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It simply isn’t everyday you can start an introduction with a perfect quote…let alone one 

the web attributes to the actor best known for his work as “The Fonz”. While this quote 

may actually be best attributed to an article headline in 2011 from Psychology Today, it is 

nonetheless incredibly relevant in today’s conversation about the modern marketing machine 

and our customer. 

The very foundation of marketing’s mission and mandate is the growth and development of 

relationships between brand and buyer. Are we making assumptions about our customers and 

letting the termites settle in? Are we listening to the voice of our customer for how THEY want 

the relationship to mature and grow?

It would be easy to assume that in today’s age of data, we have what is needed to abandon 

assumptions. After all…the very term “data-driven marketer” infers that assumptions have given 

way to smarter, more informed strategies and decisions. There are few, if any organizations, that 

don’t recognize the power of data. So why are relationships still flailing? 

In our drive to implement software to automate the care and maintenance of relationships, 

marketers have started to question if the customer has been lost along the way. Instead 

of listening, knowing and understanding, marketers often find themselves making more 

assumptions because identifying cues and signals has become impossible in the avalanche of 

data flooding into already overwhelmed systems. 

Today’s reality is often that campaigns supersede conversations and listening. According to a 

CMO Council consumer study, customers admitted that the brands they do business with do a 

relatively poor job caring for customers once a purchase has been completed. In fact, only 17 

percent of consumers felt brands did an exceptional job tending to the building and developing 

an on-going relationship, 21 percent felt brands did a bad to horrible job nurturing and actually 

building a bond.

To answer many of these questions, the CMO Council partnered with Harte Hanks to 

investigate where and how the customer voice is being elevated and brought back to power 

the marketing machine. Some 152 senior corporate marketing executives took part in an online 

audit in the second quarter of 2018. These marketing leaders express frustration in listening 

capabilities, doubt over readiness to action on customer voice and an overall need to overhaul 

mindsets about the customer before adopting new tools or technologies. In all, the marketers 

participating in this study agree: Marketing needs to stop making assumptions that weaken the 

foundation of relationships. It is time for Marketing to get back to championing the people really 

driving the profit…the customer.

“Assumptions are the Termites of Relationships.”

-Henry Winkler

INTRODUCTION
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Marketing has a listening problem…but the problem isn’t a matter of not hearing the voice of 

the customer. The problem is understanding what all the noise actually means. 

When asked to rate their organization’s ability to listen for signals and cues about customer 

behavior, marketers are confident…to a point. Some 41 percent of respondents feel they are 

actually doing a fairly good job at listening, but admit that while they are able to aggregate 

intelligence in some channels, they are struggling in others. Another 34 percent realize they are 

just doing an okay job, listening the best they can, but not necessarily understanding what the 

customer actually wants or needs from the noise. 

This unintentional tone-deafness has led marketers to realize that they are not just struggling 

to aggregate the right data or struggling to identify the moments of opportunity to deliver 

exceptional experiences to their customers. Marketers admit that the biggest challenge 

the organization faces while working to develop lasting customer relationships is actually 

remembering the relationship itself and not solely focusing on getting campaigns out the door. 

Not only does marketing struggle to remember the relationships, some 29 percent admit they are 

also struggling to remember that the customer is actually human and not just an inbox or target.

KEY FINDINGS

Remembering we are just building 
relationships, not just deploying 

campaigns

Aggregating the right data for a 
holistic view of the customer

Identifying moments of 
opportunity

Listening for customer cues 
beyond responding and reacting

Thinking about our customers as 
humans...not just targets

41%

35%

32%

30%

29%

GREATEST RELATIONSHIP-BUILDING CHALLENGES
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Organizations have settled for passive hearing instead of active listening. When it comes 

to aggregating the true voice of the customer, many marketers continue to rely on passive 

channels bringing in reactionary signals intentionally sent to the organization. This leaves little 

opportunity to aggregate, let alone understand, real-time behaviors and cues being left behind 

by the customer across the omni-channel landscape. 

Consider where marketers believe insights, cues and indicators are being left: Email, Social, 

Sales Rep Interactions, Forms, Service & Support. While this list seems reasonable and an 

appropriate collection of customer signal sources, when sorted into categories of active, real-

time, customer-driven signals versus post-engagement, reactionary or company-controlled 

environments, the picture of where marketers listen for signals begins to point to channels of 

known, structured comfort.

With the exception of recognizing social media channels as a top listening post for customer 

voice, marketers believe their listening points are by and large structured and collecting insights 

and cues based on reactions of customers. These listening posts point to critical moments 

to resolve issues and provide immediate support, critical to ensuring a positive customer 

experience. 

