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Most retailers see the need to deliver personalized marketing; more 
than nine in ten consider it a top strategic priority. What they may not 
see is the path forward. Only about 15% have adopted the new tools and 
ways of working required to deliver personalization at scale. Fewer than 
half have even begun personalization initiatives.1 

For many, the journey seems long and costly and the benefits seem uncertain. But 

personalization initiatives can start delivering measurable value in months, not years, including 

10-20% more efficient marketing, 10-30% revenue uplift, and significantly higher customer 

acquisition rates and engagement. 

Relatively simple organizational changes can yield swift and startling improvements in agility 

– a key to keeping pace with fast-moving competitors and demanding consumers. Marketing 

teams can demonstrate the value of personalization quickly by taking one small step at a time, 

such as testing a range of tailored messages to raise open rates. As they learn what works 

for specific target audiences, teams can raise reading and click-through rates and eventually 

sales and profits. 

Companies making the most progress in personalization aren’t waiting for additional data, 

better software or hardware, or new cadres of data scientists. They’re personalizing their 

marketing now by making steady advances in five areas: “democratizing” data; learning to 

recognize and act on triggers; getting buy-in from manufacturers and other partners; thinking 

in terms of discrete consumer journeys; breaking down organizational walls in campaign 

design and execution; and scaling what works.  

Get more value from the customer data in hand
Most big retailers, from grocers and clothiers to telcos and banks, have mountains of data on 

their consumers, but decision-makers can’t always find it fast enough in easy-to-use formats. 

By “democratizing” the data they already have, companies help their marketing teams gain 

clearer, up-to-date, 360-degree views of customers – what they’ve already bought, what they 

want to buy next, their preferred engagement channels, what time of day or day of the week 

they’re most likely to open an email, visit the website, make a purchase, and so on. 

Marketing
effectiveness

How do they engage?

Desires
What do they want?

Transactions
What do they buy?

1 “Retail Gets Personal: Accelerating the Journey to Personalization”, April 2017

https://www.periscope-solutions.com/download.aspx?fileID=2901
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Some companies are significantly raising sales using simple triggers that don’t require PhDs 

in data science  or advanced analytics. For example, a customer’s purchase history might 

reveal when s/he will be ready to buy the same product again. As that trigger approaches, the 

retailer’s automated system could send his/her a coupon.  

The most effective teams are taking the next step: driving continuous improvement by feeding 

the results of their personalization efforts into the next generation or iteration of the modeling 

and the campaigning process. 

As they demonstrate the value of personalization, marketing teams can begin to harness 

additional data, such as from call centers, geolocation, search histories, public records, and 

social media. Some companies are incorporating weather, competitors’ moves, and other 

external data. Advances in artificial intelligence will allow them to calculate the propensity to 

buy more accurately based on a much wider universe of data, but most companies can make 

advances now using in-house data and tools.

Learn to recognize and act on triggers
Data on consumers’ behavior can reveal not just what they’ve done but what they’re ready 

to do next. Some will visit a retailer’s website and research a product that’s out of stock, for 

example. Grabbing the low-hanging fruit – notifying those customers when that product is 

back on the shelves – can produce an uptick in sales. The most effective retailers recognize 

more of these “triggers” and respond in the right ways to each one. What makes it work at 

scale is the engine or brain of the system that tests and improves responses to triggers.  

We’ve found that timing is enormously important, for example. For many companies, getting 

the message out within 24 hours is crucial, since many people will already have made their 

purchases elsewhere by then. Traditional marketing simply can’t move that fast. 

Leading retailers today are basing 20 to 45% of their campaigns on triggers, and they’re 

finding that 5 to 10% of a trigger campaign might represent 20 to 30% of the value of their 

email programming.

To identify triggers specific to a consumer base, we often start with simple questions, such as, 

“What key behaviors does a shopper display in their journey from their first transaction with 

you to becoming one of your most valuable consumers?” 

As the company tests the impact of each campaign, it can rank approaches based on how 

well they work and the resources they require. Sending tailored text messages or push 

notifications is far simpler and less expensive than printing and sending different circulars, 

for example. As the company builds this library of tools, marketing becomes more and more 

efficient and effective. 
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Understand and intervene in customer “micro-journeys”
The overall customer journey describes the relationship with the company. “Micro-journeys” 

– decisions to purchase an individual product – vary widely by shopper and may change 

for each shopper over time. Understanding these unique journeys to the cash register is a 

key to developing effective personalized marketing. For example, some shoppers will visit a 

store because the retailer has alerted them that the price has dropped on a product they’ve 

researched online, or that it’s back in stock. Others can be reached in the store with a geo-

tagged text offer and inspired to make an impulse purchase. Some are too busy to visit a store 

in person but will make purchases online and respond to re-targeting campaigns.  
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Retailers who understand these micro-journeys to personalize marketing initiatives can 

achieve a lot more. Some increase basket sizes, while others maximize the value of their 

overstocks by offering modest discounts to the customers who are waiting for lower prices 

on certain items. Another approach is to delay or avoid blanket discounting by targeting the 

customers most likely to buy end-of-life and slow-moving products. To avoid stock-outs that 

might drive customers to competitors, some retailers pull back on marketing scarce items. 

