
CAN YOU TRUST YOUR 
MARKETING DATA?

Data determines the success of your digital 
marketing campaign like never before.  
It’s the driving force behind personalization 

and targeting, both of which are crucial to success  
in digital marketing today. The underlying data  
of any marketing technique determines whether  
the right audience sees your ads, if those ads reach 
prospects at the right time and whether that effort 
leads to effective conversions for your brand.

HOW IMPORTANT IS DATA? 
It’s at the top of the list of purchasing priorities for 
marketers, a recent survey of SmartBrief readers in 
the digital marketing space found. More respondents 
said their companies plan to invest in data and 
measurement products and services over the next 12 
to 18 months than any other type of marketing product.

“Data used to be considered a small part of marketing. 
But now, customer data really is marketing,” says 
Qubit’s Mark Choueke.  “You can’t really be a good 
marketer without understanding how to do data,  
and most marketers just simply don’t.”

HOW DO YOU KNOW  
IF YOU HAVE QUALITY DATA?
Unfortunately, most marketers don’t believe they 
are working with quality data. A recent study found 
that 70% of marketers believe that the customer 
data their organizations are using for marketing  
is low quality or inconsistent. That means they are 
running marketing campaigns on bad data and,  
as a result, possibly missing the mark when they 
select the audience they hope to reach. 

Remedying the problem starts with parsing out  
what data is and what determines its quality.  
Data, as used by marketers, refers to all the 
information that brands can gather about their 
customers and potential targets. That includes  
their demographics, web searches, website visits, 
customer loyalty information from apps, online 
shopping histories and in-store interactions with 
kiosks and registers. Most of this type of data  
is first-party data, information collected directly  
by a brand, whether that’s through passive means 

— such as when a consumer is within range  
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of a beacon or an internet of things sensor —  
or active data transfer — such as when a customer 
fills out a form, visits a site or makes a purchase.

Using existing customer data to match the profile  
of potential buyers is an important way of expanding 
your targeting to new customers. Often, marketers 
turn to third-party data solutions to expand their 
data sets and reach broader audiences. Third-party 
data is typically aggregated by data-management 
firms from sites across the web and via real-world 
interactions. That data is then licensed to users for 
marketing and ad targeting. 

Because this data doesn’t come directly from 
consumers — but is instead inferred about them 

— it can be difficult to determine who is reached 
and how that matters. Consider the chasm 
between Facebook’s third-party inferred data and 
reality: The social media giant has told advertisers 
that its network has the potential to reach some  
41 million Americans between the ages of 18 and 
24. The only problem? The most recent U.S. census 
data shows there are only 31 million people living 
in the country between those ages, according  
to a Pivotal Research Group senior analyst. 

The discrepancy likely isn’t malicious — it’s simply 
what happens when inference reigns supreme.  
It makes clear that the types of tools marketers 
use, and the data those services rely on, can make 
or break the effectiveness of a campaign.

NOT ALL DATA IS EQUAL
A major challenge in determining the quality  
of that data is that there is no company that rates 
or grades marketing data. Marketers depend  
on service providers to assess their own data,  
with little independent information on how 
accurate that assessment really is. In actuality, 
SafeGraph CEO Auren Hoffman estimates that the 
accuracy of marketing data is between 10% and 
20%. In addition, nearly half of all brands report 
that they don’t trust one-fifth of the data they use 
to make media buying decisions, according  
to a 2017 survey by research firm Industry Index.

What that means is that marketers are often 
targeting audiences with precise parameters but 
are unable to reach their ideal buyers because the 
underlying data itself is not accurate. Reaching 
niche customers through third-party data has 
become even harder since Apple changed the 
settings of its web browser Safari in September. 

How Data Can be 
Easily Misconstrued
Have you ever bought a baby present  
or gifted someone a vacation package,  
only to be inundated with targeted ads 
about the latest baby products and hotels 
in Aruba? Audience identification is such 
a common and important data set used 
in digital marketing, and it’s an example 
of how easily data can be misinterpreted. 
Assigning demographic information based 
on activity is an inexact science. 

That’s not to say inferred data isn’t useful, 
but it is important that marketers handle 
such data as just that. Marketers can 
improve the accuracy of inferences  
by seeking out patterns, the IAB Data 
Council recommends.  

Perhaps the buyer of the baby gift also 
buys diapers and a subscription to Parent 
magazine. Maybe then it’s safe to assume 
the buyer has a baby. But when using  
that data in an aggregate set, know that  
it is only a guess — even if it is a good one.
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Users can no longer be tracked by third parties  
for more than 24 hours after visiting a site without 
them opting in to such tracking, a change that 
several ad industry groups said will make  
it harder to reach intended consumer markets.

