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Most New Yorkers recognize Penn Station as a subterranean place 
of stress and misery. But once upon a time, it was an industrial 
marvel serving 100 million people annually; the prized diamond 
of young Gotham.1

Just 50 years after its stately arrival, however, Penn Station was 
demolished – removed piece by piece as the industry it represented 
came toppling down.2

In its heyday, the railroad industry was unwavering. Pennsylvania 
Railroad’s budget trumped every other company in the United States.3 
It employed 250,000 workers. And for 100 consecutive years, it paid 
dividends to investors – a record that still stands. 

So how did an industry once referred to as “a focal point in the epochs 
of man’s life” come to such a disappointing end?4

The culprit wasn’t Henry Ford; it was everyday customers. Railroad 
executives failed to adapt to shifting circumstances and expectations 
caused by the rise of personal automobiles and the Interstate 
Highway System.5 They saw themselves in the railroad business, 

when the ultimate customer need was transportation. This myopic 
focus on their product rather than customer needs, and their lack 
of insight into the shifting landscape, crippled their ability to innovate. 
Eventually, it buried them.6

Move forward to today and, while the technology and industry has 
changed, the narrative is not that different.

Within most corporations, “putting the customer first” 
is a promise easily made. 

Making Sense of  
the Marketing Shift

INTRODUCTION
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More than eight out of ten executives strongly  
agree that delivering a superior experience  

is important to the organization’s success.7



But while “customer first” looks good on paper, it’s a promise 
difficult to keep.

It’s no surprise, then, that just 17 percent of U.S. companies were 
rated “good” when it came to customer experience last year, and 
just one percent were viewed as “excellent.”9

MAKING SENSE OF THE MONUMENTAL SHIFT

With the rapid evolution of existing communication channels, and 
the constant emergence of new ones, today’s customers are more 
connected, informed, and in control than ever before. 

The maturation of channels like social media is fundamentally changing 
the way customers interact with each other, and how they interact 
with brands. It’s a double-edged sword for marketers. On one hand, 
social media’s always-on nature provides marketers with unprecedented 
opportunities to deliver tailored messages directly to customers. On 
the other, it puts power firmly in the customers’ hands, making it much 
more difficult for marketers to shape and control the conversation.

MAKING SENSE OF THE MARKETING SHIFT

Of those same executives, only 
34% believe their organizations 
are equipped to deliver superior 
customer experiences.8
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Siloed physically and operationally, customer-facing teams don’t 
know what happens beyond their own goals, tactics, and KPIs. No 
one has full insight into what customers want and need. Without a 
unified objective and a thorough understanding of these customers 
across the enterprise, it’s impossible for a company to master the 
customer experience. 

Customer-first is an idealistic vision. But brand-first is still an 
institutional way of life for companies – a bad habit that’s difficult 
to break. In a world where 89% of companies now compete primarily 
on the basis of customer experience, change is overdue.10

Making sense of it all requires a shift in thinking – to look at the 
world from the perspective of a customer, not a brand. This mindset 
reset is the critical first step, and there’s nothing preventing business 
leaders from embracing this new mentality. Driving that agenda 
across the organization and effecting sustainable change, however, 
will take work.

In this whitepaper, we combine original research and firsthand 
accounts from top marketing executives to uncover:

• How leading global organizations like IBM, LVMH, Microsoft, 
and Nasdaq are rewiring their marketing strategies to become 
customer-centric.

• What the customer-first transformation looks like, and the role 
of technology as a driving force.

• How the next generation of CMOs can successfully lead their 
organizations through change.
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Marketing in an  
Un-Enterprise World

CHAPTER ONE
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Until recently, marketing followed an established formula: create  
a clever message, broadcast this message widely, and watch it 
spread. As traditional channels evolved, and new channels arrived, 
we adapted this formula, but our approach to marketing by and 
large stayed consistent over time.

Then, along came social media and something interesting happened.

As IBM’s Chief Marketing Officer Michelle Peluso puts it, “People now 
have rich digital lives on top of their physical lives. We as a brand need 
to be able to be present in the moment. In this new world, timeliness, 
agility, and humanity are critical.”

