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WHY IS 
IDENTITY SO 
CRITICAL?
Identity resolution is a critical 
component of an organisation’s 
marketing technology capability. If it 
is successful, it is the foundation that 
creates the 360-degree view of the 
consumer. Customers are now engaging 
with brands through more channels 
and via more platforms than ever. 
Furthermore, whilst third-party cookies 
and device IDs in media have until now 
been readily available currencies for 
tracking and targeting digital consumers, 
big tech has recently depreciated their 
value. This development is making it 
critical to procure first-party data through 
valuable experiences. As a result, 
collecting and managing identity across 
these touchpoints is a prerequisite 
for onward delivery of cross-channel, 
joined-up and personalised experiences 
while at the same time future-proofing 
your media targeting efforts.

To be successful, organisations need 
to understand if they are collecting 
and fully exploiting all identity signals 
across their enterprise and business/
trading partners. They must also include 
consumer data privacy regulations 
and best practices as part of their 
identity resolution strategy to ensure 
compliance.

Many IT and marketing teams do not 
fully understand that identity resolution 
is more than just collecting and linking 
identifiers. A successful strategy 
also supports audience portability 
and enables marketing performance 
measurement. 

Marketing is now responsible for growth 
and must stretch its purview to include 
ownership of customer data and the 
overall customer experience. In order to 
be successful in this realm, brands need 
to understand customers, anticipate 
their needs, and use increasingly 
engaging levels of personalisation in the 
ways we connect with them across any 
customer touchpoint.  

In order to achieve this goal many 
organisations have historically focused 
on customer, technology and data 
strategies. However, whilst many 
organisations have invested heavily in 
modern capabilities, the data needed to 
leverage these capabilities to their full 
potential is often siloed. Furthermore, a 
wide range of technologies and vendors 
are being impacted by emerging privacy 
restrictions, with media technologies 
and vendors hit the hardest. As such, 
many solutions are evolving to account 
for the declining state of third-party 
tracking and for an inability to integrate 
systems. 

It is time to for organisations to refocus 
specifically on an identity strategy, 
which is an essential enabler to ensure 
that your business can take control of 
first party data - empowering marketers 
to truly deliver the total customer 
experience today and for the future. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

WHY IS TAKING 
CONTROL OF YOUR 
FIRST-PARTY DATA 
SO IMPORTANT? 

1 2



433

The emerging need for an identity 
strategy is partly driven by maturity 
evolution as brands build and deploy 
more complex marketing and advertising 
technology platforms, all collecting and 
storing more data than ever before. 
This is compounded by the identity 
proliferation and privacy legislation 
described below. 

Brands are also realising that collecting 
and resolving identity is becoming 
increasingly challenging but with ever- 
increasing rewards for those who 
succeed. As such, identity deserves a 
dedicated strategic approach. 

In recent times, the very term ‘identity’ 
has also become confusing. Sometimes 
the terms ‘data’ and ‘identity’ are used 
interchangeably, probably because 
‘identity’ represents a collection of data 
elements which describe a customer 
and how to interact with them in an 
addressable way.  But the characteristics 
of a data strategy and an identity strategy 
are different, and more sophisticated 
brands are recognising this. 

Creating and defining an identity 
strategy is not easy. The end-to-end 
process to recognise and comprehend 
individual customers, prospects and 
other visitors across channels and 
devices can be daunting. This requires 
new, privacy-safe approaches and 
enabling technologies for data capture 
and use across activation platforms, 
data platforms and supporting services 
that deliver persistent recognition of 
audience members across all devices 
and interaction touchpoints.

WHY HAVEN’T 
BRANDS HAD 
AN IDENTITY 
STRATEGY 
BEFORE NOW?  

EXTERNAL 
FORCES 
SHAPING THE 
DRIVE TO 
AN IDENTITY 
STRATEGY

 

 

A combination of market, legislation, 
technology, and publisher ecosystem 
changes are forcing brands to take 
control of identity. Brands that fail to do 
so will lose out to more agile competitors. 
The following factors affect all brands to 
some extent and make it more important 
than ever to develop an identity strategy: 

1. Identity proliferation 

Technology, brand and publisher 
ecosystem evolutions are accelerating 
change. Unfortunately, there is more 
audience data and more third-party 
versions of identity in more places than 
ever before. As brands expand their 
technology stacks and tools increase 
their capability, we inevitably see some 
overlap and consequent data and 
identity fragmentation. 

2. End of the third-party 
cookie 

Brand and publisher ecosystems are 
changing rapidly, driven by consumer 
and regulator concerns over privacy. In 
less than two years, third-party cookies 
will no longer be an option.  Walled 
gardens are growing in prominence with 

greater control of the customer data that 
enters and exits their platforms. They 
are also creating and managing their 
own identifiers, which are driving 1:1 
addressability within their environments, 
but limiting cross-channel attribution, 
as these proprietary identities are not 
shared. 

