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In every industry today, businesses feel a fierce urgency to become 
customer-centric. They want to know what they can do to preserve 
and expand existing customer relationships and attract the best new 
customers. They are looking to business intelligence (BI), analytics, 
and supporting big data, data warehousing, and customer data 
management platforms to help them drive smarter decisions and 
actions in marketing, sales, service, e-commerce, and other customer-
facing activities. With new analytic insights, companies seek to 
more easily identify how to streamline and improve their operations 
and innovate in the development of business-to-business (B2B) and 
business-to-consumer (B2C) products and services.

This interest is surging at a time when customer data sources are 
expanding, challenging organizations to ingest and analyze this 
tsunami of data and distill it into actionable insights. Adding to the 
challenge is that customer engagements are occurring across diverse 
channels. Data generated by customers is both structured and 
unstructured; joining traditional sources such as sales transaction 
records are new, less-structured sources such as social media activity. 
Gaining an integrated view that uncovers hidden data relationships 
between these sources can be invaluable to improving customer 
intelligence. The hard part, however, is filtering the data “noise” 
to sharpen focus on the most relevant information for marketing 
campaign decisions, sales strategies, call center performance 
management, online engagement, and more.

The data is valuable, but it is of little actionable benefit if users 
cannot interact with it effectively to share insights in presentations, 
e-mail, texts, and meetings. New tools that combine the powers of 
data visualization with easier-to-use analytics are maturing, making it 
possible for nontechnical business users to do more on their own with 
less reliance on IT developers and data science experts—valuable as 
they continue to be.

This Checklist offers seven best practices for formulating a strategy to 
derive and deliver actionable customer intelligence. The practices are 
aimed at helping organizations turn their increasingly voluminous data 
riches into competitive business advantage.

FOREWORD

Without high-quality, relevant data, there can be no customer 
intelligence. It is just as important to get to know your data and 
manage it well as it is to build reports and visualizations and 
perform analytics. This is never easy; many organizations have data 
spread across multiple business applications, both on premises 
and in the cloud. There is structured and unstructured customer 
data in sales management, e-commerce, and call center systems 
as well as customer satisfaction surveys, Web logs, social media, 
and clickstream sources. Additionally, companies often tap external 
demographics and customer information services.

The good news is that data expansion allows organizations to learn 
more about what’s driving market trends and customers’ paths to 
purchases. For example, they can look for correlations between social 
media activity and transaction data. The hard part is determining the 
appropriate blend. What most users dream of having is access to a 
single, integrated view of all relevant data; what most actually have is 
a chaotic mélange of multiple, disconnected sources. Rather than wait 
for the perfect view, users will extract and load data from available 
sources. Views can therefore differ from user to user.

The traditional way to deliver an integrated view is to consolidate data 
into a customer data warehouse. In the process of getting data into 
the warehouse, administrators may cleanse and transform it as well 
as analyze sources for important data relationships. However, this 
process can be painstakingly slow and may lack flexibility. Plus, some 
users prefer to analyze raw data rather than the cleansed, structured, 
and aggregated data provided by a data warehouse. To serve them, 
some organizations are building data lakes in Hadoop systems; they 
ingest data as it comes in for users to analyze in a raw state as they 
see fit.

There is no best way to manage and provide access to customer data, 
nor is there one single view that makes sense for every requirement. 
The best course is to determine the data management approach 
by how it fits business objectives, such as improving customer 
experiences, streamlining operations, or innovating to deliver greater 
value for customers.

 NUMBER ONE

IMPROVE MANAGEMENT OF AND ACCESS TO 
RELEVANT DATA TO ENABLE ACTIONABLE 
INTELLIGENCE
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To gain higher value from customer data, managers and frontline 
professionals in marketing, sales, and service need technologies 
and practices that make interaction with data faster, easier, and 
more intuitive. Marketing professionals need to be able to explore 
data freely so they can look for meaningful patterns in customer 
behavior and apply insights to such programs as marketing 
campaigns and personalized offers. Sales and service personnel 
engaged with customers need simple, intuitive interfaces that 
make it easy to find and share information.

Traditional BI applications that provide static, one-size-fits-all 
reports often fall short of addressing these needs. The new wave 
of “visual analytics” tools and applications offer users greater 
self-service capabilities for data discovery, data analysis, and data 
visualization. These technologies have potential for users who are 
frustrated with spreadsheets and static reports and want more 
creative and flexible interaction with data—but do not want to wait 
in the backlog for IT developers to build these capabilities for them.

