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Customers are quickly increasing their level of sophistication in their understanding and use 
of technology. At the same time, they are having experiences with brands and companies 
across the buying cycle from acquisition to retention that set high expectations for how all 
brands should be interacting with them.

While most companies focus much of their sales and marketing spend around the acquisi-
tion of new customers, existing customers are the source of most sales.

In fact, Marketing Metrics has found that the probability of selling to an existing customer is 
60 – 70 percent while the probability of selling to a new prospect is only 5-20 percent1.
Studies show that the higher a company’s customer experience score and sharper its focus  
on relationship, the more likely it is to build loyalty. 

Forrester Research consistently reports a very high correlation between customer experience 
scores and the likelihood that a customer will purchase again from the company and recom-
mend the company’s products or services to their friends2. These satisfied customers are also 
much less likely to switch to a competitor’s product.

These same leaders see results that impact their organization overall. Customer experience 
leaders outstrip both the S&P 500 and customer experience laggards. The companies that  
focused on customer experience during the 2008 economic downturn — Whole Foods, 
Starbucks, Trader Joes and Zappos, for example — continued to grow and prosper.

With this in mind, this paper introduces a new methodology designed to assess a company’s 
customer relationship maturity level — the degree to which the experience offered by a com-
pany engenders engagement and loyalty in its customer base. 

The rubric aims to reveal how well a given company leverages preference data to interact 
with customers in ways that build loyalty and earn long-term relationships. 

The measurement highlights the critical gap most companies face with traditional, acquisition-
driven programs. They fall short on engagement and in so doing, miss out on the 
transformational sales patterns driving today’s marketplace. With the appropriate strategies 
and measurement tools in place, companies can harness the power of preference data to 
move engagement strategies forward and offer better, more cost-effective marketing programs. 
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Introduction



There is a growing expectation and desire from consumers to hear from the companies they 
choose to buy from and work with.

Edelman’s 2014 Brandshare Report3 is the largest-ever consumer marketing study and an 
exploration of the evolving relationship between people and brands (companies). The study 
evaluated 212 companies, consisting of 11,000 customer interviews across eight countries. 

The Brandshare report found that an overwhelming majority (90 percent) of people across 
the globe want marketers to more effectively share their brand story. Yet on average, only  
10 percent of customers think any given brand does it well.

A deeper evaluation of this study shows where brands are missing the mark:

•  Companies must change their marketing ethos and involve consumers in every 
part of the brand-development process, rather than just at the end. 

 This insight comes from the finding that a shared product, one in which the 
customer feels they had a hand in the design and development, has one of the 
greatest effects on purchase decisions, with 91 percent of respondents indicating  
a desire for this shared approach.

•  Companies should create a singular narrative that engages people in the full 
brand story. 

 The Brandshare study found that shared values are the most in-demand form of 
sharing. More than 90 percent of respondents want to do business with brands that 
share their beliefs. Although companies effectively communicate their values and 
history to a broad range of stakeholders, the study showed this is not often the case 
when it comes to consumers.

These first two points are all about the messages being delivered by the company and are 
completely controlled on the company side of the equation.

It’s in the deeper findings of the report that the expectation of brands to establish a two-way 
dialogue is evident. Customers want brands to “ask them about their needs” and “listen and 
respond thoughtfully.”

This requires a completely new approach to how companies communicate with their 
customers and is a mandate to integrate sharing across all channels, redesign communities  
to actively listen and respond to customers’ questions, ideas and needs. 
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Consumers Want to Hear From Companies
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When companies fail to listen to customers about their wishes for a mutually beneficial rela-
tionship, the government is stepping in to protect the customer.  

For example, the European Union’s new General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) requires 
marketers to obtain (and maintain) strict permissions in order to communicate with any 
citizen of the EU. Central to the regulation is a high standard for consent and fines as great as 
20 million euros or 4 percent of total worldwide annual revenue, whichever is larger.

GDPR and other regulations represent a global shift towards permission-based marketing 
that is broad, sweeping and irreversible. The rise of the empowered consumer has brought 
with it new responsibilities for companies seeking to engage the general public. 

To some, enhanced consumer protection rules are a bad thing that will hamper marketing 
efforts and lead to increased overhead, liability and hassle. To others, it is merely further 
confirmation of a broad and positive trend towards opt-in relationships between companies 
and consumers. 

