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Picture a family at a theme park, 

sitting down to lunch after a morning 

of roller coasters and beginning to 

plan the rest of their day. There are 

a lot of options, and none of them 

sound familiar. There are blank, 

indecisive stares all around the table 

until a text message arrives on Mom’s 

smartphone, offering discount passes 

to an adjacent waterpark. Problem 

solved: The 12-year-old son loves 

water slides, making this an easy 

decision for the family, as well as a 

marketing triumph for the resort. 

 

 

 

 

A conversation is happening here, and we’re not talking 
about what the family’s saying around the table.

“Personalization isn’t a technology, it’s a strategy,” says 
Zimm Zimmermann, vice president of personalization 
at Merkle, a marketing agency based in Baltimore. “It’s 
a conversation with the customer, and to do it well you 
have to listen to people and respond accordingly.”1

When your personalized, on-target offers arrive on 
customers’ smartphones—or smartwatches, laptop 
screens, point-of-sale displays—at precisely the 
moments they’re most ready to consider them, you’re 
joining them in a conversation that’s critical to the 
success of your company. The stakes are high, but thanks 
to the wealth of data you can gather, analyze, and use 
instantly to inform the dynamic flow of offers, you can 
hold up your end of the conversation and keep them 
coming back for more. 

“You’re not just personalizing for an individual, but for 
a moment in time,” says Zimmermann. “With real-
time, predictive offers, you’re considering who they are, 
where they are, what their interests are, where they are 
in the customer journey, and all the past interactions 
you’ve had with them, and then overlaying that with the 
repository of offers in your system.”2

In other words, for your conversation to be successful, 
you need to understand your audience (personalize 
your message) and be relevant (deliver that message in 
real-time). Of course, just like some of the conversations 
you have in the real world, this kind of personalized, 
real-time communication requires training and practice. 
Start by asking yourself these questions:

• Is your company aligned across teams to support the 
customer’s journey? 

• Does your company have a solid data foundation 
that unifies customer data across channels? 

• Do you have the tools to send the best offer to your 
audience once you have this valuable data? 

Let’s take a deeper look at each of these.

“Personalization is not a 
technology, it’s a strategy. 
It’s a conversation with the 
customer, and to do it well 
you have to listen to people 
and respond accordingly.”

ZIMM ZIMMERMANN
VP of personalization 

Merkle
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1. Change your  
physical workspace.
Does the organization of your office locations or the 
layout of individual office spaces support silos? One 
of the best ways to get out of the separate-channel 
mindset is to physically change your workspace. In 
Forbes magazine, Keith Weed, CMO of Unilever, swears 
by his company’s “dynamic working environment—with 
an open desk plan and flexible working—where ideas 
can circulate.”5 Many companies are now eliminating silos 
by embracing a more agile team environment where 
you can dock next to one person for half the day and 
work on a project together, and then easily pick up and 
join a different group in another part of the office. This 
way you can have someone from PR, someone from 
social, a digital technologist, a copywriter, and a brand 
strategist all sitting together in real time co-creating, 
executing, testing, sharing, and learning.

2. Share knowledge  
across all levels.
From physical workspace (remote vs. open office 
plans) to shared values and goals, your workplace is 
probably comprised of competing ideologies, teams, 
and technologies. Your email, mobile, web, display, and 
social teams may not only be physically isolated in your 
office but may also have distinct cultures, tools, and 

incentive structures. What’s more, the data possessed 
by each of them may reside in legacy software systems 
that don’t converse well with one another. 

To move from silo-based actions to customer 
journey–based priorities, your company must 
overcome the fear of sharing internal information. 
Companies that break down silos, foster 
communication, and deliver customer value are 
quickly rewarded, while those companies that lag 
behind are disappearing at a rapid rate.

3. Unify your team with  
a common goal.
Teams frequently act to serve their own interests, and if 
those interests are different from those of other teams, 
silos emerge. As such, it’s critical that teams work 
with common, top-down goals that align the entire 
company to the same purpose. 

