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A seamless, customer-centered, advocacy-building customer experience (CX) is the pursuit of nearly every enterprise, and 
the organizational leaders championing it are hot on the trail to getting there. The past year has accelerated the need for 
CX transformation and the operational nimbleness it is founded on, as demand for more digital experiences has increased 
due to pandemic restrictions. At the same time, the maturing practices of identifying customers, managing data, and 
providing some level of personalized customer interactions has improved in digital channels, even as the data privacy and 
identity technology landscape changes year to year.

Companies want to be good at CX, and many think they are. In fact, according to this new research, 86 percent of 
companies believe that their organizations already understand and meet their most valuable customers’ needs. But 
consumers aren’t so sure. According to Merkle’s recent Consumer Sentiment report in 2020, only 35 percent of consumers 
felt like marketing and advertising met their needs. Most companies are proud of what they’ve achieved, but according to 
customers, they have a ways to go. Will CX leaders’ overconfidence hinder their ability to move forward properly?

While the CX vision evolves, the ability to execute and operationalize CX initiatives are an ongoing and often elusive 
pursuit. Companies’ ability to operationalize their efforts, whether that relates to resources, competencies, or a culture 
of shared vision and measurement, is their most significant hurdle. To measure how companies are progressing, 
Merkle conducted a survey of more than 800 marketing and technology executives in the US and UK to understand 
their perceptions. Merkle examined three areas of transformation critical to successful customer experiences: data 
transformation, digital transformation, and organizational transformation.

Many of the findings seemed overly optimistic and overconfident, given consumer research. This said, the gaps and 
differences in transformation maturity and progress provide an informative lens on setting priorities for the future.

Companies have high confidence in 
their CX transformations: is this a sign 
of positive progress or mistaken hubris?

EXECUTIVE 
SUMMARY

https://www.merkleinc.com/thought-leadership/consumer-experience-sentiment-report
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• 90 percent of respondents claim that 
consolidating consumer profiles is imperative 
to their organization, but only about half of 
them are currently investing to create more 
personalized and identity-based experiences.

• The biggest limitations to using data 
effectively are related to data quality, 
expertise, and lack of agile partnerships. 

• 67 percent of organizations say they 
have implemented personalization in 3-6 
channels and 73 percent use insights 
from one channel to inform targeting in 
others, but the level of maturity in that 
personalization remains in question.

• 31 percent of marketing and technology 
leaders believe if they don’t get CX 
transformation right, they won’t be around in 
10 years, and another 12 percent are unsure. 
A surprising 57 percent do not believe getting 
CX transformation right will endanger their 
business long-term. 

• 86 percent stated that their organizations 
already understand and meet their most 
valuable customers’ needs, but consumers 
do not agree. 

KEY  
FINDINGS
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The delivery of great customer experiences is dependent upon the ability to collect, understand, and operationalize unified 
data across all touchpoints across marketing, sales, commerce, and service. Data transformation is fundamentally at the 
heart of CX transformation.

Survey respondents are actively investing in their data transformation efforts. Results showed that identity-based 
solutions were important to companies, with most respondents claiming that roughly a fifth to a quarter of their marketing 
investments were in identity. Data hub adoption was high, with approximately half of companies having already adopted 
a cloud-based solution and the majority of the remainder planning to within the next twelve months. Executives 
overwhelmingly found consolidated consumer profiles to be very important, although not nearly as many believed that they 
had achieved consolidated profiles broadly enough.

When it came to finding meaningful and valuable insights from customer data, executives cited many challenges, with the 
most challenging barriers being difficulty in maintaining high data quality and limited access and visibility to data. Barriers 
to applying automation via artificial intelligence (AI) and machine learning (ML) were split between having an integrated 
platform, using AI/ML in real time, and having the right skills to execute the automation.

In terms of benefits from data transformation efforts, the most important was “making data-driven, real-time business 
decisions and providing a better customer experience,” although respondents cited most benefits of transformation to be of 
high value. IT practitioners were generally more engaged and concerned with achieving data transformation benefits over 
their colleagues in marketing and marketing technology. 

When it came to successfully implementing a data analytics solution, having access to the right people and resources was 
cited as a bigger roadblock than financial obstacles. For example, lack of data and analytics expertise, partner support, and 
gaining consensus among stakeholders were bigger barriers than budget or business case.

THE STATE 
OF DATA 
TRANSFORMATION
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Companies are currently investing about 20% of marketing 
technology budgets in identity-based solutions; respondents in 
the UK allocate slightly less spend.

What percentage of your marketing technology spend is allocated 
to identity-based solutions? Overall, more than half have 

16%-25% of their marketing tech 
spend allocated to identity-based 
solutions. Those in marketing 
tend to allocate less to identity-
based solutions, especially those 
in the UK, while those in IT tend to 
allocate more.