Leading visual analytics tools and applications provide intuitive 
interfaces and self-service functionality for selecting and updating 
visualizations, building dashboards, and drilling down into data. 
These technology advances reduce time to insight by allowing 
users in marketing, sales, and service functions the flexibility 
to pursue new data insights. Users can also customize visual 
interfaces to make data interaction easier, especially for personnel 
in operational, customer-facing scenarios who are not experts in 
working with data.

Visualization technology enables simpler data interaction. Users 
can apply color, size, shape, or even special icons to represent 
product lines, sales territories, or other important attributes 
and use them to show changes in the data. Superimposing data 
on maps, marketing professionals can analyze the regional 
effectiveness of current marketing campaigns to determine the 
focus of their next campaigns. 

Organizations should take advantage of advances in visual 
analytics to improve data interaction and make information 
more actionable. However, visualization is not a silver bullet; 
organizations still need to invest in training and mentoring to guide 
users in applying the technology effectively, avoiding visual clutter, 
and aiming for clarity in their presentations.

As organizations expand their reach into different types of customer 
data, they need to formally address how to protect sensitive 
data and balance respect for customer privacy with increased 
personalization. “Data governance” is a broad term applied to 
setting policies, rules, processes, and accountability about the 
use, sharing, and protection of data. The key business benefit of 
establishing data governance is that it can help organizations take 
action to build trusted data-sharing relationships with customers.

In most organizations, IT is primarily responsible for data 
governance processes; however, data governance is most effective 
when business management joins with IT to set governance policies 
and share accountability. In fact, one of the benefits of establishing 
formal data governance is that it can improve business-IT 
collaboration for data security and privacy as well as for project 
management, the sharing of best practices, training, and other 
activities related to improving data assets and gaining business 
value from them.

Data governance policies can include ensuring compliance with 
customers’ opt-in and opt-out decisions. Policies can encompass 
encryption, anonymization, and data-loss prevention procedures, 
including tracking the proper use of customer data as it flows 
through and outside the organization. Governance policies should 
also document role-specific data-access privileges.

Data governance depends on good knowledge of the organization’s 
data and how it is used for analytics and business operations. It is, 
therefore, wise to coordinate data governance with other processes 
for improving the definition, integration, and enrichment of customer 
data. These include customer master data management (MDM), data 
quality, and data profiling processes. 

Customer MDM enables organizations to establish higher-level 
definitions of customers based on data integrated from multiple 
sources. MDM can help organizations avoid errors and streamline 
the creation of integrated data views for sales, marketing, customer 
support, and other operations. This is vital to improving the quality 
of customer experiences. 

Assigning data stewardship responsibilities is a good practice 
for sustaining data governance. Data stewards, drawn from 
business and IT, can be helpful in managing the complex rules and 
procedures surrounding customer data. Data stewards can serve as 
the organization’s eyes and ears on processes for building the value 
of shared customer data assets. 

DEPLOY VISUAL ANALYTICS TO MAKE CUSTOMER 
INTELLIGENCE MORE ACTIONABLE

ESTABLISH DATA GOVERNANCE TO BUILD TRUST AND 
PROTECT SENSITIVE CUSTOMER DATA

 NUMBER THREE NUMBER TWO
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Leading organizations are employing advanced analytics, including 
data mining, machine learning, predictive analytics, and text 
analytics, to dramatically improve customer intelligence and 
develop actionable insights that can be applied in real time. 
Advanced analytics technologies and practices enable organizations 
to discover customer buying patterns and product affinities, 
define customer segments, sharpen personalization, and uncover 
previously unknown market trends that could present opportunities. 
Organizations can also use advanced analytics to identify waste and 
inefficiency in marketing, sales, and customer support processes 
and determine steps for improvement.

Advanced analytics goes beyond the capabilities of most users of 
standard BI tools, reporting applications, and spreadsheets. Thus, 
advanced analytics processes typically require professional data 
analysts, statisticians, and data scientists as well as technologies 
geared to their specialized knowledge and capabilities. However, 
visual analytics tools and the availability of technologies such as 
in-memory computing, cloud computing, and preconfigured analytic 
data management platforms are beginning to “democratize” 
advanced analytics. Business functions such as marketing can 
increasingly launch analytics projects on their own with less IT 
involvement.

