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Introduction
A few years ago, knowing your customers was a lot easier since
there were fewer choices, distractions and channels available 
to reach them. Understanding preferences meant asking your
customers what they liked and what they did not like using 
real words, ideas and emotions. It also required retaining and
maintaining customer preferences for use in future interactions.
Correct application of customer preferences, in turn, led to 
subsequent communications between your company and the cus-
tomers that were valuable, and played a key role in establishing a
trusted relationship between your business and its customer base.

With the emergence of the internet, many prevalent notions 
of traditional marketing and customer communications were
shattered to make way for newer concepts. According to a recent
study conducted by the Nielsen Company, Americans spend 
23 percent of their time online using social networks. When 
this time is combined with the time spent communicating across
other online channels such as blogs, email, instant messaging,
the total time constitutes 36 percent of the time an American
spends online.1 No wonder competing for customer attention 
in recent times is becoming increasingly difficult. Even if you
succeed in capturing the preferences of your customers on one
channel, chances are they might interact with your business 
on some other channel that does not have the same knowledge
of the customer. The result is a fragmented experience that
alienates the customer and diminishes the value of your brand.

Customers today also demand instantaneous results and 
consistent answers from the brands they do business with across
multiple online channels. Customer tolerance for ineptitude is
nonexistent in these conditions. Expecting customers to adapt 
to your method of operation is also not an option. The internet
has empowered customer choice. Many businesses are vying 
for customer attention and subsequent revenues through online
channels. Despite the intense competition online for customer
attention, a majority of businesses do not know how to commu-
nicate effectively with the empowered customer of today.

However, the internet also creates newer opportunities for 
companies. Online, every visitor interaction provides a rich
stream of real-time behavioral insight that grows with each click.
Such insights prove useful when it comes to personalization of
experience and content at a much lower cost online than off line.

True Profiles is a means of understanding customer behavior,
actions and preferences using analytics that creates a foundation
for intelligent and responsive online marketing. The True
Profile enables businesses to build and maintain a “memory” 
of customers and prospects with the goal of delivering 
better services. The True Profile, a concept coined by Web
Analytics Demystified and marketed by IBM® Unica® and
Coremetrics®, is an evolution of web analytics, customer rela-
tionship management and marketing automation. Learn how to
adapt and share our vision of True Profiles to meet your unique
business needs.

Defining the True Profile
The art of profiling customers to drive relevant communications
has been a marketing mainstay for decades. Accumulating
records of long-term customers across multiple interactions 
has always been the practice when it comes to the aspect of
understanding customer needs and wants with the goal of 
delivering goods and services to meet those needs. However, 
as consumers increasingly turn to the internet and other digital
channels to interact with brands, the art of profiling customers
becomes difficult and complex. Research studies from comScore
and BIGresearch cite that between 80 - 90 percent of customers
research products online prior to purchasing off line. These
numbers indicate that a wealth of data about customer intent 
is available simply by analyzing online data. Hence, the True
Profile offers a modern-day solution and understanding of 
customers by managing data from interactions across multiple
channels such as physical store locations, call centers, websites,
mobile devices and social networks within a unified 
customer profile.
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True Profiles can be assembled using various techniques but the
underlying method consists of four key components:

● Capturing customer data: The foundation of the True
Profile begins with customer data, which is something most
companies have in abundance. Customer data sources include
traditional Customer Relationship Management (CRM), 
databases, marketing contact and response information, sales
force automation records, financial transaction histories, 
web analytics data and social media mentions, to name a few. 
A majority of organizations maintain customer interactions
occurring across these disparate channels. However, interac-
tions existing within isolated data silos reveal only a portion 
of true customer behavior. True Profiles compile data from
numerous sources, integrating web analytics data with off line
customer transactional data. These two sources of information
are critical since they form the basis for intent and action.
Contrary to the belief that web analytics data is only a nice-
to-have insight, integrating it with off line customer records 
is the only way a company can gain an accurate picture of 
customer behavior.

True Profiles, as illustrated in Figure 1, break the silos of data
by integrating pertinent sales, marketing and behavioral infor-
mation about individual customers within a centralized record.