Weighted Average % Allocated:

THE STATE OF  
DATA TRANSFORMATION
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Organizations in the US are ahead of those in the UK when it 
comes to acquiring data hub solutions, predominately as a result 
of privacy regulation hurdles.

Have you acquired any of the following data hub solutions?

THE STATE OF  
DATA TRANSFORMATION

55%
of respondents have already 

moved to cloud-based solutions 

and 40 percent plan to within the 

next twelve months.

84%
already have their existing CRM/

marketing data on the cloud or 

plan to in the next 6 months. 

UK

US

79%

2%

11%

10%

67%

57%

81%

77%

66%

Customer Relationship 
Management (CRM)

Customer Data Platform 
(CDP)

Data Management Platform 
(DMP)
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In general, IT puts more 
emphasis on consolidating 
consumer profiles. 

94% of those with IT 
responsibilities in the US think 
it is very/extremely important to 
consolidate customer profiles, 
which is 6% higher than 
marketing and 7% higher than 
martech. 

64% of those in IT stated 
that all CRM/marketing data 
is consolidated into a single 
customer profile, which is 9% 
higher than marketing and 4% 
higher than martech.

Consolidated consumer profiles are viewed as universally 
important, but only some organizations have taken steps to 
consolidate their data.

How important is creating a consolidated customer 
profile to your organization?  

Which of the following statements best describes how 
sophisticated your CRM/marketing customer profiles are today? We 
are able to consolidate…

THE STATE OF  
DATA TRANSFORMATION

89%8%2%

Very/extremely important Moderately important Not at all/slightly important

All CRM/marketing data across 
our organization into a single, 
centralized customer profile

Some of our CRM/marketing 
data into an incomplete 

customer profile

Our offline CRM/marketing 
data into an incomplete profile 
but are not able to consolidate 
digital data to create a unified 

customer profile

59%

33%

7%
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Data quality is the biggest technical barrier, but challenges 
specifically with AI/ML differ by country.

Which of the following technical barriers does 
your organization encounter when trying to gain 
meaningful insights from your data? 

What is your single biggest challenge for 
automating or enhancing marketing capabilities via 
artificial intelligence/machine learning?  

THE STATE OF  
DATA TRANSFORMATION

Unsure how to 
apply AI

Integrated 
platforms to run 
AI models

Ability to drive 
real-time 
analytics/ML

Staff skill sets 
and bandwidth

10%
10%

29%

40%

23%23%

31%

34%

UK US

Data is not organized for 
easier consumption

Limited storage  
availability

Current data analytics 
processes are too slow

Understanding what data  
is most important to  
decision makers

Data integration is difficult 
and time consuming

Data is stored in  
disparate systems

Limited access/ 
availability

50%

39%

38%

38%

38%

35%

32%
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Benefits realized differ by area 
of responsibility.

How important are the following benefits when it comes to data and analytics?  
(Ranked extremely/very important)

THE STATE OF  
DATA TRANSFORMATION

A majority of respondents 
cited all of these benefits 
of data and analytics as 
moderately to extremely 
important, but IT respondents 
felt more strongly than their 
marketing counterparts as to 
the degree of importance.

IT Martech Marketing

Providing a better 
customer experience

Making data-driven, 
real-time business 

decisions

Increasing ROI from 
marketing tactics

Generating a 
360-degree view of 

the customer

Improving 
personalization in 

marketing outreach
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IT tends to have higher engagement in data transformation. 

THE STATE OF  
DATA TRANSFORMATION

Allocating over 20% on marketing technology 
spend to identity-based solutions  

IT

56% 50% 34%

89% 82% 81%

64% 58% 55%

86% 81% 78%

Martech Marketing

Existing CRM/marketing data in the cloud 
or plan to in the next 6 months

Average % viewed benefits of data and 
analytics as extremely/very important 

CRM/marketing data in a single 
centralized customer profile 
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Lack of analytics expertise is the top business limitation 
when it comes to implementation.

Which of the following business limitations does your organization 
encounter when attempting to implement a data and analytics solution? 

THE STATE OF  
DATA TRANSFORMATION

Compared to IT respondents 
(38%), martech respondents 
(53%) placed a greater 
emphasis on their lack of an 
agile implementation partner to 
support changing business and 
time-to-market requirements.