At the same time, these sources of customer voice capture moments of friction that have 

caused customers to connect with the brand via email, take a satisfaction survey or reach out to 

service and support with an issue. These moments allow an organization to react to problems, 

resolving potentially negative experiences through quick action. They rarely provide a real-time 

view into intentions, behaviors, needs or even aspirations: They are postcards of a customer’s 

life, when marketers are looking for a real-time movie. 

WHERE DO CUSTOMERS LEAVE CUES?

Structured, Organized, Owned Unstructured, Unmanaged, Open

Email (69%) Social Media (61%)

Sales Rep Interactions (58%) User Generated Content (20%)

Service & Support Interactions (54%) Mobile Device Detection  
(behavior, location, patterns of use) (13%)

Web Forms (54%) Chatbot Sessions (12%)

Satisfaction Surveys (50%) IoT Sensors (5%)
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Data doubts are holding back advancement of the omni-channel experience. Without 

question, marketing has spent the past decade (or more) actively investing in expanding the 

omni-channel toolkit, identifying new ways to reach and engage with the connected customer. 

Each experience advancement heightens the need for actionable insights and a clear signal 

based on customer voice and data. 

But few marketers feel they are able to unlock the opportunity in the channels and the data 

already in use. This doubt is contributing to a hesitancy to expand and further explore what is 

new in omni-channel engagement. When asked what new opportunities and tools to engage 

might be included in experience strategies over the next year, the slim majority (32 percent) 

indicate there are no plans to bring on new touch points. Chatbots and cognitive advisors to 

engage in real-time, any time, with the customer is the top solution being deployed, followed by 

reshaping the contact center to better address and accelerate resolution. 

It is easy to understand why marketers are hesitant to bring on even more investments and 

touch-points – not a single respondent (0.00 percent) feel their organizations are extremely well 

prepared to integrate any new additions to the experience or leverage new intelligence from 

new listening posts. While 30 percent feel “fairly prepared” to exploit these new opportunities, 

most (42 percent) admit they are just not prepared, but remain hopeful they can fill in the gaps. 

The reality is that with every new touchpoint comes added pressure to extract more accessible 

and actionable data. But this is fundamentally the issue that marketers are struggling with. 

Across the current omni-channel experience, marketers already have doubts that they can look 

beyond data that measures campaigns, and really see the customer.

Data is difficult to aggregate, analyze and utilize, no matter what kind of data you have. 

Call it big, dark, unstructured or a mess…no matter the label, marketers admit that ALL forms 

of data present a challenge to the organization. But data does have nuances and labels that are 

important to differentiate.

Big data – a moniker many marketers are well versed in and may have relegated to “buzz 

word” from software vendors – is the mass of data that is too big, too complex and often too 

unstructured for traditional data management systems to handle. 

Dark data is typically unstructured, untagged and largely untapped data that has been 

aggregated and stored, but is harder to analyze or process so it sits in the darkest corners of the 

organization collecting dust. 

Small data, as opposed to its far more ominous sibling, big data, represents data sets that are 

smaller, more accessible and potentially more informative. Small data has also been used to 

describe the small, specific attributes and points of insight delivered through the Internet of 

Things. Martin Lindstrom, author of the book, “Small Data” explained that, “Big Data is all about 

finding correlations, but Small Data is all about finding the causation, the reason why.”
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When asked which form of data represented the greatest challenge for the organization, 

marketers struggled to pick just one “winner” as 30 percent feel Big Data is the top challenge, 

34 percent point to dark data and 36 percent say the greatest challenge will be aggregating, 

analyzing and utilizing small data.

This is likely a large contributing factor to why marketers rely on inbound customer feedback 

and a more passive listening stance. As outlined earlier, marketers are waiting for complaints 

or opportunities to improve experiences through answering issues or questions rather than 

leveraging more complex data to proactively meet the customer with experiences that add 

value and delight. But marketers are also looking to get a better view of what the customer 

actually wants. Marketers need to understand the “why.”

Interestingly, while all data is a challenge, small data may be the path to action. When asked 

about new advancements in omni-channel engagement marketers were looking to integrate into 

their customer experience strategies over the next two months, chatbots, optimized contact 

centers and IoT-enabled products, devices and sensors topped the list. Not only does this point 

to a growing interest and desire to optimize customer listening and voice activation, but also 

opens the door to small data as a key source of action and direction.

