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Internet marketing is easy and cheap. That’s 
all the more reason to use it judiciously, 
because the cost of marketing to the wrong 
retail customer can cost big. Here are some 
suggestions to make sure you’re targeting the 
right audiences.

Effectively used, marketing has the power to 
connect the right consumers with brands and 
turn them into loyal, repeat customers. But 
what happens when it’s not, and what’s the 
cost incurred? Bigger than you think — bad 
campaigns are deadly on a number of fronts. 
It’s not just lost sales. They result in lost loyalty 
and a confused target market. They can quickly 
alienate some of a retailer’s most valuable 
potential and current customers. That leads 
to further difficulty attracting and maintaining 
relationships with the very people who 
could have been your best customers, brand 
ambassadors or social media amplifiers.
Because it’s easier to reach out in today’s digital 

environment, retailers can more easily connect 
with their client base now than ever before, for 
better or worse. Just because they can, doesn’t 
mean they should. It’s very easy to try a new 
type of campaign or use digital tools like social 
media, but it’s just as simple for poor planning 
and execution to lead to a negative result.

With the rise of digital marketplaces and 
the vast increase in shopper options, the 
way shoppers buy products has drastically 
changed. This means that retailers must 
regularly adjust, refine and improve their 
approaches to marketing. It’s critical to 
understand that just using the internet as 
a marketing tool isn’t enough —it’s easy to 
market in a tone-deaf manner. As with any 
other campaign, success depends on careful 
planning during every stage of development 
and the judicious use of accurate, current 
data and relevant analytics tools. When 
marketers don’t do this, they risk the 
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consequences of directing their marketing 
initiatives at the wrong consumer. And there 
are far too many marketing strategies that 
don’t lead to the generation of value or a 
customer transaction.

What Sets Great Modern Marketing 
Campaigns Apart? 
It starts with careful and thoughtful 
direction of resources involves gathering 
data, collecting and securely storing it, and 
effectively using analytics tools to derive 
useful, actionable insights that form and 
bolster relationships. Drilling down, certain 
qualities of effective marketing campaigns 
set them apart from other, less-successful 
efforts. Here are a few of the most 
important concepts for reliable, powerful 
and positive results: 

• Focus on a well-defined customer type: 
Great campaigns don’t cast too wide a 
net. Instead, they have a clear idea of 
whom they’re targeting. 

• Don’t worry about long-tail keywords: 
Unless your company can compete with 
the giants of your market segment — and 
giants of every segment, like Amazon 
— it’s best not to put too much stock in 
these keywords. 

• Emphasize qualified leads: A qualified, 
well-understood customer persona is 
much more than an email address. With a 
thoroughly developed customer profile, 
including data about budgeting and 
identity, companies have better results. 
This is one of many areas where powerful, 
effective analytics comes into play.
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• Align large and small details to the 
defined personas: A strong campaign 
should feel relevant, attractive, focused 
and engaging to its recipients. 

• Segment your database, continually: 
Building the difference between 
prospective and existing customers into 
targeted variations of the same campaign, 
for example, helps retailers realize the 
best results. Continually segmenting 
databases through the use of effective big 
data and analytics tools is one difference 
that sets retail leaders apart from the rest 
of the pack. 

• Properly value existing customers: You 
already have a stronger relationship with 
existing and past customers than with 
potential ones. An incentive like a coupon 
or discount — with the exact terms defined 
in part through analytics and big data — is 
often enough to secure a new purchase. 

• Gather feedback: Valuable intelligence 
about your products, customer service 
and brand experience comes from 
social media and many other online 
communities. Retailers need to be where 
their customers congregate online, then 
gather feedback for review by staff and 
use in automated analysis. 

• Build emotional connections: Lasting, 
meaningful connections with core 
customers are more important than 
customer service in many instances. 
Building these relationships means 
encouraging purchasing over the long 
term. Consider these examples:

• Target determined it was too narrowly 
labeling bedding and toys for children 
based on gender. Taking changing 
attitudes about gender fluidity into 
account, the retailer stopped marketing 
based on gender. It now markets bedding 
and toys with a more inclusive strategy. 

• Dick’s Sporting Goods announced it 
would stop selling assault rifles and 
raise its minimum age for purchasing 
firearms to 21. CEO Edward Stack decided 
this would provide an overall benefit 
and strengthen bonds with customers 
throughout all of its product lines. 

