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Gartner’s well-known prediction that CMOs will outspend CIOs on technology is 
now a fact: CMOs will spend nearly 12% of their company’s revenue on marketing 
technologies in 2018.

It’s a good thing that marketers are getting more of a seat at the table. But that 
doesn’t always mean we’re spending our increased budgets on the right things. 

As a CMO, I’m constantly asking myself: Are we spending money on what truly 
impacts our bottom line? It’s tempting as marketers to throw the latest and greatest 
technology at a problem, believing that automating processes will help maximize 
revenue. After all, if the number of marketing technologies at our disposal is growing 
rapidly, it must be working, right?! Wrong. 

Customers are becoming better and better at deciphering when they’re just a 
number in your system, and you can’t just automate your engagement with them 
and expect it to pay dividends. 

Rather, marketers should place their bets on tactics that demonstrably work. 
Even in today’s increasingly digital age, there is no substitute for human, 
personalized engagement with prospects. And it’s not just me—McKinsey found that 
“personalization can deliver five to eight times the ROI on marketing spend and can 
lift sales by 10% or more.”

But we all have quotas and pipeline goals to meet. We can’t actually engage every 
prospect on a one-to-one level. So the question becomes how to scale these 
interactions, without becoming impersonal. 

We’re just a little biased (of course), but we think webinars offer a solution. 
SiriusDecisions found that webinars “rated highest as a preferred orchestrated 
interaction.” Similarly, 67% of respondents said online videos were effective, and 
49% said the same thing about chat platforms (not automated chatbots). Clearly, 
there are avenues for marketers to effectively and efficiently speak to larger 
audiences in a personalized manner. 

We sponsored this study by Harvard Business Review Analytic Services to get a 
better sense of how marketers are balancing the need for human engagement 
with digital scale and which solutions are providing the maximum ROI for their 
marketing efforts. 

We hope you take a look, enjoy, and get in touch!

ON24 is on a mission to redefine how organizations engage with their audiences, powering interactive, data-
rich webinars and content experiences that help people connect on a more human level and make smarter 
business decisions. Through the ON24 Engagement Platform, marketers can create Live, On Demand and 
Personalized Engagement, turn it into actionable intelligence and integrate it across their operations. 
Informed by more than a billion engagement minutes—including 12 million polls, 1.3 million surveys, 1.5 
million conversations, and conversion of over 17 million resources marketers drive more revenue from ON24 
Engagement than any other marketing channel. Headquartered in San Francisco, ON24 has a wide global 
footprint with eight offices in key regions, including London, Munich, Singapore, Stockholm and Sydney. For 
more information, visit https://www.on24.com.
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SCALING HUMAN INTERACTION  
IN CUSTOMER EXPERIENCES 

HIGHLIGHTS

Nearly 50%
OF ORGANIZATIONS WITH HIGH LEVELS 
OF CUSTOMER LOYALTY SAY THEY  
PLAN TO MAINTAIN THE SAME LEVEL 
OF CUSTOMER EXPERIENCE ACROSS 
LIVE AND AUTOMATED CHANNELS.  

Only 6% 
OF ORGANIZATIONS WITH LOW LEVELS  
OF CUSTOMER LOYALTY SAY THEY  
PLAN TO MAINTAIN THE SAME LEVEL  
OF CUSTOMER EXPERIENCE ACROSS 
LIVE AND AUTOMATED CHANNELS.

Four out of five marketers say human and personalized interactions are 
vital, and yet they report digital technology makes it difficult to replicate 
these interactions.
A recent marketing study found that customers are increasingly turned off by 
organizations that seem impersonal. The negative feelings are becoming so strong 
that people even bristle when a sales or service representative asks, “How can we 
help you?” instead of the more personal, “How can I help you?” 

With the rise of automated email campaigns, retargeting ads, and chatbots, it 
has been clear to consumers whether a brand is authentically engaging with 
them or whether they are simply a number in the system. This Harvard Business 
Review Analytic Services global study delves into how companies are becoming 
increasingly impersonal by trying to automate as many customer touchpoints 
as possible. In that same breath, it also explores how some businesses are 
successfully scaling personalized, human interactions and gaining a competitive 
advantage from these efforts. 

Although it can seem like companies are trying to automate everything, business 
leaders are keenly aware that customers crave personalized experiences that can 
boost the bottom line. But these tailored interactions are hard to replicate at scale. 
This study found that nearly 80% of respondents somewhat or strongly agree that 
the human element in a customer experience gives their organization a distinct 
competitive edge. 