Getting small could get us back to the customer. But marketers are concerned that the 

organization isn’t fully prepared to connect and act quickly. In fact, only 10 percent of marketers 

believe their organization is fully prepared to take advantage of the micro-moments of 

opportunity small data could reveal. Thirty-six percent of respondents actually believe they are 

“fairly prepared” to implement points of connection across the Internet of Things, but they are 

less confident in the organization’s ability to act in real time.

BIG DATA DARK DATA SMALL DATA

30%
34% 36%

BIGGEST DATA CHALLENGE
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The criticality of small data sits with the insights that reveal the “why” – why is the customer 

here today, why are they searching, why are the buying, why are they NOT buying? Marketers 

are confident in their ability to extract these insights from small data…more specifically, 46 

percent of marketers believe that they are, personally, most prepared to take advantage of 

small data to turn noise into signals from the customer. Marketers are also confident they will 

finally reach the “why” behind customer’s actions and behaviors. 

“Why” is also fueling the marketer’s aspirations. When asked to identify brands across any 

industry that respondents admired for their ability to deliver on real-time, personalized 

customer engagements, key brands consistently rose to the top: Amazon, Apple, Google, 

Starbucks and Nike.  

Arguably, these brands are all icons, well known and well loved, so they might be expected 

to appear on a list of experience leaders. But for marketers, their importance is in how these 

leaders have been able to prioritize the customer and tie together each step of a journey. When 

asked what these brands have in common or what they do that differentiates them in their 

ability to engage and connect with the customer, 43 percent pointed to the ability to deliver 

a customer journey that guides the customer rather than pushes the customer down a single 

path. Another 42 percent pointed to the brand’s ability to effectively leverage experience 

strategy to deliver growth and profitability for the organization.

What these brands also do well is connect with people and engage with customers like 

individuals, not just transact with campaigns. In fact, 30 percent of marketers say the biggest 

differentiator of these leading brands is their ability to treat every individual like a friend or 

confidante, while an equal number of respondents (30 percent) say that the ability to initiate 

conversations in a manner that reflects the customers needs helps differentiate the brand. 

In essence, these brands never loose sight of the fact that their customers are core to their 

business…and that their customers are people first, buyers second.

TOP 5 WAYS MARKETERS WILL ADVANCE EXPERIENCE 
WITH SMALL DATA

1. Extracting better customer signal from the noise

3. Better focusing on the people behind the data

2. Finally revealing the WHY behind customer actions

4. Filling in the gaps across the customer journey

5. Delivering valued experiences in the right voice and cadence
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It is time for marketing to lead the charge to treat people like people. It is time for 

marketing to champion being human. It sounds fundamental…that our customers are people. 

But as we have already seen, marketers admit that remembering that the organization is 

engaging with people and not just data sets or individual records can be challenging.

What will it mean to “bring human back to marketing?” According to our survey respondents, it 

can be summarized into five critical mantras and strategies.

1. It is time to ditch broad personas. Marketers must put a real person at the center of 

strategy. 

2. It is time to eliminate the “aspiration” of customer centricity. Marketers must recommit to 

customer centricity in action. 

3. It is time to listen to the voice of the customer and not just hear the noise of data. 

Listening is at the core of building a bi-directional conversation. 

4. It is time to reflect real human behavior. Shifting engagement patterns to better replicate 

and reflect the tone and cadence of interactions ‘IRL’ (aka: in real life)

5. It is time to remember that behind every data point is a person. Data is the digital 

manifestation of every human being that has interacted and engaged with our brand.

What being human is NOT for marketers is a far off aspiration. In fact, only seven percent of 

respondents felt that adopting mindsets, strategies and approaches that fostered more human 

relationships and experiences with customers was too far off or something that just would not 

fit within the organization. 

Marketers have made the connection between growth and profitability and the ability to reach, 

engage and build relationships with customers. The lessons have come from leading brands like 

Amazon and Starbucks. But the lessons have also come from remembering the fundamentals in 

building relationships outside of the sphere of marketing…outside of the sphere of campaigns, 

strategies and channels. Building a relationship can often start by asking a simple question and 

then having the patience and maturity to step back and listen to the answer.

In an interview between the CMO Council and Frank Grillo, CMO of Harte Hanks, Grillo 

explained: “Customers are leaving us tons of digital clues…they're actually having a 

conversation with us. We just classically don't listen.”  

“The key is to use the technology that's available to us to mimic the human interaction as best 

we can.  Sales people don’t walk up to you, look at you and say, ‘Here's what you want to buy,’ 

right? They walk up to you and ask, ‘How may I help you?’ The human interaction is to ask you 

what you want and then respond.”