DATA-DRIVEN MARKETING  
IS GROWING MORE COMPLEX
Personalization can make or break a marketing 
campaign because customers have come to  
expect tailored offerings and promotions, curated 
suggestions and remembered preferences. Yet one 
of the biggest challenges that digital marketers  
face is the need to balance consumer desire for 
personalization with privacy concerns. More than half 
of online adults say they’re annoyed that companies 
use their personal information to send them targeted 
advertising, according to Forrester research,  
but 28% also say that they don’t mind being 
contacted by companies with relevant offers,  
even if they didn’t opt in to receive communications.

So how can marketers walk the tightrope  
of personalization and privacy? By combining the 
transparency of its data sources with meaningful 
behavioral data permissions, says Fatemeh Khatibloo, 
principal analyst at Forrester. When customers 
supply first-party data, brands should include  
clear signposting about how that information  
will be used to better tailor and guide their  
brand interactions. That transparency preserves  
the trust between customer and brand, and it’s  
a transparency that’s hard to match with third-party, 
aggregated information.

THE FIRST-PARTY SOLUTION 
Not all marketing service providers rely on third-party 
data. Many use first-party data, offered directly by 
consumers, to connect brands with ideal prospects. 

First-party data can elevate both the transparency 
and meaningfulness of data acquisition and 
marketing implementation. Trust is established when 
the customer logs on to a company’s app, orders 
from the site or signs up for an email newsletter 

— so personalization feels like an extension of the 
relationship rather than an invasion. 

That’s even more important when one considers 
that 52% of customers are extremely or somewhat 
likely to switch brands if a company doesn’t try  
to personalize communication with them, according 
to Salesforce. While data from outside sources 

Questions  
to Consider
Not sure how to assess the quality  
of your data? Start with these queries:

1. How is this data collected?  
Is it coming directly from the customer  

or is it part of a larger aggregation of data?

2. Who owns this customer data?  
If it’s first-party data, has the customer opted-in 
to future marketing campaigns and programs?  
If it’s third-party data, what measures and 
policies are in place to ensure data is timely, 

verified and legally obtained?

3. Is this data driving  
intended results?  
Does the first-party data allow hyper-focused 
segmentation and more responsive engagement? 
Are there metrics in place to assess whether 
programs driven by third-party data are reaching 
the intended audience? Are you tracking program 
results to monitor first-party vs. third-party data 
initiatives and to quantify the difference that data 
quality can make?
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Do you know what data your marketing services  
are using? SmartBrief’s first-party data solutions  
connect leading B2B companies with nearly 6 million 

senior executives and business professionals. 
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might move the needle in the short term, 
first-party data offers insights so brands  
have long-term control over their customer 
relationships and position in the marketplace.

Given the integrity and reliability of first-party data, 
it is no surprise that senior marketers say that  
it offers the highest ROI. Respondents in a 2015 
Econsultancy survey said that first-party data — 
compared to second-party and third-party 
solutions — offered the highest lift, easiest budget 
justification, highest increase to customer lifetime 
value, and greatest customer insight.

Marketers are making the leap to first-party data 
across industries — including government startups, 
health care systems, financial services and 
consumer goods companies. In retail, for instance, 
Target, Best Buy and Walmart have all established 
marketing data programs, enabling their suppliers 
to access first-party data for greater marketing 
impact and efficiency. Amazon, which leverages 
first-party data for mass personalization, captured 
more than 40% of the online marketplace last year 
while its closest competitors had less than 3% 
combined. In the energy sector, utility companies 
now allow energy customers to share their usage 
with third-party apps with the tap of a button.

But it’s not just the big companies. “Even smaller 
companies are finding ways to expand their  

use of first-party data,” said Kim Grotto,  
founder of marketing launchpad Now Swim.

SUMMARY
Data is the bedrock of a strong marketing 
campaign. It allows a brand to reach the right 
audience, to craft the right message and to close 
the sale. But if a marketing approach relies solely 
on third-party data solutions, its strategies are not 
as personalized or powerful as they could be, 
which leaves the marketing team with less to offer 
its suppliers and partners. 

Because first-party data is directly collected from 
visitors and consumers, it’s more reliable than 
insights inferred from habits and behaviors,  
and that translates into more confident media 
buying and marketing. 

Marketers have a lucrative opportunity 
in improving their data assets. So much data  
is under-utilized that Forrester estimates a 10% 
increase in data accessibility can lead to $65 
million in additional net income for the average 
Fortune 1000 company. For marketers, being able 
to better allocate their budgets, improve the  
value proposition, better personalize consumer 
experiences and increase conversions are all 
possible through a more informed data strategy. 

  The types of tools marketers use,  
and the data those services rely on, can make  

or break the effectiveness of a campaign.
“

”
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