Research confirms that relationship marketing informed by consumer preferences is expo-
nentially more effective than the spray-and-pray model of the interruption marketing past. 
With that in mind, companies that have used regulatory changes as an opportunity to pivot 
towards interactive models of preference management and persistent consent have not only 
enhanced risk mitigation but also increased marketing ROI. 

Customer Relationship Must Be Compliant
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For more than a decade, companies have followed an approach coined “TERM”, which 
stands for Technology Enabled Relationship Management. TERM is the concept of forming 
one enterprise-wide view of the customer across all customer contact channels. Marketers 
have fully embraced using technology as the way to create and maintain such relationships.  

The proof of this move towards TERM can be found very simply by looking at the marketing 
technology landscape in recent years.

Scott Brinker from Chief Marketing Technologist blog4 has released an astonishing graphic 
that shows how quickly the marketing technology landscape has changed in recent years.  

In 2011 there were about 100 companies in this space. Fast forward six years and a recent 
update shows that there about 5,381 companies in the marketing technology marketplace. 
Like the big bang theory, the technologies and companies involved are expanding over and 
over again.

The result of all of this technology is business units, operational groups and even individual 
marketing managers with a burning need are introducing new technologies to the enterprise 
at an alarming rate. The view of the customer becomes foggy because each system knows 
something – but not everything – about the customer. These individual systems rarely pro-
vide the customer with an opportunity to participate in the conversation.  And if the system 
allows participation, it doesn’t share the information they gain about the customer effectively 
across the enterprise.

This results in an inside-out view of the customer. The customer sees the company as one 
entity while the company sees the customer through their individual lenses and communicates 
with the customer in that way.  

This lack of relationship maturity causes much of the frustration uncovered in the Edelman 
Brandshare study referenced previously — a customer that feels like they are not being heard.

Customer Relationship Management
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Preference Informed Relationship

With the current land grab for big data, there is a belief by many that the mere collection of 
data will provide the insights companies need to inform and support better customer rela-
tionships. This is simply not the case without including information gained directly from the 
customer, both through observed research and in-person understanding of the customer and 
by collecting the customer’s stated preferences. Stated plainly, companies must ask customers 
how they wish to be communicated with.

In order to provide customers with true relationship efforts and authentic engagement, 
companies must move beyond TERM, which relies heavily on technology to make decisions 
about what to send and to whom, to Preference Informed Relationship Management (PIRM), 
which is the concept of obtaining detailed information about a customer’s behavior, needs 
and buying patterns and enriching this collection of data with stated consumer preferences. 
Only then can a company use the information they have been collecting to customize the 
relationship, ultimately creating and supporting customer loyalty.

Preferences become the lens by which organizations can begin to unlock and understand the 
data that is being collected in all of the marketing technology and supporting systems. It’s the 
one piece of knowledge that comes directly from the customer — not guessed or determined 
by assumptions.  Preference data narrows the collection to the right data, not just all data.

The following pyramid represents both the levels of potential relationship with the customer 
from Company Centric at the bottom to Customer Centric at the top. Most companies fall at 
the bottom of this pyramid because they are relying too heavily on big data and technology 
to inform the relationship with their customers.

Mobile

Web

Demographic

Transaction

Contact

Customer Centric

Strategic

Proactive

Reactive

Company Centric



Maturity Level 1: Company-Centric

Companies at maturity level 1 will have very limited knowledge of their customers — most 
likely “profile” based information — a gut feeling of who their customer is and what makes 
them buy or stay with the company. Individuals from different departments within a compa-
ny-centric organization will speak anecdotally about customers without any secondary data 
or primary research to backup their thoughts.  

Moreover, all communications to customers are monologue in nature: a newsletter that is sent 
out once a month to every customer and content based on the company’s calendar and not 
the customers’ needs. Every communication is expected to tie directly and immediately back 
to a sales event, not just as a way to create or improve communication with the customer.

Very little information is collected about the customer at the time of “acquisition,” maybe just 
an email address and the content is “about the company,” not the customer. Calls to action are 
limited to complete opt-ins to communication or complete opt-outs.

A company at this level has a high level of relationship risk. They are most often a company 
that has not collected the appropriate levels or type of compliance language. Their list is 
highly susceptible to so-called “atomic opt-out” events, which is a customer choosing to never 
receive emails from the company again. Most messaging to customers is sales-based despite 
research suggesting that customers seek ROI, value and brand-driven conversations instead.

