
What Does “Data Quality” 
Really Mean?
Deep into the big data era, we continue to see a tremendous influx of discussion, 
articles, blogs, and white papers talking about collecting and analyzing data to drive 
competitive advantage. However, over the past five years, the marketing industry has 
been so focused on developing new technologies to handle data in both an online and 
offline world, it seems to have forgotten all about the quality of the data that feeds 
these technologies. As a result, IT and marketing teams are feeling the impact of poor 
data quality and often are not well equipped with the necessary tools, experience, 
and knowledge to effectively manage data quality in a highly transactional data 
environment.  
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Marketing Technology without Data Quality = Poor Decisions Faster 
What marketers tend to overlook is that the quality of data is a key foundational component of the effectiveness 
of marketing technology, enabling actionable insights and decisions across the enterprise. The fact of the matter 
is many companies have poor data quality and may not even know it. In its 2015 report titled The Impact of 
Bad Data on Demand Creation, SiriusDecisions cited, “according to our research, between 10 percent and 25 
percent of b-to-b marketing database contacts contain critical errors.”1 The importance of investing in a solid data 
foundation is critical to achieving top-line business results, such as revenue growth and profitability.

The first step to improving data quality is to thoroughly understand where problems and gaps exist. Our 
recommendation is to conduct an assessment of data, data flows, systems, and users. It is important to understand 
entry points, where data resides, how it is updated and changed, and where and how it is being used. Companies 
should fix any data quality challenges at the source, not downstream after the data has been potentially consumed 
or used. There are three important dimensions to every company’s data ecosystem that need to be audited, 
maintained, and managed on a continual basis:

The Data Dimension – This dimension focuses on the data itself, specifically assessing the quality 
of data and identifying critical gaps and issues. We recommend that companies focus on four 
distinct areas of data quality: 

• Completeness refers to how comprehensive each customer record is in the database. This step 
reviews each record, identifies the data attributes, and assesses how complete or filled in they 
are. The end result is an understanding of where the gaps are today and whether all the right 
data assets exist to effectively engage with customers.
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Merkle utilizes  the  following  framework  to  conduct  data  
quality  assessments  and  analysis:    

PROFILE
What  do  my  customers  look  like?

CONTACTABILITY
Can  I  contact  them?

VALIDITY
Is  my  data  up  to  date?

COMPLETENESS
Do I have missing data?

DataCheck

1 https://www.siriusdecisions.com/TheImpactofBadDataonDemandCreation.aspx
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• Validity looks at how sound, accurate, and fresh the data is in the database. This evaluation 
can identify the companies that are no longer in business or, for consumer records, confirm 
that they still reside at the address. It should also include a review of the freshness of the data 
by looking at the last time it was updated or the last time the customer transacted. All of these 
insights will help you determine a strategy for updating or refreshing the data on some regular 
basis.  

• Contactability looks at the contacts in the database and assesses a marketer’s ability to reach 
them across multiple channels – telephone, email, online. Here, companies should look at 
their ability to contact and link customers, ensure that the structure and quality of the contact 
data (e.g., phone, email) are accurate, and review the processes for capturing and tracking 
permissions.

• Profile helps a marketer better understand the makeup of the customer base, which may change 
or shift over time. Understanding how customers break down across key areas such as industry 
or size can be insightful. This can also help highlight additional data that should be acquired to 
increase that understanding and insight, such as credit risk or technology usage.

 The Business Dimension – This dimension is more focused on a company’s business strategy 
and objectives and understanding how data will impact the plans. It’s important to determine 
what business decisions and insights are needed and then map the type of data required to support 
the marketing goals. This will help identify where to focus the data quality efforts. In addition, 
companies need to assess the users and uses of the data. It is critical to identify who needs to have 
access to the data, create an inventory of how they will use the data, and get their buy-in/support in 
the overall data quality strategy and process. Finally, reviewing data governance processes should 
be part of this dimension, so that the company can be proactive in managing and updating them as 
the privacy landscape fluctuates.  

