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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

To drive meaningful and contextual customer relationships, brands must reach 

their intended audiences with the right offers, in the right channel and at the right 

moment. A closed-loop approach grounded in accurate customer data—and the 

ability to harness and activate insights in real or near real time—make brands 

smarter with every interaction. 

The challenge is matching ever-increasing data flows from disparate sources 

back to customers and connecting with them in highly relevant and personal 

ways. Successful marketers will be those who create moments of delight that 

build a brand.

In order to understand how brands are harnessing data to better engage with 

their customers, Forbes Insights, in partnership with Acxiom, surveyed more than 

270 executives. This report outlines the key findings from the research and also 

includes commentary from a number of today’s leading brands.
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KEY FINDINGS

THE CHALLENGE

The deluge of data is producing an ever-increasing flood of new customer information, and 
brands find themselves unable to harness the insights they need for effective engagement.

•  Only 27% of surveyed executives say they are highly satisfied with their organization’s efforts to  

harness insights from their data programs, a result that points to the untapped potential of analytics.

•  Over three-quarters of surveyed executives who split the management of customer analytics between 

internal teams and external partners say they do not have a strong understanding of customers.

•  Sixty-seven percent of surveyed executives are less than highly confident in their ability to take  

anonymous online data and tie it back to highly accurate customer and prospect PII (personally  

identifiable information).

THE OPPORTUNITY 

Brands that can build data and analytics expertise through staffing and partnerships have 
a better chance to recognize and serve customers with highly relevant, contextual offers.

•  Almost half of surveyed executives in companies that delegate data build and management to third  

parties are highly satisfied with their ability to attribute ROI to analytics. 

•  A third of surveyed executives—32%—have “no concern” or little or moderate concern over privacy— 

a result that reveals an opportunity for brands to leverage a focus on privacy for competitive advantage.

•  Only 40% of surveyed executives believe their data is highly accurate. And many underestimate  

the accuracy of offline data, pointing to an untapped opportunity to more effectively leverage their  

invaluable CRM data.

THE FUTURE

Managing new sources of data will only become more important and complex as the  
Internet of Things (IoT) and other emerging technologies exponentially expand the daily 
footprints of consumers.

•  Sixty percent of surveyed executives see an increase in data flows from IoT and other emerging  

technologies as the most important trend. 

•  Increasingly digital-savvy consumers will be highly influential in shaping the marketing industry,  

according to 46% of surveyed executives.

•  Almost 40% of surveyed executives at brands that delegate the build and management of their data to 

third-party partners are highly confident in being able to harness insights from the massive amounts of 

data coming from emerging technologies. 
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This Forbes Insights study explores the critical steps a 

marketer must take to capitalize on the explosion of data 

and not drown in uncoordinated engagement that begs 

the customer to ask, “Do you even know me?”

In today’s “Age of The Customer,” marketers must  

anticipate the wants and needs of their customers and 

prospects to stay competitive. The opportunity for brands 

is to reach consumers in the moments ahead of their  

decisions and guide them to the right o!ers and services—

or craft new ones for them—in a manner that respects their 

unique tastes and their privacy, which drives both loyalty  

and revenue. 

To e!ectively establish this level of customer engagement, 

one that builds and maintains brand a"nity and loyalty, 

marketers must #rst ensure their data is highly accurate. 

Otherwise, as the saying goes, “garbage in-garbage out” 

futility will rule the marketer’s world. Think of high-

frequency trading in #nancial markets. As new stock  

exchanges and trading platforms began to proliferate 

some 10 years ago, most brokers and traders found they 

could no longer capture the best prices. They discovered 

that some #rms were using sophisticated algorithms and  

lightning-fast connections to make sense of a fragmented  

marketplace. A hair’s breadth edge gave these high- 

frequency traders access to accurate information that  

enabled them to execute trades at the best price, micro-

seconds ahead of the crowd. The win was ever so slight 

in terms of time, but massive in terms of the competitive 

advantage gained by speed to insight.

Brands are striving for a similar edge. But insights don’t 

appear in a vacuum. Brands will only get that leg up on 

data when they can more accurately recognize consumers  

and apply precise behavioral and transactional insights into 

ever-more relevant and valuable engagement—a closed-

loop $ow that can occur only when analytics teams  

seeking insight are in sync with creative teams producing 

and activating campaigns. A brand on the leading edge 

of e!ective data use becomes smarter with the insights 

gained from each campaign, and the ability to leverage 

this e!ectively is highly dependent on activating those  

insights in real or near real time. Speed to insight increases.  

The result is greater loyalty, increased customer lifetime 

value and, ultimately, revenue growth. Speed to insight 

drives speed to impact.

The Forbes Insights survey, commissioned by Acxiom, 

shows the core challenges facing brands in the fragmented 

and complex world of data. Our study o!ers the perspectives  

and guidance of executives at leading brands with tightly  

knit analytics and campaign production teams. Their  

experiences and best practices can help marketing leaders  

transform brands into data-driven organizations that 

thrive in a world where identifying and understanding 

customers is becoming more challenging—and more  

essential. 

Insight is power. But only if it’s based on accurate data and 

signals—and only if it’s optimized and activated quickly 

and e"ciently.

The explosion of consumer data has created a massive opportunity to better  

understand customers and deliver highly contextual messages or offers. But the 

sheer volume of data often erodes the customer experience: data is only valuable and  

actionable if it’s matched back to a customer with a high degree of accuracy and  

analyzed across all channels. In the zeal to achieve greater speed to insight, have  

marketers sacrificed accuracy?    

INTRODUCTION
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So what’s the lesson for marketers? Collecting massive 

amounts of data means nothing without accuracy and 

precision, the cornerstones of true customer recognition.  

But what is customer recognition, and why is it so  

important? 

