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Accelerating efficiency 
from customer data



Introduction
Accelerating efficiency 
from customer data

This is the fourth in a four-part series - Enabling 
customer experience transformation through 
marketing technology – which investigates 
the capabilities and enablers driving business 
performance through scalable people-based 
customer experiences

In this paper, we will examine the impact of storage/
collection, integration/enrichment and distribution of 
data in ‘relevant time’ on the activation of audiences 
to drive business value.



Requirement: 
Comprehensive data management forms the 
foundation of a successful and future-proof marketing 
strategy

“We don’t combine data for the sake of combining data. We 
do it to drive results.” 
Fayez Mohamood, CEO & co-founder, Bluecore.

Data management is a make-or-break subject for many organisations. Virtually every industry vertical is now littered with ‘digital-
native’ disruptor brands where data is intrinsic to their value proposition. Uber, Monzo, AirBnB, Babylon; no matter the vertical, the 
ability to leverage a wide array of data (from customer, to market, to operations) rapidly and accurately functions as a USP for each 
service. Machine learning’s advancement in the marketing and BI spheres has hit its stride, with all market-leading tech providers 
developing extensive offerings that are driving value.

On the flip side, increasingly strict regulation in Europe and around the world impose punitive measures for failures to adopt 
policies and practices which make data transparent and available upon request. Major data breach fines in recent years, such as 
over $575m for Equifax in the US and $230m for British Airways in the EU, serve as stark warnings for the consequences of data 
management failures.

Between the carrot and the stick, there are myriad reasons for businesses to focus on optimising data architecture and processes 
as a priority. But data has posed a significant challenge for a long time. In many organisations, as platforms and propositions 
have changed over time, data storage has developed in silos across disparate systems with little to no strategic alignment. Large 
traditional organisations may have on-premise CRM data architecture stretching back years or decades. 

Addressing this is no mean feat - it can be incredibly difficult or even risky to undertake the major architectural change required to 
resolve a unified customer profile. Even where this can be achieved, gaining alignment within an organisation on what the correct 
approach to future data architecture should be is a further challenge. Balancing priorities to build a comprehensive yet flexible data 
strategy that can dynamically respond to changing conditions requires alignment between all functions.



Source: Merkle 2020 Marketing Imperatives: Hyper-Personalisation and the Connected Customer Experience

The solution: An audience data hub delivers the democratisation of conjoined data
Effectively addressing these challenges first requires understanding your audience. Defining the target end state of your data and 
the business applications you are aiming to realise from this process are essential guides to determining your data integration 
requirements. Doing this requires the following steps be undertaken:
1. Build a picture of your desired audience
2. Understand your audience relationships and how you would like to change them
3. Create a flexible roadmap for change

Developing an audience data hub provides the technical platform to realise the business goals defined through this roadmap. 
Forrester recognises that “mature practices implement engagement data hubs to ingest from — and feed — multiple data, 
analytics, and engagement technologies that seek to understand and enhance digital customer experiences.” (Forrester Now Tech: 
Digital Intelligence Technologies 2019). The total customer experience is achieved through establishing a clear and centralised 
connection to all customer-related data across functions: sales, service, finance, logistics, product, channel and more.
Three core capabilities must be developed to activate value through data integration:
- Future-proof data storage
- Holistic data enrichment
- ‘In-time’/‘relevant time’ data distribution
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Capability: 
Future-proof data storage

Fully integrated storage led by a clear data strategy

Technical Enablers: Scalable storage
Operational Enablers: Customer-centric data strategy

Throughout this series we have emphasised the importance of realising a unified customer profile to deliver strategic insights, 
meaningful journey orchestration and performance-driven channel activation. Effective data storage is the foundational capability on 
which this outcome is based. Going beyond simply functioning as a data archive, future-proof storage must facilitate business agility 
and innovation as an integrated data asset encompassing all knowledge about the consumer or business.

Legacy data and a lack of alignment across channels both pose significant technical hurdles to creating a centralised data store. 
Datasets covering CRM, analytics, sales, service and product will often have been developed independently of one another, leading 
to integration challenges. However, the primary challenge for many organisations is the lack of a proactive data strategy. Without this 
forward-looking view of how data can and should be aligned to business objectives, standards around data capture and storage are 
often missing or insufficient. 

Establishing an organisation-wide data strategy covering all data sources and use cases ensures clear guidance on business 
decisions around investment in data architecture. This ensures that the organisation as a whole is bought into not only the budget 
and time requirements for implementing new architecture, but also the process change necessary to sustain this approach long-term 
and realise the business value potential.

This strategy will also inform the organisation’s scalability requirements and help define the associated architecture. The data 
storage paradigm increasingly shifts towards cloud-based non-relational architecture to maximise scalability and flexibility as well as 
cost. Understanding what this means for organisations with legacy on-premise databases relies on the data strategy to deliver an 
incremental transition that balances stability and security with cost and speed.

