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FOREWORD

This year marks the tenth edition of Merkle’s annual Customer Experience 
Imperatives, in which we share our evolving vision for how brands can 
create competitive advantage through marketing and advertising. And 
“evolving” is a key word. In fact, today’s consumer needs and expectations 
are virtually unrecognizable to those from 2012. Vast market shifts, an 
acceleration of brands’ and consumers’ digital fluency, the proliferation of 
data and platforms, the ever-tightening privacy landscape, and changing 
societal values (global pandemic notwithstanding) have all taken marketing 
on an accelerated journey. As a customer experience management (CXM) 
company, Merkle not only encourages brands’ embrace of customer 
centricity, but helps to transform their organizations into builders of long-
lasting, value-driven customer relationships. 

In last year’s Imperatives, we shared a formula for achieving these 
relationships: data transformation + digital transformation = customer 
experience transformation. Our 2021 Imperatives were intended to connect 
with the entire C-suite, delving into the technological and organizational 
components necessary to facilitate this transformation. This year, the 
Imperatives will walk you through our vision for expanding on this foundation. 

We start with a look at customer data and what it means to create a 
feedback loop through a value exchange. Then, we dig into how you 
can use measurement as a catalyst for change – measuring what truly 
drives commercial impact and how this sets you up for long-term success. 
Finally, we’ll discuss what brand loyalty really means in today’s customer 
experience economy. 

The past two years have introduced many challenges to brands large and 
small. They have had to push the limits of what they thought possible, 
oftentimes with fewer resources and far more competition. The content in 
this book is meant to set brands up long term, not to introduce concepts 
that preclude agility and flexibility for future environments. 

I hope you walk away from reading these 
Customer Experience Imperatives with the 
confidence to deliver experiences that cement and 
grow customer relationships in 2022 and beyond.

Michael Komasinski 
Global CEO, Merkle
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Extraordinary times have driven a 
comprehensive transformation in businesses 
strategy across industries, causing a shift from 
a world of advertising, sales, and CRM to one 
of customer experience delivered through 
marketing, sales, commerce, and service. 
This pivot from conventional marketing to today’s hyper-
personalized customer experience management (CXM) can be 
seen everywhere you look. Brands are constantly innovating to 
meet customers where they are, with the specific products and 
services they desire, but with an understanding of consumers that 
goes beyond what they buy and gets to who they are as people. 
Customer expectations have soared to new heights, and the CX 
transformation required to meet them is in full swing. It’s time to 
take it to the next level.  

Everything starts with personalized moments that, when taken 
together, comprise meaningful experiences across the spectrum 
of customer engagement. And for the marketer, this isn’t just about 
the data, analytics, and technology that deliver the interactions; 
it’s about what those interactions feel like at every touchpoint and 
what emotions they trigger in the heart of the customer. Done 
right, these moments and experiences ultimately build up to lasting 
relationships, substantial lifetime value, and sustainable competitive 
advantage. This requires data-fueled creative and contextual 
content to align the experience with what customers care about. 

Data management used to refer to a static database, evoking 
thoughts of records, fields, and hygiene; you built a marketing 
database with specific data feeds and tool sets to enable “push” 
marketing. Today, data management refers to a fluid CXM data 
environment, with different feeds creating dynamic data and 
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different tool sets to deliver the total customer experience in unique 
ways that are more contextually relevant than ever before.  With 
every interaction across the entire customer journey, marketers 
need to gather data, evaluate it, and then dispose of the data 
that isn’t valuable to the end purpose. The marketer’s goal is to 
create meaningful moments that matter while not crossing over the 
constantly shifting consumer privacy line.   

Building on the equation defined in our 2021 CXM Imperatives, where 
data transformation + digital transformation = customer experience 
transformation, this 2022 installment explores three themes that will 
improve your organization’s customer experience readiness.

IMPERATIVE 1: EXPAND THE VISION FOR 
CUSTOMER DATA
Creating meaningful moments that matter starts with data and 
insights, which are the core assets that underpin the creation of 
contextual customer moments. The data strategy must begin to 
navigate from a media-led narrative that focuses on quantity of data 
toward one that focuses on depth of knowledge and understanding 
of customer needs, passions, and motivations. Data isn’t just about 
identity, it is about understanding and building insight into need that 
will drive more engaged interactions. 

Making experiences more valuable and relevant means thinking 
beyond the screen and focusing on what types of relationships you 
want to drive, the context, and the human side of that relationship. 
Data has changed the dynamic of the relationship between 
businesses and consumers, which converts engagement into value 
for both parties. This value exchange is essential to reinforcing 
strong and lasting bonds. 

IMPERATIVE 2: USE MEASUREMENT AS A CATALYST 
FOR CHANGE
By viewing measurement as a powerful catalyst for change, you can 
build an effective framework to track the outcomes that directly drive 

value for the business. And by aligning goals to business objectives, 
you can measure what matters. 

Create the right customer measures based on what will make 
a difference, not just what can be measured. Track things like 
performance, experience, satisfaction, word of mouth, growth, 
churn etc., which can be measured AND meaningfully connected 
to business performance. When you expand your measurement 
to include the items that influence outcomes and relationships, 
you can improve the effectiveness of your experiences in new and 
innovative ways around your customers. 

IMPERATIVE 3: DELIVER COMMERCE EXPERIENCES 
TO DRIVE NEXT-GENERATION LOYALTY  
Loyalty is powered by emotion: consumers want more than just 
convenience; they want immersive and entertaining experiences 
that form meaningful emotional connections based on shared 
values. In today’s online society, all brands should view themselves 
as direct to consumer. Convenience and efficiency are table 
stakes. Frictionless interactions and seamlessly aligned channels 
(for shopping, customer service, and everything else) are baseline 
expectations. And if you’re not delivering that today, you’re already 
a generation behind. 