The tools and technology are available. The data is abundant. The missing piece has been the 

voice of the customer. It is time for Marketing to champion the shift back to human…driving 

profit and opportunity along the way.
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Q1 - Rate your organization’s ability to listen for behavioral signals and cues from your 

customers:

DETAILED FINDINGS

39%
Fairly good: We are 
able to aggregate 
intelligence in some 
channels but struggle 
in others

33%
Just okay: We can 
listen, but we don't 
necessarily understand 
their wants or needs 
based on what we 
hear from them

17%
Not very good: We 
hear more noise than 
we pinpoint signals 
and direction.

7%
Terrible: We fail to listen 
to our customers and 
instead make lots of 
assumptions

4%
Exceptional: The 
organization is able to 
listen in real time
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Q2 - Where do your customers leave insights, cues and indicators about their needs, 

expectations and feedback? (Select all that apply.)

Email

Interaction with sales reps

Social media channels

Service/support interaction

Satisfaction surveys

Web forms

Online reviews

Net Promoter Scores/surveys

In-store/in-person engagement

Mobile engagement (in-app, SMS, mobile 
search, etc.)

User-generated content

Mobile device detection (location, behaviors 
and patterns)

Chatbot sessions

Internet of Things (IoT) connections (beacons, 
devices, sensors, etc.)

Other

69%

59%

58%

54%

52%

52%

47%

40%

33%

21%

20%

12%

11%

5%

4%
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Q3 - How prepared is your organization to act on the intelligence available in small data?

37%
Fairly prepared to 
implement points of 
connection but less 
confident in our ability 
to act in real time

33%
Open to the possibilities 
but unsure where to best 
begin

11%
Very prepared to take 
advantage of the 
micro-moments small 
data can reveal

10%
Not planning to dive into 
data generated by IoT

9%
Still unclear about the 
difference between big 
and small data
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Q4 - What form of data do you anticipate will be the most challenging for the organization to 

aggregate, analyze and utilize?

36%
Dark data

34%
Small data

30%
Big data
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Q5 - Where do you personally feel most prepared to take advantage of small data to advance 

your marketing and customer experience strategies? (Select top three)

Extracting better customer insights and 
signals from all of the noise

Finally revealing the "why" behind a 
customer's actions and behaviors

Better focusing on the people behind the data 
to deliver a more human interaction

Filling in the gaps across the customer journey

Delivering consistent, trusted and valued 
experiences in the right voice and cadence

Being more creative in the message being 
delivered because we know more about the 
customer

Understanding a customer's real-time context

Identifying predictive signals that empower 
optimized timing for actions

Other 

45%

41%

35%

35%

35%

31%

24%

15%

1%
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Q6 - What has proven to be the biggest challenge for the organization as it develops lasting 

customer relationships? (Select top three)

Remembering that we are building 
relationships, not just sending out campaigns

Thinking of our customers as human beings 
and not just targets, records and opportunities

Aggregating the right data for a robust view 
of the customer

Shifting from assumption to predictive 
knowledge when it comes to our customers' 
wants and expectations

Identifying the moments of opportunity to 
deliver delight and differentiation

Bridging the skills gap and bringing in talent 
that is both creative and analytical

Listening for customer cues beyond how they 
respond or react to an engagement

Keeping pace with the rapid advancement 
that customers are leading across the 
omnichannel landscape

Keeping far, far away from the "creepy line" 
when targeting and retargeting customers

Defining and delivering real value from 
customer experience investments

Keeping up to date and attempting to meet 
the customer in real-time

Other

41%

27%

34%

25%

30%

20%

30%

15%

8%

27%

13%

3%
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Q7 - What brands (across any industry) do you most admire for their ability to deliver real-time, 

personalized customer engagements? (List up to three brands.)
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Q8 - What do these brands do or have in common that differentiates their ability to connect 

and engage with customers? (Select top three)

Tie all points of the customer journey to help 
guide customers through, not push them 
forward

Treat every individual like a trusted partner, 
friend or confidante

Master data and actions quickly to capitalize 
on every micro-moment with a customer

Effectively use customer experience to drive 
growth and profitability

Deliver contextual recommendations and 
options to continue the conversation in a 
natural, organic manner

Use the omnichannel landscape as an 
opportunity to deepen relationships

Initiate conversations in a manner, cadence 
and style that best reflects a customer's needs 
and expectations

Disrupt the marketplace with exceptional 
experiences based on customer voice

Co-create experiences and engagements, 
putting the customer in the driver's seat

Other 

42%

31%

20%

42%

25%

19%

32%

22%

17%

2%
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Q9 - What does the phrase “bring human back to marketing” mean to you? (Select one.)