“We’re now in a time when we need to work together 
and serve together in ways we haven’t done before,” 
says Vijayanta Gupta, head of product and industry 
marketing at Adobe. “Marketers who understand 
that what we do across the entire customer journey 
is more important than what we do at individual 
touchpoints will transform their enterprises.”7

Nothing starts a conversation off worse than 
a mixed message, and in business, these 
mixed messages most commonly come 
from the way an organization is structured.

“Effective real-time marketing often requires 
pretty significant change management that 
starts at the top, with the chief marketing 
officer, because you have to get all the 
different teams aligned and playing together,” 
says Bruce Swann, senior product marketing 
manager for Adobe Campaign.3

Zimmermann agrees. “Typically, people 
and processes are the hardest thing for 
companies to get around before they can 
deliver on personalized experiences,” he 
says.4 Many executives agree that there are 
common best practices across industries to 
break down silos. Here are three to consider:

Speak CLEARLY.



52016  |  Your most crucial conversation.

“Personalization isn’t just about using my name. It’s about showing me an image that 
makes me feel good, and talking about what I want to talk about at the time I want 
to talk about it. It’s the right message at the right time on the right channel at the 
right location," Zimmermann says.8

In conversation, listening is more important than talking. In the interactions between 
you and your customers, most of that listening comes from your looking at data. 
They talk to you when they click on links, download apps, allow you to find their 
location, and more. In fact, the digital world is so connected, your customers are 
talking a lot. You need to set yourself up to listen because the best responses come 
when you understand what they—and the data they’re generating—are saying. 

Isolated, channel-focused teams by definition deprive themselves of this deep 
understanding of the customer. Bringing it all together is tough—there are different 
software systems, different devices, different team cultures, different goals and 
incentives, and even differences in data nomenclature. However, uniting them is 
essential because a singular view of the customer across channels is the basis for 
everything that follows. Meaningful real-time interaction and personalization are 
nonstarters without this cohesive, cross-channel vantage.

To pull it off successfully, consider starting with low-hanging fruit: relatively 
connected channels such as email, website, and digital display. The data is relatively 
easy to connect and meld, so marketing leaders can focus on what’s required to 
bring different teams into alignment. From there, you can conquer more difficult 
integrations such as call centers or on-site guest services interactions. 

“You need to build a new foundation, a data foundation,” says Mohammad Gaber, head 
of industry marketing and strategy for travel and hospitality at Adobe, and without 
an accurate, cross-channel view of the customer, you’re doomed before you start. 

“Personalization is about listening—collecting and then responding—so you want to pull 
all the right data sources together and create the right segments, the right models.”9

An even richer picture is possible by incorporating second- and third-party data. 
Second-party data is shared directly between partner companies, such as when a 
manufacturer makes an agreement to share information with a retailer. Third-party 
data is more generic profile- and segment-focused information. 

It makes sense to start by maximizing the value of your first-party data, because 
it’s the most useful. In an Econsultancy study of the travel and hospitality sector, 
two-thirds of survey respondents said first-party data was “very effective” in driving 
return on investment. The number dropped to about one-third for both second- 
and third-party data.10

Two-thirds of respondents to an Econsultancy 
study said first-party data was “very effective” 
in driving return on investment. The number 
dropped to about one-third for both second- 
and third-party data.

Listen CAREFULLY.
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One other note: To generate the best possible real-
time offer, the goal is for all of these data sources to 
update instantly. When dealing with second- and third-
party data, the speed and frequency of exchange are 
important points to consider. 

Here are a few other points to consider when gathering 
data to create that single customer view.

Adaptive. Every customer behavior you observe 
has the potential to deepen your understanding of 
that customer. Was their last purchase in keeping with 
expectations based on their profile? If not, should the 
profile change? If the customer selected an offer that’s 
different than the one you figured would be best, did 
their decision influence your follow-up offer? 

“It’s about being able to react on the fly,” says Raj Sen, 
group manager of analytics at Adobe, “to say, ‘Here’s the 
itinerary that I pushed this customer, but now they’re 
deviating, so I’m going to account for that in real time and 
reconfigure the schedule in a way that’s reflective of the 
changes.’ People have free will and they’re going to make 
changes we don’t expect. The key is to respond with 
something that makes sense based on their changes.”11

It’s equally important to respond intelligently to 
milestones along the customer journey. If a retailer has 
been suggesting several tablet computers to a customer 
who then buys one of them, other tablet offers should 
cease immediately across all channels. The best next 
offer in this scenario might be a case or stylus. 