There is also a push by consumers to want to understand who 
they’re doing business with, beyond the brand name, and to 
connect to the heart of what matters to a company.  They want to 
know that the dollars they spend are being deployed responsibly, 
supporting people and organizations who, on some level, share 
their values. In short, they want to know the stories behind stores, 
the people behind the products, and the values of the value chain. 
The experiences that brands create need to tell stories as well 
as move merchandise; tomorrow’s internet will require not just 
convenience, but creativity, meaning, and relevance. 
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IMPERATIVE ONE

EXPAND THE VISION FOR 
CUSTOMER DATA



QUESTIONS TO ASK YOURSELF WHEN 
RETHINKING YOUR DATA STRATEGY

• What are you asking customers to tell you?  

• What do you plan to do with the answers they supply? 

• When are you asking for this information?  

• Do you have a deep enough relationship to ask for specific 
data from your customers? 

• What are customers getting in return for providing their data? 
(E.g., better experiences, smoother transactions, more rewards, 
more personalized content, etc.)

• How do you use data to deliver more effective experiences for 
customers?  

• What insights are you building with the data you have?  

• How fast is the data becoming useful, and how quickly is it 
engaged in your advertising and messaging? 

Data is the core asset underpinning the way brands connect with 
their customers. And with today’s rapidly changing marketplace, it’s 
time to start thinking about data differently – to ditch the strategy 
of collecting vast amounts of product- and purchase cycle-related 
data. Take a step back and ask yourself, “why am I collecting 
this data in the first place?” Data is no longer just about identity. 
It informs the insights that help marketers build and respond to 
customer interactions in ways that are appropriate for the time, the 
place, and the individual.

Experiences are the collection of these contextualized moments 
across marketing, sales, commerce, and service. Approaching data 
through a customer experience mindset will encourage a different 
type of collection, interpretation, and activation. You’ll begin to seek 
depth of knowledge and understanding of your audience’s needs, 
passions, and motivations – all with the goal of forming long-lasting 
relationships. 

Forging human relationships through a modern data strategy 
requires you to prioritize a value exchange in which customers 
supply your brand with useful data and receive engaging, relevant, 
and privacy-safe experiences in return. And it’s not about a single 
transaction, but the ongoing give and take that builds a strong and 
lasting bond. In this section, we’ll delve into how you can hold up 
your end of the bargain.  
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MAKING EXPERIENCES MORE VALUABLE AND 
RELEVANT 

Increasingly savvy consumers expect more from brands’ 
communications than ever before. It isn’t enough to target 
efficiently through identity resolution – you must introduce and 
maintain a narrative that promotes the fidelity and longevity of 
your customer relationships. To accomplish this, it’s necessary to 
expand your communication strategies, following new logic aimed 
at winning over hearts and minds. 

Practice Funnel Fluidity 

Marketers are no longer in control of the engagements they have 
with a brand’s customers. The customer journey is now in the 
buyer’s hands – she gets to decide when, where, and how to 
interact with a brand. This shift has permanently blurred the lines 
between brand and demand, and awareness and direct response. 

The purchase funnel is still there, but its boundaries have been 
redrawn. It no longer follows the convention of awareness, 
consideration, and purchase; we now see funnel fluidity, in which 
experiences are cross-channel, self-service, and skewed toward 
mobile and social environments. The goal for brands is to find, 
know, engage, and provide value to customers through new funnel 
logic. This is how you activate customer relationships today.  

Activate Media Communications

Think of media as a tapestry of storytelling versus a pure sales tool. 
Meaningful moments – created at the intersection of technology 
and data – cohere into a story, which in turn creates an authentic 
experience for a consumer. Consumers crave brand relationships 
that acquaint them with a community of common interest. A healthy 
brand-consumer relationship exists when there’s a feedback loop, 
such as one established via community engagement, to further 
enhance experiences.
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Expand Content Strategies Beyond the Website Ecosystem

Funnel fluidity has produced a content renaissance. With innovations 
in content management technology that focus on customer 
experience, it’s time to consider the ways by which people engage 
with your content to glean why they are doing so in the first place. This 
type of thinking will change the way you build your communication 
plans, the assets you develop, and when you aim to engage existing 
and new customers. Consider the following examples:

ii

i

iii

A person clicks on your brand’s ad on a social platform. 
This likely means he was influenced by someone in his 
network who has also engaged in your brand’s content 
or advertising. Your messaging needs to take this 
environment into account.

A person visits your website for the first time. 
She may have landed there because she was searching 
for information about your product and whether it’s a 
fit for her needs. It’s smarter to nurture this relationship 
through empathetic messaging and information versus a 
“buy now” mentality that tries to force a transaction before 
someone is ready.  

A person has engaged with your brand through multiple 
forms of media but has not searched for your product.
You’ll need to build your message based on which media 
was engaged with and how often you plan to reach this 
person with your marketing.

i iiiii
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Implement New Technology for Customer Experience

Personalization at a one-to-one level is a requirement today. 
Technology, such as a dynamic creative optimization (DCO) 
platform, leverages data – from a consumer’s actions, location, 
preferences, and time of day – to deliver a radically efficient, 
real-time story. This approach seamlessly connects a message 
and its relevancy to the moment across all digital media channels, 
including display, video, connected TV and over-the-top (OTT) 
advertising, audio, social, and digital out-of-home. Insights from 
consumers’ cross-channel engagements can then be used to inform 
email, SMS, and your site. 

TURNING ENGAGEMENT INTO VALUE

“Value” can mean something quite different to a business than 
to a consumer. And among consumers, the concept of value is 
often tied to their motivations and goals. While one person may 
see value in customer support or speed to purchase, another 
may find relevant information about a product more valuable. 
How do you reconcile the myriad perceptions of “value”?

