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Executive Summary
Making the organizational transformation to a customer-centric business strategy is difficult enough without the added 
pressure of flawed assumptions. A new study conducted by Merkle, in partnership with Adobe, revealed several truths 
that seem inconsistent with commonly held beliefs about what is required to successfully implement people-based 
marketing across the enterprise. 

The following review of our research findings will help build the case for change by providing you with key data points to 
support your initiative. We will dispel some of the common myths about transformation – myths that can lead marketers 
down the wrong path by instilling either excess confidence or unnecessary fear. Even worse, they often serve as 
excuses to do nothing (which is a surefire way to fail at customer centricity). 

In this report, we explore some of the most telling characteristics of successful transformations. For example, they are:

•	 2x more likely to have a formal program management office

•	 2.8x more likely to require a business case to quantify benefits

•	 3.3x more likely to address the realignment of incentives

•	 2.5x more likely to have channel owners actively involved in the process

Most findings are applicable to any type of broad-scale transformation, but our focus is on the topic of customer-
centric transformation, which has its own unique complexities. It requires working across lines of business, 
implementing among multiple channels, mastering new and emerging technologies, and perhaps the most difficult 
challenge, reevaluating existing processes and organizational structure.
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Defining	Transformation
Let’s start with defining transformation – in particular, how it differs from optimization (Figure 1). 

Optimization can be successful within a business-as-usual environment. But transformation is much bigger and more 
complex. And it requires a broader scope, a more rigorous approach, and specific competencies that may not be in 
place today.

Figure 1 – Optimization vs. Transformation

Optimization is where companies tend to 
spend the majority of their energy – focused 
on finding incremental improvements to 
existing programs. Tactics are most often 
clearly defined, and the approach is often 
one and done.

Transformation is more about questioning 
and challenging what’s already in place.  
Unlike optimization, the action plan is 
often fluid and iterative; and it’s not always 
clearly defined. The expected benefit of 
transformation is substantial, and its reach 
is enterprise-wide. 

http://merkleinc.com/
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Background on Our Research
What are the odds of a successful transformation? This topic has been addressed many times over the years, by Merkle 
and many other industry experts. The research has consistently found that as many as 70 percent of complex, large-
scale change programs don’t reach their stated goals. 

In our work with clients, we hear many opinions about what does and doesn’t drive successful transformation. To get a 
deeper understanding of what factors drive successful transformation initiatives, we conducted a study with 250 
senior-level executives in the US who have recently completed a broad-scale marketing and/or technology 
transformation initiative. The respondents spanned all industries across B-to-B and B-to-C (Figure 2).

Typically, we think of success and failure as an all-or–nothing assessment. But the truth is that when evolving an idea 
into reality, there’s substantial reward – and potential risk – at every stage. Our discussion will address factors related to 
the success of a transformation initiative overall, but also factors specific to a phase (Figure 3).

It starts with the Planning phase. If the project is not thoroughly planned, with appropriate organizational support, there 
is a very real risk that it will never make it into development – whether because funding wasn’t approved or the project 
just lost steam along the way. 

Next is the Build phase, and there are countless ways things can go wrong. In extreme cases, the enhancements are 
never launched. But more commonly, organizations significantly under-deliver on project expectations – and probably 
exceed established limits on cost and timeline. 

Finally, there is the Sustain phase where the initiative is launched but never fully takes hold and is ultimately abandoned. 

Figure 2 – Who were the respondents?

Figure 3 – The Phases and Associated Risks of Transformation
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No More Excuses—Debunking 6 Common Myths
Myth #1:  “We don’t need to waste time (and money) on 

planning. We know what we want to do.”
There is often a temptation to shortcut the planning process and move right into the development of a solution. In 
the case of a straightforward optimization effort, this may be the most efficient approach. However, broader scale 
transformation, which involves different lines of business and functional areas, requires thorough planning. 

We found that investing the time and resources up front in planning activities was highly predictive of success during 
the development and build phases. Initiatives that were deemed a success overall were 2x more likely to indicate that 
the organization put in place a formal program management office. Also, they were 2.8x more likely to require a 
business case to quantify benefits (Figure 4). 

