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The vast majority of companies now 
have an analytics team to measure 
progress, track improvements and 
report on outcomes. However, far fewer 
brands have truly embraced advanced 
analytics alongside their more traditional 
practices, despite the sizable rewards 
that are potentially to be gained by 
doing so. The opportunity is vast – yet 
many organisations are concerned 
about how to overcome the perceived 
barriers blocking their way to realisation 
of advanced analytics as a practice. 

Let’s begin by defining exactly what 
we mean by advanced analytics. It’s 
an umbrella term that encompasses 
both machine learning and deep 
learning through AI. Machine-learning 
algorithms use statistics to find patterns 
in enormous quantities of data. This data 
can take numerous forms - numbers, 
words, images, clicks, to name but a few. 
If it can be recorded and stored digitally, 
it can fuel a machine-learning algorithm.

We will all have encountered machine 
learning in our daily lives, as the 
process that powers many of the 
brands and services we use today—
recommendation systems like those 
on Amazon Prime, Netflix, and Spotify; 
search engines like Google and Bing; 
social-media feeds like Facebook and 
LinkedIn; voice assistants like Google 
Home and Alexa.  

The common factor linking each 
platform is machine learning, which 
uses all the data these companies 
collect about each of us to make a 
highly educated guess about what the 
next best experience is that they can 
seamlessly offer you. 

AI will typically be built from ML 
algorithms to demonstrate some 
form of human intelligence, such as 
problem solving, learning, planning, or 
knowledge representation. AI needs to 
perform such tasks on both new and 
unseen information. Ideally the AI will 
be self-learning so it can improve its 
accuracy in performing tasks over time; 
this is often achieved through methods 
such as reinforcement learning. 

Both machine learning and artificial 
intelligence have numerous potential 
business applications, and more 
and more brands are seizing on the 
opportunities offered to keep ahead 
of their competition and stay abreast 
of consumer expectations. Yet it can 
feel like an intimidating leap to take for 
those brands who are less mature in 
their current analytics capabilities, or 
who are under the impression that the 
implementation of advanced analytics is 
a task that comes with significant risks. 
and stumbling blocks.
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One of the key reasons to invest in 
advanced analytics for today’s brands 
is the proliferation of new platforms and 
tech. These advances becoming more 
widely available in the market mean that 
brands who fail to seize the opportunities 
risk being leapfrogged by their 
competitors and new market entrants. 
Access to advanced analytics is also 
in the process of being democratised 
through open-source software and 
automated machine learning – the 
tech no longer has such formidable 
gatekeepers in terms of skills and 
resource requirements as you may have 
previously imagined, so it’s only logical 
to conclude that if you’re not considering 
it as an investment, your competition 
may be. You no longer need an analytics 
background to make use of these tools 
– they’re more accessible than ever 
before, a state of affairs which is opening 
access to these tools to those who 
previously wouldn’t have had the skillset 
or resources to make use of them. 

More broadly, it’s also well known 
that more companies than ever have 
made investments in marketing 
technology, and given that many 
major martech platforms now have 
inbuilt ML capabilities, it increases the 
likelihood that organisations will begin 

to experiment and realise the benefits 
of machine learning. These inbuilt tools 
are not always sophisticated, but in most 
instances, they are sufficient to get a 
brand started with building a machine 
learning or advanced analytics practice – 
which in turn will likely make a business 
case easier for a heavier investment. 
Advanced analytics are consequently 
within the reach of far more brands than 
they ever have been – it is vital not to get 
left behind.

WHY DOES 
ADVANCED 
ANALYTICS 
MATTER 
NOW?
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SUCCESSFUL 
DEPLOYMENT 
MEANS 
OVERCOMING 
BARRIERS

 

As you think about bringing advanced 
analytics into your business, you 
may come across certain barriers (or 
perceived barriers) that it’s useful to 
know how you might steer around. In our 
experience, these apparent obstacles are 
most commonly the following:

1. Lack of data:

You may think you don’t have the data 
for advanced analytics – but we would 
argue that it’s almost certain that you do. 
This data may not always come in the 
form you would expect, however – but 
rather from alternative, non-traditional 
data sources for your business. Data 
from elements such as NPS surveys and 
onsite surveys can be just as valuable 
as clicks or conversions; you can pull 
lots of data from sources you wouldn’t 
have initially considered. For instance, for 
one of our clients, we were able to use 
text analytics for their NPS surveys that 
delivered richer insights than they were 
previously able to generate manually. 
We used advanced analytics to mine 
far more deeply at scale than they’d 
previously been able to.

If you don’t have the right data to work 
with, it’s also possible to use a proxy 
instead. For example, many traditional 
B2B2C firms don’t have access to 
transactional data, and not all are able 

to set up a direct-to-customer offering. 
In this instance, it’s possible to create 
a workaround – for example, using 
product activations data as a proxy for 
transactional data, thus giving your ML 
tools the right data to work with via 
indirect means.