Predictive analytics technologies and practices are particularly 
useful in enabling marketing and other business functions to work 
faster—and with larger and more diverse volumes of data—to 
examine and anticipate what might happen next. Enterprises can 
build predictive models to understand the likelihood of certain 
outcomes; they can measure and track reaction to a variety of 
stimuli (such as advertising messages and marketing campaigns) 
and evaluate the importance of different variables on outcomes.

Automating predictive analytics with software tools enables 
organizations to significantly shorten customer data-analysis 
cycles. They can use predictive analytics to impact real-time 
behavior. Call center agents, for example, could apply the results 
of predictive analytics to the selection of the most appropriate 
cross-sell and upsell opportunities. Predictive analytics can guide 
automated decision management applications to offer the right 
recommendations to online shoppers.

Enterprises should evaluate text analytics to gain insights from 
social media, voice-of-the-customer records, Web logs, and other 
content sources. With text analytics, organizations can sift through 
voluminous social media data to track trending sentiments and take 
smarter action more quickly. 

Few firms would dispute the notion that knowing more about 
your customers is good for business. Yet, as companies grow in 
size and complexity, they can become more distant from their 
customers. Growing companies with diverse product lines can 
lose track of which customers or types of customers have affinity 
with which products across channels. Over time, the benefits of 
business growth can be undercut by a loss of customer intimacy. 
Companies can learn how to restore some of that intimacy through 
personalization driven by customer intelligence.

Key ingredients of data-driven personalization are (1) customer data 
management and integration, which can provide comprehensive, 
well-governed views of relevant data; and (2) analytics processes 
that deepen knowledge of customers individually and in segments. 
In most organizations, decision makers in marketing, sales, and 
service have only limited views of one or a few sources of data. 
Gaining more complete views is important because each source by 
itself offers only part of the whole picture. 

Sales data, for example, tells what the company has sold but not 
what other products a customer may have considered and whether 
they were fully satisfied with their purchase. Behavioral data from 
clickstreams could fill in context around what the customer did 
before making an online purchase. Behavioral data can also offer 
clues as to why prospects did not complete purchases. Organizations 
can use more complete views to support analytics use for gaining 
a better understanding of paths to purchase and the relationship 
between customer behavior, marketing, and purchasing activity.

In marketing, key objectives for applying analytics to personalization 
include one-to-one marketing, micro-marketing, finer-grained 
segmentation, and mass customization. Analytics can enable 
organizations to learn how customers in closely defined segments 
spend over time and when in the customer life cycle it is best to 
communicate particular marketing messages or make certain offers. 

Analysis of social media data, voice-of-the-customer records, 
or other records of engagement can help organizations interpret 
emotive communications and gain insights into motivations, 
aspirations, hopes, and needs. Analyzing these less-well-understood 
attributes can help organizations engage more effectively to improve 
satisfaction, leading to greater loyalty and less attrition.

INCREASE ANALYTICAL POWER TO UNCOVER AND 
APPLY UNIQUE CUSTOMER DATA INSIGHTS

USE CUSTOMER DATA MANAGEMENT, INTEGRATION, 
AND ANALYTICS TO PERSONALIZE CUSTOMER 
INTERACTIONS

 NUMBER FOUR  NUMBER FIVE
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Improving operational efficiency is a top objective behind most 
deployments of BI and analytics, including in marketing, sales, and 
other customer-focused functions. Customer-centric organizations 
want to align decisions and actions with objectives to increase 
loyalty, reduce attrition, and raise customer satisfaction. Dashboards 
and scorecards need to provide users with easily understood key 
performance indicators and the ability to drill down into the data 
behind the metrics. 

Users in customer-facing operations need to be able to apply 
analytics to ask and answer the “why” questions about results. 
They also need to be able to apply analytics to examine not just the 
performance of single operations but also how performance in all of 
their customer-facing operations impacts progress toward customer-
centric goals. They can use analytics to identify how processes could 
be orchestrated more effectively to achieve their goals.

Analytics can help in uncovering correlations in multiple data 
sources that could improve process orchestration. Analysis of 
emotive or other behavioral data, for example, could lead to the 
discovery that customer service operations were not properly 
prepared for responses to marketing campaigns or new sales 
strategies, or field sales and service personnel may not be informed 
about customer feedback and therefore may not be trained properly. 
Analytics can give organizations a clearer, data-driven view of how 
operations are fitting together.