Value Engagement, Not Just Purchase

When your focus is on sales, you fail to consider the moment-
to-moment objectives of your customers. When you value 
engagement, you begin to pay attention to what your customers 
want, whether it’s information about your product, an offer, or a 
way to communicate with you directly. Meaningful engagements 
can be shared with a consumer’s associates, helping to bring 
them into your brand’s orbit. Incentivizing customer feedback 
and insight is as valuable as incentivizing a purchase, for it makes 
your customer experiences better and more valuable to both you 
and your audience. 

Design Your Organization Accordingly

Organize your teams to address what happens before a sale. 
This may not be how your team’s success is measured, but it will 
be how you succeed in the future.

Why? Because you’ll create teams that think like your customers 
and can, in turn, address their needs. Toss out stale acquisition, 
welcome, and retention programs. Build clusters of like-minded 
customers, such as those who value price over product, or those 
who have immediate versus long-term needs. 
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Think of Experiences as Products

Another way to think about organizing your teams around 
customers’ values is to think of your brand’s experiences as 
products. Let’s say you have a great product demonstration on your 
site that drives a potential customer to ask a question. You will get 
data from this person in exchange, such as email address, reason 
to buy, the time of day and location, and propensity to purchase. 
In this example, the product alone didn’t drive the value for your 
brand – the experience did. If you build your teams to support 
these experiences, you will achieve the dialogue needed between 
you and your customers to derive value from every customer 
touchpoint.  

THE ROLE OF DATA: YESTERDAY, TODAY, AND 
TOMORROW

The role of data continues to evolve as we explore new avenues 
to engage consumers while confronting sensitivities around its 
collection. Consumers are increasingly focused on data privacy and 
wish to engage with brands that they can trust with their personal 
information. At the same time, they expect brands to engage with 
them on a personal, one-to-one level. 

Understanding how data’s role has changed, while staying ahead of 
the curve, should be a top priority. When it comes to data, what has 
stayed the same, what is about to change, and what can you do to 
stay ahead?

What’s Stayed the Same

For brands, the principal role of customer data has not changed 
over time: it’s information that, when organized and examined, 
helps you better understand your customers. 

The more relevant information you have about an individual, 
the more capable you are of building and growing a meaningful 
relationship. Not only was this true centuries ago for face-to-face 

interactions at the local market, it remains true today for digital 
interactions on a tiny smartphone screen. Interactions of all types can 
be personally affecting, but only if they’re driven by understanding. 

What’s Changing

The data itself is changing – what was once mostly transactional 
data has expanded to customer behavior before and after the 
transaction. While the sheer amount of data is staggering, more 
isn’t always better. Rather than acquiring more data for the sake 
of volume, a crucial starting point demands a strategic learning 
agenda. Core questions must be considered, including:

• What data is necessary to understand the core behaviors of 
your customer (versus nice to know)?

• Will understanding this data directly inform decision making 
and new tactics?  

• How should the data be collected, organized, and accessed? 

The answers to these questions and many others will formulate 
your data strategy.  
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What are the new rules? 

Privacy restrictions have installed guardrails for data usage. 
We expect more stringent restrictions to emerge in the wake of 
legislation like the EU’s General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) 
and the US’s California Consumer Privacy Act (CCPA). Broadly 
speaking, complying with the new data rules will entail:

• A persistent watch on privacy law and monitoring of your 
activities’ compliance to these laws. 

• Strategies to accommodate the deprecation of the third-party 
cookie, including how it will impact advertising tactics such as 
retargeting.

• An eye on publishers’ modifications of the guidelines around 
data. 

• Flexible processes to allow a nimble approach to a rapidly 
evolving space. 

How has the consumer changed? 

We’ve already addressed the needs of today’s consumers: 
they want value from brands in exchange for their data. This 
value is derived from whatever is personally relevant to their 
needs, whether it’s validation, information, connections, or 
recommendations. Perhaps most importantly, today’s consumers 
demand that organizations safeguard their personal information 
and use it responsibly. 

Surprisingly, some organizations rush through the value exchange, 
not making it clear what customers receive in exchange for the 
data they provide. A vague value proposition is often a reason 
why organizations fail to establish meaningful relationships with 
consumers. This also has a ripple effect on the organization, since 
your employees are also your consumers and part of the holistic 
value equation.  
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HOW DO YOU STAY AHEAD?
Are privacy laws and the death of the third-party cookie at 
odds with delivering relevancy to today’s consumer? Are we 
moving toward a less data-driven and more generalized future of 
marketing? The answer to these questions is a resounding no; you 
just need to think differently to stay ahead. 

Collecting New Data 
Alternative solutions continue to be developed to support targeted 
advertising and meet market demand. Yet with the future still 
undetermined, we recommend focusing on what is certain: the 
potential value of first-party data. The right amount of investment will 
be determined based on many factors, including industry. Setting 
goals for acquisition and enrichment of data will set the foundation 
of your approach.  

Making New Connections
Building the desired customer experience requires a disciplined 
approach to examine not only how people experience your brand in 
their lives today, but also how you envision it be in the future. Identify 
the moments that matter and uncover gaps in the processes or 
technology needed to connect experiences. 

Investment in cloud solutions will create new possibilities for real-
time and two-way conversations with your audience. The cloud 
enables speed in dialogue and will shape the future of how data is 
utilized in your marketing programs. 

Understanding Your Customer’s World
Invest in the investigation itself. Data holds clues. If you look for 
them, you can unlock business-driving insights. These insights 
may help you develop a new product feature that targets lapsed 
customers, improve messaging to reach a growing audience 
segment, or implement a new service offering exclusively for high-
value customers. 

Be clear about the fact that metrics are not insights. Insights come 
just as much from digging into the experiences of the customers you 
didn’t acquire as the ones you did. They require an understanding of 
what is happening in your customers’ world: which other companies 
are talking to them, their social dynamics, and how they are 
engaging with their communities. Today’s marketer must redefine 
marketing measurement to incentivize insight development.  
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IMPERATIVE TWO

USE MEASUREMENT AS A 
CATALYST FOR CHANGE 
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By approaching measurement as a powerful catalyst for change, 
you are building an effective measurement framework that gauges 
all departments’ activities in relation to their impact on the business. 

