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As we venture into 2019, the business environment is firmly entrenched in digital transformation. 
We’re fast entering an era where accountability and results are paramount—initiatives that don’t 
meaningfully impact the business will be scrutinized, as will initiatives involving customer data, 
privacy, consumer rights and digital ethics.

We see 2019 as the year of Innovating With Impact in the context of organizational accountability. 
Many organizations have mobilized and evolved their teams and talent to take on digital disruption, 
but few are linking investments to performance in ways that meaningfully and positively impact 
their business, customers or, notably, society. In the past, consumers have freely parted with data 
in exchange for value, but customers are becoming increasingly protective of their personal digital 
information. Business, consumer and societal impact now go hand in hand.

This year, Edelman Digital is teaming up with industry analysts at Kaleido Insights to provide 
an in-depth perspective on what we should be paying attention to, why it matters and how it 
impacts business and society with higher degrees of accountability. We’ll examine the role of data 
responsibility, empowerment through interconnected digital ecosystems, the increasing scrutiny 
influencers face, the accountability brands have toward their consumers, and even the role leadership 
plays as digital innovation continues to shape how we work, live and interact with brands.

In this new era, accountability becomes multi-dimensional, as organizations grapple with making 
a positive and meaningful impact on customers, business stakeholders and society more broadly. 
Solutions these organizations develop will undoubtedly be enabled by the emerging and pervasive 
digital ecosystems that impact our lives, both now and in the future.
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It’s simply not responsible for the modern organization to overlook Gen Z—we’re accountable today 
for the workplace of tomorrow, and that impacts all of us. By 2020, just over a year from now, roughly 
20% of the workforce will be made up of Gen Z. While millennials forged a path for the adaptation of 
technology, Gen Z grew up alongside technology. Millennials worked with organizations to adopt new 
technologies, test and learn systems and introduce digital ways of working. Gen Z, on the other hand, 
expects organizations to have this all figured out. They expect technologies that will motivate them, 
recognize their achievements and allow them to do their jobs seamlessly. They don’t know a time 
when information wasn’t readily at their fingertips. This changes how they work, what they value in an 
organization and how they imagine their careers.  

Unlike other reports and studies, this article isn’t about making your business “ready” for Gen Z— like 
a few decades ago when internet-savvy millennials were the talk of the town. Our take is that the 
entry of Gen Z into the workforce, and the sea change of Boomers entering retirement along with 
them, will have a far more profound and transformative effect on the entire organization.

In a nutshell, leaders today have a choice: 
Empower and enable Gen Z to make your 
entire business better. Or stifle them with the 
wrong roles, systems and technologies, and 
risk becoming the next wave of corporate 
bureaucratic dinosaurs.

Too dramatic? Maybe. Let’s dissect a Gen Z brain.

Plus or minus a few years for your preferred survey 
methodology, Gen Z is just now graduating college 
or grad school, and they’re anxious to orient themselves as professionals. They’re shaped not only 
by ubiquitous mobile technology and access to information; they’re shaped by the fleeting Snap, 
Instagram Heart and latest YouTube video. While big technology startups defined the prior generation, 
Gen Z lives in a world where anything is a business and anyone is an entrepreneur, no coding  
or MBA required. Being an influencer—just being yourself, in public, and on a bigger platform than 
ever—is a real, professional ambition. The consequence of all this is that they’re more entrepreneurial, 
competitive and excellent at multitasking.

Impacting Tomorrow’s 
Workforce: Gen Z Will 
Transform Your Organization
William Begeny 
Executive Vice President, Digital Transformation 
Edelman Digital

Erin Sheridan 
Associate Director, Digital Transformation 
Edelman Digital
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Gen Z’s life as a digital-first worker started way before they earned a salary. Driven by social 
mechanics, the instantaneous feedback loop is a big part of their experience—whatever 
“work” they do, they expect to see an immediate social outcome. They course-correct the 
work they’re doing based on that outcome and optimize their lives to game the system and learn from 
their mistakes. 

All this innovative industriousness is born out of necessity—the first time they really started thinking 
about money was in the wake of the 2008 recession. They’re less optimistic and live more cautiously 
than the previous generation. Self-reliance and pragmatism guided their choices about college, after-
school gigs and their most recent side hustle. While millennials value more of a work-life balance, Gen 
Z is going to drive change in the substance of the work itself. Diversity is a big part of that and a major 
factor when they pursue new positions. 

Gen Z expects to be a part of the conversation, and when they feel change is necessary, 
they will drive the conversation. For instance, the students of Parkland, Florida, traveled across 
the country to talk to fellow Gen Zers about issues that resonate with them and encouraged them  
to vote to have their voices heard. They’ll work for a seat at the table, and this should inform the  
way brands define entry-level and junior roles. 

In other words—Gen Zers are DREAM EMPLOYEES.

Also worth noting: When it comes to conversations, millennials rely more heavily on digital 
communication, while 53% of Gen Z prefer in-person discussion1. This is the tip of the spear  
on a broader cultural shift—Jeff Bezos banning PowerPoint at Amazon is a good example.  
The idea? Never let a tool get in the way of a constructive conversation.

What can your brand do to prepare?  

Move toward an instantaneous review cycle. 

Employees, not just Gen Z, want continuous and iterative 
feedback. Annual review cycles aren’t conducive 
to providing feedback that employees are craving. 
Additionally, they de-motivate individuals and negatively 
impact morale. 

So, revamp the review cycle from annual to quarterly to 
weekly to daily to hourly (digitally) and ensure employees 
are getting quantitative assessments of their work, in 
addition to qualitative feedback. Break down large-scale 
projects into near-term actions—think about the way tech companies organize against release cycles, 
rather than the end product. That way, teams can focus directly on the tasks ahead of them and use 
the results to inform the next step in the chain. More importantly, build immediate feedback from both 
management and peer groups into your system. 

Remember: Gen Z wants to game the system and see immediate progress. Structuring assessments 
(or even gamifying the progress) will give managers a clear understanding of how their employees are 
performing across the board, but also who in the organization is excelling. This will open the door to 
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more effective motivational strategies, a better balance of rewards and opportunities for  
all employees (not just managers) and, ultimately, identify investment strategies that show  
real bottom-line impact. 

Putting this theory to work, we recently worked with a public transportation system to help  
their customer service and front-line communicators provide more accurate and transparent 
information to customers, faster. Central to this strategy was developing new workflows and 
supporting technology that allowed managers to supply “tweet-length” tasks to frontline staff  
more frequently, then empowering employees to act on that information in their own way.  
More importantly, for every action, there was an immediate “social” response (e.g., a little recognition 
of what happened, what worked or what was next) and comprehensive tracking of every interaction. 
The result is a self-optimizing human system, where teams get better and better at handling complex 
scenarios. Customers now receive more helpful and timely information, and staff feel better about 
what they’re doing all day. Interestingly, what works for the youngest Gen Z staff also works for their 
older colleagues.

Transform new employees into consultants. 

As research by our partner Kaleido Insights reveals, the number one innovation challenge large 
corporations face is the ability to foster an internal culture of experimentation and innovation. 
New employees can help by bringing outside thinking to your organization, but they often aren’t 
empowered to surface their ideas or make real changes. The solve? Add a period of insight-gathering 
into every employee onboarding and pair that with a lightweight idea tracking and categorization 
system so that there’s accountability and attribution in informing the way things work. Just note that a 
“digital suggestion box” needs to be backed up with a real commitment from the top to examine new 
ideas seriously and put money into the practice of helping people do their jobs. Ideally, there’s fair 
compensation for employees who proactively save the company money. Again—help Gen Z game  
the system.  

It is also imperative that managers directly engage staff as problem-solvers in everything from  
day-to-day operations to overall product portfolio to ensuring there’s fair and diverse representation 
throughout the company. Employees who become familiar with an organization adopt bad habits 
and inefficient ways of working because they either accept the environment or are even taught bad 
practices. That cultural condition can be course-corrected, and Gen Z will likely become your biggest 
champions for change. 

Feed self-directed self-improvement with strategic internal communications. 

While often isolated into training programs or treated as non-business-critical, Gen Z expects  
to be learning every day then applying new skills and ideas in their work. Tapping into this passion 
for learning, employee communications should apply an outside-in mentality and focus 
on teaching people where the category is headed, what leaders are thinking about and what their 
colleagues could teach them about getting better results. This is a practical way to offer up a seat  
at the table at scale, while also opening the door to progressive, big-picture thinking from unexpected 
places. It also has the massive benefit of increasing diversity in decision making and laying the 
foundation for nimble innovation. 
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Segment internal communications—and 
empower a wider range of managers or 
even low-level employees to fuel these 
communications—through any number of 
internal communications platforms. Our 
team uses Workplace by Facebook, but we 
may recommend a range of alternatives or 
homegrown solutions based on client needs. 
Please note that mobile-first (not just 
mobile-optimized) is increasingly critical 
for younger, distributed workforces. Your 
current intranet configuration might not be up to the challenge. 

Gen Z’s entrepreneurial spirit, competitiveness and ability to multitask will bring new challenges and 
opportunities to the workforce. Embracing Gen Z and fully integrating them into the organization will 
have multiple benefits. This generation will push your organization to use technology more efficiently, 
bring innovative approaches to problems and challenge the organization to act more accountable.
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There are more marketing and advertising technology companies than ever. As technology usage 
and channel adoption grows across the enterprise and consumer world, so does the fragmentation 
of data and the customer experience. With the ever-increasing scrutiny of measurable ROI across 
communications and marketing leaders, marketers are experiencing pressure to integrate their sales, 
marketing and communications operations and to measure across all channels and technologies. 

A recent joint Google and Econsultancy report reveals that the most successful brands are aggressive 
in their approach to integrated data and see it as the key to better decision making, customer journey 
analysis and, ultimately, higher growth2. This attitude is driving investment in technology that  
can connect disparate data sources by integrating marketing and advertising technology stacks.  
But technology is just one part of the solution. Cross-functional alignment, combined with leveraging 
the right technologies, is critical to measuring attributable impact and ROI and is the key to achieving 
a single view of the customer. 

This growing need is fueling a fundamental shift in the marketing technology ecosystem, a trend 
we refer to as convergence. Convergence is both the rise of technologies focused on 
data integration and the growing consolidation of enterprise integrated marketing 
technologies. Convergence will aim to synchronize the fragmented data ecosystems that have been 
plaguing marketers for years. Google’s report says that “nearly 70% of those with fully integrated 
solutions cite a clear understanding of the path from 
research to retention across channels and devices2.” 
Often, we see clients have only partially implemented 
technologies and integrations, creating organizational 
and technical disarray. This creates a fractured 
customer experience and gaps in a single view of the 
customer. In the end, the lack of holistic marketing 
technology stacks and centralized stakeholders leads 
to higher costs of ownership. The need for integration 
has never been more urgent.