Figure 4 – Formalized Planning Process

Executive Insight: “We have to be able to broker messages and offers across not 
just one channel, but all of our channels. It was important that we work with all of 
our channels to bring them along, because they also have their own roadmaps and 
agendas.” - Senior executive from major multi-national brand

Successful companies 
were 2.8x more likely to 
require a business case 
to quantify benefits. 

“

http://merkleinc.com/
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Myth # 2:  “Getting the technology right will be the  
hardest part.”

When planning and executing a marketing transformation project, technology usually comprises the lion’s share of 
attention, effort, and investment. We’ve consistently found that, while hardware/software is mentioned as a common 
factor in project failure, it is rarely among the top reasons. 

With the evolving technology landscape, there is no question that getting the technology components right is 
complicated, expensive, and ever-changing. And it is critical to a program’s success. However, it is the people factor of 
organizational adoption that will ultimately sink an initiative (Figure 5).

The level of organizational readiness, including factors such as incentive alignment, workflow adjustment, and 
organizational structure, differ greatly between successful and unsuccessful initiatives. 

Our experience is that the alignment of incentives to the desired behavior is critical. In addition to product-focused 
conversion and profitability metrics, the organization needs to incorporate an enterprise-level view of customer value 
that spans across products as a key performance indicator. And the desired behaviors must be rewarded. Companies 
whose transformation initiative was a success were 3.3x more likely to address the realignment of incentives (Figure 6). 

Figure 6 – Organizational Readiness

Lack of organizational adoption 29%

Scope was too ambitious 27%

Lack of executive alignment 14%

Poor project management 14%

Hardware/software did not perform as anticipated 9%

Figure 5 – Top Five Reasons a Transformation Initiative Failed
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Successful transformations were also significantly more likely to adjust and adapt workflows and processes (2.5x) and 
to adjust and adapt their organizational structure (2x).

Myth # 3:  “To make this initiative worthwhile, we need  
to go big.”

The team is energized and it’s tempting to want to do it all. So it’s not surprising that having a “scope that was too 
ambitious” was the second most frequently mentioned reason for why an initiative failed. 

This perspective is consistent with what we as marketing technology consultants and providers see in the marketplace. 

Unfortunately, organizations can be slow to forget past failures. In a risk-averse organization, a poorly executed 
project can quickly turn into a cautionary tale that makes employees and teams think twice before attempting to 
innovate. Unless you are fortunate enough to work in the minority of companies that embrace (vs. punish) learning 
from failure, getting transformation wrong will have not only the obvious near-term impact, but also much longer-term 
repercussions.

On the topic of technology, we were interested to see whether there were any differences in the level of technology 
focus between high-growth and average/low-growth companies. Both types of companies are addressing the basics 
such as big data, campaign management, content management, and database enhancements. But high-growth 

Executive Insight: “We have invested who-knows-how-much in technology and 
have hired the best engineers money can buy. Yet we can’t even get a simple 
report out of the platform.” - Senior marketing executive, travel/hospitality co.

“High-growth organizations were significantly 
more likely to explore the implementation of 
complex and/or leading-edge technology 
systems, such as channel systems, ad 
technology, and decision management, than 
their average/low-growth counterparts.

http://merkleinc.com/
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organizations were significantly more likely to implement complex and leading-edge technology systems, such as 
channel systems, ad technology, and decision management, than their average/low-growth counterparts (Figure 7). 

Myth # 4:  “It will be simpler to get this done by  
keeping the team small.”

The nature of these projects is that they span functions, channels, and products. And to succeed, they must be 
inclusive of all these areas. In particular, we’ve found that the level of cross-channel and line-of-business collaboration 
within an organization were highly predictive of success. Projects that were successful were 2.5x more likely to have 
channel owners actively involved in the process (see Figure 8).

High-Growth Companies Were Just as 
Likely as Average/Low-Growth to be 
Focused on…

High-Growth Companies Were More Likely to 
be Focused on…

Big data
Campaign management
Content management
Database – customer & prospect

Ad technology
Analytics and measurement systems
Channel systems
Decision management
Identity management

Figure	7	–	High-Growth	Companies-Differences	in	Focus

Executive Insight: “One of the most common pitfalls in deploying a complex 
marketing ecosystem is trying to do everything at once instead of building out 
a realistic execution and deployment roadmap.” - Andre Salazar, the Global 
Practice Lead of Adobe’s Partner Solution Consulting

Figure 8 – Channel Integration Competencies
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And as an interesting aside, it was the B-to-B and mid-size companies that were most likely to already have greater 
alignment around the idea of using a centralized customer journey in planning. They also have a greater level of success 
in integration across channels.   