Putting a real person at the center of the 
strategy instead of a broad persona

Listening more than we push messages to 
craft two-way dialogues

Reaffirming our commitment to customer-
centric engagements

Shifting engagement patterns to better 
replicate and reflect real human interactions

Remembering that every data point is actually 
a signal from a person

It is an aspiration but feels far off for our 
organization

Prioritizing getting our data in order and 
accessible to all involved in delivering 
customer experiences

It is not something that will fit within our 
organization

Other

23%

19%

18%

17%

14%

5%

2%

1%

1%
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Q10 - What advancements in omnichannel engagement are you looking to incorporate into your 

customer experience in the next 12 months?

Chatbots, cognitive advisers and live 
interactive assistants

IoT sensors (which includes connected home 
devices)

Reshaping the contact center to optimize 
speed to resolution

Augmented reality (AR) or virtual reality (VR) 
experiences

Blockchain

Commercial unmanned aerial vehicles (UAVs) 
to facilitate fulfillment and delivery

None of the above

Other

23%

8%

17%

6%

4%

1%

35%

5%
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Q11 - How ready is your organization to leverage and integrate these new additions (from the 

previous question) as listening posts and points of intelligence about the customer?

Not well prepared, but hopefully we can close 
the gap quickly

Fairly prepared, but still work to do

Not applicable

Not prepared at all

Totally unprepared

Extremely well prepared

41%

28%

15%

10%

6%

0%
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Q12 - How ready is your organization to leverage and integrate these new additions (from the 

previous question) as listening posts and points of intelligence about the customer?

Chief Marketing Officer

VP Marketing

Head of Marketing

SVP/EVP Marketing

VP Marketing and Sales

Director of Marketing

VP Customer Experience

VP Corporate/Marketing Communications

Director of Corporate/Marketing 
Communications

VP Marketing Operations

Other

33%

13%

11%

8%

5%

5%

2%

2%

2%

0%

20%
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Q13 - To whom do you report?

CEO

COO

President

Division Chief or Business Group Head

CMO

Chief Sales Executive

Regional Vice President/GM

Other

47%

4%

15%

4%

10%

2%

6%

13%
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Q1 - How large is your company?

DEMOGRAPHICS

Less than $50 million

$251 million to $500 million

Greater than $5 billion

$51 million to $100 million

$1.1 billion to $5 billion

$501 million to $750 million

$751 million to $1 billion

$101 million to $250 million

28%

8%

14%

5%

22%

8%

11%

3%
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Q2 - What best describes your company's industry sector?

Information Technology

Transportation

Packaged Goods

Insurance

Entertainment

Aerospace & Defense

Financial Services

Consumer Durables

Pharmaceuticals

Travel and Hospitality

Professional Services

Electronics and miscellaneous technology

Automotive

Other 

Retail

Food and Beverages

Telecommunications

Wholesale/distribution

Energy

Utilities

Media and Publishing

Education

Construction

Chemicals

Manufacturing

Life Sciences

Government

15%

4%

6%

3%

2%

0%

8%

4%

2%

1%

5%

2%

1%

8%

8%

4%

5%

2%

1%

0%

8%

4%

2%

0%

5%

2%

1%
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Q3 - In which region is your company headquartered?

North America

Asia Pacific

Europe

Africa

South America

Middle East

55%

20%

15%

5%

3%

2%
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Q4 - How large is your staff/team?

Less than 10

10-30

30-50

100-200

More than 300

50-100

200-300

36%

21%

12%

9%

9%

7%

6%
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Oh, the Humanity!

Consumers are looking for a human experience in an increasingly digital world, and that idea can 

be confusing for 21st-century marketers. For over a decade we have been hearing the steady 

drumbeat of “go digital” and “mobile first” and “Millennials don’t like bricks and mortar.” Now 

we hear something different from the consumer base: “Don’t forget that we are humans having 

human experiences.” Or maybe they were saying that all along and we just didn’t hear them.

What does a human experience look like in an increasingly digital world? Ultimately, consumers 

are looking for the same thing they have always been looking for: empathy. We don’t need a 

mountain of research to confirm this. Consumers want us to listen, they want to be valued, and 

they want their needs taken care of quickly. Same as they always have. What has changed are 

the digital channels and options consumers have at their disposal: Alexa, chat bots, VR, AR, etc. 

