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Wheels Up — 
People-Based Marketing Takes Off and Delivers Spectacular Results

Merkle recently wrapped a year-long digital brand and product marketing campaign, leveraging our 
approach to people-based marketing to deliver extraordinary results for a leading insurance & wealth 
management client.

People-based marketing allows companies to connect with existing customers and prospects more 
efficiently and effectively to drive extraordinary performance. Early movers in this area will have a distinct 
advantage in the market by building brand relevance with their target consumers and driving sales faster and 
more efficiently than competitors.

To start out, using DataSource™, Merkle’s proprietary repository of third-party data, we were able to repair 
and augment the client’s CRM data to enable targeting to its entire customer base and zero in on high-
propensity prospects. This allowed us to create modeled audiences, based on the client’s key segments, 
with a high degree of precision. Given this level of audience targeting, we developed and optimized creative 
for each group, while managing media investment both by segment and across channels.

The net effect for this client was a dramatic expansion of the addressable audience that formed a foundation 
for an analytically driven, people-based digital media program. Merkle’s unique strategy and media 
execution effort increased site visits with high-quality visit scores by 400% and reduced the cost per visit, 
which is the key cost efficiency metric, by 90%.

90%
Lower 
Cost Per Visit

300%
Higher 
Response Rate 

400%
More
Site Visits 

People-Based Marketing (PBM) —   In digital channels, PBM delivers dramatically 
greater response, deeper site visits, and better cost efficiencies vs standard programmatic 
buying executed through a trading desk 

Comparison of Online Advertising:
Previous Agency (no-PBM) to Merkle (with PBM)
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The opportunity for insurance & wealth management companies is vast 

Established wealth management & insurance companies are uniquely positioned to take advantage of 
expanding their addressable audiences. Their large customer databases, deep data on those customers, 
and financial relationships with individuals (even if nascent) all provide a great starting point for people-based 
marketing.

The challenges for these companies include moving beyond channel silos, slow moving compliance 
departments, and perhaps most challenging, a lack of offer logic for next-best- action prioritization. (We need 
to tell consumers the next most advantageous thing for them to do if we want to deepen relationships.) This 
last item requires serious coordination between business teams driven by analytics. Companies that break 
with their current conventions will be well positioned to grow faster than they ever thought possible.

People-based marketing requires the following:
 ⊲ Organized planning at an audience level across all channels and throughout the decision cycle
 ⊲ Prioritized media spending based on relevance to the audience and value creation to the business
 ⊲ Targeted messages delivered directly to the intended individual across all channels and, importantly,  

  not delivering multiple messages at once
 ⊲ Improved insights, activated more quickly — understanding what channels, messages, and creative   

  are resonating by audience

These strategies lead to deeper customer engagement, brand awareness, and lower cost per acquisition 
across product lines. Achieving success in people-based marketing requires that data and analytics take 
center stage — combining audience and media data into actionable insights — not gut. Your analytics and 
strategy team (either internal or agency-based) must lead this effort — not your agency media planning team.

How we did it

Right message, right time, right place. All marketing executives know this mantra. It has been an aspirational 
objective for ages. It represents the goal of connecting brands with existing customers and prospects
at times when they are most receptive; with offers that meet their needs or desires; and via media and 
channels that reach them most effectively. Or, in the case of brand building, it means reaching them with 
messages that resonate by connecting with the individual’s values and goals for use in selecting products 
when the time is right.

Historically, this was achieved through a blend of tactics organized into a media plan, but managed as 
single, separate channels — most of which were bought based on demographics. All of this has changed 
recently, with the rapid development of addressable digital media (including premium sites, display, social, 
digital video, radio, and search) creating “hyper targeting” and therefore the possibility of achieving “hyper-
relevance” across channels.
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Connecting with the individual is now possible with people-based marketing

Doing people-based marketing successfully requires a completely different approach to planning and 
targeting. People-based marketing is accomplished through analytics and modeling as a foundation — 
essentially the way “old school” direct marketing was done. Modeling CRM and third-party data to define 
audiences of real people (not cookies) — and using those audiences as the basis for targeting in every 
channel. And because of the way this is done, it pairs perfectly with direct mail, email, call center decisioning, 
and site personalization. These touchpoints must be thought through and executed at the audience and 
behavior level to achieve the desired relevance and performance.