Integration is not achieved by merely having a cross-discipline team. It’s partners 
and divergent datasets speaking to one another to establish an outcome that brings 
actionable insights to the forefront – all with the emphasis of better data to help drive the 
business forward and to drive the optimal customer experience. This includes both business 

Convergence: The Need for 
an Integrated Marketing 
Tech Ecosystem
By Adam Hirsch 
Executive Vice President, Global  
Edelman Digital 
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intelligence, which aligns with performance measurement, and customer intelligence, which drills 
deeper into customer analytics and integrations of the customer journey across channels and 
technologies. We see the two main paths to integration as being either to consolidate with the 
technology partners who are trending toward convergence or to find a third-party technology  
that can stitch together existing systems, data and customer experience. 

Let’s dive into each of these two options: 
 
Option 1: Consolidation (Deepen or Extend Existing Investments)

Companies are betting that businesses will begin to consolidate their enterprise communications and 
marketing capabilities and are trying to reduce the friction by offering expansive integration options.
As a result, acquisitions in 2018 have been notably data integration-centric and driven by enterprise 
technologies’ efforts to streamline multiple data sets and technologies into a unified stack. Examples 
include: Adobe acquiring Marketo and Magento; Salesforce acquiring MuleSoft and Datorama; and 
Oracle acquiring DataScience, Grapeshot and DataFox. Each of these acquisitions brought new 
customer engagement capabilities, unique data, and pre-built data integrations across the ecosystem.  

We encourage clients to take advantage of this trend. If you have an investment in one or more 
of these platforms, be sure to remain up to date on any new integration capabilities before you 
consider purchasing additional technology. Understanding the full features of the technology 
investments you’ve already made, as well as the product roadmaps of these investments, 
can simplify your own integration plans and reduce complexity, cost and risk. 
 
Consolidation is theoretically a more turnkey option and a good choice if you are focused on 
expansion of capabilities rather than replacing functionality. Some important questions to keep  
in mind: Are your core marketing platforms already focused on data integration and the customer 
experience? Do they have the relevant replacements or integrations for the other core marketing 
technologies you’re leveraging? Remember, even if a platform seems to check all the boxes, 
technology alone won’t solve all your problems. We’ve all likely learned the hard way that they  
are just part of the solution and the sales pitch doesn’t always match the reality. 

Increasingly, marketing executives are finding they will be held accountable for the technology 
decisions they influence, which impacts the experience of their end customers and consumers.  
Do your due diligence on the specific platform use cases and your readiness. Organizational 
alignment, implementation, planning and strategy are all critical factors for successful integration. 

Option 2: Stitch Data Between Systems

When consolidation is not the most effective option, depending on your needs, we advise  
clients to investigate stitching platforms together. When doing this, there are two areas  
to focus on: business intelligence and customer intelligence.

Business intelligence platforms are designed to unify data. We’ve investigated over 100 
business intelligence (BI) platforms and found that there are platforms out there for every 
need. While major platforms such as Amazon, Google, IBM, Microsoft, Oracle and Salesforce have 
their own BI solutions, all of those technologies can be leveraged even if you are not consolidated 
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with those companies. There are options like Datorama (recently acquired by Salesforce) or Domo, 
which went public in 2018 and has over 500 data connections. BI technologies are great for stitching 
together data for analysis, but they typically don’t support synchronizing this data across ecosystems 
to be leveraged for the customer experience.

Customer intelligence efforts focus on optimizing the customer journey. Enter customer data platforms 
(CDPs), a new label for a set of technologies that have been around for several years in a fast-growing 
ecosystem. CDPs are marketing automation tools that connect and integrate into other services. 
These platforms stitch together data between services, creating the opportunity to enable more 
massive datasets to be actionable or intelligent. The ability to stitch customer interactions among 
a fragmented tech stack is truly amazing and includes: your advertising pixels (DMPs), CRM, email 
marketing, SMS/text message and even offline interactions with mobile apps, beacons and/or loyalty 
rewards programs. Decision intelligence is the fast-growing functionality to automate customer 
journey orchestration. It enables a single view of the customer and a seamless, always-optimizing 
customer experience. 

As with the first option, the integration of technology 
alone is not a magic solution. Companies that have 
implemented this approach have built entire teams 
and departments around their CDP and customer 
experience platforms. The efficiency and revenue 
potential have been validated by the major players  
in this space, but digital and business transformation  
is critical to the success. 

Things to Consider

Looking toward 2019, continued market consolidation pressure will drive more acquisitions of BI and 
CDPs or drive other companies to build and foster their integrations and integrated functionality. As 
our partners at Kaleido Insights have shown with their research, brands can push innovation further 
by involving the larger ecosystem. In other words, by embracing integration, a business can not only 
reduce risk and costs but also maximize the value of their investments and move their business to the 
forefront.

With integrations across functions and channels comes the need to integrate your team with a 
focus on the customer journey. Innovations in marketing technologies have led to an increase in 
accountability, as brands continue to push innovation further by integrating the larger ecosystem. 
Technology will not solve all problems. Goals must still be aligned, and data integration must be made 
a business priority. 

Whether focusing on consolidation or stitching the data in between systems, the value goes beyond 
just a better view of ROI and attribution and goes beyond a seamless customer experience across 
channels. Our technology consulting team understands how these technologies allow for decreased 
cost to advertise, increased customer satisfaction and higher sales conversion rates driving enhanced 
ROI, the ultimate fiscal accountability.
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Expanding Impact:  
How Brands Are Innovating 
With Their Ecosystems
By Jeremiah Owyang 
Industry Analyst 
Kaleido Insights

Today, innovation typically occurs inside of the R&D room, often in secret. Every few moons,  
white smoke appears from the chimney and a new product pops out. It’s often an incremental  
update but, hopefully, the market will want it. You, the marketer, must take it to market.

In the future, fluid innovation offers a new, bold path. Advanced companies churn out many new 
offerings with the ideas, prototypes and concepts coming from a wide set of employees, partners  
and startups. You, the marketer, support this process from the start and enable them to take it  
to market. It’s messy, open and collaborative–and, ultimately, more effective.

Brands Struggle to Keep Pace With Innovation

The product roadmap is shortening. Companies can no longer wait months for R&D to ship out  
a product, as the digital landscape is changing at such a rapid pace. Yesterday’s technology  
partners–like Amazon, Google and Apple–can quickly become competitors. The avenues  
to market are also changing, as interfaces and methods of interaction quickly evolve.

Yet, large companies are traditionally complex and slow; our survey of large corporations uncovered 
the number one innovation challenge was “fostering an internal culture of experimentation and 
innovation.” Getting approvals from all areas of the organization isn’t feasible or efficient.  
Savvy corporations have shifted to nimble practices to achieve impact more quickly,  
such as agile methods, sprints or approved “innovation sandboxes”3  for teams to experiment  
and deploy in.

Brands Push Innovation Further by Involving the Larger Ecosystem

Another challenge for those deploying an innovation charter is to involve a broader ecosystem 
of inputs during the collaboration process at the top of funnel. Held accountable to a myriad of 
stakeholders, they must tap external and internal sources–employees, startups and customers–
to ensure they receive the right market feedback, and they must involve partners along the way. 
Companies that innovate in a vacuum not only risk being slow, they also risk alienating 
the ecosystem by not getting their buy-in early on and, worse yet, build a product the 
market doesn’t really need.
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Marketing departments have a key role in the innovation process. They often have relationships 
with the broader market, own the go-to-market process and know how to effectively communicate 
internally, to partners, and externally to other groups.

Below are best-in-class examples of how large companies are innovating with impact, beginning 
with marketing, and involving their ecosystem in the process.

The Evolution of Innovation to Increase Ecosystem Accountability

Activate Innovation Within Digital Marketing Functions

A common first step for marketers is to activate innovation within their own department. These teams 
have been dubbed “marketing innovation” or “interactive/digital marketing” and are on the forefront 
in understanding how to connect to customers using new technologies. In a recent interview with 
the Coca-Cola marketing team in Bulgaria, we discussed their chatbot “Red” that interacts with users 
on popular messaging app Viber. This app has a clear marketing purpose in activating customers to 
obtain a discount code, triggering a true call to action.

Old Way

New Way

R + D Marketing Customers

Marketing

Employees

Crowd
Whole Ecosystem

MarketingR+D
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Activate the Whole Marketing Department

Innovation shouldn’t be limited to a small team within marketing. It needs to be enabled, empowered 
and amplified across multiple groups––with impact being measured departmentally and to the 
company at large. As referenced in Impacting Tomorrow’s Workforce, employee communications 
should apply an outside-in mentality and focus on teaching people where the category is headed, 
what leaders are thinking about and what their colleagues could teach them about getting better 
results. Last season, Clorox hosted an internal conference for hundreds of its global marketers in 
San Francisco. Many speakers and I shared remarks around new business models and other cutting-
edge practices. They also hosted an innovation fair showcasing the latest technologies from their top 
partners. Throughout the event, the marketing innovation team spread their message on how to best 
advance the many brands at Clorox and provided a venue for peer-to-peer learning among the global 
marketers.

Activate a Culture of Innovation With Employees

Companies that activate their employees (beyond the R&D group) to innovate are dubbed 
“intrapreneur” programs. Intrapreneurs are similar to entrepreneurs, but inside the company4.  
As an example, Adobe’s famed “Kickbox” program allows any employee who has an idea to  
improve products or customer relationships, regardless of role or function. This unique training 
program enables employees to learn the basic methods of innovation, A/B testing and pitching  
a business proposal (with data) to their direct manager. This “gamification” of innovation can 
be especially effective with Gen Z cohorts. Intrapreneurship often results in feature 
improvements, new products and patents.

Activate Customers by Enabling the Crowd

Crowdsourcing new product and marketing ideas 
isn’t anything new, but what’s really important is the 
bigger trend to embrace customers to help market 
and design products and contribute to the go-to-
market process so they feel connected, offer better 
ideas and are more integrated with your brand. 
For several years, GE has been a leader in this 
space with their early crowdsourcing experiments 
with startups that enable customers to submit new 
product ideas and even share in the rewards. Today, GE has expanded to their GE Fuse program5, 
where customers can submit new ideas to improve GE products. They even offer a crowd-service 
potentially for your own company, called GE Geniuslink, which generates revenue for GE. Consider 
the technology implications and integrations needed to quickly act on crowdsourced 
ideas, while also tracking impact across business units.

Build Accountability by Activating the Entire Brand Ecosystem

We found that the most advanced companies in innovation enabled their entire ecosystem to 
innovate with them, for them and around them––and shockingly, in the case of Johnson & Johnson, 
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even supporting companies that could be competitors in an effort to improve the entire health space. 
Johnson & Johnson’s JLABS consists of nine physical locations around the globe which offer million-
dollar medical equipment, physical labs and offices for health and biotech startups to rent. JLABS 
focuses on treating the ecosystem just and fairly, and it does not require equity or IP sharing of the 
startups that are renting space. JLABS executives have said they strive to structure a personalized 
relationship that is equitable, in the hopes of building a long term relationship with the ecosystem. 
As Rowan Chapman, head of Johnson & Johnson Innovation explains, “What we’re trying to do is 
personalize that partnership to the external innovator. We try and do the right thing, we’re not going 
force anybody to do one thing or another. It’s personalized.”