Lack of data and analytics 
expertise internally

Lack an agile 
implementation partner to 
support changing business 
and time to market 
requirements

Gaining consensus among 
stakeholders

Difficulty developing a 
compelling business case

Lack of budget

No clear internal 
business owner

47%

47%

43%

39%

46%

44%

46%

40%

38%

30%

23%

19% UK

US
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DIGITAL
TRANSFORMATION 
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While data is the foundation for delivering a customer-centric experience, it is how you take action upon it that will 
inform customers’ opinions of your brand and meet your business goals. With continual changes in consumer behavior 
and a greater focus on digital channels, a deep understanding of your customer is critical to delivering great customer 
experiences and achieving a successful transformation.

Surveyed executives overwhelmingly found personalization to be very important in transforming digital channels, 
with respondents believing that consumers found it something they very much preferred. Past research also indicates 
consumers appreciate the ease that personalization delivers but there is a line beyond which it feels invasive, particularly 
among different age brackets. Understanding and strategizing a customer-centered approach when undergoing these 
initiatives is critical to its success.

Most companies have implemented personalization across multiple channels, with no companies claiming to be without any 
personalization at all, although what constitutes “personal” is up for debate and deserves further discussion. For example, 
personalizing the first name of an email is no longer considered “personalization” in the eyes of most advanced marketers. 
Most companies claim that they nearly always use insights from one channel to influence another channel, although the 
degree and efficacy of these efforts was not surveyed.

In embarking on their digital transformations, respondents tend to start with marketing automation or with real-time 
interaction management/personalization. Advertising, adtech, and mobile were the least likely places to get started. Within 
their transformation journeys, legacy technology and skill set gaps presented the hardest challenges impeding digital 
transformation. Legacy technology was a particular sticking point for IT professionals, more so than among marketers or 
marketing tech practitioners.

THE STATE 
OF DIGITAL 
TRANSFORMATION
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Organizations believe that customers care about personalization 
and have implemented it in their targeting and channels. 

How much do you think your customers care 
about personalization?

How often do insights from one channel inform 
targeting in other channels?

The UK tends to be behind the US in both implementing personalization in channels and utilizing it across 
channels, as they tend to see personalization as less important and are hindered by tighter privacy regulation.

THE STATE OF  
DIGITAL TRANSFORMATION

In how many channels have you implemented 
personalization in to date?

17%

17%

80%

73%

2%

10%

Not at all/ 
a little

A moderate 
amount

A lot/a 
great deal

Never/
sometimes

About half 
the time

Most of the 
time/always

None 1 to 2 3 to 4 5 to 6 7 to 8 More  
than 8

34%
33%

17%

7%8%

1%
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Respondents tend to start with marketing automation or real- 
time integration management/personalization, but this varies by 
area of responsibility. 

Where did/do you plan to start your digital transformation efforts?
Those in martech and marketing 
tend to start their digital 
transformation with marketing 
automation, while IT professionals 
tend to focus more on real-
time interaction management/
personalization.

THE STATE OF  
DIGITAL TRANSFORMATION

Marketing automation

Analytics

Website

Custom applications

Unifying customer data

Mobile apps

E-commerce storefront

Advertising/adtech

22%

18%

13%

12%

8%

7%

7%

7%

6%

Real-time interaction 
management/personalization
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Legacy technology and skill set gaps are the #1 challenges 
impeding digital transformation, but for those in IT, legacy 
technology is a more significant hurdle.

Please rank the following challenges in the order in which they 
are impeding your organization’s digital transformation efforts.  
(% ranked #1)

THE STATE OF  
DIGITAL TRANSFORMATION

Legacy Technology by Area of 
Responsibility 

Rapid pace of change

Legacy technology

Company culture

Skill set gaps

Siloed data

26%

22%

19%

17%

16%

30%

23%
24%

IT Martech Marketing
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OPERATIONAL  
AGILITY
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Our research in the area of organizational transformation shows progress toward this goal and also opportunities for 
improvement.

It may be that a lack of clear ownership and a single unified vision of CX transformation success is contributing to the mixed 
results. While all leadership and teams must execute on that vision, they need to align around one organizational owner who 
advocates for the customer to the enterprise, oversees progress, and takes responsibility (good or bad) for CX outcomes. 
Respondents in our research were split on who owns CX within their organization, with the CMO or VP of marketing contesting 
for the lead, and the CIO a close second. Answers correlate somewhat with who was asked: marketing and martech 
professionals more often cited the CMO, while IT practitioners tended to assign the CIO with ownership.  

On a more positive note, respondents demonstrated a generally strong understanding of, and collaboration around, CX 
KPIs. Still, a not insignificant percentage of respondents highlighted potential trouble spots, such as multiple definitions of 
the same metric (36 percent), different teams with different KPIs (35 percent), and lack of a clear view of success across 
initiatives (27 percent).

Lastly, while results throughout this report demonstrate a strong commitment to improving key data and digital capabilities 
that drive CX transformation, respondents also appear to show an overconfidence in the results of those efforts. 
Respondents rated highly their ability to meet customer needs (86 percent), and their entire organizations’ understanding of 
the profile of their most valuable customers (85 percent). However, only 35 percent of consumers confirm this sentiment.