And yet, that’s not where most of the marketing technology money is going. 
Companies are putting their largest investments into improving efficiency and 
productivity. For example, they are investing in CRM systems and planning to 
make significant investments in predictive analytics and artificial intelligence in 
the near future. But the value of these technologies appears to be limited. Only 
a small minority of respondents say their businesses are garnering significant 
returns on these investments. 

Digital channels and tactics do offer organizations an effective and efficient way to 
speak to large audiences. However, the lack of personalization makes it difficult to 
get a return on those investments. “I see a lot of companies running to automate 
customer interactions because it can be monetized really quickly,” says Christine 
Zmuda, senior director of emerging solutions at Microsoft. “There is a lot of 
automation out there, and businesses can move the pendulum too quickly and 
forget about having the human interaction at the right place.”  
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Nearly 60% of marketers say it’s difficult to replicate face-to-face 
experiences with customers by using digital technologies.

As businesses face constant pressure 
to reduce costs and increase 
efficiency, discovering a cost-effective 
means to put the human touch into 
customer interactions at scale isn’t 
easy. Nearly 60% of marketers say 
it’s difficult to replicate face-to-face 
experiences with customers by using 
digital technologies. About half of 
respondents say their organizations are 
trying to create those experiences but 
are still struggling. 

Organizations know they need to 
create this human element at scale— 
and they are using everything from 
social media to webinars to add a 
personalized human element to 
the customer experience. FIGURE 1 
However, businesses want to receive 
better results on these investments. 
Respondents say that their 
organizations are quite ineffective 
in using technologies, including 
mainstays such as social media 
outreach and email marketing—only 
about 30% of organizations say they 
use these tools very effectively. 

The problem starts with a common 
marketing mindset, according to Matt 
Heinz, president of Heinz Marketing. 
“Many companies still blast the same 
emails to thousands or hundreds 
of thousands of customers and 
prospects,” he observes. “The emails 
celebrate the products but have no 
hint of a conversation or relationship.” 
Heinz argues that if a B-to-B company 
starts a relationship with a phone call 
and follows up digitally based on the 
customer needs and information that 
are input into a database, then the 
relationship can translate seamlessly 
to highly customized and personalized 
digital interactions, including via email. 

First and foremost, “companies need 
to put in place trusted relationships 
with their customers and gain their 
consent to build detailed profiles 

The Human Side of the Equation 
Creating thoughtful, human 
interactions with a personal touch 
is still rare for most businesses. Too 
often, marketers prioritize the latest 
technology over authentic customer 
engagement.

“It’s ironic,” says Laura Ramos, 
vice president and senior analyst at 
Forrester Research. “Our marketing 
technologies target people. But people 
often play a small role in designing 
what the systems deliver. Many 
executives believe they can just plug 
in the technology and it will magically 
improve business performance and 
customer engagement.” 

FIGURE 1

ENGAGING DIRECTLY WITH CUSTOMERS
Percentage of respondents whose organizations have used any of the following in the 
past two years

Social media outreach

Email marketing

Online video

Webinars/online events

Chat

86%

72%

65%

58%

44%

SOURCE: HARVARD BUSINESS REVIEW ANALYTIC SERVICES SURVEY, NOVEMBER 2017
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NEARLY 60% OF 
MARKETERS PLAN TO 
INCREASE INVESTMENTS 
IN WEBINARS.

a product,” says Jacobs. “We offer 
[web] casts covering customer needs 
throughout their life cycle with us.” 
Forty-four percent of marketers plan 
to increase investments in webinars, 
most likely because of their ability 
to reach hundreds to thousands of 
customers with human interaction.  
In addition, a 2018 Harvard Business 
Review Analytic Services survey found 
that 50% of business leaders turned to 
webinars to access business content 
in the past six months, and 40% say 
webinars are an effective format for 
consuming business content.

For example, some casts cover very 
specific topics such as technical 
content and might last only 15 
minutes. Others may be longer and go 
into more detail. The company tracks 
the questions customers ask and uses 
that information to develop more 
customized interactions and outreach. 
Additionally, IBM provides live chat 
support during live casts to engage in 
direct conversation.

IBM also leverages human interaction 
at scale by combining tutorials 
embedded in trial versions of some of 
its products, supported by a concierge 
service that’s standing by to help users. 
Customers can sign up for a product 
trial and get online help on both the 
functionality and analytical models 
(e.g., algorithms). But if customers 
still have questions during the trial, 
they can call a number and get live 
assistance.

Chatbots can also add a high degree 
of human interaction, according to 
Heinz, but most companies report 
that they aren’t using this option 
effectively. Heinz believes that many 
companies install chatbots on their 
websites and then program them to 
answer a common question such as 
how to change a password. But if the 
user poses a more difficult question, 
they are often greeted with an error 
message such as “Answer not found.”

