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Introduction

Companies are faced with a major challenge in today’s retail/commerce environment. The customer 
truly is “the boss” and expectations of consumers are at an all-time high. The power dynamic has shifted 
towards the consumer and retailers find themselves in a competitive environment which is fierce and 
getting fiercer still.

Set against this background is the eternal struggle that companies have in finding their secret sauce; that 
meaningful point of difference setting them apart from competitors. Doing so would enable them to rise 
to the top of the competitive set and bridge the gap between customer expectations and the ability of 
retailers to meet those expectations.

One way to achieve this is to come out on top in the “data battle.” More retailers than ever at least 
recognize the benefit of creating a truly omnichannel customer experience. But how many actually handle 
customer data effectively to succeed? Does perception deviate from reality? How do (and how should) 
consumer-facing organizations optimize their marketing tech stacks in order to make sense and make 
use of customer data? And to what extent do customer engagement platforms empower companies to 
learn about, target and communicate with their customers?

To bring more clarity to the retailer landscape and to answer those fundamental questions about customer 
engagement, Maropost surveyed 300 marketing and Customer Engagement (CE) decision makers 
from companies across North America. The survey - conducted in conjunction with B2B International, 
an independent research firm - focused on consumer-facing organizations in the retail, e-commerce, 
hospitality and media sectors, with 25-999 employees.
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Those participating in the survey were responsible for optimizing their company’s marketing tech 
stack, covering all major channels:

The road to customer success is paved with good intentions. This report seeks to help companies  
avoid the potholes along the way.

What the study revealed was remarkable. In short, the three key themes covered in this report are:

The rising tide of customer influence and the challenge in meeting their expectations

The importance of creating an effective value proposition and the role of data in   
enabling differentiation

The successes and shortcomings of customer engagement platforms in capturing all     
customer signals in a way which delivers value to retailers and e-commerce
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“There is only one boss.
The customer. And he can fire 

everybody in the company from 
the chairman on down, simply by 

spending his money somewhere else.”

- Sam Walton, American businessman and entrepreneur
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Part 1: Context
The Customer Is In Charge

Consumers have more information at their disposal than ever to inform decisions about how and 
where to spend. What’s more is that consumer choice is also at an all-time high: 95% of companies 
surveyed report that their markets are becoming more competitive.

Information plus choice is a powerful combination for the consumer.

9 in 10 companies agree that the balance of power has shifted towards the consumer.
In this information age, the customer truly is in charge.

So, what? Haven’t companies been putting the customer at the center of their universes for generations?

But having both means that consumers now hold court in the retail environment.

Being armed with information means little if we are forced into purchasing 
decisions by a lack of supply to meet our demand. 

Having a range of options means little if we cannot make choices based on 
thorough research and trusted opinions. %
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That may be true, but it is becoming harder to satisfy consumers because their expectations continue 
to increase. Companies surveyed were almost unanimous (95%) in their agreement that customer 
expectations are getting higher and higher. And although many retailers have steadily improved the 
level of service offered to customers, there remains an expectation gap:

Marketers are at the forefront of the shift in power dynamic and are witness to constantly-evolving 
customer demands. Such market forces inevitably influence the marketing tech stack – the tools, plat-
forms and technologies used by companies to efficiently and effectively execute marketing initiatives 
(in other words, how companies engage with customers).
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In fact, 96% of marketers now report that customer expectations or requests are in some way driving 
the pace of technology change. For 1 in 2 companies, the customer is the #1 driving force, ahead of 
internal expertise, competitor activity, tech advancements and business growth. This is especially the 
case among retail companies (either “brick-and-mortar” storefronts or e-commerce organizations) 
and less so for media or hospitality businesses.

Is The Customer The # 1 Driving Force Behind
Technology Pace Of Change?
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Don’t find customers 
for your products, 
find products for your 
customers.
- Seth Godin, American author and
former dot com business executive

“

“
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Part 2: The Challenge
Finding Your Secret Sauce

There are very few markets in which consumers are driven by price alone. In most cases, there 
are opportunities for companies to stand out from the competitor crowd by delivering an effective 
value proposition to the right people, at the right times and in the right places. Key to a winning 
proposition is a clear POD – a Point of Difference, allowing companies to rise to the top of the 
competitive set.

Given that the gap between customer expectations and the ability of companies to meet them 
is growing, it is critical to find your Unique Selling Point (USP) and to be steadfast in reinforcing 
the message to the market time and time again. Having the ear of the consumer and delivering a 
message which is meaningful and unique will help to increase sales opportunities and foster more 
loyal customers. After all, the brand that rocks the cradle is the brand that rules the world.

An effective value proposition must pass the 3Ds test. It must be desirable, distinctive and 
defensible. In other words:

 Focus on the things which matter most to your customers

	 Focus	on	the	things	which	differentiate	you	as	a	supplier	from	the	competition

	 Focus	on	the	things	which	you	can	actually	deliver	(effectively	and	consistently)

Only 40% of	companies	surveyed	say

that	they	have	succeeded	in	finding	and

communicating	a	meaningful	Point	Of	Difference.
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To identify such a proposition, companies must analyze customer needs against their own and 
competitors’ strengths and weaknesses. Using the Three Circles Framework can help brands to find 
their “Zone of Differentiation”, the sweet spot for a compelling proposition.

The challenge is that this is much easier said than done. In fact, only 40% of companies surveyed 
say that they have succeeded in finding and communicating a meaningful Point Of Difference.

Perhaps making better use of customer data could be the key which unlocks your company’s 
secret sauce?