This overconfidence may be behind another surprising statistic: only 43 percent of our respondents correlate their success 
at CX transformation with the ultimate survival of their business over the next ten years. Over half of respondents don’t see 
getting CX right as affecting their future survival. Perhaps these companies believe that they have already solved their CX 
transformation challenges or that their core product or service, sans experience, is enough to cut it. 

THE STATE OF 
ORGANIZATIONAL 
TRANSFORMATION
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Perceived ownership of CX transformation differs depending 
upon the respondent’s role.

THE STATE OF  
ORGANIZATIONAL TRANSFORMATION

Who are the primary departments or leaders at your company who own (i.e., are responsible and accountable for the 
results of) customer-facing digital transformation?

Chief Marketing Officer or 
VP Marketing

Chief Information Officer

Chief Digital Officer

E-commerce

63%

56%

51%

28%

IT Martech Marketing

Chief Marketing 
Officer or VP 

Marketing

Chief 
Information 

Officer

Chief Digital 
Officer

E-commerce

54%

68%

49%

27%

63%

49%

54%

26%

73%

50% 51%

31%
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Only half of teams are aligned on core KPIs and metrics 
across their organizations.

THE STATE OF  
ORGANIZATIONAL TRANSFORMATION

UK US

Teams work together to align on a core set 
of KPIs

We understand the connection between 
individual campaign success and our overall 
marketing performance

We have clear definitions for each metric

Reports answer our business questions

There are multiple definitions of the same 
metric within the organization

Each team uses its own KPIs

It’s difficult to get a clear view of success 
across our initiatives

Reports do not answer business questions

47%

45%

46%

36%

37%

33%

31%

50%

49%

47%

40%

36%

35%

27%

22%

23%
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Sales, transaction, and website data are the most used to model 
LTV, but those in IT tend to use transaction data more.

Do you use any of the following data to model customer 
lifetime value (LTV)?

THE STATE OF  
ORGANIZATIONAL TRANSFORMATION

Transactional Data by Area of 
Responsibility 

Website data

Sales data

Customer survey  
scores

Transaction data

Order history

Sentiment data

60%

60%

57%

49%

31%

47%

56%
55%

IT Martech Marketing

68%
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The vast majority of leaders believe they know and meet 
the needs of their customer, but customers disagree. 

THE STATE OF  
ORGANIZATIONAL TRANSFORMATION

believe if they don’t get 
customer experience 
right, they won’t be 
around in 10 years. 
Another 12 percent 
are unsure. 

think the experiences they’re 
delivering to their customers 
meet their needs.

think their entire organization 
understands the profile of their most 
valuable customer.

Only 73% of US marketing 
departments believe this.

31%

86% 85%

Over 31 percent of brands think if they don’t get customer experience transformation right, they won’t survive.
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Merkle’s research has revealed a sizeable gap between the 
significance of customer experience (CX) transformation among 
most companies and the impact their efforts ultimately have on 
brand sentiment and business outcomes. 
Behind that gap, as this and a many previous studies have revealed, are key organizational hurdles – roadblocks that have 
more to do with a company’s fundamental approach and operational mindset around transformation than the resources, 
capabilities, and technologies it requires.

In fact, it is an over-emphasis on technology that frequently leads companies to underestimate the considerable 
organizational changes they must achieve to meet their CX transformation ambitions. As a result, brands often view such 
changes as simply a task they must do, rather than a path they must constantly map, travel, and navigate.

THE ADAPTIVE 
ORGANIZATION 
DRIVES VALUE 
IN CUSTOMER 
EXPERIENCE 
TRANSFORMATION 
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“Doing” digital is not at all the same as “being” digital – a process of continuous transformation that requires, at its core, 
the ability to balance and re-balance business and operational strategies, rapidly and repeatedly, against ever-accelerating 
changes in consumer attitudes and behaviors. As 2020 has certainly taught us all, consumer uncertainty looms large 
across our industry’s landscape, whether born of a health crisis, financial downturn, social upheaval, or other adversity. 
This disruption creates a pressing specter of undesirable outcomes for CMOs and CXOs who cannot anticipate tomorrow’s 
changing markets and customers’ needs, or won’t arm their organizations with support for constant, accelerating change.

On the other hand, CMOs and CXOs who thrive in the face of this uncertainty not only bring a laser-like focus to customer 
obsession, they orient (and continuously re-orient) their organizations and operations around this north star – not around 
any pre-defined structures, systems, processes, and core capabilities that can deliver it. 

