
Personalization—the key to experience.

Customer expectations have reached an all-time high. Today, they expect to be understood 
completely, served intuitively based on their current context, and satisfied immediately with 
exactly what they want, where and when they want it. On top of all of that, it all has to feel 
secure, never creepy, and completely effortless.

Achieving omnichannel 
personalization at scale.
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When it comes to meeting customers’ ever-rising expectations 

on experience, arguably nothing is more important than 

personalization. In a Segment study, 44 percent of consumers said 

they will likely become repeat buyers after a personalized shopping 

experience with a particular company, and 49 percent say they 

have purchased a product that they did not initially intend to buy 

after receiving a personalized recommendation from a brand. 

What’s more, 40 percent of consumers say they have purchased 

something more expensive than they originally planned because 

their experience was personalized.

On the flip side, not delivering on personalization can be costly. 

CMO.com also reports that 42 percent of customers said they 

get annoyed when their content isn’t personalized. Meanwhile, 

research from Bazaarvoice, reported by eMarketer, showed that 

38 percent of U.S. digital shoppers would stop shopping at a 

retailer that made poor product recommendations, while Infosys 

reports that nearly one-third of consumers wish their shopping 

experience were more personalized than it currently is.

However, despite the potential for huge business gains, few 

companies can currently deliver a fully personalized experience. 

According to Segment, only 22 percent of shoppers are satisfied 

with the level of personalization they currently receive, meaning 

a larger number of brands are failing to create experiences 

that actually inspire consumers to make a purchase. So it’s not 

surprising that in a recent survey by CMO Council, reported by 

eMarketer, only 5 percent of senior marketers said they could 

deliver data-driven experiences in real time across channels. 

In another study conducted by Verndale and reported by 

eMarketer, 91 percent of senior decision makers acknowledged 

that their company needs to improve upon its personalization 

capabilities. And more than half said their organization “often 

fails to deliver the personalization…customers crave.”
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First, it’s important to understand what leading personalization looks like. 

Using Adobe’s maturity model outlining business capabilities needed to enable 

personalization at scale, we assessed the retail landscape. Our study found that 

no retailer is currently deploying advanced or cutting-edge personalization tactics 

across the entire omnichannel customer journey. It’s no wonder customers aren’t 

satisfied with the level of personalization they’re experiencing. 

Many companies have at least some personalization on their digital properties 

today—usually basic tactics such as product recommendations at the site’s 

checkout page to encourage last-minute cart additions, or email or display 

promotions sent for items a customer has recently browsed but not purchased.

However, some of the true cutting-edge personalization 
tactics in the business-to-consumer (B2C) space include:

Digital tactics: 
• Home pages with dynamic hero banners, tailored promotional offers, or 

content blocks that are prioritized or sequenced differently by customer

• Category pages that dynamically sort products or offerings based on 
customers’ preferences across dimensions such as styles, locations, or service 
category

• Experiences that adapt in real-time to the current context of the customer, 
based on in-session browse behaviors even for unauthenticated site visitors

• Relevant emails where more than 75% of the content is personalized using 
dynamic content assembly

• Behavior-triggered push/SMS notifications—for example, in-store offers, 
alerts in travel, notifications based on financial action

Offline tactics: 
• Tailored point-of-sale coupons generated on receipts

• Clienteling—store associates or call centers are able to access customers’ 
preferences, wish lists, or historical browse and purchase behavior to provide 
personalized customer services

• Concierge or personal shopping services

What leading omnichannel 
personalization looks like.
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There are a handful of well-known names currently achieving advanced and occasionally 

cutting-edge personalization. Nordstrom, for example, has been innovative in using 

gamified quizzes to get explicit customer input on brand or designer preferences, which 

they then use to create personalized digital experiences to tailor and streamline the 

shopping experience. Based on the customer’s designer “likes,” they dynamically sort 

category pages to prioritize preferred brands at the top—removing the need to click 

through multiple pages of content to find the perfect outfit. They’re also achieving 

personalization across channels, such as delivering seamless connections between 

personalized emails and web landing experiences.