Recognition is the ability to match customer or prospect 

data collected over time, across channels and devices, back 

to an accurate identi#er on that consumer. Recognizing 

customers is predicated on the integration of multiple 

sources of data across channels and devices—connecting  

personally identi#able information (PII) and anonymous  

data to form an accurate picture of a customer in a  

privacy-compliant way. A key objective is entity  

resolution, where marketers verify core personal identi#ers  

that tie back to a customer pro#le. Without solid  

recognition, campaigns won’t get smarter and smarter—

they’ll get bogged down in false insights from bad data, 

feeding inaccuracy back into pro#les. 

This report is based on a survey of 273 executives  

conducted in October/November 2015 by Forbes  

Insights. All executives are VP or higher, and 60% of 

those surveyed are members of the C-suite. Management  

responsibilities represent a range of functions—including  

analytics, customer insights and customer intelligence 

(29%); information and technology (21%); business  

development and sales (21%); #nance (9%); marketing 

(9%); and general management (8%).  

The study includes an even distribution of executives 

from the #nancial services; retail and consumer products; 

automotive; insurance; and travel and leisure industries.  

All #rms represented in the survey are based in the  

United States, and have annual revenues of $250 million 

or more, with 39% having more than $1 billion.  

The financial traders and brokers trying to grab the best price for a security had access to 
massive amounts of data. They had their wits and their experience. They had Bloomberg 
Terminals. But the moment they pushed the button to buy, the number shifted on them. 
In one-millionth of a second, unknown to them, a trader who could “see” the market 
had bought and sold the security at a better price and moved on. Investment banks and 
ordinary investors literally paid the price for being in the dark.

    % of surveyed executives say accuracy  
of data is their top concern.

ABOUT THE SURVEY

ACCURACY AND CUSTOMER RECOGNITION
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ACCURACY. On the surface, the Forbes Insights/ 

Acxiom survey results suggest that executives don’t see 

a problem with their data. Overall, 77% of respondents 

say they are satis#ed with their ability to extract value 

from data. Dig deeper, however, and their answers reveal  

a di!erent story: data management—prioritizing data,  

integrating multiple sources of data—is a major challenge 

for most companies.

Only 27% of all executives surveyed are highly satis#ed 

with their organizations’ e!orts to extract actionable  

data on their customers (Figure 1). What is the biggest  

concern? A solid majority of surveyed executives 

(70%) cite accuracy, a response that indicates a lack of  

con#dence in the integrity of the data being gathered and 

analyzed. And, based on Figure 2, they see far-reaching  

consequences from inaccurate data across the most  

signi#cant marketing and business goals—acquisition,  

insights, customer trust and revenue. 

Highly dissatisfied

Somewhat dissatisfied

Neither satisfied nor unsatisfied

Somewhat satisfied

Highly satisfied

Accuracy of data

Industry regulatory compliance 

Privacy compliance and ethics 

Data provenance 

Brand risk 

Legal risk 

70%

68%

68%

68%

66%

66%

49%

27%

3%
8%

12%

Executives are concerned about all aspects of data 

How surveyed executives feel about their organization’s ability to extract value
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Note: Does not add to 100% due to rounding
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Successful brands on the leading edge of big data focus 

on accuracy—and they democratize data across their  

organizations to eliminate silos. That way teams are  

working o! the same data, and they all grasp the linkages 

between their data and their business objectives.

“Insights depend on quality,” says Kristi Argyilan, senior 

vice president of marketing at Target. “We can identify 

our guests as they move from one platform to another, 

from TV to laptop to tablet and eventually to wearables, 

personalizing our messaging to re$ect their lifestyles. Our 

ability to accurately match at that level and connect it to 

our qualitative e!orts—our focus groups and our direct 

conversations with customers—is our secret ingredient.”  

The company also centralized and democratized its data: 

a central data center looks across the entire enterprise  

to see the company’s data as a whole and packages the 

information back to the teams, closing the loop. “We’re 

all operating o! the same data and insight,” Argyilan says. 

“Accurate ID matching of o%ine and online data enables 

us to follow our guests from one platform to another.” 

Manish Gupta, executive vice president, global informa-

tion management and data products at American Express, 

agrees. “Given the nature of our business, the primary 

challenges before the advent of big data were to centralize  

and match data in one platform, so we have a uni#ed  

view of the prospect or customer. Given that our  

customers include consumers, businesses and merchants, 

it is also very important for us to understand the linkages 

across the ecosystem.”

American Express says it is moving all its data to a  

single enterprise platform, managed centrally through the 

company’s chief data o"cer and a data governance team. 

First-party data from AmEx’s closed-loop environment, 

data from partners and publicly available third-party  

data are all brought together and overseen by the team. 

“Centralizing our o%ine and online data and being 

able to connect the two across prospects and customers  

allows us to create highly engaging customer experiences,  

with relevant products and services,” Gupta says.  

“Centralization and democratization of data will allow us 

to accelerate innovation.”

PRECISION. Survey results show that many marketing 

executives are struggling for that level of e"ciency. Many 

marketers never get the precision they need to develop 

insights, even on accurate data. And they pay the price  

in ine!ective campaigns that may erode the customer  

experience and, over time, their brand. 

Acquisition marketing 

Customer insights  

Marketing production  

Revenue 

Customer trust  

Privacy 

Industry compliance  

71%

68%

66%

66%

65%

62%

60%

Where inaccurate data hurts
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Marketing teams often assume they have basic consumer  

demographic information correct. But, according to 

widely cited industry speculation, matching data on a 

customer or prospect derived from cookies (probabilistic 

matching) misidenti#es the gender approximately half the 

time. You might as well put on a blindfold. That’s why, 

in a world where brands are increasingly relying on data 

collected in the digital world, accuracy is critical. And it’s 

why marketers must ask their data management partners  

how they identify customers. The #rst priority is to  

ensure that data is based on a PII core identi#er; then 

they must ensure that they are connecting information 

collected as the customer traverses the digital world back 

to an exact match, not an inferred match.