If you measure it, you are far more likely to reach it. Getting there 
requires you to:

• Identify a shared purpose across your organization. 

• Implement an unambiguous measurement framework that 
straddles every part of the customer ecosystem (i.e., across 
marketing, sales, commerce, and service). 

• Align data and technology across the business in service of 
delivering against this framework. 

• Adopt an agile and adaptive mindset geared toward a shared 
vision of the future.

In a fiercely competitive customer experience economy, adjusting 
your measurement framework from focusing on what you can 
measure to what you should measure can make a world of 
difference. Brands mired in legacy approaches to measurement, 
disconnected teams, and misplaced focus will unwittingly commit 
themselves to mediocrity. And mediocre businesses set mediocre 
standards for success – something you can avoid if you measure 
the factors that truly impact business outcomes. 

If you change what you measure, you can change your team’s 
behaviors. And when teams examine not only the performance in 
their area of focus, but also how it connects to the organization’s 
greater vision, they can achieve amazing things. So, it’s imperative 
to create measures that give your teams a united and common 
purpose and break down silos, rather than reinforce them. As Lou 
Gerstner famously wrote in Who Says Elephants Can’t Dance?, 
“People don’t do what you expect, they do what you inspect.” 

Why is this important? 

This is not an imperative about reporting or dashboards. It is 
about developing the right set of connected metrics that align the 
business around a common purpose and track focus in the correct 
areas through which to achieve it. 
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What’s at stake?

The goal is to present a united front that offers value to your 
customer. If one team works toward a set of goals that are at odds 
with another team’s, you risk losing to competitors’ more seamless, 
cohesive, and relevant experiences. If you measure the wrong 
things, you produce the wrong business outcomes.

STAGE 1:  
MAP DESIRED IMPACT TO THE OUTCOMES. 

What often happens within organizations is that the business 
purpose is so far removed from what employees can affect that it’s 
hard to see how a CEO’s vision translates to concrete actions. For 
example, a VP-level executive for a major brand remarked after a 
board presentation that the business’s ambition was to move from 
number 14 (out of 16) in customer satisfaction rankings to number 
two within three years’ time. He and the team below the board 
had no idea how to break down this goal into practical tasks that 
would chip away at that ambition. And, to boot, they had no way of 
measuring their progress toward that goal. 

In this example, developing a theory of change is this first step to 
achieving the business goal. To reach the number-two spot, what 
are the factors that need to change that will mark the business’s 
progress toward that goal? These theories of change will be the 
metrics by which to measure progress.

Changes of this nature generally require technology, data, analytics, 
and creative content, as well as an understanding of customer 
journeys, automation tools, and dashboarding, among other 
factors. Because there’s a risk of overinvesting in capabilities that 
may prove unnecessary, there needs to be consensus across the 
organization as to what the change theories are. From there, you 
can chart a path of the inputs needed to deliver the outputs that will 
drive commercial impact.

INPUTS

Intermediate  
(staged) 

OUTCOMES

Commercial 

IMPACT

OUTPUTS
Intermediate  

results

Long-term 

OUTCOMES

ACTIVITIES
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Indra Nooyi, former CEO of PepsiCo, outlined how she 
approached future-proofing the beverage giant. She started by 
defining the ten most likely mega trends that would shape the 
business over the next decade. She then deconstructed possible 
future states defined by these trends and mapped them to actions 
that PepsiCo would need take to ensure immediate and regular 
progress. In other words, PepsiCo worked backward from its future 
goal to define intermediate outcomes. 

This process starts with a future vision and then asks what must 
happen for this to be achieved. It continues this to the next level, until 
all direct and intermediate outcomes have been defined. 

For example, if you’d like to retain 80 percent of your active customer 
base, you need to improve product quality and value, service quality, 
and brand perception. 

To improve service quality, you need to improve speed of response 
(digitization and automation), be more personal in consumer 
interactions by connecting all touchpoints, and improve inventory 
management (digitization, hub and spoke, and enhanced forecasting). 

If business needs are clear but don’t map holistically to activities, 
you end up with a lot of motion and cost, with little progress toward 
commercial impact. While not an outright failure, this scenario is 
certainly an undesirable outcome. In today’s highly competitive and 
fast-moving world, any loss of time is something businesses can no 
longer afford. 

When done well, a comprehensive theory of change encourages 
the business to challenge whether certain activities drive the 
required change, how these activities connect and align across the 
business, and the anticipated commercial impact if you get it right.  

Below are some suggested guidelines for developing an effective 
theory of change: 

1. Start with a clear and realistic goal – one that demonstrates 
sound commercial impact and value for the business (and is 
framed through the business purpose). 

 For example, if your goal is to grow 20 percent in 2022 to $15 
billion globally, and your business purpose is sustainability, then 
your theories of change need to tangibly show impact on both 
fronts. 

2. Map a clear set of links between causes and effects. Use 
evidence-based logic to challenge multiple strategies so you 
can prioritize activity that has the most material impact on both 
intermediate outcomes and the overall business goal.

 For example, detailed analytics have shown that when you 
resolve service queries inside four hours, customer satisfaction 
levels are high, average transaction values improve, and overall 
term spend is 50 percent higher. 

If you successfully change these outcomes to the required 
levels and over the specified time frames (staged targets and 
benchmarks), your business will not only achieve its performance 
goals, but do so in the way defined by the business purpose. 
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Since these outcomes have been defined by asking what needs 
to change, they are agnostic of business structures, capabilities, 
markets, or processes. They merely map out what needs to change 
to achieve a goal. They are, by their very nature, metrics that unify 
the business to a shared purpose and the required activity through 
which to achieve them. 

STAGE 2:  
LINK INPUTS AND ACTIVITIES TO OUTPUTS.  