Apply These Innovation Strategies to Your Company 

• Be goal-driven. Put business goals first, then ask employees to come up with new ideas  
and self-form teams as intrapreneurs. Mastercard’s innovation team put forth a requirement  
of innovation projects having a minimum of $1 billion in business impact.

• Build relationships. Chances are, an innovation team exists within your corporation– 
in addition to any “marketing innovation” group. You’ll need to build a close relationship  
with them, provide them with market intelligence and go-to-market brand support, and they’ll 
keep you in the loop. Be careful not to “squash” their new ideas, or they’ll clam up and resist 
telling your teams about progress until it’s too late for input.

• Activate internal communications. This is a core skill that marketing teams inherently know. 
Mastercard has a small team of employees whose primary function is to conduct video 
interviews with global innovation project leads, recording their stories and communicating 
them to other business functions. Activate internal comms to not only spread the news 
of successes (and failures), but also to teach employees how innovation can impact their 
category, leadership and KPIs. With the rise of Gen Z in the workplace, it’s essential 
that internal communications strategy empower them to find solutions for 
business objectives.

• Democratize innovation. Make sure it’s equitable for all parties to participate in the innovation 
process. Use widely accessible digital channels like mobile apps and internal social networks 
(e.g., Slack) to offer advice and track progress. Tie rewards, promotions, equity and revenue-
based bonuses to innovation performance. We found that many employees value recognition 
and the ability to feel empowered in their career.

• Enable ecosystem connections. When working with outside partners and startups, 
structure the deals so they can benefit from a large company’s resources: access 
to a global supply chain, production capability, global marketing and brand 
association. Startups seek investment, IP, access and other deals that you should structure 
on as-needed basis. Invite them in via open innovation and allow access to your APIs. This 
may require some data sharing, so be sure to consult with your IT department and related 
decision makers for advice.
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The most advanced open innovation programs, which activate the entire ecosystem, allow for startups 
and competitors alike to win––in the mindset that “common tides raise all boats.” Translation? If every 
company in the industry is innovating at their best, it will push others to innovate more rapidly and 
disruptively, ultimately benefiting all. Supporting the broader ecosystem will result in your company 
becoming the central player for the market, with innovation orbiting around your company.
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Audience-Centric B2B: 
Driving Results in the 
Rapidly Evolving B2B 
Marketing Landscape
Joe Kingsbury 
U.S. Managing Director, B2B 
Edelman Digital

When most B2B marketers think of innovation, they think about mastering new technologies.  
And rightly so. New tools, data sets and ways of executing marketing continue to spur tremendous 
advances in the B2B category. In recent years, heavy adoption of content tools and data--such as 
marketing automation, ABM and predictive intent--coupled with highly targeted advertising has 
enabled B2B companies to reach customers in exciting ways.    
 
But when it comes to unlocking the full value of these capabilities, we’re still in the early innings.  
The reality is that most brands still struggle with how to personalize digital marketing 
efforts to effectively resonate with customers. As discussed in the chapter Convergence:  
The Need for an Integrated Marketing Tech Ecosystem, you can buy the latest and greatest 
innovations, but at the end of the day, if these technologies aren’t influencing how customers  
think and behave in ways that help your business, what’s it all for?

Investment in Marketing Technologies and Personalization Efforts Must Yield Results 

In the race to embrace digital innovations in B2B, a basic 
but core aspect of marketing is too often overlooked: 
creating relevance for the customer. Being relevant 
assumes some level of personalization to the customer. 
And yet, by some measures, personalization remains 
the single most difficult tactic to achieve. In fact, when 
surveyed, 63% of 190 marketing influencers worldwide 
responded that data-driven personalization is difficult 
to implement.6 As brands chase new technologies and 
trends that seem to emerge daily, creativity and intelligent communications are more vital than ever 
to realize the benefits of digital innovation. This is among the most critical challenges B2B marketers 
must solve today.

What’s Behind the Relevance Challenge?  

At this point, you might be thinking, “This all seems pretty simple, so why isn’t everyone doing  
it already?” Before we can help clients solve the customer relevance challenge, let’s break  
it down and understand what’s causing the challenge in the first place: 
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• Hunger for data, regardless of what it may mean – In an effort to show “results” quickly, 
many marketers reach for all types of data, even if it’s not truly tied to business impact. 
Typically, this means looking at various outbound tactics to demonstrate brand reach via large 
numbers, regardless of the quality of the audience and interactions. Unfortunately, this short-
term thinking leads to a path of false metrics and costly diversions to long-term success.  

• Siloed thinking and disconnected KPIs – Organizational silos lead to disjointed strategies 
and tactical executions. More often than not, a lack of alignment between marketing and sales 
results in poorly defined goals and metrics. This misalignment causes marketing efforts 
to be inefficient, leading to a fractured customer experience. 

• Lack of company or functional leadership – Silos often result from a lack of vision and 
leadership. On the other hand, company leaders who see marketing, communications and 
sales efforts holistically strive to integrate and harness these groups in support of one 
cohesive mission–creating great experiences for the customer. For myriad reasons–cultural, 
operational or just a “that’s how it’s always been done” mindset–this integrated approach is 
far more easily said than done.

• Skipping the hard part: Uncovering real value to customers –  Truly being customer-centric 
is difficult. It requires time, investment and change. It’s easy to get behind the concept, but 
creating customer-centric marketing often requires asking hard questions like: What truly is 
our value prop? How are we different? What can we give the customer that nobody else can? 
Beyond asking the tough questions, marketing leaders must achieve the internal buy-in to 
make necessary changes.

What do marketers need to do?  

At its core, relevance comes down to having something on-topic, timely and compelling 
to say to the customer. In B2B, we strive for customer relevance in terms of creating a “value 
exchange”—that is, going beyond grabbing the customer’s attention to give something of value in 
order to earn something in return: time, interaction and even the permission to sell. So, what are some 
of the ways B2B brands can create the value exchange to gain an edge on competitors and win over 
customers?  
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Planning and Strategy Development Based on Real Customer Insights

Planning and strategy must be customer-first,  
not product-centric. Too many marketers 
focus their message and content on 
features and benefits instead of the pain 
points that are truly on the minds of their 
customers. Direct feedback and insights 
from customers are vital for organizations to 
understand the problems they are trying to 
solve and what customers need to be better at 
their jobs. Insights from executives, sales teams 

and customer representatives are also invaluable for communications and marketing efforts, but this 
process of discovery doesn’t always happen. When planning marketing efforts, engage more deeply 
with the people in your company who are already hearing direct feedback from customers. 

Content and communications 

An effective content and communications strategy should avoid the classic trap of trying to be 
everything to everyone. Today’s marketers must personalize their content at a granular level  
in order to break through the barrage of information. Here are some key considerations 
to cut through the noise:  

• Industry: What are the top trends and most pressing issues that your customers are dealing 
with in their vertical? Focus on explaining what’s behind those trends and how your customer 
should be anticipating and preparing for them. 

• Role: Who makes the key buyer decisions? Is it someone in a particular role or a buyer 
committee comprised of people who have different priorities? Get inside the minds of 
decision makers to focus content on what’s most important to them. 

• Journey stage: Are buyers already aware of you? Or are they deeper in the purchasing funnel 
and therefore in need of different kinds of information and insights from you? As uncovered in 
this year’s Edelman-LinkedIn joint study, thought leadership and non-product-oriented 
content can have great influence deeper in the buying funnel. Don’t assume that just 
because someone knows you and has consumed a lot of content that they just want a “buy 
now“ option. Uncover which triggers and insights are needed to successfully nurture your 
specific customers along their journey with your company. 

• Underlying causes of trends affecting customers: Especially for senior executives and 
decision makers who are constantly seeking an edge, look to explain how and why things are 
happening in a way that nobody else can. Demonstrating an understanding of what’s 
driving trends will show potential customers that you’re a partner who’s looking 
around corners for them.
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• Empower customers in their day-to-day jobs: While some customers gravitate toward  
high-level industry trends, others might value insights and tips that make their everyday  
lives easier. There’s a good reason why “how to” and “explainer”-style content is often  
so effective. Don’t underestimate the power of simple but tactically useful ideas that speak  
to your customers.  

• Enable communication across the buyer committee: High-value, complex purchases 
typically involve many different types of people, including senior decision makers, 
everyday users, procurement and information 
gatherers. Look for opportunities to personalize 
communications in ways that speak to a range of 
topics and needs that are attuned to the buyer 
committee. Enabling communication across these 
groups can help drive alignment and preference 
for your solution.

Breaking Down Internal Silos: 

It is essential to connect dots across the organization. The reality today is that marketing is affected 
by many different functions across the organization, including technology, communications and 
additional business units. Outside partners must help clients effect change by thinking beyond 
marketing and helping the client get buy-in from other stakeholders internally.  

• Create a shared agenda: Partners need to help educate internal stakeholders on how 
marketing plays a vital role in influencing considerations sets, RFPs, etc. In addition  
to creating high-level brand awareness, marketing can--and should--be aligned with  
commercial goals.

• Align on a shared language and understanding of KPIs, processes and handoffs:  
Partners need to help clients define success metrics that make sense to non-marketing 
people. They also need to show how other functions, such as sales, play a critical role  
in capitalizing on attention and awareness to continue nurturing decision-makers. 

Our teams specialize in helping B2B brands navigate the constantly evolving marketing technology 
ecosystem. We are experienced in helping a wide range of B2B clients establish their marketing 
initiatives to directly target key decision makers and create processes that will allow marketing 
teams to publish real-time, relevant content at scale. Combined with the ultimate purpose of driving 
accountability, these process implementations result in the kind of impactful innovation businesses 
will require and demand in 2019.
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Data As Currency: Digital 
Identity and the Future of 
Customer Experience
Jaimy Szymanski 
Industry Analyst 
Kaleido Insights

We’re on the precipice of a power shift in the tale of consumer data ownership, use and sale. 
While consumers are awakening to the true power that lies in their “digital identities,” companies 
are beginning to evolve value propositions, and experience ecosystems are emerging with the 
development of new data-driven business models. 

A person’s digital identity is comprised of all information generated by online and device signals 
and activities, including claims made by oneself or by another person or entity. These data sources 
may include biometrics and voice, movement, location, environmental, online/app activity, third-party 
data and more. Today, specific versions of our digital identities are used to represent us in specific 
contexts, often in brand interactions.

The value of one’s digital identity is still not fully understood by most consumers. Unaware of what 
their data are worth, people regularly click through and accept inherent agreements, trading intimate 
data for everything from custom content to special offers. And companies are happy to trade 
personalization for data, as they understand the future of customer experience (CX) depends  
on data-driven individualization, hyper-relevancy and contextual design.