Getting gender or age wrong is only the beginning. A 

marketing team might have collected seemingly accurate 

data on a customer—let’s call her Becky Smith—at one 

point in time. But without the ability to tie new data  

collected back to a core identi#er for Becky later on, 

capturing life changes, and across channels and devices, a 

brand has a big problem. 

Think about the complexity of just one consumer. Becky 

Smith starts to go by Rebecca Smith in her late 20s, then 

marries and becomes Rebecca Smith-Jones, has children, 

and is simply Rebecca Jones among her fellow parents. 

If a brand can’t connect her name changes, her multiple  

email addresses both current and defunct, and all the  

devices she uses both at work and home back to a core 

identi#er, Rebecca will likely be identi#ed as several  

unique consumers. When you bring into the mix  

di!erent device IDs and work-home identi#ers, the  

versions of Becky can proliferate well into the double 

digits. If you multiply this issue across your customer base, 

the “Messy Becky” scenario poses a signi#cant challenge.  

    % of surveyed executives are less than highly confident  
in their ability to take anonymous online data and tie it back  

to highly accurate customer and prospect PII  
(personally identifiable information).

73

DEFINITIONS

Probabilistic Matching: An approach to matching data that uses statistical  

models to estimate the probability that two devices relate to the same  

individual—increasing reach at the expense of accuracy.

Deterministic Matching: An approach to matching data that uses anonymized 

PII (personally identifiable information) to enable accurate people-based  

marketing, where targeting and measurement can take place at the level of an 

individual, instead of a device.



GETTING BECKY RIGHT
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“Becky is on three devices, using two browsers, but she’s 

still one person,” says Rick Erwin, president and general 

manager of Acxiom’s audience solutions division. “The 

problem in the digital world is brands now identify Becky 

as numerous consumers, not one. The challenge then  

becomes one of determining the e"ciency and e!ective-

ness of your marketing when you can’t accurately match 

campaign reach to unique consumers served.” 

Accurately identifying Becky in all her glorious individuality is about effectively  

tying the many and disparate data sources collected on her back to a core 

identifier. But that’s only half the equation. To reach Becky with relevant  

and meaningful offers and services, marketers must harness insights in a  

timely manner, pushing them to the campaign production teams in real or near 

real time. 

For example, Becky searched extensively for Caribbean cruises this past fall  

for the family’s winter vacation. If she gets cruise offers in March and April, the 

marketer has missed the boat. Let’s say the marketer gets the offer out in a 

timely manner, but wrestles with inaccurate data. The result: Becky receives an 

offer for a singles cruise. 

In each scenario, the marketer failed to capitalize on an opportunity to properly  

recognize Becky—who she is and what she’s actually in the market for—and 

develop a closer relationship with her. Magnified tens of thousands of times 

over other “Becky’s,” the company will fail to build its brand and a stronger  

revenue stream. 
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The Forbes Insights/Acxiom survey reveals how marketers  

are struggling with these goals. Surveyed executives’  

second-biggest concern is integrating multiple sources 

of data (62%), just behind prioritizing data to generate  

insights (65%), as shown in Figure 3. They also believe 

their analytics lack the rigor to divine the valuable 

customer insights behind great customer experiences 

throughout the buying journeys (Figure 4). How are  

successful brands overcoming these challenges? They’re 

being scienti#c about the creative side of marketing.

“Our analytics teams are coupled hip-to-hip  
with our design and marketing teams.”

— Robert Welborn 
AVP, Chief Data Scientist, 
USAA

Prioritizing data to generate insights 

Integrating multiple sources of data  

Determining the right data sets to collect and analyze 

Managing data in a privacy- 
compliant environment 

65%

62%

56%

35%

3
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Challenges for extracting value from data
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ONLINE OFFLINE

We have excellent data, but we need much more precision—detail down to the consumer level—
to increase the effectiveness of our production 54% 45%

We have excellent data, but we don’t have analytics powerful enough to harness  
actionable information 52% 47%

We don’t gather enough data to extract valuable insight 23% 32%

Our data is in silos across our organization, so we don’t know what information we have 16% 23%

We’re unable to manage privacy and/or compliance issues effectively—it’s too complex 4% 5%

40% 45%

In your view,  
how accurate is the

In your view,  
how accurate is the

marketing data  
captured or used by  
your organization?

marketing data  
captured or used by  
your organization?

OFFLINE ONLINE

HIGHLY ACCURATE HIGHLY ACCURATE
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What is your assessment of your organization’s online and o!ine data e"orts?  
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ANALYTICS. “Measurements of success are ingrained 

into every activity we do,” says Robert Welborn, AVP and 

chief data scientist at USAA, the insurance and #nancial 

services giant that focuses on the military community. 

Welborn and his teams run traditional test-versus-control 

experiments, looking for a lift they can statistically prove 

to be signi#cantly more than they had before the test or 

the control. “We experiment the heck out of everything. 

Our analytics teams are coupled hip-to-hip with our de-

sign and marketing teams whenever we’re doing anything 

new—creating a new marketing campaign or building a 

new product.”

Welborn points to USAA’s work with 

search and marketing mix optimiza-

tion. His teams built experiments with 

search and display to see whether a  

segment that responds to these channels  

would appreciate the bene#ts of  

banking with USAA enough to 

make USAA their primary bank. 

His teams analyzed the data, and 

when they started to see the 

trends moving in their direction— 

toward the hypothesis they had formed 

around their modeling—they started 

to bid on keywords and to pursue the 

ad space. 