Understanding the micro-journeys that matter to each segment is crucial for knowing how and 

when to communicate the most powerful offers in response to each trigger. Customers who 

tried to buy a product that was out of stock may make purchases promptly after being notified 

that it is back in stores. Shoppers who typically buy fish on Fridays may appreciate seafood 

recipe ideas on Thursday evening.    
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Knock down functional walls
Developing and launching a traditional marketing campaign can take four to six weeks. In 

many large retailers, functions and departments operate as mini-fiefdoms, gathering their own 

data and engaging consumers exclusively within their own channels. 

The future is faster. Agile marketing teams can create multi-channel campaigns in three to five 

days by bringing people from across functions – marketing, merchandising, digital, analytics, 

finance, legal, and creative – into one room. This dramatically reduces the delays associated 

with hand-offs, especially in large, far-flung organizations. The representatives from each 

function gain a clearer understanding of the others’ needs, perspectives, and limitations. Data 

scientists see marketing challenges more clearly, for example, and marketing managers grasp 

the implications of data more thoroughly.

By working every day toward their common goals, some cross-functional teams are fielding 

and testing 20 to 30 campaigns per month, up from the two to five campaigns they used  

to manage.  

Business
Line

IT

Legal

Risk

Front-End
Developer

UX
Designer

Copywriter

Prog.
Display

Specialist

Email
Specialist

Paid
Search

Specialist

Data and
Analytics

Expert

Lead/
Scrum
Master Agile Marketing

Team (full-time)
Extended

business team
(part-time)

Most retailers focus on technology during the transition but, in our experience, transforming 

the marketing organization’s processes, practices, and mindsets represents a bigger 

challenge. Breaking down silos can be difficult, especially in mature organizations, but the 

payoffs in speed, creativity, and impact quickly become apparent. 

Scale what works
Once the marketing team has identified the offers that generate the best returns – including 

messaging, graphics, timing, price, and channel – the retailer can automate more elements 

of campaigns to execute at scale and continue to generate data that can inform subsequent 

efforts. Done well, automation allows the retailer to dramatically increase versioning, 

connect with additional channels, and analyze the avalanche of new data without adding 
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platoons of staff to write, lay out, and measure the impact of scores or even hundreds of 

distinct messages. 

As capabilities grow and the process becomes more seamless, the retailer can make a wider 

range of personalized offers, such as weekly text messages, in-store and pre-markdown 

notifications, vendor-funded exclusive offers, and more advanced messages that vary by time, 

location, weather, competitors’ moves, and other factors. 

To execute at scale, teams need to share data. The retailers making the most progress are 

making data a service, providing the entire organization with the tools they need to tap into it 

and use it. This is a key to speeding campaign design and launch and testing for the impact 

on each targeted segment. By understanding how campaigns are working, teams can make 

measurable improvements and make steadily more profitable decisions.

As teams make more marketing decisions based on data, they’ll learn to incorporate valuable 

new sources of information, such as from public databases, social media, and search 

histories. They’ll also harness new tools, including machine learning and artificial intelligence, 

to recognize and profit from previously unseen insights. 

Enlist vendors in the effort
Moving from mass to personalized marketing isn’t cheap, but it is helping manufacturers and 

other partners make fast, demonstrable advances. 

Retailers are taking three steps to get them involved. First, they create an “offer bank” using 

the funding the vendors are already providing. Next, they ask the vendors what they would like 

to accomplish that they’re willing to pay for, which can help populate the offer bank. Third, the 

retailers invite vendors to bid on things the retailers already want to do. Based on the vendor 

funding choices, a retailer can choose the offer that is most profitable and still achieve other 

marketing objectives. 

We’ve found, for example, that adding a set of personalized emails to a printed circular can 

raise revenue by 12%. That’s because some customers don’t look carefully at circulars or 

benefit from seeing offers repeated in more than one medium. 

Get started
Personalized marketing is nothing new; a century ago, a good butcher knew most of his 

customers’ names and favorite cuts of meat. Big retailers’ twin challenges today are speed 

and scale. New customers walk through the virtual doors every day, their preferences change 

faster than ever, and competitors find ever more ways to disrupt the marketplace. 

The pace of change will only accelerate. To keep up and deepen customer relationships today, 

retailers will need to make human, technical, and organizational journeys. We believe they can 

and should start those journeys now. 

Done well, personalization can unlock value within months and deliver increasing value and 

competitive advantages for years to come. 
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About Periscope®
Founded in 2007, the Periscope® By McKinsey platform combines world-leading intellectual 

property, prescriptive analytics, and cloud-based tools with expert support and training. 

It is a unique combination that drives revenue growth, both now and into the future. The 

platform offers a suite of Marketing & Sales solutions that accelerate and sustain commercial 

transformation for businesses. Periscope leverages its world-leading IP (especially from 

McKinsey but also from other partners) and best-in-class technology to enable transparency 

into big data, actionable insights, and new ways of working that drive lasting performance 

improvement and a sustainable 2-7% increase in return on sales (ROS). With a truly global 

reach, the portfolio of solutions comprises Insight Solutions, Marketing Solutions, Customer 

Experience Solutions, Category Solutions, Pricing Solutions, Performance Solutions, and 

Sales Solutions. These are complemented by ongoing client service and custom capability-

building programs.

To learn more about how Periscope’s solutions and experts are helping businesses continually 

drive better performance, visit www.periscope-solutions.com or contact us at  

contact@periscope-solutions.com.
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