Likewise, those are all ways that digital is becoming more human.

For those of us who don’t work at Amazon and don’t have Alexa as a sales channel, what can we 

do to make our customer experiences—digital or otherwise—more human?

Find clues about your customers.

Thanks to better tracking of customer behaviors and transactions, we have the ability to know 

our customers, and to know what they need, when they need it. That is, if we choose to listen. 

Big Data was the original gateway to building deep, insightful customer profiles and predictive 

models. Important tools to have, but that still doesn’t help us listen to what customers need 

in the moment. Enter “small data.” Small data is made up of those clues that customers leave 

behind when they visit your site, open an emailed offer, or post something on a Reddit feed. 

These cues tell us a lot about how consumers want us to engage with them. When used properly, 

they can help us deliver that human experience for which our customers are looking.

Using “small data” doesn’t begin with data.

Even though we are talking about new technologies and concepts, our most fundamental CRM 

practices still rule the day. We are still trying to generate revenue by getting the right message 

to the right person at the right time—using the right channel. Our first step is to understand what 

our revenue goals are, then figure out which customers are most likely to drive that revenue and 

how we are going to engage them. And when it’s all done, we also need to determine how we’re 

going to measure our success (and what success looks like).

Leverage current customer profiles.

It’s important not to spend resources by tracking every customer movement and then trying 

to react to every one of those movements. A lot of data has a short half-life. Half-life is a term 

commonly used in nuclear physics that describes the time required for a quantity to reduce 
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to half its initial value. This concept can be applied to the mountain of data organizations are 

collecting today, and the half-life or potential value can be a matter of seconds. Instead, the 

place to start is with the information you already have collected about your customers.

This is the first-party data (recent transactions, accounts, purchase history, etc.) and the 

third-party data (demographic appends, propensity scores, etc.) that help us know who our 

customers are and their likelihood to purchase, and they help us predict what customers will 

purchase next. Using existing profile data, we can start enriching records and fill in more of the 

critical “grey area” for a more complete picture of who the customers are, where they are in 

their journey, what they will do next and why.

For instance, simply knowing the recency, frequency and size of purchases can get us a long 

way toward identifying the right target and knowing what they need and when. This customer 

data can also help us identify prospective customers. Simple “look-a-like” models help us 

identify prospects who look a lot like our current customers.

Find the “Moments of Truth” in the customers’ journeys.

Once we have the right audience identified and know which products and services are good 

matches for them, we can then begin looking for inflection points along the customer journey. 

These are the moments where the pace of the journey changes because customers need new 

information and are making key decisions. As they move from the research phase through 

consideration and purchase and on into brand advocacy, we need to be ready to engage them 

with the content that keeps them moving through the journey. This is where the “small data” 

really comes in handy.

For instance, in both B2B and B2C, it is rare that a site visitor accidentally lands on a product 

page. When someone is researching a product, it is a pretty good signal that there is a level 

of interest in that product. It’s at this point, however, that we often make the mistake of 

automatically retargeting them with banner ads or email offers. Instead, we should help the 

customer with the “job they need done,” at that point of the buying journey.

Customer needs go beyond product utility.

The concept of “Jobs to be Done,” or JTBD, goes beyond simple product utility. Not only do 

customers need the features a product offers, they also have other needs related to buying or 

using the product. For instance, when buying a power lawn mower, consumers not only need 

to know about the horsepower and speed, they also need to feel confident in their purchase 

decision. We can help them gain that confidence in any number of ways, including industry 

ratings, customer reviews and warranties. But more than what we offer, when we send it is  

the key. 

But when is “when”? The answer is simple: “When the customer needs it.” How we know when 

it’s needed comes from small data. Customers leave these clues behind everywhere.
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Back to the lawnmower example. By looking at digital breadcrumbs, we can begin to create 

a profile of a customer who needs a little boost of confidence in order to proceed along the 

buyer’s journey: visits to Reddit or other chat boards, visits to Consumer Reports, multiple visits 

to your product pages, etc. One of the biggest indicators is a visit to Amazon. According to 

Adweek, 80% of consumers go to Amazon to read product reviews before purchasing in a store 

or on a competing site.

Engage with a message tailored to the situation and customers’ channel of preference.

When we use this kind of data to identify who customers are and what they’re looking for, 

and we’ve used signals from social media and other real-time channels to determine what’s 

driving their purchase decisions and where they are on their journey, it’s time to start tailoring 

your messaging to reflect those learnings. In essence, we’re turning those learnings into a 

personalized message that combines profile data with the small data breadcrumbs.