“We were able to execute the campaigns because we  

already had the integrated work done by our marketing 

department,” he says. “Our analytics department was able 

to show them that the signals we captured were working  

in a way sought by our marketers, who were able to  

execute on the information and get the campaign up and 

running. It looks fast, but in reality it took a heck of a lot 

of shoe leather and brainwork and legwork.”

OPTIMIZATION. Costco drills into data for similar  

e"ciency. “We utilize analytics to optimize product  

performance,” says Kyle Wierenga, senior manager of  

analytics at Costco. “For instance, we have been working

to deliver metrics on items in real time so our buyers can 

see how an item is trending.” 

Wierenga says the retailer communicates sales-trend anal-

ysis on national, regional and warehouse levels to managers  

so they can decide the best moment to shift out of  

certain products. The result is a “treasure hunt” model that 

highlights high-demand products for a limited time, often 

through special o!ers that leverage the company’s bulk-

buying capacity. “The hunt is part of the fun of shopping 

at Costco,” Wierenga says. “It’s a reason why members,  

including myself, leave a store with two or three hundred 

dollars more in purchases.” 

Costco gains the e"ciency for such 

sales initiatives by connecting its  

command of data to the sales $oor. 

“Analytics support this e!ort by getting  

information on product performance 

so our buyers can adjust the special  

o!er if demand doesn’t meet or  

exceed expectations,” Wierenga says. 

“You see our holiday products out 

so early because we want to sell out 

of that item before the holiday hits,  

avoiding unsold inventory. Having that 

kind of success with all product lines is 

our goal—sell when demand is highest, 

then get out.”

That level of analytics and engagement—product targeting  

and e"ciency, deeper and more relevant customer  

relationships—is beyond the ability of most organizations 

acting alone, which helps explain the disconnect between 

surveyed executives’ perception of what they can do with 

data and the reality that is possible with analytics. Insights 

gleaned from customer data are powerful, but they are 

only actionable in a truly signi#cant way when they are 

measured and optimized against transactions with key 

outcomes. That’s what Costco does when it distributes 

pricing and inventory strategy derived from insight across 

their ecosystem of stores and warehouses. 
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“We have our marketing production and our analytics 
coming together literally every moment. It’s like  
ingredients in a cake—you have to have all of them  
together, and then you mix them when the right moment  
starts. We anchor our analytics on the marketing need, 
which is to understand guests with the highest potential 
and what they look like. We use analytics to find them,  
and then we match creative marketing against those 
guests’ needs—and what we know about those needs— 
to stimulate demand. We have to be completely ready to 
find or react to the consumer in front of us and deliver  
a targeted, personalized message that’s going to stimulate 
demand to vacation with us. We want the time between 
analytics and marketing to be simultaneous. You have to 
have both of them there and ready at the same time.” 

— Josh Leibowitz 
Chief Strategy O!cer, 
Carnival Corporation

Let’s consider the Messy Becky scenario again. Becky, 

now Rebecca, regularly shops at a discount retailer for 

many of her family’s food, household and casual clothing  

needs. Becky recently bought a wearable device to track 

her level of activity, calories and sleep. The purchase has 

inspired her to change her diet and to begin running  

in races, something she’s never done before. On her 

next trip to the discount retailer, the composition of her  

shopping cart shifts signi#cantly toward healthier foods 

and her #rst pair of running sneakers. Much like the  

example above with Costco, the ability to harness the 

insights on the contents of Becky’s shopping cart and 

optimize o!ers that meet the needs of her changing  

lifestyle are signi#cant. But if you don’t have the ability 

to tie these insights back to Becky in a meaningful way, 

and with speed, it is likely Becky may receive the same 

old o!ers, and she may choose another retailer for needs 

related to her new lifestyle. Failure to optimize is a lost 

opportunity—and, multiplied across your customer base, 

it may represent a huge revenue loss.

Measuring alone does not improve results. Closing the 

loop on measurement is the key—using an iterative  

approach in which insight is continually re#ned and 

honed as the number of customer signals increases in  

volume and complexity.



FRAGMENTATION
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The challenges associated with integrating disparate data 

sets points to both the explosion of data and a brand’s 

ability to e!ectively connect a customer’s behavior and 

transactions across touchpoints. When the collection and 

management of data is spread across multiple silos, and 

there is no central environment for integrating the data, 

the result is fragmentation—and that fuels uncoordinated 

o!ers, which erodes the customer experience. 

So many brands remain locked in a siloed world while 

consumer footprints expand and social networks collect  

even more consumer data. To achieve speed to insight, 

marketers must be able to harness insights from the data—

behaviors, stated preferences and transactions tied back to 

a core identi#er—and they must have a tightly integrated  

analytics and campaign production environment that  

fosters the activation of those insights with the right o!er, 

in the right channel and at the moment of desire. 

INTEGRATION. Some marketers fail to connect the 

dots that lead to insight because they mistakenly believe 

o%ine data is inherently less accurate than online data. 

When 60% of respondents question the accuracy of  

o%ine data, it suggests that fear or simply a lack of  

understanding is getting in the way. “The perception 

among this group is that it’s not possible to accurately 

and precisely match o%ine data to the consumer, to link  

identi#ers or to do it in an anonymous and secure  

manner,” says Acxiom’s Erwin.  “But the reality is very 

di!erent because matching and entity resolution are  

so advanced.”

Nissan North America says it uses a central database of 

vehicle owners and prospects, governed by a strict data 

governance framework, to improve customer experience. 

“We use sophisticated analysis to segment our customers 

into multiple target groups,” says Gerard Killeen, senior  

Data collected in silos across channels then shared in other silos across a brand’s organiza-
tions creates fragmentation. Fragmented data sets proliferate with each subsequent siloed 
campaign. A campaign built on incomplete data creates an environment where data sets 
are not managed or shared centrally, and such a campaign is likely to breed inaccuracy.