Social media, unlike any other channel the world has known, is 
fueling marketing transformation. The rise of social media has caused 
existing hierarchies between marketing departments and customers 
to dissolve. The frequency of interactions between the two has 
increased, as customers have come to expect resolution in near real 
time – across a rapidly expanding number of touchpoints.11

We’re in a New World of Business
More than two billion people around the world are talking directly 
to brands, and connecting directly with each other, through social 
networks. These conversations, which are happening with or without 
you, can have a significant impact on your brand.

“The internet has reconnected human beings in a way that they 
weren’t connected before, and it’s giving consumers unlimited 
choice,” says Ian Rogers, Chief Digital Officer of LVMH.

In the absence of marketing hierarchies, we have entered an un-
enterprise world. Processes and policies that were once assets are 
becoming liabilities. Brands can no longer rely on traditional formulas 
and speak unfettered from an elevated platform to a faceless, relatively 
impassive audience. A massive leveling of the playing field has taken 
place, as social and digital media are creating a new generation of 
connected and empowered customers. Marketing transformation is 
firmly underway, and enterprises that choose to ignore this reality 
do so at their own peril.



The sheer magnitude of the social media audience alone is changing 
the marketing ecosystem, prompting organizations to shift budgets 
from print and broadcast to digital programs.12

But the size of the social media audience pales in power next 
to its game-changing behaviors.

“We’re moving from a world where marketing is hyper-efficient, to 
a world where quality is hyper-efficient because the customer’s 
voice is so loud,” says Rogers. “Quality trumps marketing at this point 

in time. The definition of local has also fundamentally changed. Local 
used to mean close to me and within proximity. Today it has an 
international meaning – groups of people around the world are 
gathering around shared interests.” 

Even more significantly than talking directly to brands, consumers 
now talk to each other en masse. After every experience with a brand, 
they’re talking about their interactions, sharing with close friends, 
then sharing with millions around the globe through social. There are 
100 million reviews on Yelp alone – each drawing other customers 
toward a business or sending them away.14

“What customers are saying on social is what they’re saying to the 
world,” says Doug Palmer, principal at Deloitte Consulting LLP. “It’s a 
conversation that’s taking place about you – whether it be your brand 
or your product – and you’re not leading the conversation.”

The collective jolt of customer-to-customer conversations can be felt 
all the way to an enterprise’s bottom line.

IN AN UN-ENTERPRISE WORLD, CUSTOMERS ARE IN CONTROL
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Eight out of ten enterprise business leaders 
plan on increasing their investment in 

social media over the next two years.13



The predictable marketing funnel has been replaced by a complex 
and nebulous entity – a marketing cosmos, if you will – filled with 
thousands of brands and billions of customers. And, just like in space, 
each body has its own gravitational force.

A brand in this environment can draw in customers with an 
advertisement. Another brand counters that magnetism with its 
own campaign. Simultaneously, independently, and massively – 
customers exert their own influence. A happy customer pulling 
thousands of people toward a brand. A detractor can keep them 
from getting close. These changing dynamics are constantly at work.

Marketing is no longer about what brands have to say about 
themselves – the old model. It is what customers say about brands 
that truly shifts the balance. What customers choose to say is shaped 
by one key factor: their experience – the sum of how they feel across 
each interaction with a brand. Managing that experience completely, 
consistently, and successfully is now the primary marketing challenge.

In an un-enterprise world, the customer’s experience is all 
that matters. 

MARKETING IN AN UN-ENTERPRISE WORLD
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IN AN UN-ENTERPRISE WORLD, 
EXPERIENCE IS THE NEW MARKETING



CHAPTER TWO

How to Drive Meaningful 
Change Across Marketing



To keep up with the ever-expanding number of customer touchpoints 
and communication channels, and effectively meet the demands of 
connected and empowered customers, forward-thinking marketing 
leaders must press reset on their traditional marketing approaches.

When we spoke with marketing executives about driving marketing 
transformation within their respective organizations, their responses 
centered around a singular focus: customer experience. And according 
to new research, customer experience has overtaken price and 
product as the key differentiator for a brand.15

Given the current landscape, however, this feat is far easier said than 
done. Without a comprehensive strategy for reaching, engaging, and 
listening to customers, it’s impossible for businesses to bridge the 

gap between the experiences customers expect and the ones they’re 
currently receiving.