We don’t use the phrase “personalized message” lightly here. Personalization is the standard, 

the table stakes. It is the approach buyers expect from us. Our level of personalization will be 

compared with the kinds of personalized recommendations and messages consumers receive 

from Netflix, iTunes and Facebook. When it comes to personalization, you can see that our usual 

competitors are not our competitors. The competitors when it comes to personalized messaging 

are the “GAFA” or “FANG” brands (Google, Apple, Facebook, Amazon and Netflix). But with 

the knowledge of who your customers are, what they need, when they’d be most receptive, 

and where they prefer to communicate, you can craft messages that speak directly to their 

needs—as humans, not just as targets. This allows us to go beyond just an email subject line 

that addresses the customer by name—although, that’s never a bad idea. We’re talking about 

individualized content. 

This may mean using dynamic messages tailored to customer-specific demographics, such 

as age or occupation. Or providing recommendations on new products or services based on 

customers’ past purchases, cart items or browsing history. Some other examples may include:

• Reminders of when it might be time to update or upgrade past purchases

• Social media messages tailored to a customer’s current or past locations

• Adjusted search results and navigation based on customer interests

• Category- or product-specific offers to appeal to specific customer needs

Just as important to engaging with the right message at the right time is the right place. 

Knowing what channel your customers use during different phases of the buyer’s journey is 

very important. For instance, 75% of promotional emails from banks are opened in the mobile 

platform. But the majority of actual account applications happens at a desktop. Knowing this, 

we can make sure we are giving readers a CTA option of “remind me later” so that they can set a 

time to receive the email again when they are more likely to be near a desktop. 
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Small data can help us here as well. Customer signals are everywhere. Did you notice an uptick 

in activity on open channels like social, chatbots or IoT sensors? Are your structured campaigns 

and channels such as email and web forms getting predictable traction? Some customers might 

respond well to a mix of channels and engagements, while others may prefer a single source.

Tracking, measuring and reacting.

Of course, none of this is possible without the ability to track and capture customer behavior. 

Where do we start with this? Many of us have hired SaaS, DaaS, and consulting firms to help us 

decide where to start. The answer usually involves investing hundreds of thousands of dollars in 

a new CRM platform and another million in an updated data warehouse. This proposal usually 

comes after getting the standard warning, “You must keep up with Amazon because they are 

coming after your customers!”

While we all know the importance of rich customer data and the single point of truth, there are 

some easier first steps that can be taken as you begin this process of humanizing your approach 

using small data:

• Google Analytics offers insights into where site visitors are coming from. Knowing this can 

help provide insight into what brought visitors to you to begin with. Was it search? Was it a 

social news site? These can provide cues as to where customers are in the buyers journey 

when they arrive at your product pages.

• Email opens and click-throughs. Knowing what messaging customers are engaging with and 

what CTA they’ve clicked on give us strong clues as to what they need next from us. We 

often spend so much time looking at campaign open rates and click-throughs, we forget to 

take the simple step of looking at what the consumer decided to click on.

• Social listening provides more actionable data than we could use in a lifetime. Oftentimes, 

social listening is used to measure market sentiment about brands. But it can help us 

understand customer-level thinking: frustrations about their current products, which 

channels and people influence their buying decisions, or questions they have about 

warranties.

Example: Engaging prospective clients using real-time social data.

We were able to bring all of this together recently for a B2B client, an international technology 

firm that offers the full gamut of solutions: servers, data, cloud, security and hardware. This 

firm’s customer base was growing more savvy and looking to non-traditional sources for insight 

and product information before connecting with a salesperson. Social platforms, industry sites 

and influencers were all part of the research process. This is the same pattern seen in B2C. 

When it comes to making a big ticket purchase, consumers spend a lot of time researching 

online before contacting a potential vendor.

The client already had rich profile data on its prospects. It knew a lot about past purchases, 

equipment longevity and likelihood to repurchase. But it was having trouble determining what 
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stage of the buyers journey its prospects were in. Too often, a salesperson would engage a 

prospect too soon, with the wrong information, and through the wrong channel—the trifecta 

you never want to hit. Emails would be sent without response, phone messages would go 

unreturned, and salespeople would get frustrated and move onto the next prospect—with 

similar results.