The majority of companies fall in this category and the path to improving their customer 
relationship is relatively simple. They need to implement a simple opt-down page that allows 
customers to change the communication and impact the relationship in a way that works for 
the customer.

Maturity Level 2: Reactive

A company that is reactive has some insight into their customer base through the transactions 
the customer performs on their system. These companies also have some limited customer 
information from surveys conducted by the company or from 3rd party research they have 
purchased. Data is held in siloes and the different groups don’t know how (or don’t want to) 
share the information across the organization.

Communication has advanced to at least be separated by business unit or function (account 
servicing verses marketing, for example) but content is still company or calendar-centric. 
Each business unit or function is heavily reliant on its own preferred method of communica-
tion and it is difficult to switch.

Because the data remains siloed, there is still a high level of risk due to compliance breaches. 
Customers will express frustration as they are passed across the enterprise re-explaining 
themselves and re-sharing information as they move from department to department.

Reactive companies face significant opt-out risk because customers are unaware of their other 
choices or simply abandon the relationship if a competitor does a better job of providing them 
with the level of service and relationship they expect.
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A company that is reactive will collect at least base level information about a customer for 
profiling and provide the most rudimentary selections around necessary communications 
that are presented at a very broad level. Changing communication modes require a change to 
the customer’s overall profile and requires manual updates to multiple systems.

Implementing a simple preference center, even if it only services one business unit or division, 
gives the customer the ability to select what they want to receive in a more granular and useful 
fashion.  The mode by which they are receiving the communication is updated across all 
necessary systems and greater granularity is provided as to what the customer is choosing to 
opt-in or opt-out of.

Maturity Level 3: Proactive

A proactive company begins sharing customer data between systems, specifically to support 
the customer lifecycle. Each group or business unit may have its own primary voice of 
customer research, but the idea and ability to share this knowledge across the organization is 
limited. The Voice of the Customer (VoC) lives in only a few individuals’ area of expertise and 
problems with customer relationship are defined by “what’ is happening – not enough sales, 
too many support calls, etc. When the problem is defined, it is difficult to get other groups to 
make changes.

A proactive company will break its communications down based on the customer lifecycle 
from awareness, to acquisition, to onboarding and then to retention. While this is a step in  
the right direction, the company assumes the customer follows a linear path and there is very 
little cross-promotion of other content. Research shows that customers very rarely, if ever, 
follow the prescribed path from awareness to acquisition as outlined by the company.

As the relationship begins to blossom under a proactive relationship, the customer expects 
more from the company. If a company knows a customer has bought a product, why doesn’t 
that company know to offer other items or information that may support that product? As the 
customer’s choice of communication channel matures, the expectation that the company (or a 
competitor) will keep up grows. Being somewhat responsive to the customer’s needs invokes a 
much higher level of expectation and requirement to provide a more complete solution.

A proactive organization will have a robust customer center that attempts to bring all customer 
information under one common interface and allows the customer to make easy changes that 
populate seamlessly from one system to the next — if not in real time, at least in batch. This 
ease of use and ability to change information is often limited to customers, not prospects.  

Unlike a simple preference center, to support this autonomous view, all of the business units 
must work together to provide a common view into the available communications for given 
customers. It allows the customer to easily define what they want to receive from the company 
— what information is truly useful to them from line of business to line of business. This 
approach also supports cross-promotion of other content within the company’s ecosystem.

This work provides a level of visibility across the organization and allows for governance of 
how customers are communicated with and when. A benefit of robust preference management 
is adherence to compliance because of the requirement to communicate within the organiza-
tion about what is communicated out to customers.

© 2017 PossibleNOW, Inc.  All rights reserved.                           Preference Data ROI: Improved Engagement Maturity Through Preference Management                           8

s



Maturity Level 4: Strategic

A company that looks at their customers more strategically understands that the customer’s 
experience doesn’t exist in silos across the organization and they look at all available data to 
understand the customer’s journey. In other words, the company’s communication approach 
is impacted by the behavior of the customer. Customers are categorized by discrete segments 
and there is a common language among business stakeholders about customers and what’s  
important to them within the context of products or services.  

The downfall is that these companies cling to the fact that they are selling a product or service 
and there has yet to be an understanding of the higher order reason the customer buys from 
the organization — the true “why” behind the buy.

This strategic approach to interacting with the customer enforces an expectation on the 
customer’s view that the company will be “first to adopt” any new technologies such as SMS  
or social media. Customers express greater disappointment with a strategic brand when that 
brand doesn’t provide the services or communications channels first or better than other 
companies.

