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Introduction
If you’re a marketing executive in a typical large organization, this scenario probably 
looks familiar: Marketing teams are pressured to deliver ever-increasing ROI from 
campaigns, yet marketing budgets and resources are flat or declining . Market 
conditions aren’t helping . In an uncertain economy, consumers are more watchful of 
their dollars, less susceptible to your offers . You can only do so much to entice them, 
and you can only make so many offers in a campaign or a year . Dollars and channel 
resources are finite .

The challenges have intensified in recent years, as a result of several trends:

•	 Consumers are more empowered than ever. They expect to engage with the 
brand through multiple media and channels – anywhere and anytime via mobile 
devices . They expect their interactions with you to have greater immediacy and 
personalization than ever . And they expect you to remember them, respect their 
preferences and be relevant .

•	 Data volumes are exploding. Consider that in 1976, about one percent of all 
stored data was in digital form . By 2000 that figure was up to 94 percent, and 
it’s climbing to 98 or 99 percent today . Consumer data outstrips business data – 
seven exabytes to six – which is not surprising when you think of the vast amount 
of user-generated content on platforms such as Facebook and YouTube .

•	 New contact channels add complexity and dissonance. Even small to midsize 
retailers now reach customers through a dozen or more channels, from traditional 
call centers, direct mail and email to mobile apps, location-based services and 
social media, which is only beginning to be understood as a business tool . Brands 
are struggling to balance all these channels to deliver the best overall results .

•	 You don’t control all the channels. The company owns its own media channels, 
such as its website and outbound direct marketing . It controls the paid media, 
such as print advertising, digital banners and search engine listings . But channels 
outside your span of control, most notably social media, are gaining influence . 
Your brand image on these channels must be earned .

•	 There’s more opportunity for confusion and noise. Many companies routinely 
launch thousands of campaigns to millions of customers through a wide variety of 
channels . No matter how creative or appealing the message, you can’t afford to 
broadcast it to indifferent or unlikely recipients .

•	 Marketing organizations are drowning in data. Marketing systems churn 
out gigabytes of data about customers, channels and campaigns, but few 
organizations can assemble it all to make the best decisions across multiple 
campaigns, organizational units and business objectives .

Amid new constraints and complexities, how can marketers deliver the best value from 
every campaign and across its portfolio of campaigns? Faced with an unprecedented 
number of contact opportunities and tailored messages, how do you identify the 
strategy that will deliver the best returns from marketing investments?
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These questions were the topic of a webcast hosted by SAS and the Direct Marketing 
Association . Wilson Raj, Global Customer Intelligence Director at SAS, discussed 
how even a mature marketing organization – one that already capitalizes on marketing 
automation and interaction management tools – can further improve ROI .

More Efficiency, Better Targeting,  
Higher Volume = Not Enough
“As marketers, we have a lot that we want to say to customers,” said Raj . “It’s in our 
DNA to get very excited about putting lots of campaigns, messages and calls to action 
out to the market . For each one, we have to choose the right message, the right 
channel and the right customer . The complexity increases when we consider what kind 
of experience each customer wants, especially since preferences vary from individual to 
individual and from moment to moment, depending on the devices they are using .”

With the widespread adoption of automated tools, marketing organizations have 
gained huge volumes of bottom-up information with which to plan, execute and track 
marketing initiatives . Hidden in that data are the answers to two very critical questions:

•	 Given	all	the	current	objectives	and	constraints	on	marketing	activities,	how	can	
we maximize not just the success of this campaign, but overall contribution to 
organizational growth and profitability?

•	 If	we	increase	marketing	operations	budget,	what	would	the	payback	be?	If	we	
can quantify the financial impact of constraints, could we make a business case 
for adding resources?

Marketers have to balance competing business goals across divisions, manage multiple 
marketing programs against constraints (e .g ., channel capacity), control budgets 
and manage customer contact policies . Internal political battles add another layer of 
complexity . At a multiproduct organization with hundreds of campaigns and millions of 
customers, how do you decide which hot prospects go to which groups?