Customer-Centric Marketing Framework

This approach forces a shift to bottom-up planning using audience data, versus traditional top-down 
planning methods used by the major ad agencies. Top-down planning creates audience spill (where chosen 
media reaches large audiences outside the target). It prioritizes traditional channels, because the models 
used to develop media mix recommendations are generally not sophisticated enough (from our experience) 
to account for new approaches, given the pace of change.

A holistic approach to people-based marketing planning

The key to the people-based marketing planning process is that the consumer is placed in the center. 
Whether the consumer is a prospect or has an existing relationship with your business, the customer is the 
lens through which we view the world; it is the essence of people-based marketing.
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Merkle’s People-Based Marketing Strategy Process

AUDIENCE

PLAN DESIGN

MESSAGING

ANALYSIS

CHANNEL

INSIGHTS

Merkle’s process for developing people-based marketing strategies consists of seven components:

1. Insights: Insights are non-obvious truths about the customer that provide a marketing edge. They   
 inform everything else around this circle: how we target, what we communicate, the channels we use,   
 what we want to test and learn. Insights are informed by a wide range of inputs: first- and third-party   
 data, past campaign performance, primary and secondary customer research, and competitive   
 analysis.

 
2. Audience: This is the function of planning your audiences — and the role each of your segments plays  
 in meeting the goals of the business. This is also where we step back and plan across the business, to  
 help ensure that there is a cohesive customer experience and that business units aren’t bidding   
 against each other for the same people at the same time, which confuses the consumer.

3. Plan design: Armed with insights and the audience strategy, we can then design the marketing   
 plan. This is the articulation of the business objectives, the marketing strategies, targeting, the tactical   
 framework, and the KPIs. The framework of the test- and-learn strategy is also created here.

4. Channel: This is the drill down into the role of each channel in the program – the role of all digital   
 channels (e.g., addressable display, social, video, radio, native, and landing page experience/site   
 personalization) as well as traditional channels (e.g., email, direct mail, broadcast, print, etc.). As you   
 move up the curve toward people-based marketing, channel strategy becomes more     
 complex.
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5. Messaging: When you have insights, audience, design, and channel mapped out, messaging starts   
 to write itself. It’s clear who you want to talk to, what you want them to do, and where you’ll be  
 talking to them. Additionally, this step of the process is where we evaluate whether the messaging a)  
 is compelling and impactful — that it will generate the desired response; b) helps build the brand; and  
 c) is consistent with the brand’s values (including legal).

6. Analysis: Very generally, this is about, “How is the marketing performing overall? How is each channel  
 performing and influencing the other? Are we hitting the goals/targets?” AND it’s about, “How   
 do we make the marketing perform better? What should we do more of? What needs to be fixed or  
 discontinued?”

7. Learning and optimization: The critical piece of this process is that it’s a continuous, perpetual loop.  
 But what powers it is ongoing learning and optimization.

The best way that marketing can serve the needs of the business is to focus on serving the customer. It 
allows marketers to communicate with them in a more powerful, relevant way, helping them to resolve their 
wants and needs.

So, how do you begin the planning process? Planning starts with INSIGHTS: a deep understanding of the 
goals and KPIs of the business, as well as learnings from past campaigns.