Accurate. As you’re pulling in data collected across 
different teams and channels, make sure that you 
understand how each data source is gleaned, and how 
accurate it is, and that it’s weighted accordingly. This 
sounds obvious, but it’s a key point and a frequent misstep 
for companies transitioning to greater data dependence.

For example, tools designed to discern consumer 
attitudes based on social media keywords are useful, but 
not as reliable as a survey that a customer filled out last 
month. And there’s a big difference between survey data 
and purchase data. 

Contextual. Great offers are relevant offers, and 
relevant offers indicate an understanding of the 
customer’s circumstances, in addition to their broader 
preferences. The same diner at the same restaurant 
may respond very differently to the same offer 
depending on whether they’re with family, friends, or 
colleagues. That means that your understanding of the 
customer’s context—their location, their purpose, their 
companions—is critical to your overall view.



72016  |  Your most crucial conversation.

Once you’ve listened (and are continuing to listen), you know the perfect 
response: that personalized, real-time offer that’s going to show your customer that 
you know them, you’ve listened to them, and you have just what they need. 

Understanding what the data—and your customer—are telling you is crucial 
because it tells you not only which offer to send, but when and how. This goes 
beyond the one-sided campaigns of the past.

“Campaign management is very linear—you email, you wait, you email, you 
wait,” Zimmermann says. “Now we’re building interactions, where I email you 
and then I look at what you did, whether you opened it or not, and whether you 
viewed it. If you didn’t open it, I’ll try again but change the subject line. If you 
viewed it but didn’t click through, then I’m going to send you a different email 
with the same topic because I know you’re interested. Interaction management 
is about developing the means to respond to what the person does.”12

Real-time marketers have a central repository of possible offers, and the best 
one can change in an instant based on their view of the customer, predictive 
analytics, or a subtle shift in priorities such as the achievement of a sales goal or 
the state of their inventory.

The range of possible offers is broad—from emails or display ads aimed at enticing 
someone to purchase a last-minute getaway, to on-property hotel service offers 
that aren’t aimed at increasing revenue, only deepening your relationship with the 
consumer. This means there are a lot of factors and competing goals to consider 
when calculating your next offer: revenue, loyalty, likelihood of success, and other 
factors such as perishable inventory. 

Context also informs the best-offer selection process. Thanks to geolocation 
technologies such as iBeacon, it’s possible to incorporate a lot of useful context 
into real-time offers. Likewise, if you’re tapped into the capabilities of real-time 
interaction, you can adapt your offers or offer sequence on the fly based on 
customers’ behavior while on your website or their responses to an earlier offer. 
Rather than force-feeding them an inflexible, impersonal, linear campaign, you’re 
reacting based on their behavior as well as signals that they’re supplying along 
their customer journey.

Finally, with real-time, context-based offers, the choice of channel matters not only 
in terms of its typical efficacy and purpose, but also its immediacy. An email is more 
subtle and less likely to irritate than a text message or app notification, but it’s also 
slower, and some real-time offers lose their relevancy if they’re not received in the 
moment—for instance, while the customer is walking by a restaurant. 

“Once you have all that data, importantly the question becomes, ‘Now what? How 
do I bring the right assets together, what do I present to the customer, and where?’” 
says Adobe’s Gaber. “You start by building a unified foundation of data and assets 
and a delivery system, and then once those are in place, that’s when you can really 
start to deliver personalization at scale. That’s the really exciting part.”13

Industry partnerships factor in here as well, such as a partnership between a 
streaming content provider and a smart TV manufacturer. If you’re offering bundled 
services to the customer, it’s important to build on the trust you’ve begun to establish 
by making a useful offer in the first place. That means creating a seamless, consistent 
purchase experience. This can be a challenging conversation between marketers 
at the different companies, but just like the decision to reconfigure your marketing 
operation for a multichannel view, it’s well worth the hassle. 