While some may argue that web analytics data is nice to
have, integrating this information with offline customer
records is the only valid way to gain an accurate picture 
of customer behavior.

● Analyzing customer behavior: Once data is compiled within
a True Profile, customer marketers or web analysts can access
records to understand how individual interactions work with
brands across various channels. For example, analysis might
reveal insights such as customers with high profitability tend
to research products and services online first and then make
transactions by phone with call center agents. Alternatively,
customers with products nearing the end of their life cycle 
are 10 times more likely to respond to an email message by
clicking links to newer versions or releases of their products.
These insights can be used to generate marketing campaigns
and organize relevant outreach methods likely to affect your
bottom line.

● Understanding customer intent: The key component 
within the True Profile is the ability to collect and compile
knowledge of implicit and explicit customer behavior for
understanding customer intent. Customer intentions such 
as add-on purchases, solving service problems, and attrition
behavior shift over time and even with each new interaction.
Building upon customer preferences includes respecting cus-
tomer choice by offering multiple methods of communications
such as phone, chat, or email and adhering to stated communi-
cation preferences. Customer intent is then operationalized 
as a set of business rules mapping behavioral events such as
repeated visits to pages, sections, and content on the website.
Hence, customer intent is interpreted as implied by their
behavior on the company website. The business rules may
then be specified manually by marketers and refined over 
time. Alternatively, such rules can also be discovered with the
help of predictive analytics using historical customer data.

Figure 1: Data integration reveals the True Profile.
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● Turning predicted intent into marketing as a science:
Going from insight to action requires intelligent interactions
with customers. Similarly, personalization based on what 
you know that customers want and what customers are likely
to respond to is based on your collective understanding of 
customers. True Profiles help companies direct such knowl-
edge toward a customer, elevating marketing to a higher 
level of sophistication. For example, a customer may receive 
a cross-sales offer at a time when their behavior might suggest
an intention or openness to making an add-on purchase.
Similarly, a customer at risk may receive a retention offer 
to mend a dissatisfaction observed from their behavior.

Business benefits of True Profiles
For many businesses, keeping pace with customer relations
across multiple channels is proving to be a difficult and challeng-
ing task, without having to resonate above the confusion of 
marketing clatter. As customers increasingly dictate the terms 
on which brands and marketers can contact them, multiple chan-
nels such as inbound communications, website visits, customer
initiations and interactions across social networks present oppor-
tunities for relevant marketing. In many cases, where outbound
contact is limited, inbound queries and interactions present the
only opportunity to interact with customers at any given time.
Since marketers have fewer chances for reaching customers with
outbound marketing, capitalizing on customer-initiated touch
points with relevant, tactful and compelling messages is critical.

By using True Profiles, organizations can orchestrate inbound
and outbound marketing efforts. And use of True Profiles is
designed to offer solid business benefits, including:

● Updating your marketing to reflect today’s realities:
The need to shift from product or channel directed marketing
towards customer-focused communication has never been
more apparent. Accomplishing such communication requires
evaluating your brand from the viewpoint of the customer—
all the interactions you manage across your physical stores, 
call centers, direct mail, web properties, and applications 
in addition to the interactions you cannot manage such as
click-throughs from external blogs, community forums, 
social networks, microblogging, online ratings or reviews in
cases where the author can be linked to their profile record.
Developing True Profiles of your customers benefits busi-
nesses by creating a holistic view of customer experiences as
seen from the customer’s viewpoint. It allows you to capture
the online research behaviors demonstrated by web analytics
data and match it with customer records to understand their
intent and actions.