Making the Shift to People-Based Marketing

PROGRAM 
MARKETING

OMNI-CHANNEL 
MARKETING

PEOPLE-BASED
MARKETING

MOST 
MARKETERS 

ARE HERE

COST EFFICIENCY

V
A

LU
E

BUT THEY
WANT TO BE 

HERE

IWM Client A 
during Merkle 

campaign 
period

Before making the shift to addressable people-based marketing, an insurance & wealth management client 
(IWM Client A) was doing what could be described as multi-channel marketing. Like many marketers today, 
the client’s campaigns included multiple channels — traditional outlets like TV, print, radio, direct mail, and 
email, as well as digital media like display, paid search, and paid social.
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Audience Planning — An Analytic, Objectives-Based Approach

1 © 2016 Merkle. All Rights Reserved. Confidential

Difference #1:  Smarter targeting

Targeting Element Inputs Outputs

Segmentation IWM Client A 1st Party Data
IWM Client A Segmentation Insights

Spending plan, by 
segment

Messaging plan, by 
segment

Modeling
IWM Client A 1st Party Data

Merkle DataSource™ 3rd Party  Data
Merkle Analytics

Segmented Prospect 
Models 

Digital 
Addressability

Merkle Online Matching
Site Tagging True digital addressability

1

2

3

People-Based 
Marketing

Image for 
Page 6

When IWM Client A engaged with Merkle to do people-based marketing, the newly introduced element was 
cross-device addressable media. That capability provided the client’s marketing with an unprecedented 
amount of precision in reaching prospects and customers online, as well as highly granular, near-real-time 
views of how digital campaigns are performing at an audience level.

Adopting a people-based marketing strategy profoundly changes the way you think about your data, 
insights, and planning. The pieces don’t change, but what you do with them does.

For example: millennials are an important audience for IWM Client A. But that doesn’t mean every millennial 
is a good prospect. This client was interested in the subset of millennials that are likely to have affinity for  
the brand — highly educated individuals who work in specific industries. In years past, before cross-device 
addressability, this client couldn’t target that group online with any precision. But cross-device addressability 
changed that. No longer is it about talking to random strangers who look like millennials with extremely 
specific attributes that are modeled to look like their best existing customers. Now, the client is talking to its 
core audience — the real people.

What this client can do with those segments now is totally new and different, and it drives audience planning: 
who we target and talk to, the investment strategies at the segment level, and the ways in which tactics are 
optimized.
 

There are three components to audience planning; think of these as the ingredients that enable people-
based marketing: segmentation, modeling, and digital addressability.

1. Segmentation. Typically built using first-party data, and augmented with third-party data, segmentation  
 acts as a “sorting” mechanism, providing structure and order to vast amounts of customer data.  
 Importantly, segmentation also provides meaning to the data by recognizing that not all customers are  
 created equal. Segmentation is the foundation that allows you to further refine your audience strategy  
 with modeling.

2. Modeling. Leveraging IWM Client A’s first-party data and segmentation, Merkle built look-alike   
 models for prospecting. The look-alike models were structured by the same life-stage segments  
 as IWM Client A’s current customers. The data points that informed the model were varied and used a  
 linear regression approach; some of the inputs included education, ZIP Code, age, assets, geography,  
 and profession.
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INPUTS OUTPUTS

⊲  Business Goals
⊲  Marketing Objectives
⊲  Segmentation & Audience Definitions
⊲  Customer Journey
⊲  Audience Learnings & Insights
⊲  Historical Performance

⊲   Audience Investment Plans
⊲   Media Strategies
⊲   Testing and Learning Roadmap
⊲   Audience Measurement and   
     Optimization Frameworks

Audience 
Strategy

Audience
Data

Audience 
Activation

An important point: CPMs (advertising cost per thousand impressions) for digitally addressable audiences 
are going to be more expensive than run-of-the-mill digital CPMs. IWM Client A’s CPM for online display 
(which included addressable media) was 35% higher than the previous year (which did not include 
addressable media). But remember that the reason for that jump is the quality of the impressions being 
purchased. Yes, there is a premium, but you’re talking to the right people.

Addressable digital tactics are more expensive on the front end, but much more cost-effective on the back 
end. This requires you change the way you measure and optimize your digital media.

3. Matching. At this point, we had customer files, prospect files, digital strategies, and messaging plans  
 for all of the segments, and we ran the files through Merkle onsite matching — basically turning these  
 offline lists into online lists.