Respond THOUGHTFULLY.
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The technology is in place to facilitate relevant, 
personalized, real-time marketing , and as more 
companies make the necessary organizational 
adjustments and technology investments, there will be 
more attempts at personalized, real-time marketing.

Which leads to a note of caution: Before you start  
your new conversation, be sure of what you’re saying. 
Real-time marketing is inherently personal, and 
personalization done poorly can be disastrous. 

“This could be such a turnoff for the consumer if 
they’re being instantly targeted with something that 
just seems creepy,” says Adobe’s Swann. “And the 
result of that could be an opt out, or less loyalty to a 
brand, or a bad experience, all those different things. 
So as a marketer, you have to approach this in a way 
where your end goal is building trust, not just driving 
conversions and revenue.”14

A related danger is missing the mark with a 
personalized message and demonstrating that 
you don’t understand your customer’s tastes or 
context—a “kids eat free” offer to a traveler on a 
business trip, for example. This is an easy trap to fall 
into, particularly given the inexact science of cross-
device stitching—tracking one user from a laptop 
to a smartphone and then a tablet. Another factor 

is that the right time to present an offer might occur 
before you’ve learned as much as you’d like about 
the consumer.

Personalized marketing , of course, doesn’t need to 
flaunt the fact that it’s been tailored. There’s a place 
for calling customers by name and demonstrating 
your understanding of their preferences. There’s also a 
place for doing that work behind the scenes, selecting 
the offer (or other asset) that makes the most sense 
as your next move and silently pushing it forward. If 
your understanding of the customer is on target, then 
you’ll be making a compelling offer. If you’re off base, 
the offer may be less enticing , but there’s no deep 
harm done. 

“Dynamic personalization is about the ability to 
provide dynamic, modular content,” Zimmermann 
says.15 The personalization isn’t overt, but the 
content displayed on a web page, for example, shifts 
to accommodate a particular consumer. A basic 
example is that an entrepreneur visiting a bank 
website might see an offer for a small business loan. 
An advanced example is that the same entrepreneur 
might see a photo of someone in the same industry 
accompanying the offer, and the text might change 
to match generational tastes. 

A gradual journey to  
real-time personalization. 

Begin with channels that are the most 
straightforward to link together, such  
as your website, email, and digital  
display advertising. 

Move to more challenging channels and 
applications, such as providing call centers 
and sales staff with real-time updates.

Last but not least, be sure to engage in  
real time on social media.

Watch your MOUTH.
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“The system is looking at all these attributes—he’s 
a millennial, he lives in Texas—so all four of the 
content blocks on the web page dynamically build 
themselves with offers designed to meet you as an 
individual,” Zimmermann says.16

Zimmermann recommends a gradual journey to 
real-time personalization, beginning with some of the 
channels that are most straightforward to link together: 
website, email, and digital display advertising. The 
teams that work on each channel are often separated, 
but the technological difficulty in connecting the data 
is relatively low, as similar identifiers are used for each 
and can be woven together to build a single consumer 
profile that updates in real time. That means the 
marketing team can focus on the hard parts: aligning 
their incentives and processes to facilitate the unified 
view, learning to understand and take advantage of 
the enhanced view of the consumer, and building 
marketing assets designed to be deployed based on 
user behaviors, rather than a traditional campaign. 

From there, marketers can move on to more 
challenging channels and applications, such as feeding 
call center reps the information about how a customer 
is interacting with your website or updating point-of-
sale systems and sales staff with real-time updates. 

The next step involves tackling customer interactions 
on social media networks. Zimmermann says those 
closed-off systems make it “a little harder for us to 
engage and track and respond to the customer. It’s 
still doable, but there are a lot more steps that need 
to take place. You definitely want your structures and 
processes in order first, because as you move down 
the path, there’s a greater level of detail required.”17
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By unifying customer data across channels and keeping 
a close eye on the customer journey, marketers can 
deliver consistent, relevant, and personal real-time offers 
right now. It’s a seismic shift for marketers because it 
transforms the way they see the customer journey, from 
static campaigns to a dynamic, responsive conversation. 