Dashboards are critical in delivering analytic insights and meeting 
performance goals for operational managers and frontline 
employees. Our research finds that users frequently have to interact 
with numerous dashboards, each for a different application or data 
source. Organizations should consolidate dashboards so users do 
not have to jump from one interface to another and consequently 
lose focus. Consolidation could help operational users avoid “alert 
fatigue,” which causes users to react to the wrong alerts or ignore 
them altogether.

Marketing functions can use analytics and performance 
management to improve the efficiency and effectiveness of their 
processes. Data-driven marketing focuses on using analytics to 
eliminate less effective campaigns and keep those that match up 
best with desired customer segments. With visual analytics and 
dashboards, marketing personnel can interact with data to explore 
which campaigns are most effective, supporting goals for process 
improvement.

For many organizations, the ultimate test of the value of customer 
intelligence is whether data-driven insights guide the firm to higher- 
quality, more profitable, and more sustained customer engagements. 
For example, customer experience management (CEM) processes, 
commonly used in call and contact centers, involve monitoring and 
measuring customer interactions to understand perceptions about 
brands and products. Leading organizations are applying analytics 
to CEM processes to identify what steps an organization should 
take to build customer loyalty and determine which offers are most 
likely to succeed for each customer. Analytics engines that give 
managers insights drawn from an integrated view of interactions in 
different channels can help organizations improve overall customer 
experiences.

Customer churn has long been a major challenge for firms in the 
financial services and telecommunications industries. Firms in 
other industries are similarly focused on improving customer loyalty 
because they recognize the value and possible lower cost of keeping 
existing customers. 

To reduce churn, companies can apply predictive analytics to 
understand what types of customer actions suggest they are 
about to depart and help the organization determine what actions 
it could take at different points in the customer relationship to 
prevent departure, such as adjusting how call center agents 
respond or changing poorly designed processes embedded in online 
applications. 

Data sources for such analysis include customer satisfaction 
surveys, CEM and call center interaction records, social media data, 
and other records that could be studied much more quickly with text 
analytics than the weeks or months needed for manual work.

Many organizations want to personalize customer experiences in 
real time as they engage with customers across different channels. 
Customers who would have opted in to applications that track 
their engagement would be pleased by informed, accurate, and 
beneficial engagement. No firm we know of has reached that level 
of perfection, in part because of customers’ privacy concerns about 
tracking. However, enterprises that can bring a richer, smarter, and 
more complete knowledge of customers using the governed data 
they have at their fingertips in every engagement will have a strong 
competitive advantage.

DEPLOY CUSTOMER INTELLIGENCE TO ORCHESTRATE 
AND OPTIMIZE CUSTOMER-FACING OPERATIONS

DELIVER ACTIONABLE INFORMATION TO IMPROVE 
CUSTOMER EXPERIENCES ACROSS CHANNELS

 NUMBER SIX  NUMBER SEVEN
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TDWI Research provides research and advice for data professionals 
worldwide. TDWI Research focuses exclusively on business 
intelligence, data warehousing, and analytics issues and teams 
up with industry thought leaders and practitioners to deliver both 
broad and deep understanding of the business and technical 
challenges surrounding the deployment and use of business 
intelligence, data warehousing, and analytics solutions. TDWI 
Research offers in-depth research reports, commentary, inquiry 
services, and topical conferences as well as strategic planning 
services to user and vendor organizations.
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years. You can reach him at dstodder@tdwi.org.

TDWI Checklist Reports provide an overview of success factors for 
a specific project in business intelligence, data warehousing, or 
a related data management discipline. Companies may use this 
overview to get organized before beginning a project or to identify 
goals and areas of improvement for current projects.
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As the leader in business analytics software and services, SAS 
transforms your data into insights that give you a fresh perspective 
on your business. You can identify what’s working. Fix what isn’t. 
And discover new opportunities.

We can help you turn large amounts of data into knowledge you 
can use, and we do it better than anyone. It’s no wonder an 
overwhelming majority of customers continue to use SAS year after 
year. We believe it’s because we hire great people to create great 
software and services.

SAS customers receive a full suite of support services at no 
extra charge, including skilled telephone technical support and 
unlimited, around-the-clock online technical support. Our online 
customer support center provides always-on access to a wealth of 
technical support, reference information, educational resources, and 
communities. Knowledge sharing is continuously available through 
regular seminars, Webcasts, and an expansive selection of training 
courses.

SAS is the largest independent vendor in the business intelligence 
market. Through innovative solutions, SAS helps customers at more 
than 75,000 sites improve performance and deliver value by making 
better decisions faster. Since 1976 SAS has been giving customers 
around the world The Power to Know.
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