a unique reason to buy, with changing needs 
and feelings along his or her own purchasing journey. Tracking and understanding the 
customer journey isn’t easy, and no business has this entirely figured out. While some are 
better at CRM (e.g., GEICO), some are better at digital (e.g., Chrysler and Verizon), and 
some are better at loyalty (e.g., Starbucks), few have the complete package figured out. 
However, making incremental progress in each area shows large returns for your business, 
regardless of organizational maturity.

When operationalizing your customer journey analytics data, five key principles (Figure 3) 
should be in play.
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UNDERSTAND 
YOUR “WHY”

PERSONALIZE YOUR 
“WHERE & WHEN”

DEFINE YOUR 
“WHAT”

KNOW YOUR 
“WHO”

STREAMLINE 
YOUR “HOW”

Understand your “Why”: Understanding what detracts customers and 
prospects from interacting and engaging allows you to take the steps necessary 
to address those detractors.

Know your “Who”: Regularly analyze your database for predefined and 
naturally occurring segments to identify customer opportunities.

Personalize your “Where & When”: Refine targeting, testing, and 
personalization to drive the optimal customer experiences in order to increase 
engagement and conversion rates.
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Figure 3: The Key Principles to Operationalize Data

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3



Streamline your “How”: A world-class reporting program includes highlighting 
all ongoing campaigns and website changes and pinpoints how these changes 
influence traffic and engagement across web properties in a timely manner.

Define your “What”: Implementation problems/tagging issues are identified 
daily, with hourly monitoring while ensuring tags are never being broken for 
more than half a day. 

Operationalizing Teams for Success

Silos are everywhere, and corporate culture doesn’t always lend itself to breaking those 
down. In many companies, data/analytics, audiences, and analytics tools are owned by 
different teams within and across business units. Also, the martech ecosystem is often 
fragmented and marketing communications are managed using different vendors and 
platforms across channels and touchpoints.  

While each team has pieces of information about the customer’s journey and understands 
that information, they are often forced to piece it together with unfamiliar data points 
owned by other teams. There are four pillars on which customer journey analytics teams 
can strengthen their value proposition within the organization:

Seek out strong communication and organization. These are two qualities that 
you should always expect from your customer journey analytics team. So the 
team needs to be made up of resourceful and influential individuals. They need 
to know how to interpret goals, build plans, keep their workstream organized, 
influence change, and be up to completing the required tasks. 

Build a customer journey analytics charter and establish guiding principles. 
These are translated into action steps to work on within a defined structure. They 
comprise common goals, individual tasks, KPIs, and results. Outputs include a set 
of guiding principles, RACI charts, a team scorecard, and governance procedures. 
Everyone works from the same playbook with the same assumptions. 

Keep the end in mind. Build a roadmap that shows the ultimate vision for your 
customers, the value they bring to the brand, and an agreed-upon plan for 
how to get there. So focus on building shared goals and milestones that foster 
cooperation among the stakeholders. 

Get a solid data and analytics strategy in place. This is a comprehensive vision 
and foundation to harness data-related capabilities. It represents the container 
for all domain-specific strategies, such as data processing agreements, storage, 
and GDPR guidelines. Without a unified strategy, your teams will view data and 
its capabilities differently, and that has a price tag.
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APPLY REAL-TIME DECISIONING AND OPTIMIZATION

The holy grail of all marketing organizations is to deliver a tailored and unique experience 
to all their customers at every moment and every touchpoint while balancing business 
and enterprise goals. Decisioning technologies are at the core of the intelligent layer that 
enables brands to orchestrate all customer interactions across touchpoints over time. 
The decisioning platform(s) ingest data and signals, such as customer profile, behavioral 
data, real-time events, interaction context, previous contacts, and historical information, and 
applies sophisticated artificial intelligence (AI)/machine learning (ML) algorithms to adapt 
and deliver the next best experience. 