This is hard work. And it takes more than just a few agile teams working under the radar in a faster and more efficient way. 
It requires adaptiveness at the enterprise level, where all the functions required to deliver the desired customer experience 
are functioning as a connected ecosystem, and the business is aligned to deliver this. It requires a business to harmonize 
what are often disparate functions, changing how people work and driving outputs that matter – more quickly and 
collaboratively.

It’s a good deal of work that comes with a great many rewards: adaptive organizations grow 3.2x faster than the industry 
average and can sustain competitive advantage through a culture of growth. A foundation of agility paired with a focus on 
market, technology, and organizational adaptiveness can enable product and marketing organizations to skate to where the 
puck is going and grow better prepared to improve customer outcomes. 

This future state, however, isn’t something that just happens; it’s something CMOs and other leaders must actively 
create. To show how, the 2021 Customer Experience Imperatives provides a high-level roadmap to building 
operational adaptiveness.

What we wish to emphasize here, though – and what this research has revealed – is that brands must start down that 
road with a well-defined, company-wide commitment to this enduring effort. There must be a clear-eyed reckoning among 
CEOs, CMOs, and other leaders that there are no shortcuts to CX success; being adaptive is critical to the success of CX 
transformation. It’s not something you do. It’s who you are, the work you do every day.

And if you haven’t yet started down this road to becoming an adaptive organization, now is the time.

https://www.merkleinc.com/thought-leadership/customer-experience-imperatives
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2020 accelerated many companies’ paths to a more digital and 
customer-centric vision. 2021 will continue to jostle priorities in CX 
transformation as the world continues to deal with unforeseeable 
changes and curveballs in the environment. Still, the foundations of 
CX transformation – data, digital, and organizational – will continue 
to be essential enablers in change. They were evolving before; 
now they need to evolve faster and more effectively.
According to our respondents, executives are overall very confident and optimistic about their CX transformation efforts. 
In many ways, this may be great news: organizations have signed on and committed to customers. They see the value in 
customer data and delivering loyalty-driving experiences that foster high lifetime value. They understand what they need 
to do. On the flip side, are they overconfident in their abilities and the consumer perception of their brands? Will this cause 
them to become too slow or unresponsive with their transformations?

Perhaps savvy CX executives will take both the good and bad views to heart. On the positive side, they should keep the 
commitment and enthusiasm for customer experiences in the forefront of the organizations’ mission. But to be aware of 
their shortcomings, they should know that the world is constantly evolving: consumer preferences change quickly, and 
every player in the market, competitive or otherwise, is continually upping the customer’s experience and expectations. As 
we all get better, the bar keeps rising, and the goals get tougher. The best will continue to focus on learning more about 
their customer to better inform and evolve their complex CX transformations.

CONCLUSION
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INSIGHTS FROM 
CUSTOMER 
EXPERIENCE 
TRANSFORMATION 
EXPERTS
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Data is the lifeblood of any business, underpinning smooth operations and 
successful interactions with customers. Yet too many companies today struggle to 
gain a unified view of their data to generate real, actionable insights. On the one 
hand, different departments within a company have different views of the customer 
and varied goals, along with distinct data collection, analysis, and reporting 
practices. On the other hand, the sheer volume of data types that companies must 
bring together – spanning behavioral, transactional, financial, operational, customer 
relationship, and other first-party data – continues to grow exponentially. The 
cumulative effect: companies track dozens of disparate key performance indicators 
(KPIs) in an attempt to measure the health of the business, yet lack standardization 
and consistency across the enterprise to drive significant impact.
The latest 2021 Marketing Imperatives research from Merkle underscores these challenges. Marketing and technology 
professionals cited data quality as the biggest technical barrier, followed by lack of access and visibility to all of the 
available data. Up till now, businesses have managed to compensate for these shortfalls in data management through 

DATA TRANSFORMATION: 
THE HIDDEN OPPORTUNITY 
FOR BUSINESSES IN 2021
B Y  S U R E S H  V I T T A L

S V P ,  E X P E R I E N C E  C L O U D  P L A T F O R M  &  P R O D U C T S ,  A D O B E

https://www.merkleinc.com/thought-leadership/customer-experience-imperatives
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sheer people power. Fifty percent of US stakeholders work together in teams to align on core KPIs. Yet less than half have 
clear definitions of key metrics and over a third (35 percent) of teams use their own KPIs. 

The global pandemic and rapid shift to digital channels accentuated just how hard it is for businesses to deliver great 
experiences to their customers across all touchpoints. And it’s only getting harder. With a record number of days where 
daily online spending surpassed $2 billion in 2020 (nearly double what we saw in 2019), businesses of all sizes scrambled 
to support surge use cases as part of the new normal. All are trying to bridge the widening gap between customer 
expectations and what it actually takes for brands to deliver personalized, cross-channel experiences – and do it at 
unprecedented scale.