The vision of fully-scaled personalized customer experiences is compelling , 

but the looming challenge for many organizations is figuring out how to make 

it real. Based on our research, best-in-class personalization at scale requires 

enabling business capabilities across four key dimensions:

Four capabilities for best-
in-class personalization.

1. Data and analytics

2. Creative and content management

3. Optimization and decisioning

4. Organization and operating model

3Adobe Experience Cloud  |  Achieving omnichannel personalization at scale. 



1.
DATA 
AND 
ANALYTICS

Personalization is only as effective as the underlying data 

driving it. Robust personalization requires companies to 

deeply understand their customers—their needs and wants, 

psychographics and attitudes, shopping preferences, past 

purchases and behaviors, as well as the context in which they are 

interacting with the brand in the moment. Even more important 

than capturing all this data is integrating it and leveraging it to 

create a more holistic picture of each customer. 

But for the brands setting the personalization standard, they 

know they must turn massive and potentially unwieldy data 

into dynamic, highly-relevant experiences. That’s why they use 

predictive models that allow them to target and deliver one-to-one 

Get to know your data.
Data comes in many flavors and from many sources, but it can all 

be bucketed into three primary types—first party, second party, 

and third party.

First-party data.
This is data you own. Some first-party data is explicit, meaning that it’s 

expressly stated by the customer. An example is a department store 

retailer using a gamified style quiz to capture customers’ designer 

and brand preferences. Implicit first-party data, on the other hand, is 

derived from customers’ actual behaviors (e.g., purchases, browsing) 

with your brand across omnichannel touchpoints.

Second-party data.
In short, this is someone else’s first-party data, and it comes from 

partners of various types. For example, a consumer packaged goods 

company may get sales and customer data from its retailer or 

distributor or vice-versa. Publishers are another common source for 

second-party data.

Third-party data.
This is data you can buy. For example, you might use purchased data 

around recent home buyers so you can market furniture to them. Third-

party data can provide addressable segments and augment customer 

understanding across many dimensions—current life circumstances, 

homeownership, education, and income level, to name a few.

content and experiences. And they rely on technology—especially 

artificial intelligence and machine learning—to support advanced 

decisioning capabilities to drive their targeting.

These best-in-class companies also use machine-learning algorithms 

and models to predict a customer’s propensity to purchase a particular 

product category, service, brand, or style during a particular campaign 

or event. In addition, these algorithms and models can predict a 

customer’s price sensitivity, churn risk, engagement, and preferred 

contact frequency. All of this means the campaign analyst no longer 

needs to rely on gut to figure out how best to target customers, but 

instead can turn to predictive models and data science to effectively 

segment and target known customers at scale.
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Opening up 
Pandora’s possibilities.

Organizations of all kinds, across all industries, are developing 

innovative personalization tailored to their unique environment 

and needs—based on the explicit and implicit data they have. For 

the music service Pandora, it’s about extending the music magic 

that happens inside their platform and pushing it out via all other 

channels. “We use the power of our personal recommendations 

for that next artist or that next song and actually talk to you about 

it in an email campaign, a push notification, or other off-platform 

marketing,” says Chris Phillips, chief product officer at Pandora.