3. Shift to a Direct-to-
Consumer strategy 

In the last couple of years, we have seen 
a significant growth in the number of 
new D2C businesses selling everything 
from mattresses to razors to beauty 
products. Traditional consumer packaged 
goods companies have looked to grow 
their own D2C presence, recognising 
the value in a direct relationship with 
the customer. The Covid-19 pandemic 
has only accelerated this trend.  
Consequently, we see the convergence 
of CRM and media to maximise earned 
data, which is also driven by heightened 
consumer expectations and advancing 
technology enablers. In order to collect 
and manage first-party data, brands are 
increasingly focusing on their identity 
across digital and physical touchpoints.

4



65

4. Privacy legislation 
The collection and management of 
consent is becoming increasingly specific 
and informed for all channels and 
marketing processes. However, without 
a robust identity management process 
to link data across these channels and 
processes, the result is likely to be a 
fragmented consent framework.  

GDPR recommends data minimisation, 
and a robust identity strategy allows 
brands to create and use pseudonymised 
data for analysis and business planning, 
while reducing the risk to consumer 
privacy.   

5. Decline in third-party 
data 
Directly related to the privacy legislation 
is the decline in availability of third-
party data for consumer profiling and 
cross-channel recognition. The Direct 
Marketing Code issued by the ICO 
here in the UK is leading to a decline in 
compliant third-party data. Brands that 
could previously rely on this to solve 
their identity resolution gaps and for data 
enhancement to better understand their 
customers now need to look for solutions 
that leverage their first-party data, or 
second-party relationships. For example, 
in markets like the UK, distributed data 
“clean rooms” are gaining popularity.  
These solutions offer client-specific 
environments where first-party data can 
be combined with second-party partner 
data (e.g. media publishers’ data) in a 
privacy safe, compliant, and isolated way. 
For markets like the US where identity 
graphs built on aggregated PII-based 
census and offline third-party data are 
permissible, organisations are matching 
and enhancing their first-party data, 

increasing second-party data sharing, 
and using these central ID graphs 
for matching and targeting across all 
channels; customers and prospects.

WHAT 
SHOULD AN 
IDENTITY 
STRATEGY 
ACHIEVE? 
Your identity strategy should allow your 
organisation to fully understand the 
current state of identity, technology, 
operating environment, and vision. It 
should provide a detailed assessment 
of the existing approach to collect and 
resolve identity.

For example, we recently helped an 
organisation to improve their marketing 
attribution process. The starting point 
was to assess the current state of 
identity technology. While the various 
teams had a common understanding 
of the issues, and KPIs were aligned 
to drive improvement, they lacked an 
integrated customer data environment, 
and antiquated technology was 
constraining their ability to fully resolve 
customer identity. Without the ability to 
accurately link a new customer record to 
a previous interaction, their attribution 
process was unable to accurately 
assign customer wins to channels and 
campaigns. As a result of our work, 
they were able to identify a number of 
workstreams that would resolve the 
gaps in their identity resolution process, 
and better understand the complete 
customer journey.

An identity strategy should provide 
insights into gaps and opportunities 
associated within current architecture 
and processes. It should highlight risk 
and codify your brand’s approach with 
regards to data privacy compliance.
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Fundamentally, it should drive actionable 
plans that allow your business to 
understand the changes required to 
support your vision, requirements, and 
privacy compliance standards through 
Identity collection and resolution. 

A thorough assessment will enable 
the prioritisation of workstreams, so 
that efforts can be optimised to deliver 
significant improvement rapidly. An
example is shown below. 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The ultimate measure of success is 
your organisation’s ability to create 
the 360-degree view of the consumer 
through your foundational identity 
strategy. Without this brands may miss 
out on key data points that could be 
leveraged for insights and to enrich 
consumer profiles. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

IDENTITY IS THE 
FOUNDATION
OF ALL 
MARKETING
Identity is the cornerstone to marketing (and 
the associated technology stack). It is the 
foundation for all marketing campaigns. An 
identity resolution capability that marries 
all customer data will enable advanced 
marketing capabilities like omni-channel 
marketing, in-moment personalisation and 
multi-touch attribution.

It is the actual process that matches and links 
together identifiers (terrestrial and digital) 
across systems, devices, and touchpoints. 
Proper data collection and management are 
critical components in any identity solution.

Identity resolution allows your brand to 
create unified customer profiles that are 
stored in an identity graph with a universal 
customer ID, made accessible to other 
systems and capabilities to enable the many 
uses of identity.

Since marketing is built upon identity, data, 
and analytics, businesses need better control 
and agility when dealing with identity – and 
they need a strategy to underpin and deliver 
this. Now is indeed the time for an identity 
strategy for your brand.

For more information about how Merkle can 
help you with your identity strategy contact 
mknl_info@merkleinc.com
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