As Grad Conn, General Manager and CMO of Microsoft USA, explained: 
“Here’s the rub: every company is structured 1980s style. For decades, 
we’ve been building out complex processes and robust silos. But now 
we’re waking up to a new dawn in business – and we’re all realizing 
that we need to operate in a non-siloed way.”

“Every company out there is undergoing digital transformation right 
now. But real transformation can’t just be a new piece of software. 
It has to be mindset transformation, organizational transformation, 
and technology transformation,” he continued. 
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Marketing transformation, at its core, represents a monumental 
shift in mindset. It requires organizations to acknowledge the 
shortcomings of the traditional marketing approach, abandon their 
brand-first focus, reevaluate priorities, and place customers at the 
center of everything they do. 

“Customers want to work with companies that work the way they work,” 
says Conn. “I think this real idea of customer-centricity is that it takes 
into account that all customers have unique and different ways of 
communicating, and different preferences. They may have multiple 
preferences, and those preferences may change. What you have to 
do as a company is be able to embrace that full garden of preferences, 
and be able to respond to it in the way the customers want.”

For Rogers and LVMH, resetting the marketing mindset starts with 
reframing the current shift as a cultural phenomenon:

“We are a culture business, so if I can re-contextualize digital and 
marketing transformation as cultural transformation, I think 
there’s a lot to be gained. What we’re really doing is encouraging 
people to think not about the technology, not about digital, but 
about the cultural transformation and the customer experience.”

Already, marketing executives at some of the most well-known 
companies around the world are embracing customer-first marketing. 
While no two transformation journeys are exactly alike, executives 
across a wide range of industries revealed several common elements 
to their stories. In order to get to the ideal state of marketing and 
consistently meet expectations in our digital-first, customer-driven 
world, these companies have all invested time and resources into 
reinventing their approaches to people, processes, data, and technology. 

MINDSET RESET: BRAND-FIRST TO CUSTOMER-FIRST 

HOW TO DRIVE MEANINGFUL CHANGE ACROSS MARKETING
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“What we’re doing is encouraging people to 
think not about the technology, not about 
digital, but about the cultural transformation 
and the customer experience.”

– IAN ROGERS, CDO, LVMH



Creating a plan starts with involving the right people. For many 
enterprises, because investing in digital and social represents a vast 
departure from the way they’ve traditionally approached marketing, 
a learning curve is inevitable. Hiring and training the right people, 
and in some cases, reevaluating team structures, are essential 
building blocks for any enterprise pursuing customer-first marketing.

“One of the first steps to becoming a customer-centric organization 
involves uniting previously disparate teams across the enterprise,” 
says Conn. “We see companies looking to digitally transform, recognize 
that they’ve got to operate from a single customer-centric point of 
view. It’s a fundamental shift across the organization and in some 
cases, a complete re-architecting of how they engage with customers.”

Uniting teams around a common, customer-centric vision, was also 
a critical component of Nasdaq’s recent transformation journey. 
By using customer research as the crux of its revamped marketing 
approach, all of the company’s different business areas were able 
to work together to reshape the company’s brand narrative and 
vastly improve customer engagement.

“Client research allowed us to build relationships by going into each 
business area and tell them we are truly focused on their success 
as a business,” says Jeremy Skule, CMO of Nasdaq. “For us to be 
successful, we need to know what clients across our entire network 
think, feel, have issues with, and want more of. Then we can take 
out the subjective viewpoints and get aligned on delivering a great 
experience for our clients.”

COLLABORATIVE TEAMS

HOW TO DRIVE MEANINGFUL CHANGE ACROSS MARKETING
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“One of the first steps to becoming a 
customer-centric organization involves 
uniting previously disparate teams across 
the enterprise.”

– GRAD CONN, CMO, MICROSOFT USA
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For many large enterprises that have to operate across businesses, 
markets, and product lines, streamlining processes can be a significant 
obstacle to marketing transformation.