Defining a clear measurement framework (see our insights paper) and customer journeys (see our orchestration paper) will provide 
inputs to the data strategy required here. These will support the extent to which time plays a factor in data capture, update and 
deployment, and the consistent application of user attributes for activation across multiple channels. Data stewards and process 
owners throughout an organisation support ongoing best practice and deliver frequent assessment of infrastructure delivery against 
strategic objectives.

https://www2.merkleinc.com/l/47252/2020-10-16/8lr9n4
https://www2.merkleinc.com/l/47252/2020-10-16/8lr9nb


Securely and comprehensively expanding the customer profile 

Technical Enablers: Private ID graph, data clean room
Operational Enablers: Robust privacy framework

Once an effective data strategy and centralised data store are established, identity resolution and enrichment are fundamental 
to successfully interrogating the resultant data. The audience data store integrates not just multi-channel and multi-functional first 
party data, but also second- and (within data governance restrictions) third-party data to inform development of channel-based 
segmentation and messaging hypotheses. In order to deliver hyper-personalised experiences at each touchpoint, a business must 
have the ability to interrogate these integrated data sets. 

Some businesses hold a wealth of first-party data whereas for others, integrating additional data sets is necessary to build a 
robust picture of the consumer. Increasing restrictions around third-party data severely limit the ability of organisations to enhance 
customer profiles with relevant attribute and behavioural data that enable targeted experiences. It’s no longer possible to simply 
acquire incremental data; a meaningful value exchange now has to be identified to support the legitimate integration of data.

Source: Merkle 2020 Marketing Imperatives: Hyper-Personalisation and the Connected Customer Experience

Capability:
Holistic data enrichment

First-party ID’s

CONFIDENCE

Third-party ID’s

Be customisable to their needs and use-cases
Be focused on mining first-party data

Be flexible and responsive to privacy regulations and industry change
Leverage “groomed,” high-confidence third-party signals

The marketer’s Private ID Graph will:



Developing a private identity graph is the holy grail underpinning data enrichment. Second-party data sharing agreements are 
increasingly important in broadening the picture of the customer. These additional data points are resolved to a master person 
ID in the primary data, which can then create linkages across broader digital identifiers such as first-party cookies and device 
IDs. Analytics should lead the selection of these additional data sets, only adding where necessary, having maximised the insight 
from existing data as extensively as possible. Data ‘clean rooms’ can then leverage these resolved identities for the analysis, 
segmentation and modelling necessary to translate person-level insight into strategically-aligned and actionable decisioning 
strategy. 

It should go without saying that in order to achieve this, robust data processing must be established. Clear legal frameworks 
including identified sources, storage locations, transfers and processing types are required not only to ensure regulatory 
compliance and the avoidance of risk, but also to validate that the enrichment being undertaken matches the customer’s best 
interest. Privacy by design necessitates the integration of personal data security ‘as part of the design & implementation of systems 
and services, products and practices’ (ICO, Guide to Data Protection). Ensure that a clear and unambiguous privacy policy, data 
processing agreements, and records of processing are established prior to any data use, whatever the source – even for your first-
party data.



Capability:
In time/relevant time data distribution

True omni-channel data availability when & where required

Technical Enablers: ‘In time’ data streams
Operational Enablers: Continuous development team

Source: Merkle Customer Engagement Report, Q3 2020

An audience data hub is created to distribute rich profiles and states to the channels and media through which people engage. The 
significance of ‘in-time’ data availability has been a consistent theme throughout this series; agile data distribution enables effective 
activation of the enriched audience profiles. While requirements vary between organisations (resulting in widely different definitions 
of ‘real-time’), a definition of ‘in-time’ can be established for any business’ data distribution requirements. This will be defined in the 
data strategy described above, but this requires effective data streams and supporting processes to deliver. Scalable storage and 
enriched customer profiles mean very little unless they can be activated.

Facilitating the ingestion, structuring, enhancement and subsequent distribution of data in a meaningful way presents a significant 
barrier to many organisations. Only 26% of businesses state today that they have a distributed data streaming platform leveraged 
throughout the enterprise  (Source : Merkle Customer Engagement Report, Q3 2020). Even where marketers state that they have 
a robust marketing technology suite, many still report gaps in their ability to personalise experiences within a relevant timeframe. 
Data ageing often proves a major pain point, with attributes and behavioural data not being integrated, enriched and distributed 
sufficiently in-time to be meaningful to the customer. Flexibility and scalability apply here too, with new data streams often requiring 
a significant level of effort to deploy, thus limiting the impact of technical development on business value drivers.