The enablement of journey analytics to measure results, generate insights, and optimize 
outcomes should be at the core of every customer centricity and value program. The 
stages of integrating customer journeys to orchestrate the next best experiences include:

Single-channel journey: This is the starting point where simple journeys or 
“micro-journeys” deliver a single channel’s experiences. Most of these journeys 
have limited touches that are deterministic in nature (i.e., they are rules-based). 
Descriptive analytics measure the incremental benefits of a micro-journey, and 
the activation of insights is not automated; it requires human intervention. A 
transactional journey, such as the abandoned shopping cart, is an example of a 
micro-journey used during this stage.

Multichannel or cross-channel journeys: Personalized conversations with 
customers are maintained over time across two or more channels using “macro-
journeys.” A shift to analytics and an insights-driven approach allows brands 
to orchestrate their messages and touches. Audience and predictive analytics 
and some basic form of fractional attribution are required to optimize customer 
touches in a semi-automated way. Journeys like new customers or new product 
onboarding are examples of macro-journeys, where a combination of email and 
digital communications helps kick-start the relationship between a brand and  
a customer.

Omnichannel journeys: In the most sophisticated form, all customer interactions 
across different channels and touchpoints adapt in real time, because the right 
customer conversational path cannot be controlled, so a combination of push-
pull tactics are orchestrated to deliver personalized experiences at the individual 
level. A customer-centric view is required in this stage, along with machine 
learning and a combination of prescriptive and predictive analytics. Life-stage 
journeys like growing customer relationships or share of wallet are examples 
of omnichannel journeys where the optimization of experiences across digital, 
outbound, and service channels are critical (Figure 4).
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These maturity stages are not mutually exclusive or sequential. Brands can start enabling 
simple omnichannel frameworks for recommendations and personalization on day one and 
extend it to other channels and touchpoints over time.

One-size-fits-all decisioning platforms are not enough to achieve customer centricity and 
drive omnichannel experiences. Effective planning, governance, and solutions across the 
data, technology, strategy, and process domains are required for brands to transition from 
siloed communications to integrated one-on-one marketing communications. 
Decisioning platforms have two ways to orchestrate all experiences: 

Edge decisioning: This model allows different business units to orchestrate the 
customer experience close to the activation layer. The benefits here are speed 
to market and quick ROI. There is a low to moderate impact on existing business 
processes and technical integration with existing data and applications. The 
disadvantage is that some marketing functions like customer value, products, and 
channels are clustered, but still working as silos concerning other functions.

Centralized decisioning: The centralization model places customer orchestrations 
at the center of all decisions and irradiates to the activation applications. This 
model’s benefits are the ability to centralize and scale all recommendations 



and experiences, as new channels and touchpoints are just new nodes to 
the framework, where advanced ML algorithms manage the experience. The 
disadvantages are the business transformation and data and system integration 
efforts required to enable a centralized orchestration layer (Figure 5).

EDGE DECISIONING CENTRALIZED DECISIONING

HYBRID DECISIONING

Figure 5: The Edge and Centralized Decisioning Models

Like the journey maturity stages, the right approach for decisioning and orchestration is 
based on organizational priorities and goals. As every brand martech ecosystem is unique, 
a hybrid model between edge and centralized decisioning is the optimal solution to 
deliver customer experiences at scale, while balancing speed to market and organizational 
transformation (Figure 6).

Figure 6: The Hybrid Decisioning Model

Indirect Integration
Direct Integration
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MEASURE

When organizations think about measurement, they often get two concepts intertwined. To 
drive clarity, we will label these concepts as “reporting” versus “incrementality.” Reporting 
is showing what happened. For example, how many came to the website? How many clicks 
did an advertisement drive? Incrementality is all about understanding what touchpoints are 
driving business value (conversions, purchases, etc.).

Both reporting and incrementality are important, but it is critical not to get them confused. 
If a decisioning platform is implemented that uses the most sophisticated AI to show a 
consumer an offer to buy a product, and we count how many people clicked on that offer 
and purchased, that is reporting. The metric shows how many people completed that 
action, but it doesn’t imply they did that action because they saw the offer. There will be 
a group of people who would have purchased that product anyway. That is the difference 
between reporting and incrementality; reporting states how many people did something, 
whereas incrementality states how many more people did something because of an action 
that was taken.  