Enter our solution. Through active social listening, we were able to help the client uncover both 

the topics prospects were discussing and also the depth of those discussions. These small data 

clues provided the insight needed to better gauge where prospects were in the buyers journey 

and what information or offers they needed to keep them moving through the process. Along 

with these insights, salespeople were equipped with pre-formatted emails along with posts they 

share via LinkedIn and Twitter, and on industry discussion boards. The posts would connect 

readers to articles, white papers and product specs available at the client’s website.

By treating prospects as humans and engaging them with the information they needed, where 

and when they needed it, the client was able to generate results. Shortened sales cycles and 

increased responsiveness from prospects were just two of the measurable outcomes. The 

results were good enough for the client to increase its staffing around the effort.

Conclusion

As consumers go looking for that human experience in this increasingly digital world, we can 

be ready to go beyond the 1:1 to a deliver 1:Moment experience, giving them the personalized 

information and insight they need for whatever phase they occupy in their buyer’s journey. 

Consumers will always tell us what they need and when they need it. We just have to listen. 

The small data clues they leave behind can enrich our current customer profiles and give us the 

insight we need to craft the right combination of message, channel and timing.
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ABOUT HARTE HANKS
Harte Hanks is a global marketing services firm specializing in multi-channel 
marketing solutions that connect our clients with their customers in powerful ways.  
Experts in defining, executing and optimizing the customer journey, Harte Hanks 
offers end-to-end marketing services including consulting, strategic assessment, data, 
analytics, digital, social, mobile, print, direct mail and contact center. From visionary 
thinking to tactical execution, Harte Hanks delivers smarter customer interactions for 
some of the world's leading brands. Harte Hanks 5000+ employees are located in 
North America, Asia-Pacific, Europe and Latin America. For more information, visit 
Harte Hanks at www.hartehanks.com.
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The Chief Marketing Officer (CMO) Council is dedicated to high-level knowledge 
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corporate marketing leaders and brand decision-makers across a wide-range of global 
industries. The CMO Council’s 15,000+ members control more than $500 billion in 
aggregated annual marketing expenditures and run complex, distributed marketing 
and sales operations worldwide. In total, the CMO Council and its strategic interest 
communities include over 65,000 global marketing and sales executives in over 110 
countries covering multiple industries, segments and markets. Regional chapters and 
advisory boards are active in the Americas, Europe, Asia Pacific, Middle East and 
Africa. The Council’s strategic interest groups include the Customer Experience Board, 
Digital Marketing Performance Center, Brand Inspiration Center, Marketing Supply 
Chain Institute, GeoBranding Center, and the Coalition to Leverage and Optimize Sales 
Effectiveness (CLOSE). 
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PARTNERS & AFFILIATES

ADESTRA

Adestra is a trusted provider of First-Person Marketing solutions for global and 
growing brands. The company’s industry-leading email platform provides a powerful 
infrastructure for one-to-one, contextual messaging and marketing automation, 
helping marketers communicate more effectively with their customers and subscribers. 
Robust reporting features allow marketers to efficiently evaluate and optimize their 
campaign results. The flexible structure and open integration architecture allow 
businesses to connect disparate technology platforms to create a seamless customer 
journey. Along with a best-of-breed platform that drives customer engagement and 
boosts ROI, Adestra was founded on the principle that marketing success takes more 
than technology, which is why customer service is at the heart of its business. For more 
information visit www.adestra.com. 

QUALTRICS
Qualtrics is a leading global provider of enterprise data collection and analysis 
products for market research, voice of customer, employee performance, and 
academic research. Through an intuitive, easy-to-use interface and award-winning 
services and support, Qualtrics products enable both professional and DIY researchers 
to conduct quantitative research at a lower cost and in less time than competing 
alternatives. Founded in 2002, Qualtrics has more than 5,000 clients worldwide, 
including half of the Fortune 100, more than 1,300 colleges and universities, and 95 of 
the top 100 business schools. For more information and a free trial, visit  
www.qualtrics.com.

http://www.adestra.com
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NETLINE
NetLine is the world leader in business content syndication aimed at driving buyer 
engagement, customer lead acquisition and sales pipeline performance. Its Precision 
Targeting Engine™ and global multi-channel network of more than 15,000 website 
properties enable BtoB marketers to reach a diverse audience of more than 75 million 
business professionals across 350-plus industry sectors. NetLine’s multi-channel 
content delivery model allows for brand customization, content adaptation and flexible 
market access through publisher websites, expert blogs, email, search engines, social 
media networks, e-newsletters and mobile. Founded in 1994, NetLine Corporation is 
privately held and headquartered in Los Gatos, California, with operations across the 
globe. For more information, visit www.netline.com.

http://www.netline.com