While it’s clear that companies appreciate the importance of data-driven insights to improving customer experience 
and making real-time business decisions, many are unsure how to tackle data transformation as they begin their digital 
transformation journey. Nearly half of respondents cite insufficient internal analytics expertise and a lack of an agile 
implementation partner as significant barriers. That might be why there’s not an overwhelming consensus on the best 
starting point for digital transformation efforts, with 22 percent looking to marketing automation, 18 percent turning to 
real-time interaction management, 13 percent looking to analytics, and just eight percent citing unifying customer data as 
starting points. 

Adobe’s own digital transformation journey is rooted in data transformation. Back in 2011, Adobe made a fairly radical shift 
for the time, from software sold in boxes to a digital subscription-based business model, with Adobe Creative Cloud. We 
adopted a data-driven operating model (DDOM) to derive insights and enable data driven-decision making to optimize 
each step of a customer’s journey. The foundation for DDOM is a democratized customer data set that’s integrated, 
comprehensive, consistent, and shared across the organization as the single source of truth for everyone to work from. 
Each stage of the journey is mapped to critical KPIs that measure the customer moments that matter most. This allows the 
organization to know what’s working, what isn’t, and what adjustments and investments can be made in real time – not just 
after a campaign is complete – to meet its goals.

Today, DDOM acts as a library of unified data insights from which stakeholders can check out standardized data and use it to 
target specific steps in the customer journey. Now, insights that used to take weeks to generate are just a few clicks away. And 
it’s all powered by a unified data architecture that stitches together all of the various data flowing through the organization. 

This sort of metamorphosis doesn’t happen overnight and requires strong collaboration between marketing, IT, and other 
business functions. Having the right people and processes to execute on the vision is as important as the technology. But 
at the end of the day, the journey to improve customer experience begins and ends with data. Unlocking the actionable 
insights from a unified view of data and the key indicators that power the customer journey, holds tremendous opportunities 
for companies in every industry.
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Adobe is reimagining Customer Experience 
Management (CXM) with Adobe Experience 
Cloud, the industry’s only end-to-end solution 
for experience creation, marketing, advertising, 
analytics and commerce. Adobe Experience 
Cloud helps brands deliver consistent, continuous 
and compelling B2C, B2B and B2E experiences 
across customer touchpoints and channels—all 
while accelerating business growth. Unlike legacy 
enterprise platforms with static, siloed customer 
profiles, Adobe Experience Platform empowers 
companies to fully understand customers and 
make data actionable through Adobe Sensei, the 
company’s AI and machine learning technology. 
Industry analysts have named Adobe a leader in 
over 35 major reports focused on experience—more 
than any other technology company.

A B O U T
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The cloud has revolutionized the ability for organizations to unlock their data and 
build a holistic view of their customers. Achieving this global, unified view of a 
person, comprising first-party data, cookies, web data, app data, and every other 
piece of information in real-time is no small feat. Yet in today’s world, customers 
expect each brand to know them, and they will not tolerate anything less.
The cloud allows marketers to bring previously unattainable data sets together into a view that enables messaging down to 
the last millisecond experience. This is a marketer’s dream, driving relevancy that leads to return on investment.

COVID-19 has accelerated this global digital transformation. Today, you can shop with your favorite retailer from your phone, 
and if you wish, you can buy online, pick up in store (BOPIS) that day. As you drive to get your purchase, the mobile app 
tells the store you are on your way and to prepare your order. Behind the scenes, inventory is being selected, sorted, and 
prepared for you to pick up. At the time you place the order and pick it up, cloud-enabled, real-time data helps marketers 
discern from your prior purchases any items you abandoned in the cart and offers sent to you previously. Armed with this 
intelligence, the marketer can promote additional offers tied to your loyalty status and geography. Then post purchase, the 
marketer combines this data into a complete profile for up-to-the-minute communications with you.

CLOUD-ENABLED  
DATA TRANSFORMATION 
DRIVES PERSONALIZED 
EXPERIENCES AT SCALE
B Y  L A R R Y  G E L L E R

G L O B A L  S E G M E N T  L E A D ,  D I G I T A L  C U S T O M E R  E X P E R I E N C E ,  A W S
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This type of successful, cloud-enabled marketing and positive customer experience can be accomplished in all industries. 
Healthcare companies can use the cloud to leverage their data to drive better outcomes for patients, and financial services 
companies can make decisions on the best products to offer their customers based on their most current data. Let’s dive 
into how this ideal data transformation can be achieved.