“Until the last couple of years, the focus was on trying to get out more volume [of 
customer contacts] to drive sales,” said Raj . “As marketers, we tend to focus on the 
customer impact .” Marketers need to expand their focus and accountability out to the 
broader ecosystem at the convergence of customer, operational and financial factors:

•	 Customer: Is the customer satisfied, interacting with us, engaging with us?

•	 Operational: How efficiently am I deploying resources, and what are the trade-
offs?

•	 Financial: Looking beyond revenue, what is the ultimate cost/benefit analysis, the 
return on investment from this activity?

Most marketers will recognize this trilogy as the basis for integrated marketing 
management (IMM) – a more holistic way of thinking about marketing . The advantages 

“As we look at all the 

campaigns, channels and 

customers – potentially millions 

of combinations of constructs 

and pathways – you also have 

to make decisions regarding 

budgets, minimum and 

maximum campaign count, 

contact policies and other 

broad limitations, to figure out 

the best option.”

Wilson Raj
Global Customer Intelligence Director, SAS
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of such an approach seem self-evident . You’re not making decisions in a vacuum – not 
just increasing lift for one campaign (perhaps at the expense of another), but benefiting 
the business overall . By 2014, companies that develop an IMM strategy will deliver a 50 
percent higher return on marketing investments than those that don’t, according to one 
analyst group . That prospect alone ought to make marketers take notice .

Achieving this integrated vision requires balancing many variables to find the scenarios 
that will deliver the best outcomes . Here is where optimization comes into play .

“The term ‘optimization’ is often used to mean a variety of things,” said Raj . “When we 
talk about optimization, we’re talking about an analytical and mathematical function – a 
very specific flavor of decision support technique drawn from the fields of operations 
research and management science . We’re trying to find not just a better answer, but the 
best answer, given certain conditions and constraints .”

A well-defined optimization approach is based on rigorous mathematical analysis of 
three key elements:

•	 Decision variables or choices that are available, such as which resources to apply 
and which offer to present to which customer and channel

•	 Business objectives to be achieved, such as maximizing sales, profit or response; 
or minimizing cost, returns or non-responding customers

•	 Constraints that limit how you can pursue your objectives, such as channel 
constraints, materials available, customer preferences and contact policies

In an optimization exercise, all of these elements frame what is possible . The goal is to 
achieve the best you can possibly do within a given situation .

“Typically, when marketers think of optimization, it is an afterthought,” said Raj . “Put 
in a program or execute a campaign, and then start optimizing it . That is a fallacy . We 
need to be optimizing across all the phases of marketing, from setting the right focus, 
to deciding what data pieces to use, to multichannel execution, and ensuring relevance 
and authenticity .”
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FRAMEWORK INTEGRATED MARKETING MANAGEMENT (IMM)

Marketing 
Operations Information Inbound

& Events Touch Points

Analytics Campaigns

Digital,
Offline and
Emergent 
Channels

DRIVING PROFITABLE GROWTH END-TO-END – SAS PERSPECTIVE

Common Threads:
• Optimization
• Real time
• Synchronization

The keys to doing more 
with less

Strategy & Planning
Setting the right focus

Information & Analytics
360 view with deep 

insights

Orchestration & Interaction
Optimized multi-channel 

execution

Customer Experience
Relevance, 
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#DMA #sasci

Figure 1. Marketers should be thinking about optimization across the entire IMM 
framework.

Optimization in Action – A Simple Example
Let’s look at an example of the power of optimization to deliver incremental gains on 
even a successful campaign strategy . In this hypothetical example, a hotel wants to 
determine the best way to offer three different incentives: 5 percent off one night’s stay, 
a free or discounted spa package, and a “buy one night, get one free” deal . Each guest 
must get an offer from at most one campaign, and each campaign must target at most 
three guests .

More than just “make the 

right offer at the right time,” 

mathematical optimization 

achieves the stated objective by 

balancing the multiple variables 

within limits established by the 

constraints.
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If the hotel prioritized by which offers seemed to deliver the highest returns – looking in 
turn at optimizing for the first offer, then the second, and then the third – the end result 
would be a return of $655 . Not bad, but could it be better?