Highly dissatisfied

Somewhat dissatisfied

Neither satisfied nor unsatisfied

Somewhat satisfied

Highly satisfied
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48%

29%

1% 8%

14%

How satisfied are you in your organization’s ability to e"ectively activate  
consumer insights?
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manager, Nissan CRM and lead management. “It ensures 

that the right customer gets the right messages or o!ers 

at the right time.”

Paul Nobile, chief marketing o"cer of BNY Mellon 

Investment Management, has the same goal. “Our core 

challenges include data velocity, governance and segment- 

speci#c benchmarking,” he says. “Larger challenges are 

scienti#cally equating o%ine, or ‘soft,’ data elements to  

return on investment. We have found that attracting strong 

data analytics talent with industry-speci#c experience to 

‘make sense’ of our data has been critical to success.” 

The story of Messy Becky shows how serious fragmen-

tation can be. Over the course of her life, thousands of  

individual pieces of data about Becky’s life have accumu-

lated. We know Becky became Rebecca in her mid-20s, 

got married and hyphenated her name, had children and 

now goes by Rebecca Smith-Jones at work and Rebecca 

Jones in her personal life. Over a period of seven years, 

she has lived in four di!erent towns. She’s had two jobs, 

became a mom and left the workforce for two years. Now 

she’s back to work on a di!erent career path entirely.

Becky also has a variety of mobile devices. She has a 

BlackBerry for work and an iPhone for personal use, two 

laptops—again, one for work, and one for her personal 

use—and three tablets that serve for work, the family and 

herself. And as previously stated, she recently purchased 

a #tness wearable that tracks her activity across several  

dimensions. You get the picture: the opportunity to  

identify Becky as several unique consumers is rampant, 

as is the struggle to tie all this data on Becky back to the 

core identi#er that controls for fragmentation and ensures  

she is marketed to as one consumer, based on her  

preferences and current life state.

Acxiom’s Marketing Services partners can resolve the  

inaccuracies from disparate sources by tying together 

thousands of records back to a core identi#er to ensure 

a brand recognizes Messy Becky over time—through 

life changes, across channels and devices—as a known  

customer, albeit one with di!erent personas she wants 

valued brands to be aware of when engaging with her. 

With their strong relationships among #rst-party data 

collectors—brands and social networks, for example—

Marketing Services partners can assemble 2,500 or more 

data points on one consumer from a universe of informa-

tion and strip away PII. 
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When Nissan North America reaches new prospects, the 

company identi#es them by comparing the information 

they glean from engagement such as quote requests and 

hand raising with information on databases they have  

purchased from data partners. “Customer information  

is then provided to authorized Nissan dealers who  

have agreed to properly safeguard this information,” 

Killen says. “This assists those dealers in responding to  

customer inquiries.”

If brands don’t tie customer engagement data back to 

a core identi#er, fragmentation will only increase—and 

that can lead to unfocused and inaccurate campaigns that 

deliver non-relevant or ill-timed o!ers to customers or 

prospects, creating a vicious cycle of bad messaging. Such 

negative feedback loops can damage e!orts to delight 

customers, a critical goal to drive customer loyalty and  

increase customer lifetime value. “We balance the use of 

personalization and automation technologies, knowing 

that our customers know the di!erence between a person 

and a script,” Nobile says. “We are well-versed and much 

attuned to the permission restrictions and regulations 

across the regions.”  

A robust analytics environment must go beyond e!ectively  

collecting and integrating data sets across an organization  

(breaking down those silos); it must have the proper  

policies and processes for how customer data can be  

collected and applied. Establishing these measures ensures  

the brand complies with industry and government  

regulations and, most crucially, respects a consumer’s 

preferences. Marketers who don’t understand data  

governance are exposed to reputation and loyalty risks—

overall brand erosion—that can adversely a!ect revenue.
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Harnessing valuable customer insights while maintain-

ing consumer trust and choice—and accomplishing it in 

a highly transparent manner that discloses how personal 

data is used—is not an option; it’s a brand’s imperative. 

The cost of getting this wrong is the loss of consumer 

trust, which can ultimately lead to brand abandonment. 

Getting privacy right is a big deal for brands because get-

ting it wrong has such enormous implications. Trust, loy-

alty and revenue will erode from simple errors of data 

application and poor judgment. A good rule of thumb to 

remember: just because you have the ability to do some-

thing doesn’t mean you should do it.

In the determined quest for the core identi#ers that en-

able brands to focus their campaigns, marketers risk creat-

ing “dark pools” similar to the o!-market exchanges in 

high-frequency trading. In these murky environments, 

investors had no information assuring them they had got-

ten the best price because there was no transparency into 

how the exchanges worked. Consumers are like those 

investors—they want to know how their information is 

being used by advertisers, and for what purpose.

In many industry sectors, a brand’s management of  

consumer data governance policies and processes can make 

or break a business. The majority of executives surveyed  

grasp the critical importance of privacy—35% of them 

rated the issue of “great concern” (5 on a scale of 1 to 5), 

and 33% rated it a 4 (Figure 6). The rest—a third of all 

surveyed—viewed privacy as much less of a concern (1 to 

3 on the scale), which adds up to a staggering number of 

leaders who fail to grasp its importance. And, as we saw in  

Figure 3 on page 10, relatively few marketers see privacy  

as a central challenge. Dominant challenges are not  

surprising—prioritizing data to generate insights (65%) 

and integrating multiple sources of data (62%). But far 

behind is privacy (35%).

The key is managing this expansive set of data, with  

potentially sensitive information on a consumer, in a secure  

environment: safeguarding consumer data privacy with 

ironclad governance around data collection and use.  

Critical in this process is protecting the anonymity of 

a consumer, as anonymous data collected in the digital  

world often is tied back to known information (PII)  

collected in the o%ine world. This is often known as a 

“safe haven” (see sidebar “Protecting Consumer Privacy”).