One of the biggest hurdles to achieving personalization at 

scale is producing the huge amounts of content needed 

to deliver personalized experiences. A one-to-one homepage or 

email experience, for example, requires potentially hundreds or 

even thousands of versions in order to be tailored and relevant at 

the individual level. Creative teams already face pressure around 

2.
CREATIVE AND 
CONTENT 
MANAGEMENT

To personalize experiences across channels, Pandora is capitalizing 

on the tens of billions of data points they use to personalize their 

music. This specific kind of music- and data-powered customer 

empathy might be unique to Pandora, but it illustrates how 

marketers of all types can dial in their personalization efforts by 

unifying disparate customer data.

content creation. According to the Adobe 2017 State of Creativity 

in Business survey, 65 percent of creatives have seen an increase 

in content creation demands over the past five years. And that’s 

largely without the crush of personalization at scale.
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To achieve personalization at scale, creative teams should evolve from traditional 
approaches and instead use technology to automatically and dynamically assemble 
content. This requires two major shifts in the way they work:

1. Creative teams should manage content production 

workflows to produce individual “content blocks” instead 

of producing the complete homepage or email as they’ve 

always done. With this dramatic but critical shift, content 

would be created once and then applied or modified for all 

touchpoints through dynamic content assembly.

To make automatic content assembly possible, content 

blocks must be attributed with the right metadata. As an 

example, a content block that contains a travel company’s 

“Resorts—Save up to 20% off” message would be attributed 

with metadata such as promo offer, leisure travel, beach, 

golf, and pool, to name a few. Increasingly, AI is the most 

effective method for tagging, since it can be trained to 

automatically recognize and tag large numbers of content 

blocks and other assets with the appropriate attributes.

what is a content block?

Personalized experiences are often a 
collection of multiple unique messages, 
each contained in what we call a 
content block. A content block contains 
the message headline, image, copy, 
and call to action. It can be reused 
across multiple touchpoints and across 
time. For example, the content blocks 
used in the Katie and Olivia homepage 
comparison below could also be placed 
in personalized emails.

2. 
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Shopper #1 Katie

• Avid shoe and handbag shopper, browses women’s apparel 
with a focus on workwear

• Occasionally shops for husband and children

• Makes purchases 7–8 times per year

• Always clicks onto seasonal sales

Shopper #2 Olivia

• Often browses contemporary women’s apparel, handbags, 
and beauty products

• Not a frequent shopper; makes purchases 3–4 times per year

• Shops mostly full-priced items

The Fall Shoe Edit
Browse recently added styles from mules and 

kitten heels to over-the-knee boots.

The Wrap Dress
An iconic silhouette gets a modern update—

available in 10+ colors.

Just for you: $25 off Handbags

New in Designer Bags

Your New Favorite Blazer

The Wrap Dress

The Fall Shoe EditYour New Favorite Blazer

For Him, Suits 
& Ties

Bronzers & 
Contour Kits

Kids Back-to-
School Clothing

Fall’s Hottest 
Eyeshadows

A tale of two experiences.

Two customers, Katie and Olivia, get unique homepage experiences with tailored content layout and 

dynamic offers based on who they are. Each homepage has multiple unique messages contained in 

content blocks reused across customers and channels—but prioritized or sequenced differently based on 

the customer. Offers are also tailored based on the customer’s price sensitivity or potential lifetime value.
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How Philips creates over a 
million pages of content.

Philips, one of the world’s most respected technology and 

manufacturing companies, had big goals. They wanted to 

empower their more than 500 content authors and standardize 

how dynamic, personalized content was created, delivered, and 

localized to promote their products and brand.

One way they tackled this massive creation challenge was through 

prebuilt page elements using Adobe Experience Manager. “[Adobe 

Experience Manager] helps us prebuild page elements so sites 

have consistency and content can be reused across several pages,” 

says Joost van Dun, senior manager of the .com experience at 

Philips. According to van Dun, these prebuilt page elements are 

“a smart solution that enables us to deliver new information 

and experiences faster, as well as helps ensure that every page 

a customer visits stays true to the Philips brand. It’s like building 

blocks for adults.”

3.
OPTIMIZATION 
AND 
DECISIONING

Companies must evolve from managing siloed, channel-

specific communications to orchestrating omnichannel 

campaigns across all traditional and new media. This is critical to 

ensuring a seamless, consistent message to customers across the 

multiple touchpoints in their journey, which could start on the site 

and end with viewing an app in a store. Being able to orchestrate 

these messages will improve response and engagement—and 

then lead to the ultimate sale. 