“Leading companies use chatbots to 
leverage human interaction at scale,” 
says Heinz. “Applications of machine 
learning can be used to find answers to 
many questions from a large database 
of material that the company can 

based on buying behaviors,” says 
Christine Jacobs Pribilski, vice 
president, worldwide marketing, 
IBM Cloud. “Then, using predictive 
analytics and machine learning, 
companies can start to personalize 
services based on what their 
customers are most likely to be 
interested in.” Jacobs stresses that 
humanizing digital communications 
requires a great deal of content and 
rigorous analysis of customer needs 
and differences. In order to imbue 
digital communications with a human 
touch, businesses need professionals 
who can write in ways that people 
speak and that customers will relate 
to. The result is a highly personalized 
experience that is better for both the 
business and the consumer, and is in 
line with tightening regulation about 
how companies can collect, store, 
analyze, and use personal data.

Despite the ubiquity of social 
media, many executives are still not 
comfortable using it or having their 
companies use it, says Jacobs. But 
she believes the greater challenge is 
measuring the impact of social media 
investments. “In the past, many 
companies sent out generic messages 
to build awareness at the beginning of 
the marketing and sales process,” she 
says. “But if you are only looking at 
‘Likes’ and links, that doesn’t provide 
real, measurable return on investment.” 

To get more out of social, IBM divides 
social media messages into earned 
and paid social. Earned social allows 
the company to determine what 
messages resonate with different 
types of customers and at different 
stages of the buying process. IBM 
tracks this data and then rolls out the 
messages with the greatest impact 
through paid social campaigns to 
reach a larger audience and begin a 
conversation. By harnessing this data, 
the company can calculate the actual 
impact of social at different stages of 
the customer journey. 

IBM makes extensive use of webinars, 
which they offer with live chat. “Most 
companies use webinars—I prefer to 
call them ‘casts’—at the beginning of 
the sales funnel and provide an hour 
or so of talking heads to introduce 
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increase the efficiency of moving 
customers through the pipeline. In 
the past two years, CRM and social 
media management tools top the list 
of marketing and service support 
technologies that companies have 
been investing in. FIGURE 2

While we saw that investing in 
human interactions often delivers 
the highest ROI, the study also found 
that improving decision making 
and business intelligence will be 
the primary investment focus for 
businesses over the next two years. 
Predictive analytics and artificial 
intelligence will receive the lion’s share 
of resources. Figure 2 shows that social 
media management is the only large 
investment in human interaction in the 
next two years. Other technologies to 
personalize communications, including 
chatbots and marketing automation 
platforms, fall toward the bottom of  
the list of priorities. 

Despite the intensity of investments 
in marketing technologies, a 
decided minority of companies 
report significant returns on these 
investments. FIGURE 3 CRM fares best, but 
still only 36% of respondents report 
significant returns. Meanwhile, service 
and support automation and social 
media management tools don’t fare 
much better. 

A major reason for these low 
returns, according to Heinz, is what 
companies do and don’t do with 
the data they have. He argues that 
most organizations try to obtain the 
largest amount of customer data 
possible. But they rarely use that to 
create meaningfully targeted and 
personalized content and interactions. 

“Businesses capture more information 
than they need to use,” he says. “And 
they don’t use it consistently in the 
marketplace. I have seen companies 
buy reams of industry and sector data 
and then provide essentially the same 
content and experience to everyone.”

A particularly glaring example is 
common, says Heinz. A potential 
customer was browsing a B-to-B 
website. The prospect checked a few 
pages and also visited the pricing 
page. A few days later, a sales rep 

assemble or find online. But if that 
doesn’t find a good answer, a human 
takes over, often seamlessly.” 

The key, according to Microsoft’s 
Zmuda, is to think in terms of the 
customer’s buying process and what 
content, knowledge, or help customers 
may need at each stage. Businesses 
can then determine the best blend of 
technology and human interaction 
to create the optimal customer 
experience at a competitive cost. 