“Data governance is at the forefront of everything that  

we do and is addressed across BNY Mellon globally,”  

Nobile says. “From our chief privacy o"cer to our  

rigorous compliance process and the checks and balances 

we have in place, our privacy standards and data gover-

nance policies adhere to and often exceed the required 

regulatory standards.”

Just like fragmentation, managing consumer data governance and privacy compliance 
will become more complex as consumer data footprints—much of these highly sensitive 
data gathered from sources such as wearables, ingestibles, Internet-enabled vehicles—
expand exponentially.   

PRIVACY AND GOVERNANCE
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PROTECTING CUSTOMER PRIVACY

How can brands effectively create an accurate and complete view of a customer with data 

from multiple sources in a way that protects consumer privacy and eliminates the risk of 

exposing sensitive data? 

Safe havens enable brands to make the most of their own marketing database intelligence, 

safely matching it to the digital advertising channels. The safe haven is a neutral, secure 

environment where personally identifiable information is anonymized with a generic but 

unique ID that can be used in multiple marketing applications. 

While the data itself never leaves the environment, a safe haven enables data matching 

between first-party data, publisher data or with partner data for subsequent targeting.  

Data sets are never commingled, only matched and exported, ensuring data privacy  

compliance. Leveraging a safe haven provides marketers with higher-quality recognition 

and matching, giving brands confidence that they are actually reaching their intended 

audiences in a secure and privacy-compliant manner.

32% of surveyed executives rate privacy  
as of “no concern” or of “little or moderate concern.”
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TRUST. Privacy needs to be a top-of-mind issue  

because consumer trust drives deeper brand engagement.  

According to a 2014 study published by Deloitte  

University Press, 70% of consumers would be more likely 

to buy from a consumer product company veri#ed by 

a third party as having high standards of data privacy  

and security. And 80% of consumers surveyed in the 

study agreed that consumers are more likely to purchase  

products from consumer companies that are perceived  

to be protecting their personal information. Just 66% of 

executives in that survey believed the statement. 

“Privacy is a code word for trust,” says USAA’s Welborn, 

noting that customers will trust a brand they feel provides 

the level of privacy they need. “The biggest outcome 

from good privacy policy is brand strength. People really 

tend to do more business with brands they trust—they’re 

willing to spend more time with banks and insurers they 

trust, for example.”

GOVERNANCE. The bedrock anchoring privacy 

and permissions is the nuts-and-bolts management of  

consumer data and its protection. “Proper data governance  

structure is critical,” says AmEx’s Gupta. His organization  

works closely with three teams—Global Privacy,  

Enterprise Data Governance and Information Security—

to establish policies, processes and controls to ensure the 

safeguarding on customer data and their choices. “Under 

our chief data o"cer, we have developed a secure system 

that ensures the master database is carefully managed with 

appropriate access controls and read-write privileges, 

with our privacy and regulatory requirements embedded 

within the database.” 

That way, says Gupta, data cannot be accessed or used in 

ways that do not meet the requirements set by the data 

governance committee. Such a holistic process creates a 

forum for good decisions. What data should be used—

and how can managers create action from the ideas their 

teams generate? 

The data footprint of consumers will expand exponen-

tially with the advent of wearables, ingestibles, beacons 

and Internet-enabled homes and vehicles, among other 

developments. How this new $ood of data is collected 

and applied will be paramount, because much of this  

information will be highly personal and sensitive, and the 

chances of crossing the line from permissible to “creepy” 

will only increase. “It’s about trust—trust and verify,” says 

USAA’s Welborn. “We spend a lot of time verifying that 

we can use data, and even once it’s veri#ed, we still go 

back to see if we’re looking at the data the right way.”

Implicit within those questions is a key element of  

future success: talent. Human capital might seem like 

nothing more than a term, even jargon, outside the 

trenches. But people ultimately guide analytics and  

make creative decisions. In the ground war for insight, 

identifying the right data, and its appropriate use to  

harness meaningful insights, is highly dependent on the 

talent that can direct positive change. Data alone won’t 

give you or anyone any answers.
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Great concern

Substantial concern

Moderate concern

Little concern

No concern

Great concern

Substantial concern

Moderate concern

Little concern

No concern

35%

33%

40%

21%

19%

7%

11%

2%

3%

30%

Note: Does not add to 100% due to rounding

Concern over privacy: how deep does it run?6
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On a scale of 1 to 5 where 1 is of “no concern” and 5 is of “great concern,”  
please rate your organization’s degree of concern with managing customer data  
in a privacy-compliant manner.

On a scale of 1 to 5 where 1 is of “no concern” and 5 is of “great concern,”  
please rate your organization’s degree of concern on the following issues about  
capturing and applying customer data: Privacy Compliance and Ethics
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THE IMPORTANCE OF PRIVACY

Robust data governance is a big part of brand strategy. 

Let’s revisit our consumer Becky, who recently bought an Internet-enabled 

vehicle. The in-vehicle data collected on her includes her location, emails and 

calls, assuming she uses the in-vehicle communications and entertainment  

system to dictate both. Her alertness is monitored throughout the day and over 

time. Becky may be unaware that this data may then be shared with several 

third parties. 

Without the proper governance around how this data can be collected, shared 

and applied, this practice could lead to discriminatory practices and offers, such 

as insurance hikes based on location or energy levels. The lack of robust data 

governance policies and processes for the permissible and welcome application 

of Becky’s data can lead to the loss of her trust and business, for the automo-

tive brand and for the partners marketing to Becky. Compound this with the 

voice of the customer across social channels, and those who have had the same  

experiences, and the game changes to brand survival.
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Once the importance of instantly interpreting pricing data 

became clear throughout Wall Street, #nding geniuses to 

write the most e!ective algorithms became a hunt for  

survival. In some cases, the #rms already had the talent 

siloed in IT and far removed from the investment side of 

the business. Traders and programmers didn’t even know 

one another—or what work the other did. How ironic!