MAKING THE IDEAL STATE A REALITY
Technologists have figured out how to access dispersed, siloed data sets into a usable view. How? By ingesting and 
enriching data into a decisioning layer that can empower marketers with the necessary details to create impactful, 
personalized messages. The data transformation to achieve this holistic customer view is available through the cloud, but 
not just any cloud environment. The cloud environment needs to be reliable, robust, highly available, global, fast, scalable, 
and secure. It needs to provide automation for standard, repeatable tasks, such as importing and transforming common 
data types. It needs to power artificial intelligence and machine learning so that the type of personalization customers 
demand can be realized.

To get to this ideal state of transformed, highly useful data profiles, organizations need to create a unified data layer. 
This data is traditionally siloed across the organization or not easily accessible in varied structured and unstructured 
data sources. It is also difficult to get real-time, meaningful analysis of this data quickly enough to make an impact on 
the customer experience. You have to work across the organization, and especially alongside your IT team, to build the 
foundational, unified data layer. This layer must encompass all data owned by the organization. Once the foundational, 
unified data layer is in place, the marketing platforms, such as customer data platforms (CDPs), can leverage this modern 
data infrastructure for decisioning and building personalized experiences at scale.  

With this base layer, marketers are able to see the whole view of the customer and expertly orchestrate online and offline 
channel communications. For marketers, getting access to this comprehensive, real-time data is like gold and is the first 
step in putting data transformation to work to build personalized customer experiences. 

THE CASE FOR THE CLOUD  
The only way to access real-time data across the globe is to move it into the cloud. As customer behaviors occur, data is 
generated and fed into your marketing stack, allowing you to deliver a personalized customer experience in milliseconds. 
This even applies for actions the customer made only seconds earlier. In the BOPIS example above, if you received a thank 
you email immediately after your purchase with relevant offers based on your interests, your experience with this brand 
would be more positive and would likely lead to a future purchase. This is made possible by bringing the data into the 
experience layer for the marketer to deliver the right message at the right time. 

Your customers and stakeholders are counting on you to make your marketing efforts personal in real time. Migrate your 
data to the cloud to deliver the best customer experiences at scale.



Amazon Web Services (AWS) is the world’s 
most comprehensive and broadly adopted 
cloud platform, offering over 175 fully 
featured services from data centers globally. 
Millions of customers — including the fastest-
growing startups, largest enterprises, and 
leading government agencies — are using 
AWS to lower costs, become more agile, and 
innovate faster. 

A B O U T
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It’s no secret that 2020 forced digital leaders to accelerate their transformation roadmaps from years into weeks. 
Throughout the year, we witnessed an online shopping surge in every industry, with annual digital revenue growth as 
high as 71 percent. We saw customers embrace new shopping channels, like social and live shopping, with annual orders 
through social channels up over 100 percent. And we saw customers give preference to safe and convenient delivery 
options, like curbside pickup and buy online, pick up in store. In the recent past, these boundary-pushing digital capabilities 
were only achieved by the most visionary businesses, but seemingly overnight, they became mandatory. 

As we head into 2021, we’re certain that the all-digital customer is here to stay, and brands that can build connected digital 
experiences around their customers will thrive in the new normal. But “transformation” spans people, processes, and 
technology, and change doesn’t happen overnight. Businesses are looking for the guidance and best practices they need 
to drive successful digital initiatives, and three common questions they ask are:

To help answer these questions, Salesforce Digital 360 partnered with Merkle in its Annual Customer Experience 
Transformation Study. 

NEW BEGINNINGS,  NEW 
CHALLENGES AND LEADING 
A PATH FORWARD WITH 
DIGITAL TRANSFORMATION
B Y  I S A A C  P A Y N E

D I R E C T O R  &  C H I E F  O F  S T A F F ,  S A L E S F O R C E  D I G I T A L  3 6 0  M A R K E T I N G 

Where do we start our digital 
transformation efforts?

Who should lead us through 
digital transformation?

What are the most common hurdles 
or challenges we can expect? 

https://www.salesforce.com/form/commerce/state-of-commerce
https://www.salesforce.com/resources/research-reports/state-of-the-connected-customer/
https://www.salesforce.com/solutions/digital-360/overview/?gclid=Cj0KCQiAjKqABhDLARIsABbJrGnImr-UIxpgPmHuPH6csnVRRk8KXyccLR96n6Y3fJeGjMgtBpLbwxcaAsoDEALw_wcB&d=7013y000002JwuG&DCMP=KNC-Google&ef_id=Cj0KCQiAjKqABhDLARIsABbJrGnImr-UIxpgPmHuPH6csnVRRk8KXyccLR96n6Y3fJeGjMgtBpLbwxcaAsoDEALw_wcB:G:s&s_kwcid=AL!4604!3!467492452750!e!!g!!digital%20360&gclsrc=aw.ds
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A DATA-DRIVEN FOUNDATION IS THE BEDROCK TO CUSTOMER-FIRST 
TRANSFORMATION
The survey respondents indicate that transformation most often starts with marketing automation – optimizing the delivery 
of multi-channel messages and campaigns, shortly followed by personalization, or tailoring digital interactions for relevance 
based on what you know about your customer. 