Once you have defined the outcomes aligned to the changes 
you need to make, you need to define and link measurement to 
outcome-based objectives. 

“Align, assess, analyze, and evolve” is a four-phased approach to 
getting started. 

Align

Measurement, like many other elements of life and business, 
evolves and matures. Even if your organization’s strategic 
objectives set the course and direction, oftentimes its KPIs and 
measurements are not aligned to those objectives. Furthermore, 
you must consider how strategic business objectives and 
organizational objectives are aligned. 

The first step is to create a unified strategy for measuring outcomes. 
This strategy must align strategic objectives to measurable 
outcomes, and to the actions and decisions needed to drive 
results. The second step is to benchmark how your organization is 
performing – and to understand what capabilities your organization 
possesses to deliver those measurements to the business.

Assess

Measurement requires mature capabilities, application, and 
adoption. Therefore, consider benchmarking how and what you 
measure as well as the capabilities required to successfully define, 
develop, and utilize measurements in your business. 

Benchmarking helps you understand your current measurement 
maturity and how you stack up to competitors. To ensure you 
are continuously improving, you must revisit benchmarking 
after you define KPIs. This allows you to track progress against 
the most valuable comparison points in the market (e.g., the 
competition, customer spend or share of wallet, or an adjacent 
industry’s products and services). Finally, assess your capabilities 
to measure, build the measurements aligned to the business’s 
outcomes, and define the primary measurement KPIs that support 
the actions needed to run the business.  
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Analyze

After assessing the maturity of your capabilities and benchmarking 
your organization’s performance, take a comprehensive look at 
the current measurements in place, catalog them, and define your 
KPIs. Then, identify where your organization seeks to expand 
measurement. Capture potential data limitations to achieving 
your objectives, including detail around people, processes, and 
technology. 

It is challenging to distinguish between metrics that simply track 
data versus metrics that provide information on how well the 
organization, and its actions, are performing. All KPIs are metrics, 
but not all metrics are KPIs; in order for a metric to be considered a 
KPI, it should be:

Strategically 
Linked

It facilitates the execution of strategic 
plans by translating desired outcomes 
into quantifiable targets.

Actionable Even if a metric is linked to a strategic 
objective, if the organization cannot 
influence the metric, then it cannot help 
to achieve performance targets.  

Goal Oriented KPIs must be linked to a goal. That goal 
could be a benchmark or an aspiration, 
but a metric must be evaluated against 
a goal to be considered a KPI.

As you define your KPIs, it’s important to ensure they exhibit these 
attributes:

• They are operational: They support execution optimization for 
marketing tactics (media and channels) and provide insight into a 
tactic’s effectiveness.

• They are responsive: They measure the effectiveness of specific 
marketing tactics in their ability to drive a defined response, 
as well as create comparative insight within media tactics and 
channels.  

• They are outcome oriented: They represent the effectiveness of 
marketing efforts to drive outcomes and measure the size and 
health of the customer base.

Using the above structure, analyze the gaps of your existing KPIs 
to define your future KPI framework. These are the foundational 
components that support defining recommendations through which 
the organization can begin to change, culminating in building a KPI 
hierarchy that:

• Can be leveraged in future data and measurement projects

• Determines the changes to process areas and actions

• Identifies the technological changes needed to move to your 
future state
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EVOLVE

Long-term measurement success requires charting a course 
for change that can evolve over time. This means continuously 
evaluating business objectives across the organization to ensure 
alignment and gauging the effectiveness of your KPIs, so you 
can link actions to outcomes. Once you’ve determined your 
outputs, you can begin to prioritize recommendations to improve 
measurement long-term, with near-term wins defined by their effort 
level and impact to the business. 

Once you’ve prioritized recommendations, define your 
measurement roadmap with key workstreams, dependencies, 
milestones, and timelines. Finally, define the steps needed to 
address data, reporting, and underlying technology initiatives and 
bring your KPI framework to life. 

There is not a one-size-fits-all measurement framework suitable 
for all organizations. Therefore, it’s imperative to identify short-, 
medium-, and long-term plans to develop your framework, then 
attain buy-in, implement, and evolve the performance measurement 
needs and actions across your business’s initiatives. In today’s 
economy, time is of the essence. To keep pace, organizations must 
implement proactive measurement practices. 
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IMPERATIVE THREE

DELIVER COMMERCE 
EXPERIENCES TO DRIVE 
NEXT-GENERATION LOYALTY
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– advertising’s upper-funnel playground for the past 70+ years – the 
real battle to win the future will be around loyalty and relationship 
management. In today’s world, it’s easy to catch the consumer’s 
eye with a clever, well-targeted message or an irresistible offer. 
It’s much more difficult to build and manage a portfolio of valuable 
relationships for the long term

But it’s essential. Because when all the world’s a store, open 
24/7, your customer is never more than a click away from your 
competitor’s more seamless, less cumbersome, more shoppable 
commerce experience. Winning a transaction is nice. But building a 
total customer experience that can win a lifetime of transactions is 
the only path to long-term success.

The first 20+ years of the world’s digital transformation have 
largely been focused on convenience: harnessing technology 
to make everyday tasks faster, easier, more intuitive, more 
personalized. We’ve been working to make the world “safer” in a 
data privacy sense – focusing on the value exchange between the 
brand and the consumer. But the pandemic sparked an intense focus 
on making the world “safer” in a public health sense – using digital 
technology to enable more remote, more virtualized experiences, 
especially in relation to commerce, and become less dependent on 
in-person interactions. Convenience is being redefined and has a 
new urgency around putting digital at the heart of it.

While these principles are important, especially in the short term, 
the next 20 years will see a shift in focus (and dollars) from strictly 
task-based convenience to relationship building. As we maximize 
the benefits of speed in the areas of commerce and customer 
experience – as well as the ease of use that can be gained from 
automation – convenience becomes table stakes. The new age of 
loyalty is about more than just points and rewards. It’s about longer-
term affinity and advocacy. And businesses must ask themselves: in 
a world where all options are equally convenient, what determines 
where consumers spend their dollars? What new factors will shape 
buying behavior and long-term loyalty? 