Customer
needs Zone of

differentiation

Your
strengths

Competitor
strengths
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A clear

Point of Difference

(POD) is key to a

winning proposition
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The price of light is less 
than the cost of darkness.
- Arthur C. Nielsen, American
businessman, electrical engineer
and market research analyst

“
“
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Part 3: Solution
Winning The Data Battle

Most companies recognize the benefits 
of creating a truly omnichannel customer 
experience. Imagine being able to engage 
with your customers across all channels in a 
way which consistently communicates your 
brand message. Marketers may drool at the 
prospect of a marketing engine which works so 
effectively.

Now imagine bringing together data held on 
each customer from all channels and sources, 

in an aggregated and consolidated format. 
Therein lies the Single Customer View (SCV).

The study revealed a major gap between 
perception and reality, when it comes to the 
Single Customer View. Although two-thirds of 
companies surveyed feel they have a single 
view of each of their customers, further 
exploration of the customer engagement 
practices of these companies showed that in 
reality, only 4% actually achieve this.

66% feel they have a
Single Customer View

4% actually have a
Single Customer View
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When these companies were asked which 
types of data their “single customer view” 
includes, gaps emerged. For example, among 
these companies...

          35%	don’t	include	purchase	history

          40% don’t include website activity

          45% don’t include social media 
          engagement

          50%	don’t	include	customer	lifetime		
										value	(CLV)

          59%	don’t	include	app	activity

The truth is that although many companies 
have some way of viewing data at an individual 
customer level, very few obtain enough data to 
reliably report having a Single Customer View. 
We all do some things, but to do everything 
(or even to do most things) would put us in 
rarefied air.

To do so, companies must optimize their 
marketing tech stack. Unfortunately, the study 
found that customer engagement platforms 
fail to talk to one another in ways which help 
organizations to capture all customer signals 
in a valuable and useful way.

60% feel that their customer engagement 
platforms could do a better job of aggregating 
data. Specific frustrations aired by companies 
include:

          Aggregation is too time-consuming

   							It	is	difficult	to	manage	all	the	data

          We	have	a	lack	of	real-time	data

          It is hard to know which data is   
          relevant and worth using, and what 
          is not

Using multiple customer engagement platforms 
is one way to build data volume. More than 80% 
of companies surveyed use 2 or more platforms; 
among companies with 100-999 employees, 
this figure rises to 87%. And yet, only 37% of 
companies feel they are effectively creating an 
omnichannel experience for customers.

The implementation process is a significant pain 
point and the #1 reason why companies may 
hesitate to switch or add more platforms in the 
future.
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Specifically, the cost and timeline for 
implementation is a market-wide issue:

Only 1 in 3	companies	are
highly	satisfied	with	the	cost

of	implementation

Only 1 in 3 companies	are
highly	satisfied	with	the	
implementation	timeline

Ultimately, only 20% of organizations describe 
their primary customer engagement platform 
provider as a strategic partner.

Winning the data battle becomes much more 
of a struggle when systems do not communicate 
and when companies – which are time-poor and 
often squeezed on budgets – cannot afford to 
spend the money and time required to pursue 
full and proper implementations.

Interestingly, companies reported higher 
satisfaction levels with platform implement-
ations which required a greater investment. 
Clearly there is value in committing to an 
implementation done well. However, as 
companies find themselves handling more 
data from more sources, implementations will 
become a major drain on resources, both human 
and fiscal. Could a more unified approach to 
customer data be the best of both worlds?
Mean satisfaction with implementation by the 
cost of implementation (as a % of the platfor

Mean	satisfaction	with
implementation	by	the	cost

of	implementation
(as a % of the platform’s licensing fee):

Those Spending , 10 %
 Scored:

Those Spending  10-24%
 Scored:

Those Spending 25%
 > Scored:
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“More is not better.
Better is better.”

- Alex Steffen, American futurist
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Marketers face an increasingly steep uphill 
struggle to meet (or even exceed) customer 
expectations and finish on top of their 
hypercompetitive landscape. Consumers call 
the shots and the power they wield is impacting 
technology decisions.

In order to compete in the long-term, 
consumer-facing companies must find ways 
to grapple with datasets which are increasing 
in volume, variety and velocity. Only then 
can companies deliver truly compelling value 
propositions which create distance between 
them and competitors, and provide a strong 
and meaningful message to consumers.

The role that customer engagement platforms 
play in this effort is critical. Most companies 
report using multiple platforms in attempts to 
obtain, aggregate and analyze customer data 
as much as possible.

The study revealed that those using multiple 
platforms perceive there to be a greater ROI 
than those using only one platform. In a way, 
this makes sense because with more platforms 

comes greater coverage of channels: email, 
social, website, mobile, etc.

However, the study found two reasons not to 
rely on the continued success of multi-platform 
solutions:

 Many marketers believe they have   
	 a	single	view	of	all	of	their		 	 	
 customers, but in reality,
 only 4% truly achieve this;

	 The	cost	of	and	timeline	for			 	
	 implementation	is	prohibitive	and			
	 is	causing	many	companies			 	
	 not	to	switch	or	add	more	platforms

Knowing that businesses place the customer 
first and make decisions with customers in 
mind, it is important to remember that having 
the technology to capture data may not be 
enough. You must ensure that the data you 
are capturing is used to personalize your 
customers’ future experiences. If not, no matter 
the investment, you may fall short in providing 
the experience customers are expecting.

Part 4: Conclusion
Is Tech Stack Expansion 
The Same As Tech Stack 
Optimization?
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