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How AI-Powered Marketing Is Transforming The Retail Sector

Expectations for dramatically improved customer experiences (CX) are driving retail investments in omnichannel technologies that

provide competitive differentiation beyond core products and services. As retailers pursue more advanced capabilities, artificial 

intelligence (AI) technologies provide innovative opportunities for retail marketers. It is, therefore, mission-critical for retail decision-

makers to understand how ready their organizations are to embrace AI technologies with the potential to propel them forward as 

industry leaders.

PROJECT BACKGROUND

In April 2017, Emarsys commissioned Forrester to conduct a study of the retail and e-commerce industries to understand if there is 

still a gap between the readiness of AI marketing solutions to execute on real-time B2C marketing campaigns, and the readiness of 

marketing tech users and business decision makers to adopt AI marketing technology. The businesses surveyed had revenues from

at least $50m to more than $5bn in US, UK, Germany, France and Australia.

Country

ýUS: 42%

ýUK: 15%

ýGermany: 14%

ýFrance: 14%

ýAustralia: 15%

Employee size

ý20,000 or more: 9%

ý5,000 to 19,999: 22%

ý1,000 to 4,999: 30%

ý500 to 999: 26%

ý250 to 499: 13%

Department

ýDigital marketing/ 

eCommerce: 50%

ýMarketing/advertising: 22%

ýLeadership: 16%

ýMarketing operations:12%

Plans to invest in AI

ý Interested: 37%

ýEvaluating: 21%

ýPiloting: 8%

ý Implementing: 14%

ýExpanding: 20%
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AI Marketing Gains Momentum For 

Retailers

The Age of the Customer has shifted the balance of power from 

brands to customers, who have more purchasing options and control 

now than ever before. The retail sector has entered a period of 

enormous transformation, and to be successful, retailers must give 

customers what they want when they want it or risk losing them to 

brands who will. 

Artificial Intelligence marketing is already highly regarded and forcing 

organizations to take notice. Why? AI technology makes it possible 

for companies to create efficient and consistent customer 

experiences (CX) while also automating time-consuming tasks that 

allows marketers to spend more time on creative and strategy.

Thanks to the digital age, more than 90% of the data accumulated in 

the world today has been created in the last two years . 

Understanding these mountains of data exceeds human cognitive 

capacity, which creates an ideal scenario for unleashing AI 

marketing technologies. Indeed, AI offers the potential to create 

value for businesses that range from driving revenue growth to better 

serving customers and meeting their expectations. In fact, firms are 

also investing in AI marketing technologies to remain competitive 

and improve the strength of the brand. 
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ñAI is helping us to target specific segments of customers, which is 

increasing our customer base and helping us in addressing their 

needs.ò ð Marketing director for a European organization
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On average, three out of five firms expect to implement AI 

marketing technologies within the next 12 months. 
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AI Marketing Enhances Personalization of 

Omnichannel CX

Our survey revealed retailers have a clear appetite to become customer-

obsessed by creating an integrated brand experience and a unified CX 

across all channels and touchpoints. 

Customers increasingly use more than one device when browsing and 

shopping. Averaging 4.5 connected devices when interacting with a brand , 

customers have made it clear that brands must account for an omnichannel 

experience. 

This omnichannel approach is fueling marketersô desire to personalize the 

CX as consumers interact with the brand across various touchpoints. This is 

paving the way for retailers to leverage AI marketing to personalize the 

customer journey (54%) and better understand customer behaviors (54%). 

Itôs critical for marketers to understand the capabilities that AI can deliver 

today and what it can accomplish moving forward. In the short term, AI-

powered marketing solutions promise to drive efficiency by automating 

processes and surfacing insights to marketers. In the longer term, AI-

powered marketing solutions will enable contextual marketing and drive lift 

in marketing KPIs by autonomously creating and delivering customer 

interactions. Over time, marketing technologies that leverage AI capabilities 

will ease deployment and ongoing management of critical marketing 

activities such as personalization, ad buying, and content creation. 
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AI Marketing Closes The Insight-to-Action 

Gap

Retail marketers need help to tackle rising customer expectations by making 

sense of the floods of data streaming into their organizationsô databases. 

Only 52% of firms said that theyôre able to manage real-time customer 

interactions with the brand. This is no surprise, largely because insight 

generation and marketing execution exist separately from one another in 

most organizations. Since the process of applying insights to execution is 

mostly still a manual one, it is difficult for marketers to take action on 

analytical insights; it simply takes too long. But AI-powered marketing offers 

advantages over traditional systems of insight and engagement because of 

its built-in ability to consume real-time data at scale from a broad range of 

sources. 

The growing sophistication and real-time, data-driven approach of AI 

marketing technology paves the way for its rapid adoption by retail 

marketers. In fact, our custom survey found that 72% of marketers plan to 

address todayôs shortcomings by implementing real-time customer 

interactions across channels or touchpoints within the next 12 months. 

Retail marketers can lead the way by collaborating with their business 

technology counterparts to prioritize AI investments that drive real-time 

interactions across customer-facing operations. A cross-functional AI 

approach will extend marketingôs goals for contextual relevance beyond 

advertising and marketing channels to ensure CX consistency that spans e-

Commerce, sales, service centers, and mobile or location-specific 

operations. 
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Business Decision Makers Donôt Understand 

How To Execute AI Marketing 

As AI marketing gains more interest, retailers must understand its business 

impact. The state of AI marketing is very much like any other new 

technology: firms that implement the technology without understanding the 

key issues associated with successful delivery and implementation will fail. 

Standard marketing processes are designed to sequentially gather data, 

analyze results, and iterate campaigns. Retailers expressed concern (very 

challenging or challenging) over their ability to keep up with todayôs fast-

moving customers and complex cross-channel customer relationships 

(65%). 

In other words, users of AI marketing technology require business 

stakeholders to keep up with the pace of change, yet 65% said they do not 

have the product management skills required for incremental innovation that 

is part of AI marketing.

To understand this further, we looked at users of the AI marketing tool and 

their executive counterparts and found incorrect perceptions on the 

technical skills required to implement AI-powered marketing. Users 

demonstrated a better understanding of what AI can do, namely, enable and 

optimize. In fact, only 29% of users feel they lack the technical skills. 

However, more than 70% of business decision makers said their staff lacks 

the technical skills to leverage AI marketing technology. 

1 2 3
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Marketers Plan to Leverage an Array of AI 

Capabilities

Today, the large majority of AI marketing applications focus on augmenting 

existing use cases, such as targeting and personalization, to achieve 

enhanced speed, granularity, and efficiency. Utilizing AI for tightly defined 

use cases was appropriate in the early stages of the adoption cycle as B2C 

marketers learned how to apply AI techniques to marketing, adapted their 

processes, and gained confidence in the results generated.

But in todayôs digital economy, customer attention spans are getting shorter. 

Existing use cases for AI marketing tools cannot address customer 

requirements in their moments of need, which is why retailers are planning 

to leverage a variety of AI marketing tools in the future. For example, 43% 

said they plan to use AI-enhanced advanced analytics, 40% plan to use 

intelligent recommendation solutions, and 37% plan to use machine 

learning. All of these AI marketing tools enable firms to fully leverage data 

and connect insights to engagement ïdrastically cutting the insight-to-

action gap and addressing real-time customer needs.
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ñAI marketing enables us to think beyond optimizing processes and 

reacting to customer needs. We are able to anticipate their needs 

instead whilst focusing on other strategic imperatives to improve 

customer experiences.ò 

ð Senior marketing manager based in the US