In an era of increased standards of accountability, brands must prepare for an inevitable 
shift in data power dynamics by providing transparency in data collection, customer 
protection as sound data stewards, and fair reward for data use. Consumer compensation 
must surpass simple personalization; that’s now table stakes.

The Problem: Digital Identity Fragmentation Causes CX Roadblocks

Hopping among brands, stores, websites and apps produces multiple versions of our digital selves, 
with every organization understanding a different facet of who we are via multiple data sources. In 
the end, consumers are left with disjointed experiences that are not only uneven, but also filled with 
friction, as we’re consistently made to re-identify ourselves.

The fragmented nature of digital identity creates unique challenges for customers, which are further 
exacerbated by companies scrambling to offer reactive solutions using both traditional and AI-driven 
means. When customers and companies feel the pains of fragmentation, so does the ecosystem  
at large (see table below).
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Customer Challenges

Multiple, disconnected 
accounts that store different 
types of identity data create 
increased friction for customers 
looking to simply be “remem-
bered.” Consumers forget what 
companies know and become 
frustrated when they don’t 
receive ideal and comparable 
experiences.

Silos restrict data-sharing. 
From marketing to sales to 
service, each department owns 
their customer data source(s) 
and rarely share data––let 
alone connect it. This is a result 
of both legacy processes and 
governance around technology 
and analytics, along with 
competition to be the “most 
innovative person in the room.”

Competition builds with data- 
and resource-rich behemoths 
like Amazon, Google and 
Facebook. These “ecosystem 
enablers” have a deep under-
standing of who their customers 
are and what behaviors they 
exhibit–– and can also use that 
data to increase sales, make 
recommendations, boost ad 
revenue7 and reduce8 friction.

Company Challenges Ecosystem Challenges

Rising expectations of 
accountability, integrity, 
caution and consent in regard 
to how companies manage 
data and respect their privacy. 
Sixty-seven percent of people 
agree9 it’s a company’s respon-
sibility to protect consumer 
data, yet as we learned in the 
previous chapter, the majority 
of people do not trust social 
media companies to behave 
responsibly with the data they 
collect.

Low understanding of data 
ethics and privacy issues leads 
to inadequate disclosure and 
transparency. Most leaders do 
not have expertise in effective 
data stewardship. This is further 
exacerbated when companies 
must comply with varying 
global data regulations (like 
GDPR) or begin implementing 
machine-learning programs 
that bring digital ethics under 
further scrutiny.

A new breed of intermediary 
“data brokers” add complexity, 
as they charge additional fees 
for access to consumer data 
sets. They also increase expec-
tations of customers, embold-
ening them to take control of 
their data, demand visibility and 
require ethical data practices in 
order to engage.

Lack of data inventory and 
“data hygiene” tools to under-
stand what personal informa-
tion is in the hands of what 
companies, apps, governments, 
brokers, etc. Without 
user-friendly tools to offer 
consolidated transparency, 
customers are left guessing 
about how data are being 
collected, used, shared and 
sold (and at what price).

Digital ID recognition can spell 
user friction. Many consumers 
find account creation cumber-
some or prefer anonymity, 
resulting in corporate work-
arounds that thwart personal-
ization. At the same time, 59% 
of customers10 say tailored 
engagement based on past 
interactions is critical to winning 
their business.

The rise of federated identity 
management adds gasoline to 
the burning platform for compa-
nies to partner with others in 
their ecosystem. FIM agree-
ments offer an interim solution 
on the road to portable digital 
ID by sharing consumer data 
among companies via one 
consumer login (vs. SSO, which 
is one enterprise log-in).

Digital Identity Fragmentation Pains Customers, Companies and Ecosystems

The Current Band-Aid: Self-Contained Personalization in Exchange for Data

Effective data management is still somewhat of a Pandora’s box, for companies and consumers alike. 
The current corporate solution to CX fragmentation--brought about by a lack of unified digital identity 
and data hoarding instincts within companies--is to focus on what can be controlled.

As a temporary fix, companies prioritize personalization within their native environments, while 
ignoring the deafening roar of customer demand for more value. “Single customer record” programs 
create a full picture of each customer across contained, company-owned channels–so long as the 
customer creates an account and remains logged in. As a result, today’s consumer is forced to create 
multiple digital identities with the information shared varying by company, use case and industry (see 
graphic below).
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Consumers Create Multiple Digital Identities to Fit Disconnected Use Cases

1. Airport and travel security 

2. Banking, investing 
 and stock trading 

3. Birth registration 

4. Device (mobile, IoT)     
 authentication 

5. Education: student verification, transcripts 

6. Government: identification “card,” passport, government services, voter registration, etc. 

7. Health care: patient records, vaccinations, medication dispensary 

8. Property/business registration and mortgages 

9. Smarthome and IoT authentication 

10. Humanitarian: Refugee status, food vouchers, aid entitlement 

11. Retail: personalized offers, couponing, loyalty program, rewards, dynamic pricing, etc.

Meanwhile, seemingly “magical” customer experiences driven by artificial intelligence 
(AI) are keeping customers hooked, buying into the data dupe. Machine learning paired with 
digital identity data augments CX personalization at each stage of the journey––from awareness and 
consideration (as outlined in this report’s chapter Intelligence With Impact: Marketing and Machines in 
an Artificially Intelligent World) to conversion and beyond, as social commerce technologies like visual 
search and voice assistant integrations maximize impact. Predictive analytics push real-time relevancy 
one step further by predicting consumer needs and preemptively delivering solutions.

Consumers are largely unaware of the data practices driving real-time relevancy. Multiple studies 
report that people rarely know how their data is sold and shared, with many in the dark altogether 
about data collection and use intentions that are hidden away in lengthy privacy agreements.

However, the current data exchange ecosystem is starting to show signs of an imminent shift. As 
customers begin to recognize that the inherent value of their data is worth more than personalization, 
companies must proactively innovate with calculated impact to solidify their place in this 
new data marketplace.

For example, Sweatcoin, Bitwalking and Gympact reward users with virtual currency for exercising, 
while Charity Miles turns steps into charitable donations. In the healthcare sector, Nebula Genomics 
enables consumers to sequence their genomes and make them available on the platform to sell to 
data buyers. More “middlemen” are emerging as data brokers to buy and sell data at scale, like Data 
Coup, a platform that encourages consumers to connect their accounts for potential data purchasers. 
Data attributes are given values determined by the marketplace, and retailers, media, banks and other 
companies can purchase them.

2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 111
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The Future of CX: Data Stewardship and Ownership Fuel an Experience Marketplace

The future of seamless customer experience design depends on not only unification of customer 
digital identities but also increased prioritization of data stewardship and control by consumers 
themselves.

Unifying digital identity is no easy feat. Some emerging technology capabilities (e.g., blockchain,  
edge computing, solar, VPNs and homomorphic encryption) serve as early contenders for the job. 
However, true identity attestation is decades away. In the meantime: 

• Consumers must focus on practicing sound personal data stewardship by understanding 
how their digital identity data are being collected, used, shared and sold––and to what value 
and purpose. Startups like Digi.me are leading the way, helping users understand what data 
attributes they’re sharing with companies and apps, and even helping users select new apps 
that will better respect their data choices and values. Established tech giants like Apple are 
also throwing their hat in the data-transparency ring, recently launching a portal that allows 
customers to search what kinds of data the company has kept on them.

• Companies must strategize now for the increased pressure to deliver value in exchange 
for customer data. Personalization and AI-driven contextual relevance won’t be magical for 
much longer. Consider what else you can exchange that will be enticing (e.g., exclusive/VIP 
experiences, first access to products or monetary compensation). This has the potential to 
redefine “social commerce” for your company altogether. Also consider how the emergence 
of unified digital identities and an “experience marketplace” will impact your organization 
internally. How will you share data among departments to ensure visibility, what new 
processes and governance will exist around data tagging and classification, and how much 
control will the company have vs. customers? Lastly, consider which new roles and skills will 
be needed in order to rise to increased standards of accountability in data management and 
protection, and which platforms can enable internal teams. 

• Ecosystem dynamics morph as reputation begins to matter as much as digital identity  
data itself. When a company begins to analyze individual customer data in aggregate 
with other data about the same consumer from other companies, industries and even the 
government, a new type of “user score” begins to take shape. What does the future hold 
when a customer’s actions (positive or negative, or simple mistakes) have a direct impact  
on the value they receive in exchange for their data, patronage or engagement? Within the 
broader ecosystem, a new intermediary of data authenticators will emerge, as verification  
is the critical underpinning on which the entire experience marketplace thrives.
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The journey to a fair and equitable data marketplace isn’t going to be easy for companies. But it’s the 
only possible road to travel if leaders wish to not only attract new, data-conscious consumers but also 
retain their existing customer base. As data becomes increasingly recognized as an asset, ownership 
and stewardship become greater priorities to increase acquisition, loyalty and advocacy.
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The Context of Commerce: 
Cultivating Contextual Content 
for Social Commerce
Chris Humber 
Executive Vice President, Performance Marketing 
Edelman Digital

In an era of accountability, content may be king, but context is the kingdom. The definition of social 
commerce, first coined by Yahoo in 2005, has morphed over time to become more inclusive and 
expansive, although many marketers have found the evolving opportunity elusive.  

Social commerce is a subset of ecommerce, which involves leveraging social media to assist online 
selling of products and services. When it was first conceived, social commerce was defined by shared 
shopping lists, star ratings and other user generated content that provided advice and product 
recommendations. Today, product ratings and reviews are foundational, if not a critical requirement 
for ecommerce, regardless of the marketplace. Product ratings and reviews continue to provide 
shoppers with a level of confidence (this is the right product or the right brand to satisfy my needs) 
in a digital world where traditional offline shopping 
behaviors don’t apply. To achieve impactful value 
and accountability, brands must adopt a social 
commerce strategy that meets consumers 
where they are, providing a socially designed 
personalized interaction that adheres to user 
privacy yet enables frictionless purchase.

Social Commerce is Poised for Explosive Growth

Social context has become an essential contributor 
in the consumer journey, influencing shopping behavior and requiring brands to develop social-first 
strategies to generate strong sales growth. Social platforms will continue to innovate, incorporating 
new shopping features to drive deeper engagement and provide consumers with frictionless product 
discovery germane to each social platform’s unique positioning. As brands and marketers look  
to 2019 and beyond, below are two primary trends fueling social commerce growth:

 Visual Commerce on the Rise 
Monthly visual search on Pinterest’s platform has increased from 250 million to 600 million 
searches per month from 2017 to 201811. It’s apparent this form of product discovery is prime 
for explosive growth. Amazon, the largest online U.S. retailer, and Snapchat (Snap) have 
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established a partnership12 that allows Snapchat users to shop on Amazon using nothing 
more than Snapchat and their smartphone’s camera. If the product is available on Amazon,  
a product card is shown to the user with basic product details and links to the storefront  
for purchase. This partnership illustrates that the future of social commerce will be visual.