The simple answer, of course, is “brand.” But while so much brand 
marketing remains focused on awareness and perception building 
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What are some of the drivers of long-term loyalty?  
Here are a few:

Consistency
As we discussed in Imperative number one, consumers want to 
engage with brands that can be trusted stewards of their personal 
data. It stands to reason that there is also no loyalty without trust. 
And trust is built brick by brick, moment by moment, over a series 
of consistent experiences: shopping and buying, product usage 
and ownership, and customer service. When a brand consistently 
delivers what it promises, the trust that develops forms the basis of 
long-term loyalty.

Dialogue
A healthy relationship requires two-way communication. You have 
to listen as well as speak. You have to welcome the other party’s 
input, and occasionally act on it. And they need to know you’re 
listening. Building mechanisms that facilitate dialogue, whether one-
to-one or across community platforms, is key. Because you cannot 
expect loyalty from someone who doesn’t feel heard.

Creativity
Perhaps the inverse of consistency: brand relationships, like human 
ones, require an occasional dose of novelty, inspiration, and even 
delight. Within the parameters of delivering on core promises, 
how can we spice things up? Can the brand entertain as well as 
educate? Can we tell stories alongside (or better yet, within) product 
information? Can we do something new and novel, yet still relevant 
and useful, that moves the relationship forward? How do we stand 
out within a sea of CX sameness, hyper-focused on convenience 
and efficiency? Creativity strikes the spark that separates loyalty 
leaders from laggards.

Transparency
No more hiding behind the corporate curtain. Trust and loyalty 
require daylight. Where is the product in stock, and how long will it 
take to arrive? What are the ingredients, and how are they sourced? 
How does your supply chain impact local communities? Are 
employees treated fairly? Do your executives live your values, or 
are your “values” merely marketing slogans? All of this is fair game 
and factored into the customer’s decision about where her hard-
earned dollars are best spent.



Service Mentality

The key to next-generation loyalty is to think beyond – and think 
bigger than – the moment of transaction. Loyalty is not simply 
the sum total of a series of transactions (although sometimes we 
mistakenly model it that way). Rather, it’s the cumulative impact of 
many other types of customer interactions. And the most powerful 
of these are service experiences. With a service mindset, we 
recognize that it’s not the customer’s job to show up and ring the 
cash register. It’s the brand’s job to show up to solve a real-world 
problem for the customer. So every interaction, every moment, is in 
essence a service experience. And we should design, deliver, and 
measure them accordingly.

Authenticity

This is not about having hundreds of years of heritage, an inspiring 
origin story, or an “always be making” ethos of craftsmanship. At 
least not necessarily. Authenticity means being crystal-clear about 
what your core values are, communicating them internally and 
externally, and standing by them, even when the going gets tough. 
In the era of always-on media and radical transparency, consumers 
can spot a slick sales pitch a mile away. Authenticity isn’t about 
marketing spin. It’s about knowing what you stand for, then seeking 
out like-minded consumers who share those values. These are your 
present – and future – loyalists.

Fundamentally, next-generation loyalty springs from emotion. Even 
in our commercial mode as “customers,” we as humans want to feel 
something: curiosity, gratitude, inspiration, shared passion. We want 
to believe our actions matter, and we want our choices to mean 
something. Which is why we crave more than just convenience. 
We seek out experiences that are immersive and entertaining, 
as well as efficient. We want to understand the companies we’re 
doing business with and know that the dollars we spend are being 
deployed responsibly, supporting people and organizations who on 
some level share our values. 

In short, we want to know the stories behind the stores, the 
people behind the products, and the values of the value chain. 
The experiences we create need to tell stories as well as move 
merchandise; tomorrow’s internet will require not just convenience, 
but also creativity, collaboration, and emotional resonance. This is 
the essence of next-generation loyalty. 

In reality, all brands are direct to consumer (DTC), shopping  
for similarity rather than differentiation, and loyalty is powered  
by emotion. 
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ALL BRANDS ARE DIRECT TO CONSUMER

Every sector of our global economy has been impacted by 
seismic macro-shifts in how we interact with each other and make 
purchasing decisions. COVID-19 has accelerated the inevitable, 
and now every organization is forced to come to terms with our 
“new normal,” which has us shifting from an economy based 
on transactions to one based on relationships. The relationship 
between the consumer and brand experience is critical to the 
perceived value of the product or service being purchased. 

So, how can companies identify what each consumer needs in 
order to strengthen the relationship and ultimately drive revenue?  

The old playbook is no longer an effective guide to meeting 
consumers where they are. Brands must be able to talk to 
consumers one-to-one to build that strong relationship. Millennials 
and Gen-Z are quickly becoming the dominant generations in terms 
of purchasing power. And as they form new purchasing patterns 
and preferences that will carry throughout their lifetime, the brands 
that are able to build meaningful relationships with them will be the 
most successful in converting this group to customers. 

Restructuring toward the customer

In today’s world, where the physical experience has been largely 
disintermediated from the customer experience, it is the brand’s 
responsibility to use data to identify the best way to build a one-to-
one relationship with each consumer. The ability for brands to not 
only collect data, but also to synthesize it into actionable insights 
will be essential for growth in our new world.  

The core focus of any DTC business is, by definition, the consumer. 
And the consumer doesn’t care about how you structure or silo your 
organization. To meet their needs:

• Brands must structure cross-functional teams in a way that 
focuses on optimizing the experience along the customer 
journey and away from silos that are centered on an individual 
channel.  

• IT teams need to move away from long, drawn-out waterfall 
release cycles and embrace the rapid iteration mantra of Agile. 

• All teams within the organization need to be empowered to act 
in the best interest of the consumer, before, during, and after 
the sale.  