Myth #5:  “We’re all set. Our executives are aligned  
with the plan.”

The arguments in favor of a customer-centric approach are so compelling that it’s easy to gain executive alignment and 
support for the idea. Where the challenge arises is in the commitment of leadership, time, money, and other resources 
that make it real. We refer to it as permission vs. sponsorship (Figure 9). In short, permission is where an executive is 
passively allowing you to pursue this initiative, while sponsorship means an executive is actively involved in 
implementing the program and helping you deal with barriers along the way (see sidebar). 

Executive Insight: “We have to be able to broker messages and offers across not 
just one channel, but all of our channels. It was important that we work with all of 
our channels to bring them along, because they also have their own roadmaps and 
agendas.”   - Michele Elrod, EVP, Marketing, Regions Bank 

Figure 9 – Permission vs. Sponsorship

http://merkleinc.com/
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Attributes of sponsorship in the context of a transformation initiative include factors such as:

• Active involvement of sponsoring executives at every phase of the project
• Having an executive leadership steering committee in place
• Financial and resource commitment from lines of business/channel owners
• Sponsoring executive actively engaged in managing conflicting priorities

Even at the starting gate, the lack of executive sponsorship was one of the top reasons for failure during the Planning 
phase of a project, cited by 47% of respondents. As for the Build phase, active involvement of a sponsoring executive 
and ongoing internal communications were highly correlated with project success.

And this goes all the way through to the Launch/Sustain phase. We found that in the launches that failed, fewer than 
50% indicated organizational stakeholders were actively engaged and involved, vs. nearly 90% for those who were 
successful.

Myth #6:  “We’re a smart group, we can do this ourselves.”
Across the board, successful initiatives were significantly more likely to ensure their team had the right skills in place, 
and they were allocated at an adequate level across the Planning, Development, and Launch phases. The most 
dramatic difference between the ultimate success and failure was in their likelihood of having a Development team with 
the right skill set (Figure 10).

Executive Insight: “We tried to put in place an integrated marketing structure, but 
then participation was never mandated. We left it up to the product groups as to 
whether they wanted to play. Of course, none of them wanted to give up control, 
and it all fell apart.” - Marketing executive, consumer goods company

Figure 10 – Team Skills and Allocation, by Phase
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The requisite skills will evolve by phase and some of these skills may be available in-house. Companies with a do-it-
yourself culture may be inclined to “figure it out” themselves instead of bringing in external resources or consultants. 
Unfortunately, even if an internal team is well versed in the current state and highly skilled in optimization, they are 
unlikely to be skilled in all the competencies necessary to deliver broad-scale transformation. The level of experience 
found in-house will not be comparable to those that can be provided by external resources whose sole focus is in the 
planning, development, and deployment of enterprise customer-centric transformation (Figure 11).

Planning Skills Development Skills Launch Skills

Program management Business requirements definition Organizational strategy and design

Integrated customer experience 
strategy design

Technology specifications 
development

Processes, roles, and responsibility 
definition

Technology and data assessment Solution implementation, specific to 
technology selected

Communication and training

Maturity evaluation and benchmarking Adaptive project management Program and communication design

Benefit and investment case 
development

Steering committee management Measurement and incentive strategy

Figure 11 – Required Planning, Development, and Deployment Skills

Executive Insight: “We are all about doing everything in house. As a result, 
everything takes forever to get done. I hate to say it, but I suspect some people use it 
as a way to ensure job security, because then they become indispensable.”  
- Financial services executive 

http://merkleinc.com/
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Regions Bank’s Transformation Journey

Challenge: Regions needed to figure out how to engage consumers more frequently in 
a contextual way. Their intent was to increase customer value by leveraging the data and 
capabilities that were available to them.