Marketers can’t make the same mistake. Their organiza-

tions must acquire data talent and blend it with creative 

teams in marketing. In many instances, because few brands 

master data on their own, partners will need to manage 

data environments, harness insights and work with creative 

and campaign production teams to activate those insights 

in highly targeted campaigns. 

Back to a key #nding: only 27% of surveyed executives are 

highly satis#ed with their organization’s ability to harness 

data and analytics for marketing goals. What’s wrong with 

their e!orts? The most likely explanation: failing to inte-

grate analytics with their marketing campaigns, which can 

be remedied only by teamwork and the right partnerships.

“IDC projects that by 2020 more than a third of all data 

created will live or pass through the cloud1,” says Dennis  

Self, president and general manager of Acxiom’s  

Marketing Services division. “This makes it critical for 

brands to work with a trusted partner, one with the proven 

expertise to manage and integrate current and emerging  

data sets across a company’s business units and ever- 

expanding partner network. This is essential to facilitate a 

single view of the customer.” 

To understand financial markets in depth, investment banks and hedge funds need  
programmers, experts seemingly far removed from the world of finance.  

  1 https://www.emc.com/collateral/analyst-reports/idc-digital-universe-are-you-ready.pdf

A third party builds and manages our big data

A third party built our big data environment, but we manage it

We built and manage our big data environment internally

We don’t have a big data environment

42%

23%

3%

32%

PARTNERSHIPS
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Managing your big data
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TALENT. Brands with a leading-edge approach to data 

invest in solid teams and partners with the ability to see 

the big marketing picture. “We’ve found and developed 

the right kind of people—both right-brain talent and 

left-brain talent,” says Target’s Argyilan. That tactic means 

more than having IT geniuses who think quantitatively 

on one side and brilliant creatives who think qualitatively 

on the other. “There isn’t enough talent in the industry, in 

the world, to ful#ll all the demands we have. We believe  

the greatest way to solve this challenge is through  

on-the-job training and having people who really can 

display both ways of thinking as an integral part of our 

di!erent marketing initiatives.”

Argyilan says Target looks to data scientists—the company  

prefers the term “marketing scientists”—because they 

see data from a more insightful perspective, which leads 

to more-e!ective marketing campaigns. A team that can 

handle a high-intensity environment, with the latest 

skills in math and statistics, and the right algorithms and  

modeling, can deliver the right insight.

PARTNERS. Marketing Services partners provide the 

tools and expertise to build and manage analytics environ-

ments—and to tightly integrate those environments with 

a brand’s teams. The survey shows that having a partner 

helps those leaders accomplish those goals (Figure 9). The 

largest percentage of companies (42%) delegates the build 

of big data environments to third parties but takes on 

management internally. The second-largest group (32%) 

delegates it all, while the smallest percentage (23%) man-

ages data analytics and campaign execution all in-house. 

Which of these three ways of managing data and  

harnessing insights yields the best results? Take a look at 

the results in “The Talent Behind Data.” A clear answer 

emerges when looking at how each of these groups fares 

with their data and analytics results. Those who delegate 

data build and management have the highest satisfaction 

levels across all categories in the survey. And they are the 

most con#dent in their ability to harness insights from the 

massive amounts of data generated by new technologies, 

such the Internet of Things (IoT), as seen in Figure 11. 

For many marketers, the issue is trust—wanting to be sure 

the data is right. “We spend a lot time with agencies and 

our data partners #nding ways to incorporate o%ine data 

into our analytics,” says USAA’s Welborn.

THE TALENT BEHIND DATA

Most surveyed executives report that their brands do not have data science teams, 

which helps to explain why 73% are less than highly satisfied with their ability to 

combine and integrate data.
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Acxiom’s commissioned Forbes Insights survey con#rms 

results seen by industry consultants and analysts. A 2015 

study by Forrester Research found that “most marketers 

admit they don’t completely understand today’s market-

ing environment and what works.” Fewer than half of 

those in the study believe they are extremely successful 

in developing and executing digital programs. The reason: 

failure to invest in necessary technologies and skills.

The most important takeaway for brands is that success  

is achievable. The right data can be sourced, it can 

be anchored in accuracy, and organizations can build 

teams and partnerships to mine deep understanding and  

connections. According to a 2012 study by MIT  

researchers, companies that spend on big data and analytics  

have productivity rates and pro#tability some 5% to 6%  

higher than their peers. And a 2015 report by McKinsey  

“found that 15% of operating-pro#t increases from 

big data analytics were linked to the hiring of data and  

analytics experts.”

Investments in the right capabilities and skills can yield 

precise insights about customers and their needs and 

desires—deep recognition—that, with each interaction, 

draws them closer to brands, ultimately driving revenue.

DELEGATE ALL TO 
THIRD PARTY 

MIX OF THIRD PARTY 
AND  

INTERNAL RESOURCES
ALL INTERNAL 

Highly satisfied with ability to attribute ROI to analytics 42% 28% 32%

Very strong understanding of customer 43% 17% 31%

Highly confident about merging online and offline data 
in a privacy-compliant way 41% 19% 27%

49% 37%

HAVE DATA  
ANALYSTS

HAVE DATA 
SCIENCE TEAMS

What are your analytics resources? 8
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The impact of data services partners9
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Before you ask any specific questions, first outline what success looks 
like, then ask prospective partners how they will help you reach that 
goal—the process, timeline, services, technology and talent required 
to achieve, maintain and optimize. Once you’ve done this, asking the 
following questions can help you select the partner who can help  
you succeed.