 Voice Assistant Integrations 
Although voice assistants could be classified differently when considering the social, 
conversational and pervasive nature of voice interactions, we see voice technology as an 
extension of social commerce fueling growth as adoption scales. Voice shopping is predicted 
to grow to over $40 billion in 202213. Although Amazon and Google provide developers the 
ability to create apps via Skills and Actions, neither currently allows companies to drive direct 
sales within branded experiences, but this is on the horizon. Amazon and Google still provide 
organic voice commerce solutions through Alexa and Google Express integrations, which 
serve as testing environments to fully realize consumer shopping behaviors as it pertains  
to voice. 

“It’s not enough to test out new ways of communication like we did with a custom Alexa 
skill in 2018 – brands need to interact with consumers on their terms – providing impact 
and value at every turn. Our job still comes down to providing helpful information or tips 

but finding new ways that consumers want to engage.” 
 

- Bill Klump, Chief Marketing Officer, Butterball 

Trust Is a Major Barrier

The hurdle social commerce must clear to truly take off is that of consumer trust. Most social platforms 
provide solutions for commerce-related functionality, but the majority of consumer purchases still take 
place within the brand’s commerce environment. Within the past two years, there have been several 
high-profile data breaches exposing consumers’ personal data, including credit card information, 
which has eroded trust. Chief among customers’ concerns are identity theft and scams, which limit 
social platforms’ ability to grow in-platform commerce transactions.

Considering the dynamics of the marketplace, privacy concerns and data ownership, 
social commerce stands at an inflection point between ensuring the safety of consumer 
data and enabling unique commerce interactions that drive revenue growth. Through the 
lens of impact and accountability, brands can deliver innovative social commerce applications without 
sacrificing the trust of their advocates and loyal customers. 

One example of how to successfully navigate privacy and data access, while leveraging emerging 
technology in a unique ecosystem, is LEGO’s Ralph--a Facebook Messenger Chatbot built by our 
team. Through this execution, Edelman delivered a custom experience to help customers navigate  
an array of LEGO sets to find the perfect gift. Prompted with a few questions about the child’s age, 
and their interests, Ralph provides recommendations that best suit the child’s personality.  
Once a product is selected, the user is taken to the LEGO shop to complete the purchase.  
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Choosing to focus on utility, without sacrificing humor and brand voice, LEGO is a shining example  
of how brands can engage consumers in a socially relevant way on a non-traditional platform,  
solving an inherent shopping issue–simplifying the complex–especially during one of the most 
stressful shopping times of the year, the holiday season.

The Right Strategy for the Right Platform

To succeed in 2019 and beyond, brands  
must become first movers, adopting emerging 
technologies that impact the social commerce 
landscape in the right context. Marketers must 
take advantage of the evolving consumer 
behaviors that are transforming the way 
shoppers discover and purchase new 
products. Over the past year, consumers have 
interacted with ever-evolving technologies that  
will continue to shape the future of social commerce for years to come. Here are several examples 
of emerging opportunities for brands and marketers to consider, along with recommendations and 
considerations on how to be effective on the respective platform:

Pinterest Lens  
A product discovery tool that allows users to take a photo of a product (clothing, footwear, home 
appliances, furniture) to find relevant pins/products listed within Pinterest. If the pin is shoppable, 
users can either pin to their boards or purchase the product via product detail pages or cards. 

 Recommendation: Review your available pins and products on Pinterest to ensure all 
products are shoppable.

 Questions to consider: Is your product catalog available within Pinterest? Are they 
shoppable? Is the product sold by a third party? Have you applied SEO to ensure higher 
visibility?

Google Lens 
A combination of image recognition and natural language processing, Lens is an extension of Google 
Search. Instead of keywords, Lens uses images to serve an integration of search and shopping 
results. In October 2018, Google announced Lens would extend to Google Images for non-android 
consumers. 

 Recommendation: Review your current SEO implementation for product detail pages on 
your owned digital properties. Adopting SEO best practices, especially around rich markup 
(schema), can ensure your brand benefits from Google Lens.

 Questions to consider: How well is your site content search optimized? Have you adopted 
schema markup across your product detail pages? 
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Instagram 
Shopping in Explore and Stories provides opportunities for product discovery and purchase. These 
content vehicles enable unique ways for brands to raise awareness through the most utilized aspects 
of Instagram’s platform with more than 400 million accounts engaging today.

 
Recommendation: If your brand offers a direct-to-consumer sales channel, consider 
Instagram shopping for Explore and Stories. Examine unique ways to engage consumers to 
encourage conversations and drive sales, with an emphasis on bespoke content to help your 
brand stand out.

 Questions to consider: Are you building unique content specific to Instagram Shopping? Is 
your content optimized for vertical video/stories? Does it include unique means for engaging 
consumers via stickers and polls? 

Snapchat 
Keeping pace with rivals, Snap introduced new social commerce features (via Shoppable AR lenses 
and ads in partnership Amazon) that enable product discovery & purchase without necessarily leaving 
their app. With over 70 million users14 engaged with AR lenses per day, native commerce integration is 
a logical evolution. 

 Recommendation: AR lens should be considered when engaging influencers and brand 
advocates across upper and lower funnel activations.

 Questions to consider: Does your brand engage with influencers? Have you considered  
the implication of social commerce and shoppable opportunities with your influencer?

We’re on the Path to Completely Frictionless 
Commerce

As the definition of social commerce continues to 
mature and social platform commerce solutions 
advance, the question remains: Will social platforms 
or operating systems (OS) be the first to provide 
a truly integrated, seamless and frictionless 
ecommerce environment that replaces the tactile 
with voice or visual interaction? If privacy and trust 
are contributing factors, we can imagine a world 
where Alphabet, Apple and Amazon dominate commerce technology interaction, although it’s clear 
Facebook, Snap and Pinterest will continue to be a part of the landscape, most likely through strategic 
partnerships. 

Within 10 years, we anticipate a world where Apple (or Google, in partnership with Facebook) 
introduces an iOS Search Ads-like solution where brands can upload their product catalog for 
mapping within an augmented reality environment, allowing consumers to purchase on the  
go as they encounter products in the wild. 
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Whether it’s Siri Shortcuts, Alexa, Cortana or Google Assistant, the future will enable consumers to 
book vacations, hotels and buy a new TV or clothing from their preferred brands without having to do 
more than have a conversation with their device of choice–call it socially inherent commerce. “Hey, 
Siri, can you walk the dog, take out the garbage, buy those black shoes in my shopping list and book 
our hotel in Aruba?” Not yet, but soon enough.
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Contextual Expectations: 
Decoding the Impact of 
Relevant Content
Rebecca Lieb 
Industry Analyst 
Kaleido Insights

Marketers are now challenged, even empowered, to deliver context--that is, content that’s not only 
relevant but hyper-relevant and aligned against a variety of highly accurate and diverse data. This 
includes, but isn’t limited to: location, real-time conditions (e.g., weather), sales and promotions 
(inventory, etc.), product or service performance, customer purchase, transaction and journey history.

Consumers have come to expect contextual communications and experiences, regardless of 
whether they’re in a bricks-and-mortar location 
or using a connected device. B2C and B2B 
brands alike are being held accountable 
for personalization while simultaneously 
being responsible for proving the impact 
of contextual efforts within marketing and 
beyond. By investigating new technologies and 
adopting a test-and-learn approach, companies 
can determine where the benefits and value of 
contextual marketing lie.

Consider this example from Marantz. The company’s Internet of Things (IoT)-enabled speakers are 
named by their owners. Marantz saw so many speakers named “Bathroom” that they made a bet: 
They developed a new line of waterproof speakers and email-marketed them only to the owners 
of speakers named Bathroom. The results? A 5-7% email purchase rate. The new line sold out 
immediately. Now the company is developing a line of rugged speakers, which it will market  
to owners of speakers named “Garage.”

Additionally, Marantz proactively initiates customer service communications when specific criteria 
are met, for example, when the speakers are turned on and off a number of times in a short period. 
An email is sent asking if that consumer needs support or troubleshooting advice. Product, service, 
support and marketing--they’re all there, highly contextual and personal, all in real time.

Marketing Becomes a Service

Brands are just beginning to explore the untapped marketing innovation opportunities catalyzed by 
contextual content. Foremost, messaging and communications break through the noise to create 
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value. Context shifts marketing to a service/utility function. “Push” and interruptive marketing become 
invisible. “Pull” means solving a consumer’s immediate need.

Digital content now infuses and surrounds objects. Content is more contextual, more mobile, more 
omnipresent. Consumer expectations of relevancy and personalization will only rise as 
technology evolves and brands become more adept at meeting demands along the 
journey, regardless of time, place or device.

Context Is the Root of a True Omni-Channel Experience

Contextual content experiences bridge the digital and physical worlds. Sometimes termed “phygital,” 
this term refers to embedded sensors, networked services, mobile and cloud technology. IoT enables 
any “thing” to have a digital as well as a physical lifecycle. Pervading the physical world are devices 
like watches and clothes, in-home appliances, entertainment systems, connected cars, fobs, beacons 
and in-store infrastructure. Tackling the phygital world may require marketers to step outside of their 
department (especially when considering the myriad backend technologies and interoperability 
issues) and connect with other business units, breaking down internal silos in order to create a shared 
agenda and milestones.

Phygital devices enable contextual messaging and campaigns that add numerous additional layers 
of information and data that must be sorted for value and tied to business impact. These campaigns 
create seamless omni-channel experiences comprised of the three Cs: Content, Context and 
Consistency. 

 Content is the driver. It’s the atomic particle of all marketing and the unifying element of how 
brands manifest across all touchpoints, on all channels, media and platforms, online or off.

 Consistency must be maintained in brand outreach, tone, look, feel and voice. 
Communication among expanded touchpoints must be consistent and unified, or it quickly 
becomes cacophony.

 Context is the antidote to endless, noisy, interruptive media proliferation. It springs from the 
data that helps companies to understand customers individually, based on signals that are 
personal, historical, behavioral, time- and location-based, social, cultural, technological and 
more.

“The social platforms have evolved from starting with community,  
then also content, and then advertising, and then commerce. Thus playing effectively as 
a brand both today and well into tomorrow means being able to do ALL of those things, 

with a sense of context, nuance and brand  
authenticity across all channels.”

- Marisa Thalberg, Global Chief Brand Officer, Taco Bell
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The Rewards of Context

Clearly, contextual campaigns are both innovative and impactful. Where’s the accountability?

More targeted, relevant, timely and useful marketing results in greater effectiveness and much clearer 
attribution. These impacts span functions, holding the entire organization accountable for proving 
results. Businesses may see increased loyalty, differentiation from competitors, and better collection 
of customer data that leads to more effective campaigns.

Customer segmentation also increases in accuracy as a result of contextual content. Car dealerships, 
for example, are now targeting consumers based on where they go in the facility using beacons: 
service or the sales floor. Clearly, the messages to each discrete group of consumers should be very 
different.

Even the supply chain and the environment can benefit from more context. The world’s largest 
transnational food company is enthusiastic about smart packaging that will direct its global fleet of 
delivery vans to deliver product, for example, only to freezers in stores that are low on ice cream. 
Not only does this save the company time and money; it removes unnecessary traffic from roads and 
streets.