A large part of the fine-tuning involves 
drawing on the power of data and analytics 
to ensure they can move at the speed of 
the modern consumer and connect to 
them effectively. Many aggressive, short-
term campaigns use crowdsourcing, social 
media and apps to build strong, short-term 
connections. Carried out properly, these 
efforts increase positive sentiment among 
the customers you know are interested in 
shopping with your company. This turns 
the digital world into an invaluable public 
space in which businesses can interact 
with customers, using existing and custom-
built tools to quickly and efficiently reach 
them. The costs of marketing to the wrong 
consumer are both clear and substantial. 
So focus on your current and prospective 
customers and leverage big data and 
analytics tools to market to the right ones.



98

YOU’RE SPENDING TOO MUCH: CAST A 
SMALLER NET FOR BIGGER RETURNS 

WITH PERSONALIZED MARKETING

Marketers have been spreading their nets 
much too wide. Data analytics plays a critical 
role in achieving personalized marketing. 
Here’s what too-wide a marketing net looks like, 
and how to fine-tune it given the importance 
of an efficient approach to marketing to all 
businesses across the economy.

Failure to understand, utilize, review 
and update best practices around your 
personalized marketing model through data 
analytics can lead to issues ranging from 
excessive spending to a lack of interested 
potential customers. Companies have to 
be careful, deliberate and aware as they 
consistently fine tune their strategies for 
raising awareness of their brands and offerings 
in today’s diverse, digitally driven market.

In essence, organizations need to move away 
from a large marketing net that is likely full 

of holes to a smaller one that is easier to 
control, mend and redeploy.

What Does Casting Too Wide of a 
Marketing Net Look Like?
One of the clearest and most direct ways 
companies can determine if their marketing 
spend is in or out of line with best practices 
is through comparisons with best-in-class 
organizations. The percentage of the overall 
budget tied to marketing can change 
greatly between certain industries, and even 
different elements of the retail world, but 
a review of the strategies used by leaders 
within your specific vertical can provide a 
strong, easily understood starting point.

It’s also important to remember that 
marketing theories and processes regularly 
evolve and change, especially with so many 
digital methods for analysis, outreach and 

engagement now available. Some small, 
tech-savvy firms and niche e-commerce 
players outperform leaders in their industries 
in terms of return on investment and market 
penetration, despite smaller budgets. That 
happens thanks to an increased focus on using 
the most effective information, systems and 
avenues to connect with high-value customers.

A too-large marketing net can also stem 
from a failure to use market segmentation. 
A lack of specialization and personalization, 
especially for campaigns that target large 
groups of people or geographic regions, 
simply isn’t acceptable when so many 
potential competitors regularly use and 
benefit from such tactics.

A data-driven approach to marketing is now 
possible for businesses large and small, but 
many companies avoid it due to perceived 
cost issues and only focus on that element 
when designing marketing efforts. A method 
that only concentrates on budgets is 
ultimately short sighted. It keeps costs lower 
in the short term; however, it also excludes 
the very positive developments that come 
with increased understanding of your true 
customer base and marketing to them 
effectively across many channels, which 
provides a particularly valuable revenue 
stream for a variety of organizations.

Enterprises must understand the value data 
provides and invest in market segmentation 
efforts that help define potential audiences and 
allow businesses to market to them effectively.

Casting a Smaller Net for Stronger 
Results

Personalization and developing a deep, 
regularly updated understanding of potential 
customers through effective use of data 
are critical for modern marketing success. 
Businesses need to have a strong grasp 
of what appeals to large swaths of their 
customer base, with similar information 
about smaller groups and individuals. This 
data-driven approach ultimately provides 
the information companies need to stage 
effective multichannel marketing campaigns 
that make the most of each platform used 
for outreach and target specific consumer 
sentiments and desires.

Perhaps most importantly, this strategy 
allows businesses to target especially high-
value customers repeatedly in ways that 
remain relevant to the shopper through 
personalized appeals and outreach. Making 
sure marketing messaging stays relevant over 
time, especially in the context of engaging 
frequent shoppers and top spenders, is just 
as important as engaging new customers. 
Using data as the crux of such efforts gives 
companies valuable, accurate analysis 
that can inform marketing campaigns and 
make messaging delivered many years into 
a customer-business relationship just as 
relevant as the first piece of outreach.