“The customer kind of self-selects their own path, 
bouncing backward and forward through the journey,” 
says Zimmermann, and whenever the customer 
reaches a critical moment, the marketer is ready to 
provide just the right offer or information.18 

The technology for real-time, personalized marketing 
exists. The challenges to implementation are largely 
organizational, related to teaching disparate teams and 
systems to share and analyze data together and to 
act in a similarly coordinated fashion to deliver smart, 
timely offers to consumers. 

The promise of this technology is that it’s doing a lot of 
the number crunching for you, showing you the real-
time customer insights, such as location, that are most 
worth your focus, helping you refine the experience.  

To capitalize, and to do so in real time, you’ll need a hub, 
a centralized solution that gathers all the customer data, 
as well as the offers and assets, and the inventory and 
revenue management data. 

“Fundamentally, to harmonize the way you do this, you 
need a front-end solution that will allow you to take all 
this data and deliver it to customers consistently,” says 
Adobe’s Gaber. “That’s a challenge, because some of our 
customers have a whole puzzle of solutions that don’t 
really work well with each other, and so you can’t deliver 
anything that’s coherent or consistent to the customer.”19 

Accordingly, you’ll also need to adapt those solutions, 
as well as your organization, to fit an era of cross-
channel, real-time marketing that’s calibrated to speak 
in each new stage of a customer journey, whenever 
that progress might take place. 

“The organizational and technology shifts happening right 
now are like the early days of email and web. That’s the 
scale of the transition, so of course it’s a struggle, because 
there’s the technology adoption, the integration, and also 
the organizational change,” Gaber says.  

 
“We’re talking about going to where the customer is, in real 
time, with an understanding of what they need, and this is 
what customers expect of us now.”20 

When you get the conversation right, personalized, 
real-time insights and offers make your customers’ lives 
simpler and more familiar. And for you, that’s a good 
thing. There’s a serious payoff when you listen to and 
delight your customers at the times that matter most.

Start TALKING.
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With the cross-channel marketing capabilities in Adobe Marketing Cloud, you can 
deliver consistent and relevant experiences everywhere your customers go. Integrate 
the following Adobe solutions to connect individually with millions of customers:

Merkle is a global data-driven, technology-enabled performance marketing agency and the 
largest independent agency in the U.S. for CRM, data and search. For more than 25 years, 
Fortune 1000 companies and leading nonprofit organizations have partnered with us to 
maximize the value of their customer portfolios. We create customer experiences that drive 
improved marketing performance and shareholder value. Merkle’s partnership with Adobe 
combines the expertise of one of the world’s leading people-based performance marketing 
agencies with the industry’s highest-rated marketing cloud to create leading solutions for 
marketers globally. For more information, visit www.merkleinc.com.

To learn more about how you can personalize, automate, and deliver cross-channel 
campaigns, visit www.adobe.com/marketing-cloud/cross-channel-marketing.html.

WE can help.

Adobe Campaign: Map customer journeys and automate, personalize, 
and execute campaigns across online and offline channels.

Adobe Target: Improve campaign conversion and create more 
contextual content by testing before you deliver.

Adobe Media Optimizer: Tie one-to-one campaign management to 
programmatic ad management to broaden the view of the customer 
and retarget on search or display channels.

Adobe Analytics: Measure the effectiveness of campaigns across 
multiple touchpoints from anonymous to authenticated customer.

http://www.merkleinc.com
http://www.adobe.com/marketing-cloud/cross-channel-marketing.html
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Adobe Marketing Cloud empowers companies to use big data to effectively reach and engage customers and 
prospects with highly personalized marketing content across devices and digital touchpoints. Eight tightly  
integrated solutions offer marketers a complete set of marketing technologies that focus on analytics, web  
and app experience management, testing and targeting, advertising, audience management, video, social 
engagement, and campaign orchestration. The tie-in with Adobe Creative Cloud makes it easy to quickly  
activate creative assets across all marketing channels. Thousands of brands worldwide—including two-thirds  
of Fortune 50 companies—rely on Adobe Marketing Cloud with over 30.4 trillion transactions a year.

https://www.adobe.com/marketing-cloud.html
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