When brands are searching for a starting block, I first suggest focusing on the organization’s most pressing challenges, 
whether that’s reaching customers in new ways, taking products to market in new channels, or somewhere in between. 

Once you have addressed your most burning needs, building a bedrock of customer data should be a key tenet to your 
digital experience strategy. For example, by connecting marketing, commerce, and service data, Salesforce’s customer e.l.f. 
Cosmetics delivers personalized cross-channel messaging, product recommendations, and in-cart discounts, which has 
helped to boost conversion rates and raise average order values during the pandemic. 

By connecting data to build a single source of truth for each customer, marketers, merchandisers, and service agents are 
equipped with the information they need to engage customers with relevance, on the right channels, at the right time.

A CULTURE OF AGILITY AND UPSKILLING ARE KEYS TO BUILDING A FUTURE-PROOF 
ORGANIZATION 
Respondents cited legacy technology and skill set gaps as the most daunting obstacles to driving successful digital efforts. 
What 2020 has proven is that change is inevitable, whether that’s change in your competition, your suppliers, or most 
importantly, your customers. Businesses like GAP, who quickly launched a B2B storefront to sell masks in just five weeks, 
have thrived as a result of their ability to build a culture of innovation and adapt at the speed of the customer. But it’s easier 
said than done. For example, a traditional business selling via B2B distributors looking to launch a direct-to-consumer 
channel is a massive undertaking, requiring teams to reskill themselves around a set of new tools and capabilities. 

Looking ahead, in a time where agility has emerged as a new competitive advantage, businesses who place emphasis on 
upskilling their teams and empowering them with flexible, future-proof technology are best positioned to respond to the 
ever-changing expectations of their customers. 

LEADERS MUST DRIVE ALIGNMENT TO ONE NORTH STAR: THE ALL-DIGITAL 
CUSTOMER
We found that the primary leader responsible for customer experience transformation varies widely from organization to 
organization. Whether your Chief Marketing Officer, Chief Digital Officer, or Chief Information Office is leading your digital 
initiatives, the variety in ownership underscores the need for tight alignment and a customer-obsessed mindset across a 
set of key stakeholders. Regardless of which function owns the customer experience, or what stage your business is in its 
digital journey, the supporting teams who implement technology, design interactions, and deliver connected experiences 
must all be aligned to one north star – the customer. 

Head here for the latest research, best practices, on-demand learning, and transformational stories to help you get more 
from digital. 

https://www.salesforce.com/products/marketing-cloud/what-is-marketing-automation/#what-is-marketing-automation
https://www.salesforce.com/resources/articles/personalization-definition/
https://www.salesforce.com/resources/guides/elf-cosmetics-customer-journey/#step4
https://www.salesforce.com/resources/guides/elf-cosmetics-customer-journey/#step4
https://www.techrepublic.com/article/gap-launches-b2b-face-mask-program-using-salesforce-commerce-cloud/
https://www.salesforce.com/solutions/digital-360/overview/
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Salesforce, the global CRM leader, empowers 
companies of every size and industry to 
digitally transform and create a 360° view of 
their customers. Salesforce Digital 360 is the 
power of the Customer 360, tailored for CMOs, 
CDOs, and Commerce leaders. With a leading 
suite of connected solutions, expert services, 
digital partners, and on-demand learning, Digital 
360 empowers teams to drive revenue growth 
and relationships by connecting every digital 
experience around the customer. 

A B O U T
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Merkle is a leading data-driven customer experience management 
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 9,600+ employees, Merkle is headquartered in 
Columbia, Maryland, with 50+ additional offices throughout the US, 
EMEA, and APAC. Merkle is a dentsu company. For more information, 
contact Merkle at +31 (0)10-2710200 or visit merkle.nl.

APPROACH 
• 10-minute quantitative survey to 818 respondents in UK (315) and US (503)

TARGET GROUP
• Marketing, IT and Tech responsibilities (mid/senior level) 
• Take part in the decision-making process for marketing-related decisions 
• Company has $300M+ in revenue 

SEEKING TO UNDERSTAND ORGANIZATIONS APPROACH TO… 
• Data Transformation 
• Digital Transformation 
• Organizational Transformation 

A B O U T

R E S E A R C H  O V E R V I E W  
A N D  M E T H O D O L O G Y 

https://www.merkleinc.com/nl/nl