Each guest must 
get an offer from at 
most one 
campaign

Each campaign 
must target at most 
three guests

Objective = $655

Guest 5% of Stay Spa Package Buy I Night Get 1 Free

1 100 120 90
2 50 70 75
3 60 75 65
4 55 80 75
5 75 60 50
6 75 65 60
7 80 70 75
8 65 60 60
9 80 110 75

#DMA #sasci

Figure 2. Prioritizing by offer yields a good return, but could it be better?

If the hotel prioritized by guests on a first in, first out basis – selecting the most attractive 
offer for each guest, within the campaign constraints mentioned earlier – the end result 
would be a return of $715, a nice uplift . But could it be better?

Each guest must 
get an offer from at 
most one 
campaign

Each campaign 
must target at most 
three guests

Objective = $715

Guest 5% of Stay Spa Package Buy I Night Get 1 Free

1 100 120 90
2 50 70 75
3 60 75 65
4 55 80 75
5 75 60 50
6 75 65 60
7 80 70 75
8 65 60 60
9 80 110 75

C
Guest 5% of Stay Spa Package Buy I Night Get 1 Free

1 100 120 90
2 50 70 75
3 60 75 65
4 55 80 75
5 75 60 50
6 75 65 60
7 80 70 75
8 65 60 60
9 80 110 75

#DMA #sasci

Figure 3. Selecting by customer rules yields a better return, but could it be even better?
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If the hotel optimized by taking all constraints into account, it arrives at a selection of 
customers/offers that delivers a return of $745, a 4 percent improvement over customer 
rules alone .

Figure 4. Prioritizing by customer and by offer delivers the best returns.

“Prioritizing by campaign did not provide the best combination of customer/offer,” said 
Raj . “We got a little bit of uplift when selecting by customer rules, but when we took 
a more holistic approach and considered all the various constraints, we got an even 
better outcome .”

This example is highly simplified, but it represents a realistic (if very small) mathematical 
problem faced by most marketers . Expand this scenario to one with 50 products, eight 
channels and 40 million customers, and the incremental value starts to look like real 
money . For example:

•	 A	multistate	bank	in	the	US	saw	a	55	percent	increase	in	the	profitability	of	its	
direct marketing program, repaying its system investments in only four months .

•	 A	multinational	telecommunications	company	increased	response	rates	by	300	
to 1,000 percent, improving campaign ROI 400 percent while reducing campaign 
costs	by	30	percent.

•	 A	multinational	financial	services	provider	with	more	than	1,000	branches	
improved campaign ROI by 50 percent .

•	 A	major	US	insurance	company	achieved	a	12	percent	increase	in	revenue,	a	52	
percent increase in earnings, and saved more than $4 million a year .

•	 A	major	US	telecom	service	provider	gained	an	incremental	$6	million	in	lifetime	
value (net present value of the profit it expects from a customer) in the first month .

•	 A	global	telecom	provider	reduced	call	center	contacts	by	25	percent	without	
decreasing effectiveness .

Who would want to ignore these kinds of results? With optimization, marketers can 
wring more ROI from the same resources and show justification for where adding 
resources would more than pay off .

Scenario A: Prioritization
 First in, first out

 Prioritized by campaign 

 Does not provide best possible 
combination

Scenario B: Customer Rules
 First in, first out

 Prioritized by customer/campaign

 Fails in the face of constraints

Scenario C: Optimization
 Solves by taking a holistic 

approach

 Factors in all constraints

 Determines the best possible 
result
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Optimization Workflow
Ideally, optimization becomes part of a workflow that aligns with your marketing 
process . At one end of the spectrum, you have all of your decision points – campaign 
definitions, customer data that fuels those campaigns, contact history, business goals, 
constraints and other business rules . This information feeds into optimization routines 
that identify multiple scenarios based on those inputs . The optimized outputs – the best 
scenarios – then drive campaign activities .

“The optimization process also considers the element of time,” said Raj . “Certain 
campaigns may show a very strong uplift if you just apply a couple of criteria, but if you 
extend the scenario out into time, you might find that the decision hurts your business 
in the long run . If you use optimization, you can capture that aspect, understanding not 
just the implications for the short term but the long-term effects .”

Unlike rules-based approaches, optimization can be used to ask what if questions .  
For example: 

•	 What	if	we	add	a	call	center	agent	and	can	now	make	twice	as	many	calls?	

