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INTRODUCTION 

A decade ago, the primary medium 
for direct marketing was direct mail.  
With the growth of digital media, both 
display and paid social advertising 
have become effective tools for 
acquisition campaigns.  And, as these 
evolving channels have become more 
prominent, it is essential to adjust 
marketing strategies accordingly.  
In general, digital targeting will vary based on marketing funnel 
purpose – awareness, consideration, purchase intent, or 
customer loyalty.  The consumers are shown an ad that leads 
to a customized landing page or website. Based on the type of 
campaign, the objective could be to provide information about 
the brand or prompt users to take an action, such as opening an 
account. While some brands benefit more from a mass market 
approach (such as Coke and Oreo), some brands or products 
require a more targeted campaign to a specific audience. As an 
example, financial institutions have typically resorted to targeted 
campaigns based on model scores and expected lifetime value, 
usually associated with a sizeable incentive ($300 to open a 
premium checking account).  

Several operational factors must be considered for targeted 
digital campaigns offering richer incentives to attract high-quality 
customers. The ease of sharing campaign codes in the digital 
space introduces a differentiating element relative to direct mail, 
and some adjustments need to be considered to provide better 
chances for successful programs.  

Leveraging a recent banking 
client case study, we 
generated a three-pronged 
perspective on targeted 
incentive programs: 

Common issue – 
Responders are 
outside of target 
audience

Root cause – 
Secondary marketing 
in digital is more 
prevalent

Solutions – Options 
to minimize negative 
impacts

Though this particular 
use case focuses on 

incented checking offers for 
financial services marketers, 
these concepts are relevant 

across all industries that 
leverage incented offers in a 

digital environment.
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DIRECT MAIL 
VS. DIGITAL
RESPONDERS IDENTIFIED OUTSIDE OF TARGET 
AUDIENCE 

Many financial institutions employ addressable digital 
campaigns to acquire new, high-value checking customers. 
There are multiple steps to identify and activate the 
audience in the digital space:

First, eligible prospects are identified from the 
overall population leveraging demographic data 
from a file such as Merkle’s DataSource1, using a 
combination of models including response or value 
models (executed offline). 

Second, the prospects identified online are then 
exposed to an ad. Since this is a targeted audience 
with expected high value, a richer incentive 
tends to be offered through a specific marketing 
campaign code when the user clicks on the ad.

Third, the prospects who are deemed eligible 
through models or offline criteria are identified 
in the online space, based on cookie matching, 
custom audience matching, or with other unique 
IDs. For example, the M1™ platform’s Publisher 
Addressable Marketplaces (PAM) is the industry’s 
first one-to-one media solution that enables large-
scale, deterministic, people-based targeting and 
measurement across multiple premium publishers 
such as AOL, CBS Interactive, Pandora, and more.  

Overall, this approach is very similar to the direct mail 
process—but with one glaring difference.  In direct mail, 
each marketing campaign code is unique and can be 
used only once. As a result, the vast majority (~95%) of the 
redeemed marketing campaign codes can be linked back 
to the audience targeted. In the digital space, in many 
cases, the marketing campaign code is not uniquely tied 
to an individual and there is an opportunity to generate 
additional codes as needed. The result is that the effective 
match rate for the digital offering to the target list tends to 
be much lower than the direct mail audience. In fact, greater 
than 65% of the new accounts that used the marketing 
campaign code are not part of the target audience.  

Responders 
matched to Target 
based on name/
address match

Target

Majority of 
the target 
population will 
be mailed

~5% marketing 
codes outside 
Target group

Premium 
Responders 
entering 
marketing code

Control

Responders matched to 
Control based on name/
address match

Target

Exposed

Marketing 
Codes

Responders 
matched to Target

~65% marketing codes 
outside Target group

Premium Responders 
entering marketing code

DIGITAL MARKETING CODE USAGE

DIRECT MAIL MARKETING CODE USAGE                      

1DataSource is Merkle’s proprietary database that contains information on US households sourced 
from multiple data parties, offering a rich profile about the household that can be used for 
competitive advantage.
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UNDERSTANDING 
LOWER DIGITAL 
MATCH RATES 
Because the internet facilitates sharing, it is not surprising that digital 
campaigns experience a higher rate of non-targeted accounts using the 
marketing campaign code. There are two primary ways that the codes 
are proliferated across the digital space, or, as it is often referred to – 
Secondary or earned marketing:

SOCIAL SHARING OF CODES

Social sharing of marketing campaign codes is an extremely 
positive form of secondary marketing.  When individuals post a link 
on their Facebook page or forward the code to friends, it is likely 
that the additional contacts will resemble the type of prospects 
being targeted.  Additionally, being referred to an offer by a friend 
likely leads to significantly higher engagement rates.  

REFERRAL SITES

There are numerous websites that look to collect and share 
various offers and deals with the broader community. Sites such 
as hustlermoneyblog.com or moneysmylife.com find the various 
offers available—even if the landing pages are non-searchable and 
non-indexable—and make the extremely targeted offers available 
to the general public via a standard search. This type of secondary 
marketing is not as productive as social sharing, as it expands the 
audience beyond the prospect pool.  