Over the past five years, Nasdaq has been on a rigorous transformation 
journey, both from a brand and business standpoint. One of its main 
objectives was to build a seamless and scalable process for interacting 
with customers. Although the company was creating large volumes of 
content, disparate processes across its business units were keeping the 
company from having meaningful and valuable interactions with 
clients. By organizing its content and shifting its focus to thematics, 
Nasdaq has been able to increase ROI, create more value for its 
clients, and reshape the perception of its brand.

“There wasn’t a centralized, organized workflow for client interactions 
with the brand,” says Skule. “I want to say we had maybe 20,000 
followers across our social channels because every business, every 
person, was doing their own thing. We now have 2.5 million across 
all those social channels, organized by key thematics that are core to 

our businesses and our brand. These thematics provide key funnels 
for our content distribution and enable us to interact with our clients 
and prospects in a positive and constructive way.”

At LVMH, which consists of a diverse network of businesses, all at 
different levels of maturity, identifying common gaps and challenges 
and using this knowledge to streamline processes is critical to 
marketing success.

“We have a network of 4,000 physical stores across 70 brands,” says 
Rogers. “We have a massive wholesale network that looks incredibly 
different between watches and jewelry, wine and spirits, and 
fashion and leather goods. So we need to look across these things, 
find what the common problems are, and put together deliverables 
for the specific problems.”

Taking pages out of the playbooks of these marketing leaders can help 
enterprises formulate their own plans for marketing transformation.

STREAMLINED PROCESSES



HOW TO DRIVE MEANINGFUL CHANGE ACROSS MARKETING
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CMOs have more data at their disposal than ever before, and the 
opportunities to use this data to personalize and customize customer 
experiences are unprecedented.

“We live in an incredibly more data-intensive, data-rich environment,” 
says Peluso. “There’s so much more we can do when we think about 
demand generation and understanding customers.”

At IBM, customer data comes from a wide range of sources on an 
everyday basis. Net Promoter Scores (NPS®) measure a customer’s 
willingness to recommend the company, its products, and services 
to a friend or colleague. Traditional funnel analytics, behavioral 
analytics, social listening data, and even “dark data” – data that exists, 
but is not used because it’s typically undiscovered, unstructured, and 
not yet analyzed; examples include video, logs, and social comments 

– all contain valuable insights into IBM’s customer base. Without the 
proper integration, connecting the dots and tying all this data back to 
individual customers and creating richer profiles can be a challenge.

“Having a thoughtful approach to customer identification and customer 
profiling is critical,” says Peluso. “Moving forward, we need to first be 
thinking about how we continue to unlock insight and data. Second, 

how can we connect all the things we’re learning back to individual 
customers to form richer profiles? This is where AI and cognitive 
learning become super critical, because you can only make connections 
between number one and number two when you have systems that can 
cultivate all this information, find the right insights, and turn them 
into meaningful action.”

At Nasdaq, an initial technology audit helped Skule and his team 
identify opportunities to replace legacy systems with nimbler solutions, 
reduce costs, and reallocate resources to set the organization up for 
long-term success. The results of this audit led Nasdaq to revamp two 
key technology areas that would help them be more customer-centric: 
social engagement and the lead generation process.

“We overhauled our content management system to get our web 
presence better aligned,” says Skule. “The aggregation of content into 
one central blog that was searchable and digestible, the building of 
scale within our social, and the fact that we have an ecosystem in our 
web presence that allows clients to seamlessly navigate the Nasdaq 
portfolio and find the information they need – all these things were 
first and foremost.”

INTEGRATED DATA AND TECHNOLOGY



CHAPTER THREE

Rethinking Marketing 
Technology in an  
Un-Enterprise World



“One of the weaknesses of the current marketing approach is we 
tend to look at just the things we did,” says Conn. “I sent an email, 
did you respond to it? I placed an ad, did you read it? I did an event, 
did you come? But this approach significantly underestimates the 
customer’s role in the marketing relationship and fails to take into 
account the myriad of other factors – needs, opinions, expectations 

– that go into why you may or may not want to buy my product.”

So how can enterprises bridge the gap between the conventional 
marketing approach and the ideal marketing state?

The answer is to rewire marketing technology for an un-enterprise, 
customer-first world.

Rogers echoed those sentiments, adding that the answer is taking 
a “no-holds-barred, customer-centric” approach to technology.