Recommendations for Contextual Campaigns

Getting to the point of being able to successfully run and manage contextual campaigns is not without 
real challenges to the enterprise. Requirements, just for starters, are a solid content strategy, fluid data 
integration, training multiple teams, an understanding of your customer journey, the right technology 
and partnerships in the ecosystem that can help select the right tools and building processes to 
create contextual content at scale. It’s critical to execute ethically and non-invasively. 

Set a clear strategy and start slowly 
Knowing what you want to achieve as an organization with your contextual campaign will help guide 
the process. Content strategy must be linked to product strategy for many contextual initiatives and 
must also address design and user experience to higher degrees than in other marketing scenarios.

 
When starting out, follow a few key guidelines:

• Have a Vision: How will you innovate while reaching heightened standards of accountability 
to customers, employees and the ecosystem at large? Think creatively, beyond technology, to 
the Big Idea and keep all stakeholders in mind.

• Start Slowly: Pilot simple initiatives first, learn, then go larger while simultaneously developing 
processes, people and teams. Consider ripple effects, such as potentially overwhelming a 
logistics provider in terms of shipping.

Leverage your data thoughtfully 

Understand and incorporate data into campaigns by first considering the desired data outputs: 
What data are required to close an offer loop, making it so relevant and targeted that the deal is 
clinched? How do you recognize high-value customers? How will you make the leap from knowing 
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who a customer is to knowing where that individual is and, perhaps most importantly, why? As you 
implement your data strategy, make sure to: 

• Regularly Evaluate KPIs: Marketers are responsible for selecting achievable, measurable 
goals at the outset and building those learnings going forward. Creating unique offers and 
communications in different channels can aid in the tracking process.

• Share Data: Insights, trends and intelligence gleaned from contextual campaigns can have 
value that far exceeds marketing’s reach. Pilot multiple projects in varying functions, sharing 
relevant data among product development, supply chain, customer service and more.

• Triangulate Multiple Data Sources: Crunch internal data, such as CRM and past interaction 
history, with external sources such as Experian, Equifax and Transunion, as well as social 
media, to build stories of the people who actually interact with products. Outside partners 
can help decipher the right data to collect and analyze for greatest impact if your company 
doesn’t have the skill sets internally.

Adapt Within Your Organization

 • Teams: For pilot projects, initiatives can often start with one line of business then spread 
through the organization. Education, knowledge sharing, agility and empowerment are 
essential to spark thought and experimentation.

• Anticipate and Script Responses: The real-time nature of contextual campaigns requires 
outbound and inbound scenario mapping then scripting content to address numerous 
potential situations and reactions.

• Permission and Opt-In: Permission is a critical component of the brand/consumer dialogue 
surrounding accountability, as is an opt-out mechanism, especially for brands leveraging data 
across domains (e.g., in-home, -car, -store).

• Ecosystem of Internal & External Partners: Consider new partnerships, internally and 
externally, including technology vendors. Contextual campaigns touch areas beyond 
marketing, and the data inputs and outputs can be of value for a broad variety of 
stakeholders. This value should be used as a justification of spend.

The result of highly contextual content and campaigns is far-reaching value for brands, as well as for 
their customers and prospects. Benefits include greater ROI, rich customer experiences and better, 
more attributable data. And the benefits go far beyond marketing, supporting customer service, 
supply chain distribution, CRM, product development, innovation, operations and even finance. 
Marketing is about to become highly contextual, and therefore much more meaningful, for consumers 
and organizations alike. The time to commit to context is now.
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The Accessible, 
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Marcia Newbert 
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Edelman Digital

Daniel Webber 
General Manager, D.C. Corporate Affairs 
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Some executives have been making an impact on social media for the better part of the past decade. 
In 2012, Richard Branson was one of the first LinkedIn Influencers, former GE CEO Jeff Immelt sent 
his first tweet that same year, and AirAsia Group CEO Tony Fernandes used Twitter to share live 
updates after Flight 8501 went missing in 2014. While these are a few examples of C-suite executives 
or founder CEOs who have long engaged their employees and customers via social channels, 
we’re reaching a critical juncture where expectations for accessibility and transparency 
have increased for all business leaders–not just those who are more comfortable in the 
spotlight. 

This is partially because, in the war for talent, employees 
want to work for approachable leaders. As early as 2012, 
a BRANDFog15 survey found that 78% of people prefer to 
work for a company whose leadership is active on social 
media, while past Edelman research16 points to the payoff 
of doing so, with 75% of top-rated CEOs on Glassdoor using 
social channels. Consumers are also increasingly looking 
to brands–and their executives–to lead where government 
has failed. The 2018 Edelman Trust Barometer17  

found that business is more trusted than government and that 64% of people believe 
CEOs should take the lead on change rather than waiting for government to impose it. 
Further, 56% have no respect for CEOs who remain silent on important issues.

These expectations for businesses to lead are not only tied to a company’s reputation, but also to  
its bottom line. The 2018 Edelman Earned Brand18 study found the majority of consumers–
regardless of market, age bracket or income level–are now belief-driven buyers. More than 
half (54%) believe it’s easier to get brands to address social problems than to get government to take 
action, and nearly two in three will now choose or boycott a brand based on its stance on societal 
issues.

Against this landscape, there’s mounting pressure for CEOs to lend their voices to social issues.  
Gone are the days when stakeholders only expected to hear from chief executives on quarterly 
earnings calls or at employee all-hands meetings. 
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At the same time, digital communications have both shifted how executives communicate with their 
stakeholders and increased the pace with which executives are expected to share their perspectives. 
Executives’ social posts are now seen as a proxy for an official statement and quoted in media as 
such. 

As we enter this period of increased Brand Democracy19, where consumers turn to brands as their 
champions, the number of active executives on social media will continue to rise. But perhaps more 
importantly, the content executives share in 2019 will have even more measurable business 
implications. Social media can no longer be merely 
a fun passion project for top executives; it’s something 
executives will be accountable for--particularly for those 
executives at publicly traded companies. Their social 
media use must be treated with the same rigor and 
weight as more traditional communications channels–
with the proper checks and balances in place to ensure 
individuals aren’t getting out ahead of the company 
or sharing market-moving information. Companies 
have traditionally had mechanisms in place for drafting CEO quotes for official press releases or 
media inquiries, vetting executives’ public appearances and drafting their speeches. Social media 
cannot be treated any differently; companies must learn how to balance executive authenticity and 
responsiveness with mechanisms that help safeguard company reputation and minimize security risks.  

This year, we saw executive social media use make headlines--for both good and bad reasons. 
Numerous executives used social media to lend their voices to societal issues like immigration, family 
separation at the border, DACA and gun control. Those who did so responsibly aligned with their 
government relations and communications teams before speaking out. On the other hand, we saw 
examples such as Deciem CEO Brandon Truaxe’s erratic management of the company’s Instagram20 

account contribute to his ousting. We also saw what was likely history’s most expensive tweet when 
Elon Musk claimed he had secured enough funding to take Tesla private at $420 a share. His tweet 
sent shares rising21, confused investors and attracted attention from the Securities and Exchange 
Commission, which later fined him $20 million for sharing misinformation. They also fined Tesla 
$20 million for not having the necessary controls and procedures in place to oversee Musk’s public 
communications. 

There is no longer a dividing line between a CEO’s personal and official social media 
use. When you become the face of your company and its top ambassador, your social media 
posts become both an opportunity to humanize the brand and a potential liability for the broader 
organization—the impact, positive or negative, can be significant. The payoff for a company that  
has a truly social CEO can be great, but it can also be a risk for an organization, including being  
held financially accountable for their executive’s personal missteps online.

Effective executive social media programs require new levels of coordination and integration  
of resources across an organization. Most often, this means bringing together the corporate  
and executive communications functions within digital marketing and customer service teams.  
At some companies, legal, government relations, employee communications and investor relations 
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are also represented in a CEO social working group. And because most CEOs communicate in 
data and performance numbers, successful CEO social programs must also expand beyond 
standard communications KPIs like impressions to deeper tracking of analytics and data 
points that speak to business impact. 

The executives and their teams who are doing this well are using their personal social accounts for 
talent acquisition, business development and customer retention. Zillow CEO Spencer Rascoff has 
said that the vast majority of people he hires interact with him online before applying22. T-Mobile CEO 
John Legere uses social media to hear directly from customers and promote upcoming perks and 
giveaways in his weekly #SlowCookerSunday Facebook Live. Our team worked with PayPal to create 
a Facebook Watch show and podcast for CEO Dan Schulman to increase awareness of PayPal’s 
commitment to values-driven leadership.  

Those on the cutting edge are not authoring your standard tweet or LinkedIn article; they’re 
creating authentic, real-time ephemeral content or investing in serialized content. CEOs are bringing 
audiences behind the scenes at industry events and office visits using Instagram or Facebook stories.  
They’re creating podcasts, Facebook Watch Shows, IGTV or YouTube series. They’re inviting 
transparency through Ask Me Anythings on new platforms–not just on Reddit, but via Instagram 
Question Stickers and LinkedIn videos. 

We tend to see the online success of one executive 
at a company generate interest from other C-suite 
leaders and subject matter experts. In fact, we’re 
seeing more regional and business unit leaders 
join social media, as well as an influx of CHROs 
and CFOs. Introducing more company executives 
on social channels requires greater editorial 
and channel planning to ensure the executives 
aren’t cannibalizing each other’s news but rather 
communicating in authentic ways based on their 
personal expertise. We work with clients to determine how to best coordinate across executive teams 
and balance these new levels of access to their principals. 

Having socially accessible CEOs and senior executives is not only a growing expectation of 
employees and customers, but of boards as well. Responsible social media use will become 
a key metric by which CEO candidates are evaluated moving forward, as executives’ 
digital footprints are not only an extension of their CVs, but a summary of their thought leadership 
perspectives and stances on social issues. By that same token, those communications and marketing 
professionals who support executives or public figures online will also be judged by the strategy and 
responsible management of those channels.

Building and managing executive social channels is now a critical business function that all companies 
must embrace. These programs are no longer just about personal branding or celebrity; they have 
tangible business implications and are critical to real-time reputation management, increasing 
authenticity, building credibility and engaging both customers and employees. In other words, 
creating business impact.
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It is undeniable that influencers have a huge impact on how brands connect with consumers—but how 
do we know what is authentic and what is not, and how do we track real ROI? With all its momentum 
in the past few years, accountability will now be at the forefront of influencer marketing initiatives.  
As platforms continue to evolve and the influencer marketing industry matures, it is 
essential for marketers to conduct due diligence and combat against inauthenticity in 
partnerships, follower counts and engagement metrics. Brands must partner only with key 
influencers who are already having the right conversation with their audiences and can authentically 
champion their voice in the marketplace. The most successful campaigns will be integrated 
partnerships that combine key influencer voices, compelling custom content targeting specific brand 
objectives, and will be amplified across owned, earned and paid to drive long lasting results.