Where Most of the Money Goes
When investing in marketing 
technologies, businesses are not 
heavily focused on creating human 
interactions at scale except through 
social media. The main agenda is to 

FIGURE 2

WHERE IS THE MONEY AND EFFORT GOING?
Percentage indicating which of the following is one of their organizations’ top three priorities

• PAST TWO YEARS   • NEXT TWO YEARS

CRM

Social media monitoring and communication management

Service/support automation

Content marketing systems

Predictive analytics

Marketing automation platforms

Artificial intelligence/robotics

Chatbots

Identify resolution software

58%
34%

55%
40%

34%
34%

32%
28%

29%
55%

22%
21%

12%
33%

5%
19%

4%
7%

SOURCE: HARVARD BUSINESS REVIEW ANALYTIC SERVICES SURVEY, NOVEMBER 2017
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LEADING COMPANIES MEASURE CUSTOMER LOYALTY 
AND CUSTOMER ADVOCACY SCORES—AND WHAT 
HAS THE BIGGEST EFFECT ON CHANGES IN THOSE 
MEASURES. 

FIGURE 3

WHAT ARE THEY GETTING FOR THEIR MONEY?
Percentage of respondents saying the following technologies provided significant return

CRM

Service/support automation

Social media monitoring and communication management

Predictive analytics

Content management systems

Artificial intelligence/robotics

Marketing automation platforms

Identify resolution software

Chatbots

36%

31%

27%

24%

22%

22%

18%

12%

9%

SOURCE: HARVARD BUSINESS REVIEW ANALYTIC SERVICES SURVEY, NOVEMBER 2017

called and said he saw that the 
prospect had been on the pricing 
page and asked whether he needed 
a proposal. “The representative 
didn’t have any other information 
about the prospect, nor did he pose 
any questions to find out about the 
prospect’s needs,” says Heinz. “This 
type of experience is not uncommon.” 

Another challenge is assessing the 
return on each technology separately 
instead of understanding how 
they interact to create competitive 
customer experiences. “Often 
companies tend to buy point solutions 
or tools in the absence of an overall 
customer experience strategy,” 
says Jacobs from IBM. “That can 
potentially limit the impact on the ROI 
that a company sees.” 

This is particularly the case with 
technologies that aim to provide a 
human touch or interaction. Social 
selling is a prime example. According 
to Jacobs, many companies that use 
social selling simply measure the 
number of leads it produces. They 
rarely link social media to other 
systems such as CRM. Microsoft, on 
the other hand, uses a social selling 
tool in its cloud division that indexes 
how effectively sellers build their 
brands and engage with prospects 
through social media. This data goes 
into the CRM systems to provide 
deeper insights. “We learned that 
every seller closes four additional 
sales for every 10-point increase in 
their social selling index,” she says. 
“The only way we could really see 
the returns on our investments was 
to connect the systems and track 
the variables when we win or lose 
business. That was pretty eye-opening 
for us and prompted Microsoft to roll 
the solution out worldwide.” 

Jacobs also points out that the metrics 
used to measure return on marketing 
technologies should be based on 
customer experience. For example, 
leading companies measure customer 
loyalty and customer advocacy scores 
and what has the biggest effect on 
changes in those measures. 



“ MEASURING A CONVERSATION IS  
SO MUCH HARDER THAN MEASURING  
THE CREATION OF A LEAD.”  
LAURA RAMOS, VICE PRESIDENT AND  
SENIOR ANALYST, FORRESTER RESEARCH
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Customer personalization efforts are 
still stymied by the perennial barrier of 
organizational silos. 

What Stands in the Way
Most organizations have a clear 
vision from management of what 
the customer experience should be. 
They also have resources, talent, and 
a culture that is willing to take risks. 
And most organizations don’t seem  
to be hampered by the lack of a 
business case. 

Efforts, however, are still stymied by 
the perennial barrier of organizational 
silos. Companies are rarely able to 
collaborate across teams to understand 
a customer’s journey and which 
touchpoints require improvement. 
FIGURE 4

Legacy technology systems are 
another major impediment. Businesses 
still struggle with software systems 
that require complex work-arounds 
to communicate with each other. The 
complexity makes it difficult, if not 
impossible, to get a holistic view of 
customers and understand what their 
experience should be. 

Experts interviewed for this report 
also point to mindsets that need to 
change. Heinz says that consumer and 
B-to-B marketers often place greater 
value on the size of the outreach than 
on how targeted and personalized it 
is. This can make it extremely difficult 
to meet customers where they are and 
develop experiences that keep them 
in the fold. “As marketers, we rarely 
value ten quality interactions instead 
of 1,000 general responses,” says 
Heinz. “But those ten may be worth 
much more over the long run. There 
is also the feeling that marketers need 
to have the biggest outreach numbers 
possible to prove their impact to the 
rest of the organization.”

Ramos points out that in B-to-B 
organizations, the marketing function is 
under tremendous pressure to generate 
leads rather than relationships. “There 
is little or no pressure to take the time 
to create a conversation,” she says. “And 
measuring a conversation is so much 
harder than measuring the creation of 
a lead.” 