“Part of my job is to be unapologetically customer-centric, which 
means constantly saying ‘I don’t really care how it used to be done. 
I don’t really care how hard it is to move IT systems from where they 
are today to where they need to be. I’m going to make a checklist of 
what the customer must be able to accomplish, and we’re going to 
accomplish these things.’ In the current landscape, it is not acceptable 
that a young startup has better tools than you, or the local coffee shop 
has a better mechanism for payment than your store does.”

16 / THE DEFINITIVE GUIDE TO MARKETING



CRITICAL CAPABILITIES FOR CUSTOMER-FIRST MARKETING

Implementing customer-centric marketing requires collaboration across departments, 
markets, business units, and channels. Knowing who your customers are, where 
and when to reach them, and how to best engage with them requires all the facets of 
an enterprise to be integrated and unified. To succeed in an un-enterprise world, 
there are several mission-critical objectives:

The Ability to Listen to Customers
In the modern world, brands need to be able to process conversations taking place 
across an ever-increasing number of communication channels and touchpoints. The 
ability to listen to your customers and understand who they are allows enterprises 
to deliver more human and intuitive experiences, at every touchpoint, for every 
individual. To accomplish this, customer-facing teams must be properly equipped 
to not only capture insights from millions of interactions, but also to analyze these 
insights at scale and take the appropriate action. Forward-thinking marketing leaders 
are recognizing the benefits of leveraging robust social listening engines to empower 
more informed strategic decisions.

Social listening enables enterprises to assess and analyze the digital conversations 
taking place about their brand by providing answers to the following questions:

• What are my customers talking about?

• What do my customers care about?

• What is being said about my company, its products, and its services?

• What industry trends are shaping the conversation at large?

• What content is gaining the most engagement for my competitors?

RETHINKING MARKETING TECHNOLOGY IN AN UN-ENTERPRISE WORLD
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At Microsoft’s Social Command Center, active listening is the first 
step in crafting memorable customer experiences. The team’s social 
listening software pulls in about 150 million conversations each year. 
After A.I. filters scan and deactivate all the irrelevant conversations 

– e.g., someone cleaning the “windows in their office” – five million 
are handled personally. The social team directly reaches out to 
customers with personalized messages and custom-made content.

The Ability to Engage Customers
Leading companies take the act of listening one step further, by 
leveraging those customer insights to drive engagement strategies. 
At Microsoft, ideas and suggestions from customers are processed 
and forwarded to development teams, to be turned into product 
improvements. And once a product has been updated, the company 
circles back with those customers letting them know. These customers, 
in turn, organically advocate on behalf of the brand and market 
Microsoft products to their networks. Across all these touchpoints – 
from product research to marketing – the customer plays an active 
and integral role.

The brand is maniacally focused on showing, not just telling, customers 
that it cares about the customer experience. Conn says, “Classically, in 
marketing, we’ve told people what we want them to think: ‘My brand 
is fun. My brand is trustworthy. My brand is friendly.’ The problem 
is that customers are no longer buying it. We’ve shifted from a mass 
broadcast model to a stimulus response model and the onus is on 
brands to spark a real, positive reaction that results in someone 
coming to their own conclusion that the brand is fun, trustworthy, 
and friendly.”
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Microsoft’s Social Command 
Center pulls in 150 million 
conversations each year.



The Ability to Reach Customers
Listening to conversations about the brand and flipping the syntax 
can help enterprises know what kind of content needs to be 
created to effectively engage with customers.

Delivering this content to customers, however, is another story. 

In most organizations, silos separate advertising teams from content 
and research teams. This often results in inefficient and ineffective 
advertising. But integrating these advertising efforts with listening and 
publishing enables enterprises to deliver the right ads, to the right 
people, on the right channel, using content that’s most relevant to 
them. This is the intersection of micro-targeting and macro-reach that 
allows enterprises to effectively deliver personal interactions across 
a much wider audience. Integration enables teams to collaborate 
more effectively, and the enterprise as a whole to stretch marketing 
dollars further.

In an un-enterprise world, the ability to reach, engage, and 
listen to customers is a non-negotiable. Equally important is 
the way in which you approach these capabilities.