There is no one-size-fits-all for the perfect influencer campaign. The focus has swung from top-tier 
influencers with over 1 million followers, to micro-influencers with high engagement but low reach,  
and everywhere in between, so how do you know where to start? The most important pieces  
to determine first are the key messages, target audience and desired KPIs. Establishing your goals 
and footing to the corresponding metrics (see graphic below) will align your strategy and ensure  
you leverage the right platform, influencer partner and CTA to deliver the most impactful campaign.

Analyzing an Influencer’s Community: Ensuring Audience Health and Identifying Fake Followers

The blessing and the curse of digital 
media has always been the metrics, 
and the fixation on influencer follower 
numbers has given rise to many 
influencers purchasing fake followers 
to help boost their organic following, 
as well as increase the interest and 
dollars they can command from brand 
partnerships. Engagements, such 
as likes and comments, can also be 
purchased.

ROI DRIVEN

ROI DRIVEN

Awareness Lift in Brand Awareness • Impressions
Oganic | Owned | Earned | Paid

Lift in Brand Affinity • Engagements
Likes | Comments | Shares | Sentiment

Conversions
Clicks | Referrals | Purchase | Download | Foot Traffic

Long Term Customer
Repeat Purchases | Lifetime Value

Brand Affinity

Action

Loyalty

KPI’s to Measure
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Follower counts, reach projections and engagement rates are essential influencer marketing metrics, 
and as brands continue to allocate more budget toward influencers, they must also analyze the health 
of each influencer’s reach to ensure real reach and ROI.

Brands must determine the overarching purpose of their influencer partnership in advance: Is 
the brand partnering with influencers for their reach and engagements? For their ability to create 
engaging custom content in a cost-effective way? Or both? It will depend on the campaign. When 
partnering with an influencer for their reach and audience engagement, it is extremely important 
to ensure the health of their audience. When partnering with influencers for their creative content 
production (and amplifying across owned and paid media), the focus can be on their production 
capabilities and voice.

Analyzing an influencer’s community allows 
brands to identify who is having a real 
conversation with an engaged, targeted 
audience.

There are measures that can be taken to analyze 
engagement and follower health. We integrate 
a health analysis into our vetting processes by 
leveraging proprietary technology platforms that 
flag suspicious followers and identify bot clusters 
that may artificially boost the metrics of specific 
influencers. This extra layer of in-depth analysis helps our team approximate the percentage of 
fake accounts that are trying to inflate follower numbers or engagement rates and ensure we are 
recommending the best influencer partners.

Flags to identify potential fake followers and engagements 

• Follower Spikes – Examine the history of audience growth to ensure that sudden spikes  
in follower growth were organic.

 • Audience Geography – The language and content of the influencer’s posts should align  
with the geography of their followings. If you see a large following from a country that  
speaks another language, that should raise suspicion.

• Engagement – If audience engagement is consistently extremely low ( < 1%), this is a red 
flag not only for potential fake followers; it also confirms that posts on their channels will not 
deliver on engagements. In turn, any influencer with extremely high engagement ( > 10%) can 
also be a red flag, as they may have purchased engagements.

• Comment Quality – Vet comments from followers to ensure they are on topic and relevant 
to the posts. Watch out for general statements like, “This is so cool,” as generally broad 
language can be a sign of commenting bots.

• Audience Time on Platform – View the length of time an influencer’s followers have been  
on the platform. If there’s a large number of followers new to the platform, that’s a red flag.
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The Importance of an Integrated Approach

While evaluating authenticity and driving 
accountability are essential to successful campaigns, 
it’s also essential that influencer marketing not 
live in a silo. With the numerous algorithm 
changes over the past few years, it is more 
important than ever for brands to ensure 
they are maximizing the exposure of their 
influencer-created assets and, in turn, maximizing 
their ROI on influencer campaigns. We don’t 
simply rely on organic influencer posts across social media to drive effective messaging, as most 
platforms’ algorithm changes have evolved to a pay-to-play model. Therefore, our teams create 
custom campaigns with integrated owned, earned and paid media strategies to amplify and optimize 
influencer content across influencer and brand channels for the highest impact.

For example, our team orchestrated a comprehensive influencer strategy through a fully integrated 
campaign with Adobe & Coca-Cola, “CokeXAdobeXYou”--promoting Adobe Creative Cloud. We 
partnered with digital creative influencers from 11 different countries to seed out a project using 
Adobe tools to create custom assets inspired by the Olympics and Coca-Cola. The campaign 
showcased the influencers’ creative process and we maximized impact by promoting both the 
brand and influencer content across all forms of digital and earned media. The campaign resulted 
in 700+ Paid Creative Cloud Memberships, 3,000 trial downloads, over 23 secured press articles 
and 1.8 million total engagements. The key to this campaign’s success was the holistic approach, 
which extended beyond a simple organic posting play, created actionable results that substantially 
increased Adobe subscriptions and drove trial sign ups.

Influencer marketing throughout 2019 will center around working with authentic brand ambassadors 
who are open to collaboration on a more integrated basis. Influencer created assets will be amplified 
across owned, earned and paid media to drive long-lasting results. Authenticity and accountability are 
top of mind when we develop strategies for our clients. We make sure to work through the extra step 
of vetting influencers’ audiences before engaging in a long-term partnership to ensure brands’ key 
messages are being received and campaigns are delivering both meaningful and measurable impact.
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The ancient Greek philosopher Heraclitus is perhaps most famous for saying, “The only constant is 
change.”  

While Heraclitus was not a digital marketer, he sure spoke like one.  

When paid search began almost 18 years ago, marketers had to do everything manually to achieve a 
set ROI. They had to handwrite hundreds of ad copy variation that drove relevant consumers to the 
site, and they had to manage thousands of keyword-level bids to minimize the cost of every click and 
conversion. 

In recent years, Google has invested heavily in 
machine learning, and automated capabilities 
began assisting (or in some cases, replacing) 
some of paid search’s most labor-intensive 
activities that influence ROI. For example, 
Google’s Target Cost-Per-Action (CPA) capability 
uses advanced machine learning to automatically 
tailor a paid search bid to every unique search. 
This process maximizes conversions against 
a marketer-designated CPA. With over 40 queries per second within Google alone, it would be 
impossible for a marketer to manually achieve a similar bid frequency. 

Fast forward to last July’s Google Marketing Live 2018 keynote, where the company introduced a 
number of new advertising capabilities and opportunities. Machine learning was baked into every 
major announcement.  

Google’s new Smart Campaigns arguably leverages machine learning the most. When implementing 
a Smart Campaign, the marketer provides one ad, a description of the product or service they want 
to promote, a budget and their key performance indicator (such as ROI) related to their business 
objective. Google then takes that information and automatically displays ads to searchers the system 
believes will serve the marketer’s objective (e.g., a purchase, store visit or phone call). With today’s 
technologies, the marketer is live within paid search in minutes, without having to implement an 
account structure, keywords or settings. 

Even with these benefits, machine learning is reshaping, not replacing, the role of the paid 
search marketer. Paid search marketers wear lots of hats. They must be great media managers 

Intelligence With Impact: 
Marketing and Machines in an 
Artificially Intelligent World
Kenneth Hamner 
Vice President, Search Engine Marketing 
Edelman Digital
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to allocate assets appropriately, creatives to write text ads that resonate with searchers, and data 
scientists to interpret what performance numbers mean. The role of a paid search marketer  
is constantly changing, and it needs to further evolve to improve performance. 

In response to the evolving search landscape, we look at three specific attributes of a paid search 
marketer to maximize performance in a world influenced by machine learning: 

Strategic Mindset 

Paid search marketers should no longer think of themselves as “doers.” Instead, as machine 
learning moves to replace common tasks, paid search marketers should think of 
themselves as strategists first and foremost. 

With our paid search team, we’ve focused our saved bandwidth from “doer” tasks to develop 
proprietary partnerships and actions that allow us to be more strategic while improving our client’s 
performance. We fill gaps that publisher-provided machine learning tools do not take into account. 
For example, the engine platforms do not natively adjust bids based on external factors like weather 
or when television commercials are airing. If an event occurs in the real world that the publisher 
platforms cannot recognize, we have the ability to automatically adjust our positions within an 
engine’s search result page to take advantage of consumer behaviors temporarily influenced  
by an external factor. 

We applied this for one of our clients, a Florida government agency charged with the marketing, 
research and regulation of the Florida citrus industry, with exciting results. We aggressively served 
Florida orange juice ads to geographic areas that were about to have a flu outbreak. This ability to 
adapt to real-world changes had tangible results: Our program generated $300 million in incremental 
revenue and 1,400 new jobs for the state of Florida.  

Automation has also afforded us the opportunity to test new publisher tools. For example, we 
took advantage of Google’s new Responsive Search Ads as those capabilities became available. 
Responsive Search Ads add more characters to ads and take up more real estate on the page.  
They also dynamically test 15 different headlines and four different description lines. Testing has 
shown this ad unit can improve click-through rates up to 15%, which helps ROI by driving more 
relevant traffic to the site with improved Quality Scores and lower costs. 

Understanding the Realities 

Automation is extremely valuable, but it isn’t a silver bullet. A paid search marketer needs to be 
skeptical of what machine learning can accomplish. Machine learning has not reached a point 
where it can understand why something happened, and this can create undesired results. 
While it may identify incredible performance on a certain day for a marketer promoting a tax service, 
machine learning will not recognize that day as April 15th, the last day for procrastinators to file taxes. 
As a result, the algorithms it generates may incorrectly maintain elevated spending levels when 
conversion behavior is less favorable on April 16th. 

Understanding these limitations, our team does not place blind faith in the systems. We monitor 
intraday performance and settings daily to ensure the algorithms are not taking inappropriate 



42D I G I TA LE D E LMAN

actions that could negatively impact ROI. We test and learn new capabilities before rolling them out 
extensively. If we identify something that isn’t doing what it’s supposed to be doing, we put in place 
manual overrides to course-correct an action, to teach the system the appropriate action. 

A great example of this is Google’s loosening of what constitutes certain Match Types. Match Types 
tell the engines how far a marketer is willing to distribute their ads across search queries. A marketer 
who uses Broad Match on a keyword is telling the system to allow their ads to display against the 
keyword phrase, similar phrases, singular or plural forms, misspellings, synonyms, stemmings (such 
as “run” and “running”) and other relevant variations. 
However, a marketer may determine Broad Match’s reach 
is too broad, as ads could match queries that do not serve 
their ROI, and these marketers can use more restrictive 
match types, such as Exact Match. 

When Google introduced Exact Match in the early 2000s, 
it meant the keyword would only place an ad exactly 
against the searcher’s query. A keyword (e.g., men’s 
pants) would only serve an ad against that identical query. However, Google’s definition of “exact” 
has morphed over time. In 2014, Google allowed close plural and misspelling variants to trigger ads 
from Exact Match terms, and in 2017, Google allowed different word order and function words to 
trigger ads. This year, Google announced another change to close variants. Exact Match keywords 
can now match to queries that share the same meaning as the keyword, including implied words and 
paraphrases as determined through Google’s machine learning capabilities.  