A key technology for personalization at scale is a centralized 

decisioning engine, powered by predictive models and algorithms. 

An effective decisioning engine can automatically arbitrate 

which messages, offers, and experiences should be presented 

to which individual customers and over which channels, based 

on their likelihood to respond. Furthermore, it can establish the 

most effective contact frequency and recency for maximum 

effectiveness—enough for awareness and engagement, but not so 

much it causes churn or fatigue.

You can think of a centralized decisioning engine as providing the 

“personalization recipe” that identifies which messages or content 

blocks each microsegment or customer should receive over which 

channels. The content can then be automatically assembled 

according to this recipe, with the right assets pulled into the right 

placements (e.g., a second placement on the homepage), across 

digital channels.
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4.
ORGANIZATION 
AND OPERATING 
MODEL

Achieving personalization at scale takes more than new 

technologies. It requires transformation. First, the organization 

and operating model should be structured in support of seamless 

personalized experience across channels. And that requires moving 

beyond a traditional organizational structure, with its separate 

online and offline teams operating under separate profits and losses. 

Implementing personalization across channels can be a huge 

undertaking, but one thing to note is that it shouldn’t require 

significant additional headcount. What it does require is a small, 

dedicated cross-functional team of business and tech executives 

who own the transformation program—a governance or center 

of excellence team. This team is responsible for defining the 

strategy, prioritizing use cases or capabilities, and developing the 

business case and roadmap to steer implementation. And since 

personalization isn’t just about plugging in technology, this team 

would also be responsible for redesigning business processes 

Transformation required.

Change in quality, not quantity.

To successfully execute personalization at scale, transformation 

must happen at every level. Digital and print teams should be 

consolidated at both the leadership and staff levels so that the 

organization can set their omnichannel strategy and effectively 

execute upon it. In order to drive omnichannel sales and margin, 

organizational incentives should also be shared and aligned. 

and identifying organizational changes as necessary to realize 

omnichannel personalization at scale.

Also critical is having top-down C-level support. This will ensure 

the personalization strategy aligns with enterprise business goals. It 

will also be needed as personalization may be a multi-year journey 

to enable capabilities across channels. Continued sponsorship 

will be critical to champion change and transformation across the 

organization and to secure capital funding.
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How to get started.

Now’s the time to step up your 
personalization game.

For those willing to build out the necessary capabilities within their 

organization, personalization presents a wealth of opportunity. 

It can impact day-to-day results, with tactical returns such as 

campaign performance. More importantly, it can be central 

to achieving overarching business strategy priorities. Because 

personalization at scale seems daunting, it’s easy to become 

discouraged by a lack of resources or support around it. But the 

good news is that successful programs often start small, garnering 

the sponsorship of a high-level executive and generating top-line 

impact quickly, before scaling across the whole organization.

As advancements in marketing technology accelerates, the bar for 

personalization tactics rises as well. Customers are already asking 

for more personalized experiences today, and companies at the 

front of the pack anticipate and rise to meet those expectations. 

Executed properly, personalized marketing strengthens brand 

loyalty, customer engagement and retention, and a host of 

other key performance indicators. Companies with advanced 

personalization capabilities are unlocking competitive advantage 

for years to come, delivering value within months.

1
Establish program org structure with C-level 
support and develop a personalization 
strategy, prioritize desired capabilities, and 
build a business case.

5 Prepare your data platform to provide a single 
omnichannel view of your customer.

2 Implement quick wins to deliver 
value immediately. 6 Redesign business processes and identify org 

structure and resource requirements.

3
Identify solutions or platform and define 
required tech architecture to achieve 
those solutions.

7 Measure and monitor results and 
omnichannel KPIs.

4
Define roadmap and prioritize projects based 
on value and implementation complexity.

The basic steps to achieving personalization 
at scale, boiled down to their essence.
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