For a company in this situation, they have the unique and enviable ability to collect additional 
information from their customers in ways that fine tune and hone the customer conversation. 
Collection of preference information can be spread to non-traditional channels.  

Strategic companies offer short-term marketing campaigns and communications to support 
specific needs of their customers. They create VIP groupings and start to divide their customers 
down not just by demographics and transactions, but also by what really drives them within a 
given context. 

The ability for a customer to easily select a new campaign and then go to a location to change 
the frequency or unsubscribe if they decide it’s “not for them” is important to maintaining a 
strategic relationship. The ability for the customer to easily know what they are signing up for 
and why is key to these companies’ success.

Maturity Level 5: Customer-Centric

The customer-centric organization understands that what they provide to their customer is 
well beyond the product or service that they sell.  The customer views them as more than just 
a company or brand. Customer data is shared across the organization – in fact, it’s not viewed 
as customer data. Instead, the customer decision is built into the very fabric of the company’s 
processes and systems that support the customer.  

Content is based on customer needs and goals – no two communications are exactly the same 
and content is responsive and “remembers’ where the customer is as they move through their 
relationship with the company.

Some risks are that these companies become very comfortable with adopting new channels 
and may do so before the customer is ready. They also adopt data sharing policies that may 
push the boundaries of the customer’s comfort level. 
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Using a “progressive profiling” approach allows these companies to learn and remember their 
customer’s preferences throughout the relationship. This information must be easily shared 
such that offline and online persons can provide an equal and expected level of service to cus-
tomers no matter the channel — an anticipation of what the customer wants, including how 
and when they want it delivered.

Many survey strategies are built only for the benefit of the company. A customer-centric 
organization will collect and store survey results to both understand trends by customer and 
to use that information to better inform future correspondence and communication with their 
customer. Taking advantage of every touchpoint with a customer is what makes a company 
truly customer-centric.

In order to fulfill on the promise of customer-centricity, all enterprise systems must share 
information about what the customer wants to hear so they send the right message to the right 
person at the right time. The problem with the existing marketing landscape is that unless you 
build your own or use a solution like MyPreferences, there is no incentive or business need for 
the individual marketing technologies to connect to one another. A third party or internally 
commissioned system must fulfill this role.
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Whether a company is reactive, customer-centric, or somewhere in between, certain truths 
must be recognized. First, the Customer Relationship Maturity benchmark scale is merely 
a purposeful reflection of what is already happening the in minds of customers. In other 
words, customers are grading companies every day and reacting accordingly. It may not be 
an academic grading system with a published rubric, but the data is there and we can see it 
happening across the business landscape. The only variable is the extent to which a given 
company embraces the model and pivots towards customer-centric behaviors. 

Secondly, it is possible to improve. The technology and expertise exist to address even 
complex, disparate enterprise systems and shift them towards more flexible and permission-
based models. And while some have accepted and succeeded in the daunting task of building 
in-house preference management and customer lifecycle systems, many have turned to third 
party experts for faster, more cost-effective solutions. 

Finally, savvy companies recognize that the customer-centric movement is only speeding up. 
The broad trends related to empowered, always-addressable consumers and the shift towards 
permission-based, interactive relationships are gathering momentum and growing every day. 
Personal technology has unleashed a new paradigm of communication between company 
and consumer and any delay in implementing customer-centric strategies is worse than neu-
tral. It is actively harmful and only compounds the challenges that lie ahead. Simply put, it’s 
time to get started on the path to permission-based, customer relationship marketing.   
 

 

Conclusion



Endnotes
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PossibleNOW leverages powerful technology and industry-leading expertise to enable  
companies to listen to customers, remember what they like and dislike and respond in  
useful, personalized ways. It’s enterprise preference management platform, MyPreferences®, 
collects customer and prospect preferences, stores them safely and makes them available to 
any other system or application in the enterprise. PossibleNOW strategic services experts 
identify opportunities, plan technology deployments, design preference collection interfaces 
and position clients for a win. PossibleNOW is purpose-built to help large, complex organi-
zations gain control over communications, mitigate compliance risk and reduce marketing 
expenses while improving customer experience and loyalty. 

For more information:

 call (800) 585-4888 or (770) 255-1020  
or 

email info@possiblenow.com  
or  

visit www.possiblenow.com
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