As these changes evolve over time across keywords, we have maintained an appropriate skepticism 
that the system is not going to be right 100% of the time. Search Query Reports have been analyzed 
to determine how well Google is matching Exact Match ads to queries, and we have improved Exact 
Match ROIs by implementing new negative terms that improve query targeting. 

Programming Skills 

A paid marketer needs to understand programming. Machine learning will become further ingrained 
into paid search, and having a firm understanding of how these algorithms work will be crucial for 
managing them in a way that maximizes revenue per dollar. 

Programming can be used to make a paid search marketer stand out, bring unique value, 
and improve ROI in a world where most ads will be managed by the same algorithms. We 
have developed proprietary scripts that can improve our targeting in real time, which today’s machine 
learning capabilities don’t offer natively. We can automatically adjust bids based on how a granular 
geographic area performs. We can also apply negative keywords to individual ad groups or entire 
accounts to restrict our appearance on poor-ROI queries.  

Using methods like these allowed one of our retail clients to see a 28.2% week over week 
improvement in ROI while concurrently using machine learning to assist with bids. 

While machine learning will no doubt continue to expand its capabilities and grow more sophisticated, 
these capabilities are only one component of our marketing process. It does not replace human 
thought and instinct. We believe that the consumer should be at the heart of everything that we do 
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within paid search. When a query is made, the searcher is looking for a want or need to be fulfilled.  
It’s our job to make sure we offer the right solution, and while machines will help, there will be 
limitations that prevent maximizing performance. 

Or, to put it another way: “Much learning does not teach understanding.” – Heraclitus
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An Ascendant Techlash: 
The Rise of AI Ethics in 2019
Jessica Groopman 
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The digital revolution to date has been widely viewed as humanity’s latest leap forward--not only in 
democratizing access to information (for both consumers and brands), but by enhancing convenience 
and safety and accelerating growth through efficiencies, cost savings and the marketplace of ideas. 
But as automation grows evermore ubiquitous and unintended consequences emerge, a technology 
backlash is ascendant. We’re just now awakening to the scale, scope and ethical implications of what 
we’ve created.

2018 Marked a “Digital Tipping Point” As Multiple Trends Collided 

A pivotal year for the tech sector

The luster of Silicon Valley is wearing thin with 
revelations of fake news, societal manipulation, 
threats to public health, elections, security and 
beyond. We’ve witnessed a growing tide of alarming 
events, research and abuses sparking international 
discourse and corporate concerns. What are the 
political, social, environmental and health impacts of 
ubiquitous data and technology?

Personal data breaches of high-profile social networks were only the beginning. This year, the EU 
implemented the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR)23, a sweeping legislation 
that affects every company that processes EU citizen data, putting data protection 
practices (and sanctions) at the forefront of business agendas across the globe. 

We also saw unprecedented fallout24 and employee backlash25 within tech and software giants, 
challenging many companies’ support of AI applications for military, law enforcement and surveillance. 
And that’s not to mention the movements surfacing around mental health and digital “detox.” In July, 
France banned smartphones in schools, the World Health Organization officially classified “gaming 
addiction” as a mental disorder, and enabling digital Time Well Spent became strategic priority for 
Google, Apple and Facebook.
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The existing cultural trust erosion slid deeper and wider

For years, Edelman’s Trust Barometer has measured global trust in government, business, media and 
NGO institutions. In 2018, there was a record-breaking fall in trust, particularly in the United States, 
which saw a 37-point aggregate drop in trust across all four institutions26. Even more staggering,  
the plummet occurred against the backdrop of relative economic stability and low unemployment. 
Trust in search and social media platforms––leading adopters of AI––fell as well, and some 70%  
of people surveyed globally worry about “fake news” and false information being used as a weapon. 
And as we learned in the chapter The Accessible, Accountable Executive: Evolving Expectations for 
the C-Suite, respect is deteriorating for CEOs who remain silent on these pressing issues.

Colossal data and the rise of AI accelerates innovation

While trust is eroding, data is exploding. As technologists have been saying for the last five years,  
it continues to be true that we have created more data over the previous two years than in all of 
human history combined. Falling costs of computers and rising access to devices and networked 
services are causing the digital universe to double in size every 12 months. By 2020, it is expected 
to reach some 44 zetabytes27–that would be more bytes in the digital universe than stars 
in the sky.

This astronomical growth of data has a direct relationship with the emergence of AI for two primary 
reasons. First, today’s machine learning models are data-hungry, requiring massive amounts of 
training data and statistically significant sample sizes of ontologies and scenarios to achieve 
performance viable for commercial environments. Second, businesses believe AI can accelerate  
multi-function programs and related ROI. The sheer volume, variety and velocity of data generated 
every day renders learning (from that data) a principal business objective in order to justify 
investment. Some 80% of businesses will invest in AI in the next 12 months, according to a recent 
study by Teradata28 which also found that product and CX innovation are the top two areas of AI 
investment.

The global AI “arms race”

In the last year alone, the European commission announced more than a billion and a half euro 
investment in AI29, never mind tens of billions in private investment across multiple EU countries. 
This pales compared to China’s $150B AI investment strategy30 in research spending and military 
applications. In the United States, the government has yet to publish a formal AI strategy, but private 
investment is booming to the tune of hundreds of billions. Strategies and investments are a key 
metric to watch when it comes to AI. They factor into geopolitical calculations, private-public sector 
partnerships, military and economic alliances, and speed of developing some of the most powerful 
tools the world has ever known.

In 2019, the Role of Brands Shifts from Reactive to Responsible 

To date, enterprise preparation for AI has centered almost exclusively on data prep and data science 
talent. But enterprises that fail to ready the broader organization–chiefly, people, processes and 
principles–don’t just stunt their capacity for good AI. They risk sunk investment, jeopardize employee 
trust and face brand retaliation–or worse.
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The very notion of AI (understanding and reproducing human cognition) forces us to hold a mirror up 
and re-evaluate the biases and assumptions embedded in the data we use to train AI models. It forces 
us to consider implications of new digital interfaces like voice and facial recognition and reconsider 
structures for accountability when we can’t solicit explanations from machines. It forces the arbiters  
of AI, enterprises in particular, to ask an untold number of societal questions they have yet to confront.

2019 marks the year a new business competency is born: a formal approach to digital ethics.

Digital Ethics–Decisions of Tech Application, Governance and Risk

Ethics are the moral standards you rely on when you make a decision;
Digital ethics involve decisions of tech application, governance, and risk

MULTI-DISCIPLINARY COLLABORATION

APPLICATION

BIAS

TECH AUTONOMY

DESIGN

AGENCY & CONSENT

HUMAN ENHANCEMENT

PRECAUTIONARY PRINCIPLE

ACCOUNTABILITY & CONTROL

LAW & POLICY

LABOR & SKILLS

DIGITAL RIGHTS

IDENTITY

DIGITAL PERMANENCE

SECURITY

HEALTH & SAFETY

PRIVACY

ENVIRONMENTAL RESOURCES

INEQUALITY

EXISTENTIAL RISK

GOVERNANCE RISK

 

 
Purpose and Principles Come Face to Face With Product and Profits

For years, brands have been leaning into more responsible practices and purpose-driven campaigns, 
particularly as consumer preferences prioritize sustainable products and services. But this emerging 
brand charter is bigger than marketing or CSR programs.

“Business is now a platform for change,” declared Salesforce CEO Marc Benioff, as he called for 
Inclusive Capitalism31 at this year’s Dreamforce event. Apple’s Tim Cook recently appealed for 
regulation of the “data industrial complex32” as “our own information...is being weaponized against 
us with military efficiency.” Patagonia sued the Trump administration over environmental protection. 
Microsoft will require its suppliers to offer paid parental leave33 beyond the required statutory 
minimum. These initiatives may be divisive, even costly, but they demonstrate brands’ commitments  
to their values. 

As AI infuses business, brands must develop a new ethics function with the objective  
of shifting from mere risk avoidance to forward-thinking planning and counter-efforts 
across key areas (e.g., design, data protection, guidelines and processes and training). Risk 
avoidance includes increasing accessibility and transparency of senior business leaders as well 
(namely on social media), as people increasingly hold them accountable for sound ethical principles.

Some are hiring C-suite Ethics Officers34, others are joining industry coalitions (such as The 
Partnership on AI), hiring advisory boards or developing interdepartmental working groups.  
It’s essential to develop core roles and organizational structures for identifying risks  
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and legal issues, guiding critical discussions, supporting process development,  
analyzing scenarios across emerging technologies and instituting programs that  
combat inauthenticity and scale innovation with positive impact.

Key Questions Brands Must Ask: 

• What’s at stake? Analyze scenarios across AI-enabled emerging technologies; identify risks 
and legal issues align with values, product and partner strategies.

• What would be the result? Think through ethical issues and implications of products/services, 
including conflicts between professed values and underlying business model.

• How can we support responsible stewardship? Develop ethical guidelines for companies, 
even a code of ethics, structures for ecosystem collaboration, adoption of standards and 
governance.

• How can we support day-to-day decision-making and accountability? Institute programs 
such as training courses; design thinking groups and scenario or social systems analyses or 
audits; assess tools and resources for ongoing management.

• What skills are we missing? Expand ethical awareness by diversifying teams. In medicine, for 
example, ethics teams don’t only include doctors and lawyers, but educators, philosophers, 
designers, psychologists, specialized agencies, sociologists and artists. 

Now more than ever, brands have a unique role and opportunity not just in extending AI’s practical 
and commercial applications, but in cultivating the responsible and ethical use of it. Remember: Your 
brand’s actions today shape your customers’ expectations tomorrow.
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About Edelman Digital

Edelman Digital is the digital advisory and integrated marketing arm of the world’s largest 
communications marketing firm. Our global staff, in over 65 offices worldwide, is built to manage the 
complexity of modern marketing and online reputation, using a data-driven social-first storytelling 
approach designed to deliver real-time business results. We believe in exploring future-forward 
technology to advance the stories we tell. The output of our work delivers experiences that transform 
culture, reputation and relationships to inspire real-world action between brands and consumers.

About Kaleido Insights

Kaleido Insights is a boutique research and advisory firm that focuses on transforming the 
“kaleidoscope” of technological disruption into clear, actionable strategies for innovation. Our four 
founding partners are analysts with deep expertise, guiding our clients to envision clear impacts 
on their future business models; customer experience design; marketing; content strategy; and 
automation roadmaps. By constantly keeping pulse on how humans, businesses, and ecosystems are 
impacted by technological change, we help organizations find sanity and strategy in chaos. Kaleido 
Insights’ advisory relationships, speeches, webinars, and workshops are grounded in research rigor 
and impact analysis. We also utilize quantitative survey panels, forecast development, investment 
analysis, ethnography, qualitative research interviews, and secondary research approaches.
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