One of the most common mistakes organizations make is treating reporting as 
incrementality. This is the “last touch” mentality. For example, evaluating the ROI of a 
decisioning platform by counting sales from anyone receiving an offer by a decision 
platform, without subtracting those who would have purchased anyway, can lead to a 
significant over-estimation of ROI.

A second mistake organizations make is not thinking broadly enough. Too often, 
organizations just focus on the specific platform or technology being implemented. They 
need to consider how the measurement system is understanding all touchpoints.

For reporting, organizations should think about the separation between tactical and 
strategic reporting.

Tactical reporting provides the real-time information needed to make sure 
the operations are running as planned. This kind of reporting is often done 
separately within each platform. For example, it indicates whether people who 
are qualified are getting the right offers, whether a specific creative is running 
as planned, or if a high-value offer is being served as often as planned.

Strategic reporting compiles information across the customer journey to inform 
how customer journeys are changing, how the strategies deployed to drive 
customers down a certain path are working, and which emerging customer 
journeys we should understand better. Strategic reporting is not required to 
be in real time; it is often updated daily, weekly, or even monthly and requires 
having all the data compiled in one place across media and channels.
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For incrementality, organizations should consider two categories:

Results of test designs that have been established and executed: A true 
randomized test is still the best way to get an accurate understanding of 
incremental impact. Test designs provide valuable insights, but they are only 
applicable to the specific tactic tested, time period tested, audience segment 
tested, etc. In other words, caution needs to be used when generalizing the 
results of test designs.

Algorithmic attribution: Test designs described above are the best way to 
understand the incrementality of specific hypotheses that are aligned to the 
learning agenda outlined in Section 3: Test Design and Contact Strategy. The 
downside of test designs is they often only apply to a narrow tactic, point in 
time, specific offer, etc. To understand incrementality across every touchpoint 
and journey requires a different approach called attribution. Attribution creates 
algorithms that measure incremental performance of every touchpoint over 
time on a specific outcome. Not as definitive as pure test design, attribution is 
theoretically able to measure performance of all touchpoints and combinations.

Too often, organizations think about measurement as an afterthought, assuming if they 
implement the technology, the measurement will come. This is a costly mistake, leading to 
large investments with uncertain ROI and backtracking or rebuilding. Key aspects to running 
a successful customer-focused organization include thoughtful consideration up front on 
what kinds of incrementality measurement the business will need; what strategic reporting 
will inform continual improvement in customer experience through customer journeys; and 
what tactical reporting will be required to ensure systems are operating as desired.
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GETTING STARTED

There’s a lot to consider and many moving parts to a successful customer journey analytics 
program. Many aspects require bringing together expertise and skill sets from across 
the organization and often external partners or vendors. Organizations hungry to pursue 
customer journey analytics should consider a few fundamental first steps:

Develop a preliminary understanding of your existing customer journeys and 
identify priorities for change.

Assess your current data and analytics environment, especially with regard to 
first-party data, to begin understanding your readiness.

Begin crafting a preliminary vision and case for how a customer journey 
analytics design and execution program could work within your organization.

Continue to learn about customer journey analytics best practices and 
emerging trends.

Identify likely early customer journey transformation opportunities and areas 
that would make a viable proof of concept or pilot program.

Consult customer journey analytics experts to further explore how your 
organization could benefit from analytics.

The case for improving customer experiences has always been necessary and compelling. 
Now the urgency is being compressed as customer and environmental changes are 
pushing businesses to rethink fundamental customer interaction modes. The rise and 
changing face of first-party data is also vastly changing the potential for transforming 
customer experiences. Customer journey development has been a kind of art in the past. 
Now it’s an art and a science. The process is complex and somewhat new, and it will take 
careful expertise and orchestration to make it work. Smart companies are now realizing this 
powerful opportunity and acting on it.
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ABOUT MERKLE

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. Merkle is a dentsu company. For more information, contact 
Merkle at 1-877-9-Merkle or visit www.merkleinc.com.

http://www.merkleinc.com