We are all batch based

We have a small number of homegrown or off-the-shelf 
applications exposed to users/consumers

We make some decisions in some channels in real time 
based on access to behaviors in real time

We provide API access to a central customer profile

We have a distributed streaming platform leveraged 
throughout the enterprise
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25.75%

25.5%

Current Data Processing Capabilities



Ensuring that data update and governance as a function is ‘always on’ through a continuous development team results in data that 
is relevant and accurate for each use case and channel activation. Monitoring, assessment and triage of data flows through the 
audience data hub avoids the pitfalls of legacy data, where a lack of governance results in limited agility and bulky, complex data 
sets with little to no utility. While maintaining a continuous development team may present an additional cost to the business, this 
needs to be assessed against the value driven from data agility and simple regulatory compliance. 

In addition, the automation of formerly manual execution tasks that can be achieved from good data governance, such as ML-driven 
messaging deployment and optimisation, is a further value realisation from this team. This organisational capability should ensure 
that the business has a very clear picture of the quality of data at all times, and the value of that data to the company.

Developing ‘in-time’ data streams ensures that all systems have access to relevant and accurate data. This requires all channels 
to be integrated so that two-way exchanges can happen within a relevant timeframe for the context of all use cases. Rather than 
marketers relying on days-old dashboards to make tactical decisions, ‘in-time’ streams of complete and enriched data allow 
automated personalisation focusing on Best Next Action for the consumer. 

Modern martech platforms now prioritise this rapid transfer of data as an essential function rather than a feature. Fortunately for 
marketers, standardised cross-platform integration is also proliferating. Even full-stack vendors recognise that the ability to fit into 
a ‘best-of-breed’ solution is important. Salesforce’s Mulesoft offers over 1,000 pre-built API integrations to feed and activate data 
through their Customer 360 Audiences platform. Adobe Experience Platform’s data ingestion and launch features offer similarly 
extensive and highly customisable data streams supporting effective audience activation. Players throughout the CDP space, 
from Bluecore to Microsoft to Tealium, vie for supremacy in the integration and activation space. Whichever tech you select, each 
component of the overall architecture must be optimised for its specific requirements, and holistic impact will be delivered thanks to 
the central strategy driving data usage throughout the Audience Hub. 



Summary:

Stretching back to the 1980s, digital management of 
data is no new upstart in the modern marketing  world, 
with a long history of fuelling improved targeting 
capabilities for brands. Today’s platforms continue to 
place data at the heart of their functionality, and so 
the marketer benefits from broad choice and quality. 
Taking a positive perspective, regulation further 
reinforces consistency in these approaches. As such, 
the challenge in delivering robust data integration to 
activate business value lies in defining a clear data 
strategy that can evolve with the business and has 
buy-in across the organisation. All functions, from sales 
to operations and service, need to be fully aligned and 
integral to the process in order to achieve this. 



Client case study

CHALLENGE
LNER cared deeply about the experience its rail travellers had when using their services, but the business didn’t have the ability to 
connect that experience up through their various channel touchpoints. That meant that it was impossible to be as helpful as needed 
in delivering timely, personal updates and offers to each individual passenger. LNER needed to enrich its single customer view to 
provide a well-connected cross-channel journey and experience.

APPROACH
LNER began the transformation by simply asking customers: “How can we make your journey a joy?” This research led to the 
creation of an unparalleled pre-departure programme, a series of personal communications to each traveller which delivers tailored 
messaging before and after each customer’s journey. Customers can now learn what to expect for their upcoming rail travel 
and crucially give feedback afterwards, meaning the programme is constantly evolving and enriching itself. The pre-departure 
programme is now creating detailed, high-quality customer profiles at an individual level.

For example, based on booking details, LNER can now discover a customer’s likes, dislikes, reason for travel, history and loyalty; 
allowing them to surprise and delight particular customers at key moments in their overall journey (for instance on their twentieth 
booking they might receive a free at-seat glass of prosecco or an upgrade to first class).

LNER also created a digital assistant to give customers real-time information on their train – from platform numbers, to delay 
notifications, to revised arrival times. And to ensure that the focus wasn’t just on new technology, Merkle also played a key role in 
revising and redefining LNER’s multi-channel marketing strategy to ensure that LNER’s powerful new capabilities were embedded 
and deployed to best effect.

RESULTS
Digital channels are now linked with physical touchpoints with tremendous benefits for LNER’s passengers, as seen in the outcome 
of the programme – net advocacy scores have tripled. LNER is now sending out 40x more personalised emails and texts - and have 
countless more happy customers as a result.

KEYS TO SUCCESS
• Customer-centric research placing passenger needs at the heart of the client
• A constantly evolving, intelligent programme of communications to anticipate customer needs at every step
• A revolutionised multi-channel marketing strategy to embed and deploy new capabilities to their very best advantage

Making journeys joyful for LNER via a 
revolutionised single customer view
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