FIGURE 4

BARRIERS TO MORE CUSTOMIZED CUSTOMER INTERACTIONS
Percentage of respondents indicating which three of the following are the greatest barriers

Siloed organizational structure

Lack of interoperability between technology systems

Lack of resources

Lack of clear vision from management

Lack of the right talent

Lack of behavioral data predicting purchase intent

Risk averse culture

Lack of a business case

45%

40%

38%

38%

32%

27%

26%

19%

SOURCE: HARVARD BUSINESS REVIEW ANALYTIC SERVICES SURVEY, NOVEMBER 2017



Pulse Survey  |  Scaling Human Interaction in Customer Experiences Harvard Business Review Analytic Services8

Changing the mindset can be difficult. 
Heinz quips that one week, the sales 
force wants more targeted leads. The 
next week, they complain they don’t 
have enough. And very few senior 
marketing and sales executives feel 
comfortable challenging the status quo 
of big-numbers marketing thinking. 

Thus, Heinz stresses that senior 
executives need to start with the CEO. 
“Marketing and sales executives have to 
get a handle on their data and conduct 
experiments and demonstrate how 
things can be done differently,” he says. 
“They can then begin the dialogue with 
the CFO and CEO.” 

The stakes are high. Customers want 
a human touch and personalized 
experience. Their satisfaction with large, 
impersonal organizations is waning. 
Some companies don’t even list phone 
numbers on their websites, believing 
that shifting customers to cheaper 
channels is the key. But it seems evident 
that the spoils will go to the companies 
that can balance the human touch with 
automation for the best and most cost-
effective customer experience. 

CONCLUSION

Putting People  
Back in the Picture
Although many organizations believe 
that human interactions and the 
human touch in their customer 
experiences provide a competitive 
advantage, their efforts often fall 
short. The result is decreasing 
customer satisfaction and modest 
returns on many other marketing 
technology investments. 

Although silos and legacy systems 
stand in the way, corporate mindsets 
are the major challenge in putting 
more human interaction into 
the customer experience. Many 
companies still look at the market 
through the lens of their selling 
process—going from awareness to 
purchase and repurchase—and often 
blast messages to as many customers  
as they can find. What companies miss 
is that customers want businesses 
to understand them and provide the 
right content and human interaction 
for wherever they happen to be in 
their buying process. 

CORPORATE MINDSETS 
ARE THE MAJOR 
CHALLENGE IN 
PUTTING MORE HUMAN 
INTERACTION INTO THE 
CUSTOMER EXPERIENCE. 



METHODOLOGY AND PARTICIPANT PROFILE
A total of 282 respondents drawn from the HBR audience of readers (magazine/newsletter 
readers, customers, HBR.org users) completed the survey.

SIZE OF ORGANIZATION
ALL RESPONDENTS’ ORGANIZATIONS HAD 100 EMPLOYEES OR MORE.     

27% 
10,000 OR MORE 
EMPLOYEES

32% 
1,000–9,999 
EMPLOYEES

41% 
100–999  
EMPLOYEES

SENIORITY

25% 
EXECUTIVE  
MANAGEMENT OR 
BOARD MEMBERS

40% 
SENIOR  
MANAGEMENT

25% 
MIDDLE  
MANAGEMENT

10% 
OTHER GRADES

KEY INDUSTRY SECTORS

13% 
FINANCIAL  
SERVICES 

13% 
HEALTH CARE/
PHARMA/LIFE 
SCIENCES

11% 
EDUCATION

10% 
TECHNOLOGY

9% 
BUSINESS/ 
PROFESSIONAL 
SERVICES

7%  
RETAIL 

7%
MANUFACTURING

OTHER SECTORS  
WERE EACH  
REPRESENTED BY  
5% OR LESS

JOB FUNCTION

21% 
GENERAL/EXECUTIVE 
MANAGEMENT

14% 
MARKETING/PR/
COMMUNICATIONS

10% 
SALES/BUSINESS 
DEVELOPMENT/ 
CUSTOMER SERVICE

8% 
CONSULTING

7% 
STRATEGIC  
PLANNING 

7% 
R&D/INNOVATION/
PRODUCT 
DEVELOPMENT

OTHER FUNCTIONS 
WERE EACH 
REPRESENTED BY  
6% OR LESS

REGIONS

46% 
NORTH AMERICA

26% 
EUROPE,  
THE MIDDLE EAST, 
AND AFRICA

19% 
ASIA/PACIFIC

9% 
REST OF WORLD

Figures may not add up to 100% due to rounding.
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