Migrating from Point Solutions
On average, marketers use 12 distinct toolsets to support the collection, 
management, and deployment of marketing data, and some marketers 
use more than 30 different tools on a regular basis.16

The problem with adding another point solution to your arsenal of 
existing tools is that most of these siloed solutions are unable to 
communicate with one another. They require different interfaces, 
credentials, and workflows. They often use different metrics and 
methods of reporting, too. With one or two point solutions, the 
inconvenience is negligible, but an entire ecosystem of point solutions 
cannot and will not provide your enterprise with the insights needed 
to attain rich customer profiles.

RETHINKING MARKETING TECHNOLOGY IN AN UN-ENTERPRISE WORLD
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When you have a point solution for planning, publishing, engagement, 
listening, asset management, reporting, audience profiling, reporting, 
governance, and a dozen other functionalities – it’s a losing battle.

“As a CMO, the only way for me to see that I’m going to take a 
revenue commitment is by knowing I’ve got enough control of the 
different stages of what’s happening in the nurture cycle to modify 
things so that it all works,” Conn says. “I need a holistic view and 
disparate point solutions will never achieve this.”

UNEARTHING NEW VALUE 
FROM LEGACY SYSTEMS

Marketers have an unprecedented opportunity to get more value 
out of their current systems and connect the data being housed by 
disparate software to a collaborative and unified customer experience 
management (CXM) platform. The right platform can help marketers 
not only bring more value to current customer data, but also provide 
additional context for digital interactions with customers and result 
in more seamless collaborations.

From website, to email, to CRM, many enterprises have already invested 
heavily in systems and solutions that house valuable, structured data 
about customers. “Succeeding in this digital customer-first world can 
require freeing this untapped data, and one way to accomplish this is 
through integration,” Palmer says.

For Peluso and IBM, the ability to create a holistic profile of 
their customers by connecting data allows them to have more 
tailored interactions:

“When you have the ability to not only understand the first party 
data of what somebody did when they were on the IBM website 
or interacted with a campaign we sent out, but also to understand 
what communities a customer is involved in on LinkedIn, or other 
information like what their affiliations are, we can potentially offer 
them different solutions or give them different experiences based 
on a rich understanding of who they really are.”

Unifying digital data and traditional data under the same CXM 
platform, and integrating this platform with the existing technologies 
that are providing value to brands, allows marketers to:

• Layer social on top of existing CRM, direct marketing, and other 
legacy systems through universal API connectors.

• Connect marketing to advertising, commerce, customer care, 
and research and insights.

• Create a universal customer ID that accurately portrays who 
a customer is (not just which demographics they check off).

• Give all business functions immediate access to valuable 
customer data, regardless of its source.

With every customer-facing team collaborating and serving customers 
in a unified environment, enterprises can manage new expectations at 
scale, deliver human and intuitive experiences, at every touchpoint, for 
every customer, and build advocacy for their brand.

RETHINKING MARKETING TECHNOLOGY IN AN UN-ENTERPRISE WORLD
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Becoming a  
Customer-First Marketer

CONCLUSION
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The rules of marketing have changed.

The rise of social and digital media has reinvented how people 
learn about brands, form opinions, buy products, seek support, 
and give feedback. 

Now that customers are more connected and empowered than ever 
before, their expectations have evolved and increased. Expectations 
like personalized and relevant marketing messages, brand presence 
across multiple channels, and real-time feedback and issue resolution, 
these are direct byproducts of our connected world.

For brands, this means customer engagement is more complex than it 
has ever been. To survive and thrive in our digitally disrupted, customer-
driven world, brands must undergo a marketing transformation – 
and forward thinking executives like yourself have an opportunity to 
lead the charge. 

“Marketing transformation demands more from CMOs: more 
accountability, more discipline, more integration,” Palmer says. 

It requires CMOs to abandon the traditional brand-first marketing 
approach and become unapologetically customer-centric. It requires 
executives, their teams, and their enterprises to empty their cups 
of conventional wisdom and shift their focus to social and digital. 
In an era in which experience is the new marketing and customer 
perception is so critical to a brand’s success or failure, the future of 
marketing success will rely on the ability to create and deliver human 
and intuitive experiences – at scale. 