 The Infrastructure Dimension – The final dimension considers the technology infrastructure 
and how data quality will impact or enable its effectiveness. This step includes a mapping of all 
the systems, tools, and interfaces that the organization has to get access to the data. Companies 
should study how the data is being captured and whether it is being verified. In addition, it is 
essential to conduct a review of the methods being used to consolidate and integrate the data. It 
is especially important to understand whether all the data is being captured or added in order to 
create a single view of the customer across offline and online channels. Finally, look at how the 
data is being accessed across CRM systems, marketing automation and business intelligence tools, 
and salesforce automation. Ensure that the data strategy takes into consideration these tools and 
capabilities. 
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Making Data Quality a Business Advantage 
After this assessment has been conducted, marketers will have all the inputs to inform a comprehensive data 
quality and data enrichment strategy. It may seem like a daunting list of issues, improvements and opportunities 
that need to be considered. Create a roadmap that prioritizes the initiatives over time and focuses on quick wins 
and clear return on investment in the short run, so that you can create the business case to support longer-term 
investments. Below are some key considerations when creating the data strategy and roadmap:  

From a number of global data quality audits conducted annually 
across a wide spectrum of brands, the following trends can be seen:

• Very few companies are capturing social identifiers.

• Companies are becoming better at collecting email; however, on 
average, 13% of emails are invalid. 

• Approximately 8-10% of consumer records are invalid due to moves.

• On average, 9% of business records are invalid due to moves or 
going out of business.

• Many companies are missing as much as 70-80% coverage of key 
firmographic variables.
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The most important aspect of the ongoing quest for data quality is ensuring that the assessment and roadmap 
creation is NOT a point-in-time exercise. The responsibility of data quality and stewardship is not the job of a 
selected few, but a corporate commitment to drive continuous improvement in maintaining data assets.

In an ever-evolving, digitally connected world, where technology enables big data to be leveraged for any 
marketing or customer interaction at any touchpoint, it is paramount that the data is accurate, complete, current, 
and accessible. Leading organizations continue to invest in data quality to help drive advanced analytics that 
create “next best” scenarios for new campaigns, offers, and products and services to promote to customers 
and prospects. The more predictive and effective these models, the better the top-line results and competitive 
differentiation. It’s imperative that modern marketers understand the value of data quality and potential impacts 
(positive and negative) of their efforts. 
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Key Case in Point

The Challenge

In order to create a strong foundation for new marketing initiatives, Schneider Electric needed 
to improve the quality of its data across the globe and support for its acquisition campaigns in 
every region of the world. Some of the specific challenges facing Schneider Electric included:

Big data
The size and scale of the data in Schneider Electric’s global database posed some particular 
challenges.  Over 24 million records reside in the global marketing database, which is updated 
from more than 37 sources.  

Global governance
Dealing with the complexities of operating in a global environment.  

Business case
Schneider Electric needed to find ways to improve data quality and show cost savings in order 
to help fund new initiatives and drive better customer communication.  Putting together this 
kind of business case and convincing management is not an easy task.

The Solution

In the spring of 2012,  Schneider Electric began implementing a new approach to global data 
quality that optimizes the best of global software solutions with local data hygiene to create a 
combined, seamless approach that delivers the best results.  The solution was initially tested in 
small batches across high-priority countries and then rolled out across multiple regions.  

The Results

The results of this solution have been extremely impactful to Schneider Electric.  The financial 
impact can be measured in two ways: cost savings and new revenue opportunities.  

Cost savings — Schneider Electric has seen an ROI of 17:1, a savings of tens of millions of 
dollars over the next five years.  

New revenue — the initial results have generated new revenue opportunities of $6.6 million.  

In addition, through this solution, Schneider Electric is contributing to the environment by 
saving 235,200,000 pages of paper resulting in the conservation of 28,224 trees.
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Merkle is a global data-driven, technology-enabled performance marketing agency and 
the largest independent agency in the US for CRM, digital, and search. For more than 25 
years, Fortune 1000 companies and leading nonprofit organizations have partnered with 
Merkle to maximize the value of their customer portfolios. The agency’s heritage in data, 
technology, and analytics forms the foundation for its unmatched skills in understanding 
consumer insights. When combined with its strength in performance media, Merkle 
creates customer experiences that drive improved marketing performance and shareholder 
value. With more than 3,400 employees, the privately held corporation is headquartered in 
Columbia, Maryland with 15 additional offices in the US and offices in Barcelona, London, 
Shanghai, and Nanjing. For more information, contact Merkle at 1-877-9-Merkle or visit 
www.merkleinc.com.

merkleinc.com 
linkedin.com/company/merkle 

facebook.com/merkleinc 

twitter.com/merklecrm 

flickr.com/photos/merkleinc 

youtube.com/user/merklecrm
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