● Improving the modern customer experience and 
relationship: Relationship marketing becomes more effective
when it is genuine and on target. Evaluating marketing 
opportunities with customer True Profiles in mind, brands can
elevate the conversations they have with customers to become
more responsive, timely, meaningful and ultimately profitable.
Customers appreciate when brands they do business with
understand which products or services they have instead of
bombarding them with irrelevant or redundant offers. At the
same time, customers cringe when companies target them 
with offers based on old and historical transactions such as the
dinosaur book you bought for your nephew a few years ago.
Instead, the business must consider recent customer website
behavior, which is more indicative of customer intent.
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● Launching intelligent automated marketing activities:
While True Profiles help marketers better understand cus-
tomers and communicate with them in a personal way, it also
opens the door to automated marketing. If used appropriately,
True Profiles can fuel a decisioning engine to enable auto-
mated marketing. Automated marketing gives marketers the
benefit of turning insight into action. However, automated
marketing is only possible when profiles are accessed through
technologies such as the IBM Unica Interactive Marketing and
IBM Coremetrics Continuous Optimization solutions, helping
customers receive benefits of real-time automation customized
for their specific behaviors.

Building and maintaining True Profiles
Understanding customers with a high degree of accuracy and
detail requires diligence. Customers are known to be whimsical
and change preferences and attitudes over time. Hence, as cus-
tomer preferences change and shift, businesses must adapt and
adjust accordingly. When architected properly, True Profiles can
adapt with changes in customer behavior. These architectural
elements include:

● Use of a resident (on-premise) profile that is accessible to all
aspects of the business

● Enabling the ability to append customer profiles as new 
information is gained

● Enabling customers to have some control over their own data

A Note about privacy: The authors of this work would be
remiss if we did not include a mention of customer privacy in
the depiction of the True Profile. It is critical for organizations
to uphold the highest standard of privacy by protecting the
identity and rights of individuals with utmost care. Protecting
privacy means obfuscating personally identifiable informa-
tion, clearly explaining the use of data maintained within 
True Profiles, and offering an opt-out option for customers
who choose not to participate. Companies that violate these
basic tenets of customer privacy ultimately lose the trust and
patronage of customers.

Marketers that capitalize on True Profiles can turn insights
into actions

Using True Profiles to analyze online customer behavior, com-
panies can build stronger relationships, better understand
customers and automate marketing tactics. Currently, com-
panies use a decisioning engine for marketing automation
that assigns specific business rules to designated key events
logged within the True Profile. When events are recorded,
technologies such as IBM Interactive Marketing Solutions 
can trigger predetermined marketing campaigns and offers.

Organizations and companies can achieve these benefits by
following five key steps for turning True Profile insights into
marketing actions:

1. Tap into visitor and customer-level detail: Use web analyt-
ics to understand who visits the websites, which referral
sites are most effective, which customers exhibit profitable
behaviors and what offers are most likely to generate a
response

2. Segment customers into similar profiles and explore:
Apply what you learn from web analytics analysis to 
group customers and prospects into segments to explore
which behaviors are indicative of certain outcomes

3. Automated business rules: Upon identifying behavioral
cues, apply automated rules to target specific prospects
which have characteristics, manage contact frequency 
or adhere to pricing policies

4. Trigger inbound and outbound marketing offers:
Rules-based marketing can be an effective way to trigger
both inbound and outbound marketing offers that capitalize
on your knowledge of customer behavior and the timing of
specific outreach efforts

5. Learn from your efforts and work toward continuous
improvement: As with all rigorous measurement programs,
you must constantly evaluate the results of your efforts and
work towards continuous improvement

Companies adopting such a system for managing inbound
and outbound customer contact and using True Profile as 
a basis for interaction are more likely to build successful 
relationships with their customers.
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Figure 2: True Profiles combine behavioral data to refine relevant offers

across channels.

Organizations successfully building and maintaining True
Profiles must:

● Maintain individual customer profiles in a controlled 
database: True Profiles consist of data aggregated from 
multiple technology systems and therefore require a degree 
of integration. By nature, some of these systems are software
solutions that are financial in nature and reside within the
internal architecture of an organization. Others, such as web
analytics, are often stored in hosted environments. Considering
the sensitive nature of maintaining customer data, Web
Analytics Demystified strongly recommends maintaining True
Profiles within a controlled data mart. While cloud-based stor-
age is becoming increasingly robust, many use cases require
the data to reside in an on-premise environment. The critical
factor is the installation of strict safeguards around this data to
ensure that the data is used properly and according to design.