Shifting to smaller, more targeted 
efforts isn’t only about attention and 
communication on the individual level, 
either. Organizations with a brick-and-mortar 
retail footprint can go beyond marketing 
efforts that target their entire customer 
base to focus more keenly on smaller areas, 
including the catchments around individual 
stores. One discount general merchandise 
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retailer shifted from a national advertising 
strategy to one tailored to each store’s 
individual customer base. By identifying 
relevant demographics and the impact they 
have on purchasing at each location, the 
retailer can now focus more on areas with 
a higher proportion of potential frequent 
shoppers to derive the most value from their 
marketing spend.

Of course, simply having relevant and 
accurate data on hand isn’t enough to 
craft a smaller net that is more effective at 
targeting specific customers. Businesses 
also need efficient processes for analysis and 
developing relevant understanding of those 
results across an organization. Companies 
need to have the tools and knowledge on 
hand to readily leverage data to define, 
segment and evaluate customers. They must 
also have the capacity to make these findings 
quickly and accurately. The rapidly changing 
nature of consumer preferences in the modern 
economy means too long of a delay when 
gathering and analyzing can cause significant 
problems in terms of relevance and the overall 
value of related marketing spend.

Ultimately, creating and defining your 
smaller, more effective net stems from a 
desire to maximize ROI and get the most 
value possible from every marketing dollar. 
That means an emphasis on ensuring 
campaigns reach their intended targets, 
drive sales and have clear messages and 
missions. By avoiding waste and minimizing 
redundancy in a marketing budget through 
the context provided by a data-driven 
approach, alongside the many advantages 
provided by the results of successful, 

personalized and targeted campaigns across 
many channels, business quickly realize 
benefits from this more streamlined strategy.

Starting to Make More Effective 
Marketing Changes
One of the greatest challenges of making 
a major business process change, such 
as a data-based strategy for marketing, is 
generating awareness and acceptance. 
Luckily, many companies already recognize 
the need to better understand customers 
in more granular detail, quantify their value 
and more effectively and appropriately target 
them. Companies that don’t change their 
approach will only continue to fall behind 
both industry leaders and smaller players that 
recognize the value of data in a marketing 
context and use it to effectively reach out to 
their customers.
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INVESTING IN ARTIFICIAL INTELLIGENCE: 
THE PRESENT AND FUTURE OF 

RETAIL MARKETING

In our last article, we discussed the cost of 
marketing to the wrong customers. Here 
we’ll talk about how artificial intelligence (AI), 
among other applications, can help a retailer 
avoid the marketing missteps we discussed 
in our previous piece.

A transformative technology in the broadest 
sense, AI has the capacity to offer a variety 
of changes and improvements throughout 
the global economy. In the context of retail 
marketing specifically, it offers tremendous 
power, but is not yet well defined nor 
understood among all marketers. Many 
early digital developments, such as 
chatbots, have been widely adopted, but 
there is plenty of room for broader and 
more powerful uses. To be able to utilize 
AI for optimized operations, marketers 
need to understand its current state as a 

marketing tool, and the potential future 
benefits it offers.

The Current State of Marketing AI: 
Room for Development
The current marketing landscape as it 
pertains to artificial intelligence might best 
be described as a Wild West environment. 
There isn’t a strong consensus or any 
structured, long-term plans for the growth 
and use of the technology. However, as 
organizations learn how to harness its 
value, the possibility of positive growth is 
nearly infinite. Some retailers use few, if 
any, applications of AI related to marketing, 
but others have developed organization-
wide efforts to understand, embrace and 
implement machine learning. However, 
many other companies fall in the spectrum 
between these two extremes and are unsure 

how to best utilize the power offered by 
thinking computer systems. Many factors 
play a role in current utilization, from the 
size of the business to the specific market 
segment in which it operates and the existing 
capabilities of staff.

Using Machine Learning to Improve 
the Customer Experience
A strong understanding of artificial 
intelligence helps businesses connect 
the wide-ranging powers of forward-
thinking technology to their specific needs. 
One advantage to developing a deeper 
knowledge of AI is creating a seamless, 
personalized experience through the use of 
many streams of data related to customers 
and the merchandise they select.