2. Black box:

Many organisations are concerned about 
investing in ML and AI, due to a fear 
that an expensive, inflexible black box 
will be set up that will prevent future 
evolution or alterations as circumstances 
shift. The good news is that your AI/
ML output doesn’t have to be a black 
box: you as the brand should own both 
the outcomes and the IP. Most software 
used for developing ML solutions now 
also includes a wide range of metrics 
and visualisations to help you better 
understand what data points are most 
significant in determining the output. 
With the right tools in place, even non-
technical users should be able to see 
how conclusions are being drawn and 
how this could be changing over time.

A lot of ML algorithms are very dynamic 
nowadays, and so if new data becomes 
available it’s often very simple for the 
machines themselves to incorporate the 
new inputs automatically. Models are no 
longer stagnant; they can be designed 
to refresh and update as the business 
evolves.

The need to build an ML function 
needn’t be an insurmountable barrier. 
This is not a responsibility that just lies 
with the analytics director, either. To 
successfully deploy advanced analytics, 
a collaborative effort is needed to reach 
your ultimate goal. In some cases, a 
culture change may be needed, building 
trust and establishing future flexibility 
as a keystone of the advanced analytics 
function.
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3. Platform accessibility, 
integration or adoption:

This can be the final concern, if there are 
existing martech or cloud investments 
already put in place by the business to 
consider. However, it’s almost always a 
great first step for a company to leverage 
what tech they already have. The 
flexibility and scalability of an existing 
cloud (if you have one) means that sitting 
an advanced analytics capability on top 
of your existing data structure is not 
too complicated and can be done in a 
low-cost, efficient and speedy manner 
to prove a business case. To effectively 
deploy advanced analytics, you’ll 
need a data platform to process and 
connect what you need; so positioning 
AI and ML as making best use of a prior 
investment’s capabilities is a key means 
of garnering support for your initiative. 

Open-source coding and platform 
components mean that you don’t 
have to invest in a platform as a one-
off to enable advanced analytics as a 
function. These are free resources that 
an engineer can utilise to set up AI and 
ML on your existing cloud structures. 
With the increase in Machine Learning 
Operations (ML Ops) tools, it is now 
easier to scale and productionise code 
to manage the lifecycle of ML algorithms. 
Not only is there no cost attached to the 
use of these components and codes, but 
they allow brands to keep track of their 
script/code (whatever the ML is built on). 
Ultimately, open-source makes the code 
more transferable, which can protect 
against staff moving away, for example. 

The usability of tools can be a potential 
issue, particularly as there are lots of 
new tools coming in year by year. There’s 
a trend towards consolidation of their 
technology for many major businesses, 
but it’s important to be cautious and 

ensure that through over-reliance on 
your overarching platform you aren’t 
missing opportunities for AI or ML. A 
good checkpoint is to see if the business 
has connected everything up effectively 
in the implementation of the platform; 
if not, then you may be missing simple 
opportunities to get from A to B.

Note however that because technologies 
are more available, businesses can 
get drawn in to seeing a problem and 
hunting for a piece of tech specifically to 
fix it, rather than holistically considering 
what their overall architecture looks 
like long-term across their business. 
Caution should be applied in sourcing 
tech, and this is where many brands will 
engage an external partner to validate 
their tech structures and recommend 
the most appropriate architecture to 
meet the brand’s needs - including in the 
advanced analytics space.
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OPPORTUNITY 
COST 
For those still reluctant to pursue the 
option of advanced analytics within your 
organisation, it can be useful to consider 
the question of what the risks are of 
not pursuing advanced analytics. What 
would be the cost to your business of 
doing nothing?

It clearly makes sense to blaze a trail 
for effective leverage of big data, given 
that a study by The Boston Consulting 
Group shows that companies at the 
forefront of using big data generate 
12% more income than those who do 
not use big data. The opportunity cost 
of not making best use of the data at 
your disposal could rapidly run into the 
millions for each year an enterprise-scale 
organisation delays in its implementation.

Gartner research also indicates the 
importance of keeping pace with 
competitors from a customer experience 
perspective, given its finding that 70% 
of customer interactions will involve 
emerging technologies such as machine 
learning applications, chatbots, and 
mobile messaging by 2022. This 
increase in consumer familiarity with 
automated, hyper-personalised customer 
experience will lead to a heightening 
of their expectations. Customers 

increasingly expect to be known. Brands 
must keep a step ahead by being just as 
savvy as their customers – if a company 
cannot deploy machine learning and 
AI to know its customers, retention will 
decline, costing valuable revenue in 
churn.

There is also a potential cost in retention 
amongst your employees. As a business, 
if you’re not deploying advanced 
analytics, those of your employees 
who want to work for a mature, data-
driven, ground-breaking organisation 
are more likely to leave you too. This 
creates a negative spiral whereby the 
talent you require to ultimately get AI 
and ML up and running departs the 
business, leaving your brand unable to 
act once the need for advanced analytics 
becomes truly inescapable.