● Update customer profiles continuously using attributes:
Establishment of relationships with customers is an iterative
process. At each stage of the relationship and across each
channel, appropriate means of contact and interaction 
are used. Development of customer relationships must be
recorded and True Profiles updated as relationships are 
fostered and grown over time. Recognizing stages in the 
relationship by continuously updating customer profiles is
essential to creating lasting impressions and positive sentiment
towards your brand. Figure 3 illustrates the potential means of
interacting with customers across channels and stages in ways
that can have a profound impact on nurturing a relationship.
However, these interactions require understanding behaviors
from multiple data sources, hence the need for an aggregated
True Profile.

● Offer transparency into profiles to ensure accuracy:
Remember that the risk of failure is omnipresent. Getting 
out the wrong message or promoting unappealing products is
likely to happen. However, empowering customers by allowing
them to inform you when your marketing messages miss is 
a sure way to strengthen customer relationships. Moreover,
customers are likely to have some tolerance if you offer a
means for modification. The more control you offer to your
customers through customer-selected preferences, the more
knowledgeable you become about your customers. While 
your marketing experience leaves you with a few tricks up 
your sleeve, relinquishing some power to the consumer is a
relationship-building effort.
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Conclusion
Most organizations struggle to keep pace with customer change.
Newer technologies, devices and modes of communication are
making traditional marketing practices redundant. Leading
organizations that understand customer behavior across channels
are gaining competitive advantage. This advantage can be yours
by adopting and using True Profiles.

This paper was produced in part with funding from IBM. Web
Analytics Demystified and IBM hope that the concepts and 
practices outlined here provide ideas about what is possible
today. However, the hard work of collecting customer data
across channels, integrating the data within a database and
launching the data into action with automated marketing is 
still ahead. We encourage you to explore the possibility of
employing True Profiles within your organization and reach out
with questions about how to transform this concept into reality.

About Web Analytics Demystified
For additional guidance about True Profiles, contact the Senior
Partners at Web Analytics Demystified directly. Web Analytics
Demystified has more than 25 years of experience helping 
companies choose web analytics solutions and building a strate-
gic model for their deployment within the Enterprise. Our staff
of former Forrester and JupiterResearch analysts have created
many of the guidelines used for digital reporting and analysis. 
In addition, we provide strategic guidance on analytics to some
of the best-known brands in the world. Contact Web Analytics
directly by calling Eric T. Peterson at (503) 282-2601 or John
Lovett at (603) 262-5636. Alternatively you can visit the com-
pany website at http://www.webanalyticsdemystified.com
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Figure 3: As customers interact over multiple channels, it takes multiple data sources to arrive at a true visitor profile.
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About IBM Unica solutions
IBM Unica products are innovative marketing solutions that
turn your passion for marketing into business success. Our 
comprehensive approach to interactive marketing enables 
organizations worldwide to understand their customers and 
use that understanding to engage buyers in highly relevant,
interactive dialogues across digital, social, and traditional 
marketing channels.

Recognized as a leading integrator of enterprise systems for 
multiple industries, we help organizations with a wide variety 
of projects, analyzing real-time information and returning meas-
urable value to stakeholders. In addition, we provide worldwide
support for a variety of industry-partner content, services, and
applications.

For more information
To learn more about Unica Email Optimization and eDesign
Optimizer, please contact your IBM marketing representative 
or IBM Business Partner, or visit the following website:
ibm.com/software/info/unica.

To learn more about IBM Unica solutions, call 
+1-866-277-7488 (North America) or +1-781-487-8600
(International) or visit ibm.com/software/info/unica. 
Or visit our Interactive Marketing Resource Center for expert
advice to help you move along your path to Interactive
Marketing success.

Smarter Commerce: An integrated
approach
IBM Unica products are part of the IBM Smarter Commerce
initiative. Smarter Commerce is a unique approach that 
increases the value companies generate for their customers, 
partners, and shareholders in a rapidly changing digital world.
To learn more about Smarter Commerce, visit:
ibm.com/smarterplanet/commerce.
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