Fashion retailer Rebecca Minkoff draws on 
machine learning to create a personalized, 
responsive and seamless experience for 
shoppers. The company has developed 
smart fitting rooms that identify merchandise 
brought into the dressing area. This allows 
customers to quickly make a variety of 
choices related to size, accessories and 
complementary selections. It also provides 
the store with more information about 
the shopper’s preferences. This approach 
supports in-store staff in an efficient way, 
allowing them to offer more relevant 
suggestions and learn from back-end data 
without requiring any additional work on 
the part of customers. This in turn allows 
the company as a whole to develop more 
effective customer profiles and leverage 
them to provide further benefits.
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audience. If the offer is not targeted to the 
right potential customer base, marketing 
efforts will be lost with no revenue gain.
Cue the importance of a thorough 
understanding of technological capabilities, 
future goals and the best tools for the job. 
This understanding and development can 
lead to successful execution of marketing 
efforts that ensure the audience most likely 
to purchase is the one being reached. This in 
turn will lead to increased revenue streams. 
While for many businesses, this means 
hiring data analysts, engineers and similarly 
credentialed professionals to produce the 
crucial work and perspective for deeper 
insights on how AI can influence marketing 
operations, it remains to be seen if there 
are enough such qualified individuals in the 
workforce, or whether retailers will have to 
nurture talent from within their organizations.

The Future Of AI for Marketing
The broad applications made possible by 
thinking computer systems, and the right 
combination of opportunity and technology, 
can yield beneficial results in a variety of 
different circumstances, but certain areas 
are currently more thoroughly primed 
for positive change than others. In-store 
customer behavior tracking is one especially 
promising area. By observing in-store actions 
through footpath tracking, retail marketers 
can reposition product displays and overall 
store organization to optimize the customer 
experience so it is tailored toward products 
of highest interest.

In a similar manner, albeit a far more 
controversial application, facial recognition 
can have a major impact on the consumer 

Advances like those developed and 
deployed by Rebecca Minkoff are examples 
of how innovative retailers using this new 
technology will win against any organizations 
that choose not to pursue new artificial 
intelligence possibilities. Making progressive 
change through new and expansive tools 
can make the difference between increasing 
relevance and continual struggle in a 
shrinking retail marketplace.

A Retail Business Must Also Be a 
Technology-Focused Organization
The customer experience increasingly 
hinges on how retailers implement and use 
technology, both to connect to potential 
customers and to drive digital and in-store 
purchases. Amazon’s machine learning 
capability, used to analyze internal and 
external purchases as well as personal and 
historical data related to its customers, led 
to Amazon Go brick-and-mortar storefronts. 
Though the stores do not operate solely on 
artificial intelligence, the technology has 
played a critical role in building the Amazon 
Go concept. Drawing on the desires of 
consumers and the types of products they 
want stocked in store, machine learning 
offers critically valuable information to 
retailers that makes new ventures relevant 
and successful.

In this way, artificial intelligence represents 
an extensive value proposition by offering 
insights into consumer behavior and needs 
across e-commerce sites and brick-and-
mortar storefronts. While traditional marketing 
practices are still in use, they must be paired 
with technological insights to ensure that 
retail offers are reaching the right interested 

experience. This area of machine learning 
can work to identify loyalty program 
members upon entrance and then offer 
them personalized service and promotions. 
This high level of customization is a unique 
experience that can set retailers apart from 
their competitors. However, some customers 
are hesitant to participate in facial recognition 
due to privacy concerns. This again highlights 
the need for marketers to deeply understand 
technology in relation to their customer 
base—to make informed decisions that create 
mutually beneficial interactions while ensuring 
they do not push away their target market. 
One potential approach to dealing with this 
challenge is to develop an opt-in program 
for facial recognition that gives customers a 
benefit and allows them to provide consent 
in return for storing their information in a 
retailer’s database.

Ultimately, marketers that have the capacity 
to intelligently consider, compare, utilize 
and improve the use of artificial intelligence 
in various applications will be the winners 
in a future space where technology will 
increasingly inform marketing decisions. 
Whether increasing basket size online or 
creating personalized in-store experiences, 
AI’s potential is boundless. Success or failure 
in harnessing it will ultimately determine who 
wins in the marketplace.
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