• These teams should be aligned and marching toward common 
objectives with a shared roadmap, given the ownership of the 
experiences they impact, and allowed to react quickly as the 
needs of the consumer change at an ever-increasing pace. 
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Developing a 360-degree view

The go-to-market philosophy (and the technology that serves as its 
backbone) of many incumbent consumer goods brands has been 
to sell only in bulk. To stay competitive in today’s market, these 
companies don’t have to shift their business 180 degrees, entirely 
abandoning pallets for individual packages. Instead, they should 
determine how to see commerce from a 360-degree view. 

They must recognize the importance of getting the pallets to 
their key retail partners, while also understanding the value of 
a customer who is delighted to open the package delivered to 
the front door. Brands need to continue offering their retailers 
credit terms and issue invoices, while also offering consumers an 
easy approach to paying for their products over time. And finally, 
they need to move to B2B purchasing portals that look more like 
Amazon and less like AS/400, while also offering consumers a path 
to purchase that is clean, elegant, and efficient. 

The only way for all of this to make sense is to move away from 
siloed KPIs and begin focusing on metrics that matter for the long-
term health of the organization and the satisfaction of its customers. 
Within established brands, there is often a mindset that focuses on 
top-of-the-funnel acquisition, as opposed to one that focuses on 
full-funnel metrics like customer lifetime value.  

Venture-capital-fueled, digitally native brands have been doing 
this for years – focusing on decreasing customer acquisition costs, 
shrinking the time between purchases, increasing average order 
value, and extending the duration of the relationship. The focus 
moves from the individual channel to the entire journey, while also 
shifting from business-based metrics to an increased focus on the 
consumer. The difficulty lies not in collecting the consumer data, but 
in developing a process to understand the data and innovate in a 
way that keeps pace with changing consumer behaviors. 

5150 MERKLE 2022 CX IMPERATIVES DELIVER COMMERCE EXPERIENCES TO DRIVE NEXT-GENERATION LOYALTY



It is going to be a long time before the old ways of consumer 
engagement go away completely. But over time, the winners across 
industries will be those brands that embrace, encourage, and 
enable an excellent direct-to-consumer experience. After all, every 
brand is DTC, there are just some that haven’t figured that out yet.

SHOPPING FOR SIMILARITY, NOT 
DIFFERENTIATION 

The conventional wisdom today is that to attract, engage, and 
form relationships with customers, brands need to stand out 
and differentiate themselves. They need to capture consumers’ 
attention by offering unique experiences and rewards that no one 
else has thought of before. But perhaps it’s time to consider a 
different approach. 

Companies that are able to form lasting relationships with 
customers understand that more often than not, consumers are 
shopping for brands that offer similarity rather than differentiation. 

As opposed to searching out brands that offer something we’ve 
never experienced before, consumers often prefer experiences that 
are comfortable and pleasurable.

A good way to think of this is similar to how long-term friendships 
work. Research has found that the best and longest friendships 
are those formed between people who are the most similar in 
values and behavior. In other words, when it comes to friendships, 
opposites do not attract.1

These similarities of personality are most notable in four specific 
areas found in all strong friendships.

1. Pleasure in each other’s company

2. Reciprocity

3. Mutual respect and trust

4. Social or political benefit

1 “Friendology: The Science of Friendship.” Psychology Today. May 29, 2018. Accessed, September 27, 2021.
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Relationships between brands and their customers are not the 
same as those between two friends, but we can incorporate these 
pillars into the commerce experience strategy.

Pleasure in each other’s company

For brands, this translates into how well you entertain and 
communicate with your customers. While all customers appreciate 
a pleasurable user experience or entertaining ad, some segments 
– like Gen Z – expect more. Among all generations, Gen Z is the 
least likely to say they are loyal to brands they like, according to 
Q4 2020 data from GlobalWebIndex.2 Before they give their loyalty, 
they are looking for a more personal connection and to know that 
they are heard. Experiences must provide a platform to speak with 
them, not at them.

Reciprocity

Reciprocity simply means that there is a perceived fair exchange 
of value between the brand and consumer. Most often we think of 
this in terms of the price the customer pays for a product or service, 
but this is not the only exchange of value that is meaningful. For 
example, when looking at Gen X and baby boomers, advocacy is 
driven more by the quality of customer service they receive than 
rewards or even product quality. Ensuring a consistent service 
experience across all channels means that there is a fair exchange, 
no matter the touchpoint.

Mutual respect and trust

Trust is a foundational aspect of any long-term relationship, 
regardless of whether it is among groups of people or between 
brands and their customers. Trust begins with transparency and 
honesty in communications. This doesn’t mean that all brands must 
be vegan, cruelty-free, eco-friendly, socially aware, zero-waste, B 
corporations. What it does mean is that brands must be honest 
about their business practices and deliver on their promises. 

2 “Q4 2020 Core Data.” GlobalWebIndex. Accessed, September 27, 2021.  
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As an example, both Google and Amazon are rated among the most 
trusted brands for Gen Z, millennials, and Gen X. Neither company 
comes close to B corporation status, but both are relatively open 
about the fact that they collect information about their customers 
and use it to customize their experiences and personalize the 
products and ads they show you. They are less open about how 
they sell your information to third parties, but this is generally 
known and neither company denies it.

Social or political benefit

We all wanted to be friends with the most popular people in our 
schools, our neighborhoods, and at work. And while no one really 
believes they are going to go over to Apple’s house and hang for a 
few hours, the motivation for the association is the same. We want 
to be associated with a brand that is a good reflection on us. This 
is especially true for millennials, who rank a company’s reflection 
on them as their highest criteria for brand loyalty.3 Knowing the 
values of your brand and those that are important to your desired 
consumers is the critical starting point.

It’s great when brands innovate and craft differentiated customer 
experiences. But remember, people are not shopping for 
differentiation. Differentiation is fleeting. The experiences we shop 
for are those that connect us with our tribe.