 Their Goals: The ultimate goal of the transformation was to be able to consistently 
drive measureable business impact by delivering experiences that anticipate the needs and 
preferences of their customer and prospects. This could only be enabled by an automated 
technology platform that aggregates insights from transactions and interactions to create, 
broker, and disposition customized messaging, offers, guidance, and insights across  
all touchpoints. 

How did their transformation initiative help meet their goals? Regions now has in 
place an integrated marketing platform that allows them to deliver more timely and relevant communications 
to their customers on a regular basis. The transformation initiative has yielded significant returns on their 
original investment and promises ongoing results that will drive greater customer lifetime value. 

Hear about Regions’ journey toward customer-centric transformation 
as Michele Elrod explains their process, successes, and challenges 
along the way.

Learn More

The opinions expressed in this presentation are statements of the speaker’s opinion, are intended only for informational purposes, and are not formal opinions of, nor binding 
on Regions Bank, its parent company, Regions Financial Corporation and their subsidiaries, and any representation to the contrary is expressly disclaimed.

https://vimeo.com/merkle/review/174824153/f6174573c7
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Conclusion
One of the most important lessons to be learned in preparation for a customer-centric transformation is the fact that 
there are so many lessons to be learned. Organizations that hold too tightly to their preconceived ideas of what’s 
required can face a rude awakening when they get down to the business of making it happen. In debunking the most 
common misconceptions, we have learned some valuable lessons about moving forward with meaningful change. 

Indeed, it’s imperative to ensure that proper time, energy, and preparation go into a thorough planning exercise, laying 
out all the resources, skills, teams, processes, and technologies required to make it happen. Remember, technology 
is not necessarily the most challenging part of the transformation; don’t underestimate the importance of the people-
related requirements to succeed, such as organizational buy-in and alignment to the initiative. This is a marathon, not a 
sprint, so don’t expect overnight success. Take the small wins as they come and learn from mistakes. The ability to be 
flexible, making course corrections along the way, will be a tremendous advantage. 

To be successful, you can’t isolate the initiative to the marketing teams at the lower funnel of the purchase cycle. 
Customer-centricity is an enterprise-wide mindset, and must be executed along the entire customer journey, throughout 
all channels, and across the organization. And that includes executive management, who must be all-in with the 
program, providing explicit sponsorship and full-blown engagement, not just granting permission and letting you run 
with it. And finally, ensure that you have top talent managing each aspect of Planning, Development, and Launch of the 
initiative. Whether the capabilities reside in-house or they are provided by a trusted partner, they should be the best 
available resources, operating at the highest level of integration.

Take our customer centricity assessment to see how your organization matches up against the industry and identify 
strengths and weaknesses in your transformation process.  

1 There have been many studies addressing the topic of transformation success rate. The most frequently cited is a seminal study by John P. Kotter of Harvard 
Business School stating that 70 percent of transformational change initiatives fail (Harvard Business Review, 1995). 
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14

ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Margie leads Merkle’s consulting practice, where she advises senior level 
executives in developing omni-channel business and marketing strategy. 
Prior to joining Merkle, she served as the EVP of Strategic Services at 
Wunderman, where she oversaw the CRM strategy, account planning, 
and analytics practices, working with clients such as CVS, Diageo, and 
Abbott Nutrition. Before Wunderman, Margie established and led the 
strategy consulting practice at Razorfish for nearly 10 years, serving such 
major brands as Capital One, Staples, and DuPont. Margie began her 
career in general advertising at agencies including JWT and Y&R, followed 
by management positions in several direct marketing agencies, and as 
marketing manager for Microsoft.

She is a frequent speaker on customer relationship marketing topics at 
industry events, and has been published on the topic of customer strategy 
in several trade publications.

She holds an MBA in Marketing and an MS in Information Systems 
from University of Maryland and a BA in Sociology and Statistics from 
Columbia College in New York City.

MARGIE CHIU
SVP, Customer Strategy Group

© 2016 Adobe Systems Incorporated. All rights reserved. Adobe, the Adobe logo, and Creative Cloud are either registered trademarks or 
trademarks of Adobe Systems Incorporated in the United States and/or other countries.  



15

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, 
Bristol, London, Shanghai, and Nanjing. For more information, contact Merkle at 1-877-9-Merkle or 
visit www.merkleinc.com.
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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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