Secondary marketing can be a very positive element of digital campaigns, 
since it is incremental to initial spend for no additional cost. However, when 
used in targeted campaigns there is potential to inadvertently expand the 
audience outside of the intended markets. And, the richer the incentive, the 
more likely that the offer will be shared socially, leading to a higher rate of 
individuals not initially targeted for the campaign.  
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LEVERAGE ADDRESSABLE 
PERSONALIZATION: 

One way secondary marketing could 
be minimized is to use addressable 
personalization tools throughout the 
prospects’ journey. This starts with the 
targeted prospects being uploaded to 
buying platforms like DSPs and social 
platforms. In addition, DMPs can be 
leveraged in conjunction with other ad 
tech tools to ensure that audiences 
remain consistent across multiple 
DSPs if more than one is utilized. 
Second, the website or landing page 
experience needs to be personalized, 
especially for pasted URLs (not direct 
clicks). Leveraging site personalization 
platforms ensures that only prospects 
in the targeted population will be 
shown the offer landing page, and 
non-targeted prospects can be 
redirected to an appropriate landing 
page to ensure the right offer is 
presented. This approach prevents 
the use of digital marketing campaign 
codes by non-targeted populations 
and allows for better reactive targeting 
based on the responding audience. 
These technologies can be a  
sizeable investment, but with large 
digital budgets, this approach is 
extremely effective.  

REAL-TIME BACK-END TARGET 
MATCH OR SCORING: 

Matching the consumer in the back 
end based on the details they provide 
during the application process can 
help identify if the user is part of 
the target population—allowing the 
marketer to provide an appropriate 
offer. A real-time back-end scoring 
engine can also be deployed to 
identify the right offer for the user. 
If the user is part of the target 
population, a higher incentive could 
be offered, or a different/standard 
offer could be shown. 

This involves building a huge 
database consisting of the entire 
marketable universe with model 
scores and offer groups. Steps need 
to be taken to ensure the population 
and model are refreshed and tested 
on a regular basis. In terms of running 
real-time scores, heavy technology 
investment is also required to provide 
the results quickly to the end user for 
a good customer experience.

Given the prevalence of secondary marketing, financial 
institutions need to plan accordingly. The most important 
defense against acquiring unwanted accounts through digital 
channels is to ensure that the product being offered—and the 
associated stipulations for incentives—are aligned with the 
type of new accounts being targeted. For example, requiring 
that a premium product is opened with a direct deposit and 
a minimum balance would ensure that even non-targeted 
prospects taking advantage of the offer would still generate 
valuable relationships. In general, it is important to keep 
stipulations easy for desired customers to qualify, yet difficult 
for low value customers to earn unjustified incentives.  

In addition to the product being marketed, there are other 
considerations to minimize the negative impact of  
secondary marketing: 

HOW TO 
BE MORE 
SUCCESSFUL 
IN DIRECT 
DIGITAL 
MARKETING 

The optimal solution to use depends on the overall objective of the organization. The value of increasing brand awareness 
and generating new accounts needs to be weighed against the desire to measure and attribute marketing effectiveness.

UNIQUE MARKETING CODES: 

As with direct mail campaigns, where 
an individual gets a unique code to 
receive an incentive, unique codes 
can also be deployed for online 
campaigns with one-time usage 
limits. While this is straightforward 
and isolates the benefit of targeted 
digital campaigns, there are 
considerable drawbacks as well. 
First, this solution requires significant 
additional technology investment 
for the unique offer code logic and 
connecting the data back to the 
central data systems. Second, when 
the targeting is done at a cookie 
level, individuals can still get multiple 
codes when using different browsers 
and clearing their cookies to game 
the system (specific individuals 
can be marketed—as opposed to 
cookies—which would also reduce 
this issue). Finally, the positive 
elements of secondary marketing 
are minimized, resulting in the loss of 
incremental, no-cost conversions.
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CONCLUSION 
Addressable digital marketing 
programs are a powerful tool 
for advertisers to have in the 
overall marketing suite. However, 
to ensure that the right offers 
are being extended to the 
appropriate audience, a DMP or 
site personalization platform is a 
wise investment. At a minimum, 
organizations can accept both 
the benefits (extended reach, free 
marketing) and the drawbacks 
(reaching non-targets, attribution 
challenges) of addressable digital 
and offset it with the right product 
offering. However, not leveraging the 
digital space for targeted marketing 
of products is likely a losing 
proposition.  But if you are going to 
do it, it’s best to make the investment 
and do it right!  
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GETTING 
STARTED 
WITH A DMP
Marketers struggle with integrating data into a 
holistic view, often resulting in first-party data not 
being utilized to drive digital interactions. DMPs 
help solve digital targeting limitations associated 
with performance, scale, and lack of visibility on 
digital user profiles:

• Allows marketers to use data across channels 
to trigger more cross-channel coordination 
across email, display, and site.

• Enables the creation of an “always-on” 
marketing system that responds to real-time 
signals and drives contextually relevant 
personalization.

Where do you start? What’s your best path to start 
seeing results? That’s where we come in. Merkle offers 
a highly skilled team with solid experience optimizing 
client implementations and management of DMPs. We 
provide a variety of DMP solutions for more than 30 
clients globally, across all leading DMP platforms. 

What You Get

• Best-in-class configuration, which integrates first-
party customer and prospect data from online and 
offline sources

• Maximized use of predictive algorithms and 
decision engines to select audiences and optimize 
targeting

• Ongoing management of DMP to inform and 
optimize channel and media campaigns

• Robust data expertise utilizing first-, second-, and 
third-party data to drive effective personalization 
and improve customer engagement and return

What We Do

• We educate clients on DMPs and how to leverage 
them to drive value

• We assess and deploy industry-leading DMPs

• We develop digital audience targeting roadmaps 
to evolve an organization’s audience targeting 
capabilities

• We analyze, segment, and activate audience-
based, cross-channel targeting

• We implement both industry and Merkle best 
practices for audience-based campaign execution

Contact us at marketing@merkleinc.com to learn more or request 
a meeting with one of our audience management experts.
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