1.  Are you able to e!ectively match data across o"ine and online sources back to a core 
identifier on a customer or prospect? 

2.   Can your solutions and services accurately and consistently recognize customers and 
prospects over time, life changes, and across channels and devices? 

3.  Do you have a framework for the ethical use of data to ensure permissible and  
welcome collection, use and application of customer data?

4.  How do you manage for the collection of new data sources and the integration of those 
data sets with existing data sets on customers in a privacy-compliant manner?

5. Can you report match rate by consumers matched?

6.  What is your process for tying campaign exposure to o"ine and online transactions 
for e!ective attribution, measurement and engagement optimization?

7.  How can you help solve for fragmented customer data residing in silos across the 
organization? 

8.  Can you create a centralized environment for collecting, integrating and applying 
insights across our business units? If so, describe the environment, processes and  
policies that will be put in place.

9.  In terms of delivering speed to insight, what resources—technology, services and 
expertise—can you provide to integrate an analytics environment with the campaign 
execution environment?

10.   Can you provide an outline of the processes and policies that will enable the  
integration of these environments?

WHAT TO ASK A MARKETING SERVICES PARTNER



26 | SPEED TO INSIGHT

So-called dark objects, such as cars and trucks, forklifts 

and pipelines will be “lighted” when they are connected 

and monitored, opening the $oodgates into even more 

insight about our world and our businesses. This will  

ultimately provide brands an immense opportunity 

to recognize customers outside of the time spent with 

their brand, leading to a deeper understanding of their  

preferred o!ers when they’re in market and in their  

channel of choice.

IoT will make today’s data consumer footprint minus-

cule by comparison. Less than 1% of the 1.5 trillion  

objects that can be connected to the Internet are online 

today, meaning that immense value is yet to be unlocked. 

Cars are now smart cars; watches are wearables; money is 

a mobile payment. But these developments are just the  

beginning. Scenarios like Messy Becky’s will produce 

hundreds—even thousands—of additional signals that 

will give brands the opportunity to learn even more about 

her and serve her better. And yet fast-$owing streams  

of information will make data integration even more 

challenging.

More than 50 billion devices will be connected to the Internet by 2020, according to 
Cisco Systems, and only 17% of them will be computers and smartphones. 

0% Very Poor

Poor

Good, with deeper engagement needed

Strong 

Very Strong

Very Poor

Poor

Good, with deeper engagement needed

Strong 

Very Strong

26%

22%

42%

26%

1% 5%2%

40%

36%

CONCLUSION: INSIGHT IN INCREMENTS
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Engagement

How would you describe your organization’s 
engagement with your customers?  

How would you describe your organization’s 
engagement with your prospects?
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Not at all confident

Somewhat unconfident production 

Neither confident nor unconfident

Somewhat confident

Highly confident

2%

2%

6%

6%

13%

13%

36%

39%

25%

19%

45%

50%

22%

23%

20-20 INSIGHT. Think of cruise line Carnival Cor-
poration and the data microcosm it sails in. “We operate 
in a capacity-constrained business,” says Josh Leibowitz, 
the company’s chief strategy o"cer. “We have 99 ships on 
the water, and they all sail full, so it’s not like we can add  
more to our existing ships. We can build more, but we’re 
looking for incremental ways to leverage our scale.”

Carnival brands might have 3,000 or more customers  
on a single cruise. Each one might respond to messages  

or actions that speak to their own individual lives. “We’re 
dealing with hundreds of thousands of data points,  
looking for trends in our sub-segmentation of the  
vacation market,” Leibowitz says. Carnival has eight  
di!erent segments—big-picture categories of customers  
and prospects—and hundreds and thousands of sub-
segments. The crew on each ship will know and act on 
precise insight, such as a passenger’s 85th birthday or a 
couple’s silver anniversary. They’ll know the #rst-time 
cruisers.

11
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Note: Does not add to 
100% due to rounding

We work with a third party to build and 
manage big data

We worked with a third party to build our 
big data environment, but we manage it 
internally

We built and manage our data internally

How confident are you in your ability to collect and harness insights from  
the massive amounts of data coming in from new and emerging channels? 273

TOTAL  
RESPONDENTS

88
TOTAL  

RESPONDENTS

114
TOTAL  

RESPONDENTS

62
TOTAL  

RESPONDENTS
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“We look for that single moment in one guest when we 
can surprise and delight them,” Leibowitz says. Knowing 
their tastes and preferences helps the company guide its 
passengers to experiences they will love. The company’s 
various brands carry 11 million vacationers a year, and 
collectively they spend 80 million passenger-days on 
board. Consider the impact of a few extra dollars spent  
on a T-shirt, a spa treatment or a few hundred dollars on 
a shore excursion. Those moments can add up to tens of 
millions of dollars in revenue.

Analytics is about more than marketing—it’s about  
business. Understanding consumers should drive decisions  
at the core of an enterprise. Who are your best  
customers, when is the right time to reach them 
and where? Even more important, what experiences 
have they had, and what do they want? Turning bad  
experiences into good ones before the sour taste lingers 

and #nding the moments to surprise and delight customers  
draws them closer, enabling brands to grab a greater share 
of their attention and their wallets.

It is too simplistic and obvious to say we live in age of big 
data and that change will be profound. Yes, it is profound 
and will continue to be as more organizations learn how 
to e!ectively mine customer data for value. Success for 
marketers is likely to be accomplished and measured in 
small steps, in increments, over time. In so many ways, 
in our relationship with data, the age of big is all about 
seeing small—understanding Rebecca (née Becky) across  
all her touchpoints with a brand and knowing with  
con#dence what o!ers she wants, when she wants them, 
no matter where she is. To an ever-increasing degree,  
success for marketers will be about connecting with  
customers and prospects at that level of insight.
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