Unifying your teams, processes, point solutions and technology under 
a complete, integrate-able, and collaborative system of record for 
experience can help forward-thinking marketers and their enterprises 
survive in the current landscape – and thrive moving forward. 



The roles and responsibilities of the modern CMO are evolving as 
quickly as the marketing landscape.

“20 years ago, the CMO was essentially the broadcast arm of a company 
in charge of taking the company’s messages and distributing them 
through advertising, PR, etc.,” says Peluso. “But that is changing 
dramatically now – social has completely flattened the relationship 
and empowered customers in previously unimaginable ways.”

Today, however, CMOs wield more power than ever. 

According to a survey by Deloitte, 75 percent of CMOs see their 
role as increasingly influential to business success.17 And, as the 
old adage goes, with great power comes great responsibility. 
Or, calibrated more accurately for an enterprise context: great 
opportunities beget great obligations.

Little wonder then that executives also report feeling greater pressure, 
with 80 percent sensing increased expectations and 82 percent 
believing they need to personally transform and acquire new skills.18

The prospect of abandoning the familiar and facing new challenges 
can seem overwhelming. Helpfully, however, the most vital emerging 
areas of expertise can be broken down into six avatars. Think of these 
distinct yet overlapping roles as the reliable path for forward-looking 
CMOs to represent the customer and drive growth. 

BECOMING THE CMO OF TOMORROW
Mohanbir Sawhney, McCormick Foundation Chair of Technology 
& Clinical Professor of Marketing, Kellogg School of Management

BECOMING THE CMO OF TOMORROW
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When customers shop on Amazon, their experiences are influenced by 
a slew of elements: the functionality of the website, the merchandise 
itself, shipping charges, the responsiveness of customer service, even 
the packaging. And what customers ultimately feel, and choose to 
express, about these different experiences now impacts every function 
of a business. 

Yet, while all departments – from customer care to product development 
– now bear some direct responsibility for the customer experience, 
the existing management structure of most companies means no 
single executive owns that portfolio. In fact, fewer than half of today’s 
organizations have an executive dedicated to customer experience.19

This gauntlet needs to be picked up, quickly, and no one is better 
positioned to seize and run with it than the CMO. By wholeheartedly 
taking ownership of customer experience, CMOs can position themselves 
to spur alignment among all of their organization’s customer-facing 
functions – including sales, research, commerce, and customer care.

Like a symphony conductor, the CMO needs to artfully yet firmly 
guide every performance in the customer experience orchestra, 
keeping time, monitoring dynamics, constantly and fluidly moving 

in real time to correct off-brand notes. Maintaining harmony means 
developing programs that will measure, monitor, and improve 
customer experience – then collaborating across company silos 
to implement them. Like the conductor positioned between the 
audience and the orchestra, CMOs need to situate themselves 
between the company and the customer. 

For many organizations, the most impactful place to start is on 
social. In the past, customers experienced brands through personal 
interactions with individual products or services. Today, customer 
experience encompasses everything from interactions with store 
employees to peer reviews to conversations on social networks. 
These interactions have a big influence on how potential customers 
feel about a brand, and whether they choose to do business or defer 
to a competitor. This makes social a natural bridge to the customer.

Just as a symphony orchestra needs a quality theater to perform 
for an audience, an organization today requires a first-rate social 
media experience to deliver a winning customer experience.

THE CUSTOMER EXPERIENCE CONDUCTOR
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A single insight can create or redefine an entire business. Consider 
Home Depot, a runaway success founded on the insight that an 
emerging segment of Do-It-Yourself customers needed an expansive 
hardware store of their own.

Insights are the fuel for innovation, growth, and sustainability.

Here in the social age, some of the most valuable insights come 
from observing customer interactions online. Leading CMOs are 
creating listening divisions across different social channels and then 
converting that information into insights that drive growth initiatives.

When these insights are fed to other functions, customer feedback 
can dramatically improve products, qualify leads, target ad spending, 
and elevate customer service. By taking the reins of this process 
and embracing the role of “insights generator,” CMOs can drive a lot 
of positive transformation directly across that bridge between the 
people creating products and the people consuming them.

THE INSIGHTS GENERATOR
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The greatest insights lead directly to growth. 