 
Audience Planning has Three Interrelated Components

Digital targeting strategies

When developing digital marketing plans, it’s important to recognize that there are multiple ways of   
targeting your customers and prospects, and each of these tactics has certain strengths and weaknesses in 
terms of precision, cost efficiency, and scalability. In fact, there are four main targeting categories:

1. Addressable, people-based targeting — This is targeting known individuals. For our customers, we  
 do this with lists provided by the client; we can reach prospects through modeling.

2. Demographic targeting — This is targeting a group based on demographic characteristics available  
 through third parties. In the IWM Client A plan, we launched with more than 100 different   
 demographic elements, but refined that set down to fewer than 20 after optimization.

 
3. Behavioral targeting — This is where an audience is defined based on an action that they took and  
 is often when remarketing kicks in. In addition, affinity audiences are identified, which are prospects  
 engaging with sites and content related to retirement and personal finance.

4. Contextual targeting — This is similar to behavioral, but it’s more about where user interests are – key  
 words they are searching for, or the fact that they are online readers of publications that index highly  
 with IWM Client A audiences (for example, The Wall Street Journal).
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Digital Channels

Addressable Paid Social
Addressable Digital Video

Pre-negotiated Direct Buys

In-Market Audiences on GDN
Non-Branded Search Terms

OLA and Social Remarketing

Branded Search Terms
Search/GDN Remarketing

Programmatic OLA
Contextually Targeted OLAs

Addressable GDN

KPIs and 
Optimization Metrics

Social Engagement
Video Completion Rate
Awareness Lift

Visit Score/Cost Per

Response Rate
Cost Per Visit

Weighted Visit

Cost Per Visit
Bounce Rate
Visit Score/Cost Per Weighted Visit

Bounce Rate
Cost Per Time Spent on Site

Brand Awareness

Engagement

Consideration

Purchase Funnel

Conversion

Roles and KPIs of Digital Channels

Upper funnel — brand awareness & engagement

Video, display, social, native, and radio all come together in a people-based approach that utilizes CRM and 
look-alike model matching as a foundation to achieve powerful results.

Digital video is more powerful than ever, as addressable video provides a way to connect directly with 
defined audiences. In the case of a brand campaign — optimizing to video completion rate (VCR) is critical so 
that the brand message can connect deeply with the consumer. Unlike linear TV, these tactics are specifically 
measurable at an audience level and can be optimized based on completion, click-through rate, or other 
downstream KPI, depending on the campaign type.

Conversion funnel planning — using people-based marketing to great effect

Media planning can now be set directly against the conversion funnel using people-based tactics in 
combination with traditional media. People-based targeting is possible even in the upper funnel, where 
traditional media has dominated. The technology is evolving so fast that we will not spend time on platforms 
or specific capabilities, but will focus on powerful tactics and tactical mixes in each part of the funnel.
The addressable digital tactics that are available today have specific roles to play in engaging prospects 
throughout the funnel. The chart below illustrates the conversion funnel for this client’s awareness campaign 
that also had lower-funnel metrics like increasing assets under management.

The addressable digital tactics that are available today have specific roles to play in engaging prospects 
throughout the funnel. The chart below illustrates the conversion funnel for this client’s awareness campaign 
that also had lower-funnel metrics like increasing assets under management.
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Programmatic addressable video executed through open exchange and YouTube is the core of people- 
based upper-funnel tactics. This allows for targeting specific video ads at an addressable audience level 
through open exchange and YouTube. For native, Merkle partnered with Sharethrough to develop CRM 
and look-alike matching based on first- and third-party data. This represented an important and impactful 
revolution in native, delivering great results.

Addressable streaming audio through Pandora and Spotify were also used through Merkle’s Publisher 
Addressable Marketplaces (PAM) capability, which matches CRM and modeled person-level data with the 
subscriber lists of premium publishers.

Middle funnel — consideration

Addressable programmatic display and social are the core mid-funnel engagement tactics. They are 
extremely effective and scalable through look-alike models. The creative trafficked in addressable media 
should be relevant at the segment, life stage, and/or need level. Test and learn in these tactics is far more 
about the creative than the channels. Modular, machine-learning-based creative optimization can be very 
effective. A few key things to keep in mind:

 ⊲ Social ad format optimization is particularly critical, as consumers have different (and often higher)  
  expectations of ad relevance in social channels.