What this means for brands looking to create loyal, long-term 
relationships with customers is that instead of focusing on how 
you differentiate your brand or experience from your competition, 
you should focus on knowing who you are as a brand, knowing 
your existing and target customers intimately, and crafting a 
customer experience that elevates and celebrates the similarity and 
connections between your brand and the consumer.

Loyalty is Powered by Emotion

As ongoing battles for consumers’ time, attention, and dollars 
escalate, brands need to engage consumers in ways that retain 
their base and earn a new share of wallet. But the ways by which 
consumers are now interacting with brands have changed, and as 
a result, brands need to behave differently. This calls for a transition 
from being driven by products to being powered by meaningful 
experiences that create the emotional connections that, over time, 
result in sustainable loyalty.

Today, consumers use the same criteria to evaluate their brand 
relationships as they do their personal ones. They don’t just think 
about brands in the context of meeting a rational, immediate 
want. They expect brands to deliver a connected experience that 
proactively meets their ongoing needs, fits seamlessly into their 
lifestyle, and represents and reinforces their values and beliefs.  

As consumers’ expectations rise, traditional brand loyalty initiatives 
fall short, because they remain focused on creating transactional 
value exchanges. To compete in this new paradigm, brands must 
evolve to a value proposition that addresses consumers’ rational 
and emotional needs by building layers of value that fill gaps and 
evolve the relationship.

3 Ibid.
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DESIGN LOYALTY FOR THE HEAD AND THE HEART

Consumers will continue to be empowered to drive how and where 
they engage with organizations. Brands can earn an invitation 
into consumers’ lives by deliberately designing experiences that 
balance and index high in both rational and emotional needs, 
delivering a customer experience that delights while motivating 
specific consumer actions. 

Designing for the head 

Leveraging benefits like discounts, offers, and free products earns 
trust by reliably delivering rational and functional value exchanges 
through a seamless experience. Brands should encourage 
consumers to regularly interact through the personalization of offers 
and experiences based on recognized patterns of behavior. 

Designing for the heart 

Once the foundation of trust is established, brands have permission 
to demonstrate value beyond products and services by connecting 
to consumers’ emotional motivations. Ancillary benefits and 
services that deliver convenience, entertainment, recognition, and 
belonging, all throughout the member journey, will be what secures 
brand love and mitigates switching.
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4 “Leveraging the Value of Emotional Connection for Retailers.” Motista. September 
2018. Accessed, September 29, 2021.

Emotionally connected consumers 
have a more than 300-percent-higher 
customer lifetime value than just 
satisfied consumers.4
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Connect to Consumers Values to Spark Emotion

In 2020, brand values became a front-and-center focus for 
consumers. Research conducted by Merkle in its annual Loyalty 
Barometer Report indicates that in 2020, 13 percent of consumers 
started purchasing from a brand because they agreed with the 
brand’s public stance on societal events, while 16 percent stopped 
purchasing because they disagreed.5 Meanwhile, 14 percent of 
consumers stated that they want to feel connected on a common 
cause or set of values as part of their relationship with their 
favorite brand.

Mission-driven brands should consider values-based programs that 
are designed to connect with consumers’ belief systems. Values are 
the standards that individuals use to make decisions. For example, 
transparency, equity, and service to others are values that both 
consumers and brands may share. When an individual’s belief 
system is activated, the resulting feelings drive emotions, which can 
build sustainable loyalty.  

Lead with Emotion

People have more expectations of brands than ever before, and 
the stakes are higher for driving loyalty across value, social mission, 
and personalized curated experiences. 

By leveraging data-driven insights and tech to meet consumers 
at their point of need with responsive and intuitive experiences, 
brands can create an improved value proposition that evolves 
with the relationship. The brands that lead the way into the next 
evolution of consumer loyalty will be those that use their loyalty 
strategies across their customer experiences to foster the deeper 
sense of connection that humans seek.
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ABOUT MERKLE

Merkle is a leading data-driven customer experience management 
(CXM) company 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 company’s heritage 
in data, technology, and analytics forms the foundation for its 
unmatched skills in understanding consumer insights that drive 
hyper-personalized 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 
14,000+ employees, Merkle is headquartered in Columbia, Maryland, 
with 50+ additional offices throughout the Americas, EMEA, and 
APAC. Merkle is a dentsu company. For more information, contact 
Merkle at 1-877-9-Merkle or visit www.merkleinc.com.

CONCLUSION 

Every company’s ultimate goal is to provide an outstanding 
customer experience that drives long-term relationships. 
That is not achieved by having good intentions or delivering 
inspiring speeches. It requires active buy-in and participation 
from the entire organization. The first step is to define the kind 
of experience your customers want and you wish to deliver; then 
work backward from there to implement the business strategies 
that will make it a reality and drive the right outcomes – all in a 
world that’s constantly changing. 

This requires a culture of business agility that is ingrained in 
the mindsets of every executive, and of every marketing, sales, 
commerce, service, and back-office employee. It’s easy to fall into 
the trap of perpetuating what has worked in the past. But the only 
way to grow in this new age of experience is to test new ways of 
engaging your customers and to look inward at how your business 
is organized – and be willing to adjust. 

The use of data to drive customer experience is not going away. 
But heightened privacy concerns are driving greater demand and 
expectation for transparency and data protection.  Brands must 
earn consumers’ trust now in order to grow with them into the 
future. Those that lag behind will find it virtually impossible to catch 
up – with consumers or competitors.

Customer relationships with brands are similar to those in our 
personal lives.  If we ask – How do we personally foster mutually 
beneficial relationships? How do we exchange value? How do we 
affect certain behaviors or reactions? How can these principles 
be applied to the customer experiences that are delivered in a 
business context? We can – and should – all put ourselves in the 
customer’s shoes; it’s easy – after all, we are all  customers who 
want to engage in specific ways with brands that are valuable and/
or meaningful to us. 
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