•	 What	if	we	get	a	price	break	on	a	larger	print	run	for	this	direct	mail	campaign?	

•	 What	if	we	contact	these	customers	through	our	Facebook	page	rather	than	an	
email blast that drives them to our website?

Marginal value reports can be used to evaluate the trade-offs between choices and constraints .

“The beauty of this is that even before you go to market with a campaign, you have 
multiple scenarios to understand the implications of each of those decisions,” said Raj . 
“You have clarity not just from the perspective of customer impact, but also in terms of 
operational needs and financial outcomes .”

WORKFLOW ELEMENTS FOR MARKETING OPTIMIZATION

Customer Data
Model scores
Demographic/behavioral 

information

Campaigns
Offer definitions
Offer costs
Offer/customer eligible 

transactions

Constraints & 
Business Rules

Offer & Channel levels
Offer conflict & 

sequencing
Contact Policies
Global Opt-outs
Budget

Business Goal
Profit, Revenue
Score/Rank based

Contact History Data
Offer/customer contact
Time of contact

O1 O2 O3 O4 O5 ..  Oj

C1
C2
C3
C4
C5
.
. x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

Optimized Output

Campaign ID - customer ID – Offer ID 
– Channel ID - Time

Marketing Optimization

Optimize
Define

Optimization 

Scenarios

Examine 

Optimization 

Reports

What-If Analysis

#DMA #sasci
Figure 5. Workflow for marketing optimization.
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Marketing Optimization with Big Data

What many vendors call “marketing optimization” tools are actually rules-based 
products that use simplistic rank-ordering . True marketing optimization captures 
and considers hundreds or thousands of variables – a serious processing task .

To accommodate fast-growing volumes of marketing data, SAS offers marketing 
optimization on a high-performance optimization engine that reduces computation 
time, so you can quickly optimize millions of rows of customer data .

With high-performance computing, optimization problems that were previously 
unsolvable due to size or complexity can now be handled easily . For example, you 
can optimize runs with hundreds of campaign offers, thousands of contact policy 
constraints and millions of rows of customer records in just minutes, rather than 
the hours or days it would have taken in the past .

This kind of processing power delivers more accurate optimization results, 
because you can analyze against the entire set of customer data, not just a 
sample or control group . Accelerated processing also makes it possible to solve 
fast-breaking business issues and make rapid, fact-based decisions .

Closing Thoughts
The requirement to juggle multiple constraints and considerations is an inescapable part 
of the marketing equation . Marketing executives need a top-down, integrated marketing 
management approach that optimizes the value of all campaign activities . That’s exactly 
what marketing optimization does – it gives marketers the ability to plan and prioritize all 
customer interactions in a way that maximizes economic outcomes while balancing the 
capacity to deliver and the likelihood to respond .

A solid marketing optimization solution should enable marketers to do four key things:

1 .  Flexibly define objectives and constraints, whether the goal is to maximize a 
positive attribute or minimize a negative one .

2 .  Incorporate real-world contact policies, such as cross-business considerations 
(who gets the lead?), recency and frequency rules, and blocking policies .

3.	 Understand the implications of changing any of the resources, objectives or 
constraints .

4 .  Define and compare different scenarios to see which ones deliver the most 
desired outcomes .

“These capabilities help your organization move closer to the vision of an IMM 
process,” said Raj, “where you not only create positive customer impact, but you also 
build efficiencies into the operational process and improve financial outcomes .” Finally, a 
mathematical solution to the never-ending expectation on marketers to do more with less .

“Ultimately, marketing 

optimization has to do three 

things for you. It should 

determine the optimal offers to 

match the goal, provide you with 

customer and marketing insight, 

and result in increased ROI 

across the board.”

Wilson Raj, 
Global Customer Intelligence Director, SAS
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For More Information
For more about SAS® Marketing Optimization: sas.com/solutions/crm/mktopt/

To download the white paper “Competing on Customer Intelligence” sas.com/reg/
gen/corp/904074 

To read more thought leader views, visit the Customer Intelligence Knowledge 
Exchange: sas.com/knowledge-exchange/customer-intelligence

To get fresh perspectives from marketing practitioners on the Customer Analytics 
blog: blogs.sas.com/content/customeranalytics/ 
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