 ⊲ Organic social relevant content should be planned and coordinated with paid social creative to  
  generate greater engagement and increase channel effectiveness.

 ⊲ Addressable social platforms LinkedIn and Snapchat allow access to professional and millennial  
  audiences; these can be highly effective, but require special ad units and creative approaches  
  appropriate to every channel — and the audiences using them.

 ⊲ Targeting for broad prospecting requires constant optimization of third-party lists, as the quality and  
  veracity of these lists vary widely. 

 ⊲ Google Customer Match for paid search is very effective and efficient, particularly for engaging  
  current customers and high-decile prospects.

 
Lower funnel — conversion

The lower funnel for this campaign sought to continue engagement with the company’s core offerings 
and key product lines. Toward the end of the brand campaign, two key product campaigns launched with 
extraordinary results. This created a very tight lower funnel.

We used a few key approaches beyond standard retargeting. Defining business rules for brand remarketing 
versus product remarketing helped solve budget issues and message prioritization. Sequential messaging 
was also useful in both paid search and display.

Beyond standard RLSA (remarketing lists for search ads), we deployed first-party match for RLSA, which 
enabled cross-channel (search/display) targeting at an audience and segment level. This allowed for 
additional creative relevance that was highly engaging for the prospect audiences and led to high return 
visits, engagement, and product sales.
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Summary

Given deep CRM data and targeted products, insurance & wealth management companies can take 
advantage of addressable omni-channel marketing programs to drive superior results. A few things to keep 
in mind:

 ⊲ Planning must shift from top-down to bottom-up — with customer insights driving decision making  
  and planning.

 ⊲ The customer journey and experience should take center stage and encompass all channels  
  including display, social, email, site, etc.

 ⊲ Message prioritization at an audience level is critical and needs to be centralized.
 ⊲ Consumers expect you to engage them on the next best action for them, as opposed to sending  

  brand and multiple product messages across different channels all at the same time.
 ⊲ Addressable tactics are available in nearly every media type and should be deployed thoughtfully  

  based on where prospects are in their buying cycle and behavior.
 ⊲ Addressable tactics will be more expensive on a CPM basis, but efficiency and effectiveness will  

  greatly make up for it.

Admittedly, this all sounds complicated. But once you put your audience at the center of the planning 
process and know how to line up media to talk with them directly, it all becomes very logical. We did not 
address specific marketing technology platforms (DMPs, campaign tools, etc.) in this paper because every 
client has different tools, capabilities, and challenges in this area. Regardless of what tech you have or are 
considering, Merkle can help you move to addressable marketing. We do this every day, and it is the way 
we help our clients go to market — so please contact us if you would like to discuss how we can help your 
company move to the next level of people-based marketing.

In the next white paper, we will discuss how to effectively engage your audience through messaging, 
content, and design — as well as how to optimize and measure in an environment with a massive amount 
of data generated through marketing. In the messaging section, we will pay special attention to behavioral 
economics related to insurance & wealth management products and planning, which are the foundation for 
talking to customers and prospects in the right way, at the right time, with the right offer in this industry.
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This paper was made possible by the extraordinary work of our colleagues: Matt Snow, Bethany Merchant, 
Serge Del Grosso, Angelina Eng, Yanai Laufer, Bryan Smarilli, Kajsa Brown, Dan Duffy, and their teams. 
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Merkle is a leading data-driven, technology-enabled, global performance marketing agency that 
specializes in the delivery of unique, personalized customer experiences across platforms and 
devices. For more than 30 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 that drive people-based marketing strategies. Its combined strengths in 
performance media, customer experience, customer relationship management, loyalty, and enterprise 
marketing technology drive improved marketing results and competitive advantage. With 5,200 
employees, Merkle is headquartered in Columbia, Maryland, with 24 additional offices in the US 
and 21 offices in Europe and APAC. In 2016, the agency joined the Dentsu Aegis Network. For more 
information, contact Merkle at 1-877-9-Merkle or visit  www.merkleinc.com.
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