The positive news is that the sooner 
your brand is on a journey towards 
deployment of advanced analytics, the 
earlier you’ll be able to test, learn and 
grow in maturity. Greater prevalence 
of AI and ML is inevitable – but if you 
are currently stuck at a low level on the 
maturity curve described below, don’t 
despair. Any existing analytics capability 
will mean that your brand is already 
somewhere along this curve. The next 
step is never far away – you might not hit 
on the right answer to grow immediately, 
but the sooner you’re working towards 
maturity with AI and ML the better. 
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VALUE

DIFFICULTY / MATURITY OF ANALYTICS CAPABILITY

Data 
Dscovery

Data 
Collection

Data is stored,
secured and 

available

Basic 
Reporting

What
happened?

Statistical
Analysis

Why did it 
happen?

Insight based 
on historical
patterns and 

trends

Business in-
telligence

When did it 
happen?

Where did it 
happen?

Predictive 
Models

What may 
happen in the 

future?

Prescriptive Models

Evaluate potential fuure 
outcomes and recom-
mend optimal options.

What will happen?
When will it happen?
Why will it happen?

Process Optimisation

Embodied by analytics-derived 
resolutions, decisioning based 

on data insights
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THE REWARDS 
OF ADVANCED 
ANALYTICS 
AWAIT
It’s clear that brands need to urgently 
investigate the opportunities offered 
by advanced analytics so as to lead for 
customers and reduce competitive threat in 
the consumer expectation economy. 

The most important mindset to adopt is that 
perceived blockers can be overcome – it’s 
all too easy to get hung up on perceived 
obstacles, paralysing the organisation in 
indecision. It’s vital to adopt an agility-fuelled 
approach, where you start small (ideally 
leveraging existing tech capabilities), learn 
fast, and celebrate early successes. Once 
this method has been embraced, your 
organisation will quickly be ready to make 
those early experiments better and then 
bigger, to fully embrace advanced analytics 
at the heart of your operations - benefitting 
both your customer experience and your 
bottom line. 
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Daniel has a balanced understanding 
of data mining, computer science and 
business management. For the past 
14 years he has been bridging the 
gap between driving value from data 
via analytical strategy and analytical 
implementation to deliver successful 
projects. 

His diverse data experience spans 
across multiple sectors including, 
retail, aviation, insurance, automotive, 
telecommunications, finance/
investment, and government. 

His expertise in the connection 
between data engineering and 
data science to scale analytical 
teams has enabled him to lead ML 
Ops implementations for complex 
organisations. Daniel also embraces 
digital transformation, connecting the 
online and offline data source through 
customer data platforms to get a 
deeper understanding of consumer 
needs and behaviours.
 

Sandro has ten years of experience 
working in data and analytics across 
a vast range of industries, such 
as retail, insurance, banking and 
telecommunications.
 
His passion for mathematics and 
statistics led him to follow a career as 
a Data Scientist, focusing on machine 
learning and data visualisation. 
He helps businesses to leverage 
the power of data to improve 
understanding of their customers 
and the way they interact with them, 
working on projects such as churn 
modelling, customer segmentation and 
forecasting.
 
Over the years, he has developed his 
skills in several analytical tools and 
languages such as R, SQL and Power 
BI.
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Grace leads a team of highly skilled 
analysts and data scientists at Merkle 
and works with clients across a 
wide range of industries to deliver 
consultancy in their use of data and 
analytics within business contexts. Her 
strategic mindset and background in 
mathematics enable her to translate 
complex business problems into 
analytical solutions and associated 
strategic recommendations that lead 
to more data led decision making and 
improved business performance. 

Her specialism lies in the delivery 
of analytical and machine learning 
solutions across marketing and loyalty 
use cases. She is also experienced in 
leading the use of advanced analytics 
to optimise processes and improve 
performance across their many wider 
business functions such as operations, 
finance and logistics.

Arnold has a background in computer 
information systems and mathematics; 
he has a wealth of experience in 
data/business analytics. Arnold helps 
businesses and individuals to enhance 
their commercial productivity through 
comprehensive consumer analysis 
techniques. His passion for working 
with data affords him the unique insight 
for leveraging data as an important tool 
for business growth. 

The experience he has acquired over 
the years has deepened his skills with 
SAS, SQL (Oracle and SQL Server), 
Excel and Big Data Technologies 
particularly Spark Machine Learning. 

Grace Sinclair

Analytics Director

Arnold Ugbeyan

Analytics Director
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ABOUT 
MERKLE
Merkle is a leading data-driven, 
technology-enabled, global 
performance marketing agency that 
specialises in the delivery of unique, 
personalised customer experiences 
across platforms and devices. For 
more than 30 years, Fortune 1,000 
companies and leading non-profit 
organisations have partnered with 
Merkle to maximise the value of their 
customer portfolios. The agency’s 
heritage in data, technology, and 
analytics forms the foundation for its 
unmatched skills in understanding 
consumer insights that drive people-
based marketing strategies. 

Its combined strengths in performance 
media, customer experience, customer 
relationship management, loyalty, 
and enterprise marketing technology 
drive improved marketing results 
and competitive advantage. With 
over 9,000 employees, Merkle is 
headquartered in Columbia, Maryland, 
with 19 additional offices in the US, 21 
in EMEA and 12 in APAC. In 2016, the 
agency joined Dentsu Aegis Network.

For more information, contact Merkle at
+31 (0)10-2710200  
or visit www.merkleinc.com/nl
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