And where once CMOs might have simply taken pride in identifying 
a growth opportunity and passing the idea to someone else, today 
they are taking ownership.

McDonald’s, for example, used social media listening to understand 
what their customers really wanted. From there, marketing worked 
with supply chain colleagues to devise a new customer-driven menu, 
popularly dubbed “All Day Breakfast.” What they ended up serving, 
in addition to more eggs and orange juice, was significant revenue 
growth after 14 consecutive quarters of decline.20

So how does a CMO embrace and embody the “growth catalyst” 
avatar? Unifying teams is a critical step. In many organizational 
structures, the colleagues charged with listening to social data or 
generating insights are disconnected from those who make the 
products, sell the products, or engage directly in customer service. 
As a result, customer insights don’t always get translated into major 
growth-driving actions. The enemy is separation.

Once a potential growth opportunity is identified, commit. Smart 
marketers are giving themselves permission to act on fresh ideas. 
And because a brand’s customers represent uniquely fertile soil 
for innovative insights, top CMOs are investing in an integrated 
platform to coordinate customer engagement and facilitate cross-
team collaboration, ensuring that big new ideas don’t fall through 
the cracks of disconnected systems.

THE GROWTH CATALYZER
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Anyone, at any time, can post a negative comment about a brand. As 
natural brand stewards, CMOs have a responsibility to create effective, 
brand-attuned bulwarks against such attacks and move swiftly to 
repair the damage. This obligation is heightened in organizations 
intrinsically susceptible to public criticism – large banks, oil companies, 
fast-food giants, and so forth.

The very best way to defend against attacks and remedy their impact, 
however, is to identify, cultivate, and rally loyal brand advocates.

Customers typically fall into one of three categories: advocates 
with strong brand affinity, detractors with some decided degree 
of dislike, and the rest who are generally ambivalent. While it’s 
always advantageous to convert detractors or connect with new 
customers, the most efficient investment of effort is to nurture 
loyal advocates. They represent a brand’s most dependable and 
potent asset in the collective conversation. Even a single inspired 
and motivated brand advocate can wield an exponential impact.

By embracing the “brand steward” role and committing to rank and file 
advocates – finding fresh opportunities to engage with them, building 
a community that inspires and harnesses their voices, providing them 
spaces to express and contribute their sensibilities – CMOs can not 
only guard against detractors, they can build and sustain brand affinity.

THE BRAND STEWARD
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The CMO’s responsibility for leading marketing communications 
has grown strikingly more complex with the recent, head-spinning 
multiplication and diversification of available channels.

Given the mighty task of effectively coordinating and integrating across 
such a widened and still-expanding field of niche-nuanced platforms, 
today’s CMO needs tools that can focus their efforts.

Successfully managing this new “marketing communicator” role fully 
simply isn’t feasible today without an integrated, channel-agnostic 
platform that makes it possible to engage with customers on Facebook, 
Twitter, LinkedIn, and other key social channels, in a single framework. 
To illustrate, imagine the difficulty of managing phone lines in the 
earliest days of the telephone without a switchboard.

Ideally, CMOs need to empower themselves with a communication 
platform that also connects seamlessly to legacy customer-facing systems, 
like email and CRM, so that all employees across the organization have 
the same view of the customer and can speak to “her” in a consistent, 
compellingly unified brand voice.

THE MARKETING COMMUNICATOR
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If the new digital world demands new skills and capabilities from 
CMOs, it also demands new functions, roles, and responsibilities in 
the marketing organization. These include roles like data scientists, 
content directors, and ecosystem managers. Given the complexity 
and unprecedented nature of these tasks, the CMO needs to play 
a strong role in hiring, training, and developing talent within the 
marketing organization.

This necessitates that CMOs develop their own digital acumen. 
Taking a hard look at their abilities in data, analytics, and automation 
and seeking out opportunities to further develop technical fluency 
and expertise. In doing so, these marketers will be better equipped 
to seek candidates with the right skill sets and to provide the right 
training for current employees. 

To succeed, actor Lon Chaney had to be the “Man of a Thousand 
Faces.” CMOs need only master six personas. Mastering these 
six competencies will create a strong foundation for marketing 
transformation within your organization.

THE TALENT INCUBATOR
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