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Average 

29 pp 
(+16 pp)1 

Average 

18 pp 
(+2 pp)11 

Revenue increase

Cost savings

Likelihood of market 
share growth2

More Digitally Mature Brands Obtain Tangible Results

2x

Source: BCG analysis.

Note: pp = percentage points.
1Comparison with 2019 research results.
2“Market share” refers to a comparison with brands’ industry peers.



BOSTON CONSULTING GROUP� 3

Where Digital 
Marketing 
Maturity Is 
Going

For CMOs and their digital marketing organizations, the 
changes of the past 18 months have come fast, and 
their full impact has yet to be felt. Two big shifts stand 

out. The pandemic compressed several years of digital 
market evolution into a few months as consumers raced 
online to do everything from purchasing daily necessities 
to seeking medical treatment. At the same time, the data 
stream provided by third-party cookies—one of the critical 
supports of precision digital marketing—began to dwindle 
as the industry and regulators reacted to growing concerns 
about privacy. Meanwhile, consumers’ expectations for 
more customized, even personalized, outreach and inter
action continued to grow.
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Many companies have responded to these sea changes 
with speed and agility. Others have been slower to react. 
The big difference is the extent to which each company has 
advanced its digital marketing maturity.

New BCG research in 2021 has found that more mature 
brands increased their sales by an average of 18 percent-
age points more than their less mature peers (2 more than 
in 2019) and boosted cost efficiencies by an average of  
29 percentage points (16 more than in 2019). These com-
panies outperformed on market share as well, with more 
than twice as many digitally mature brands increasing 
their share in the past year—by 3 percentage points or 
more on average—than low-maturity brands. (See  
Exhibit 1.)

In the case of digital marketing, the race belongs to the 
swift, which means that less mature companies need to 
accelerate their efforts to catch up. Companies that have 
advanced quickly are reaping the rewards of those gains 
while companies that are treading water or making only 
gradual headway are falling farther behind their more 
mature competitors. 

CMOs understand the potential upside of digital marketing 
maturity. The diminishing role of third-party cookies under-
scores the situation’s urgency. Still, CMOs encounter mul
tiple challenges as they try to boost their organization’s 
maturity. The curve gets steeper as it rises, increasing the 
difficulty of moving to the next level. For many large com-
panies, generating the momentum needed to carry them 
up the curve requires an organization-wide effort that often 
must surmount internal hurdles. C-suite leadership and 
concerted teamwork across senior management are key 
catalysts and drivers of success. More than 80% of the 
most digitally mature brands say that they have CEO spon-
sorship for data-driven marketing initiatives, whereas less 
than half of other brands do. As we have shown in the past, 
having the necessary enablers in place provides a founda-
tion for making rapid, lasting progress.

In 2019, BCG research found that companies self-divided 
into four levels of digital maturity: nascent, emerging, 
connected, and multimoment. About 90% of the brands 
included in that survey split almost equally between the 
emerging and connected categories.

Exhibit 1 - Companies with High Digital Maturity Are More Than Twice as 
Likely to Grow Market Share

Source: BCG-Google maturity assessment (survey conducted from March 26 to April 14, 2021).

Note: “Market share” refers to a comparison with brands’ industry peers. Survey question: “How much has your market share changed during the 
last year? Please specify estimated positive or negative percentage point change—e.g., from 30% market share to 40% market share is +10 percent-
age points.”
1Nascent and emerging brands. 
2Connected and multimoment brands.

Brands that grew their market share between from 2020 to March 2021 (%)

Grew market share

Low-maturity brands High-maturity brands

Did not grow market share

High-maturity brands grew their
market share by +3 percentage points
more than low-maturity brands did,
on average. 

85
60

15
40

>2X

https://www.bcg.com/publications/2019/dividends-digital-marketing-maturity
https://www.bcg.com/publications/2019/dividends-digital-marketing-maturity
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Our latest research, conducted in 2021, found areas of 
significant improvement: 13% more companies had moved 
into the top two digital marketing levels, and the multi
moment category, in particular, registered a big jump from 
2% to 9%. But most companies are still trying to break out 
of a muddle in the middle categories. (See the sidebar “A 
Muddled Maturity Curve.”)

In the handful of years since we introduced the model that 
we use for assessing maturity—including the enablers that 
define digitally advanced marketers—numerous consumer-
facing companies and their tech and advertising partners 
have adopted the model. (See Exhibit 2.) In the midst of 
the changes taking place, our new study isolated four 
specific accelerators that stand out as the principal drivers 
on the fast track to maturity today:

•	 Building a virtuous cycle around first-party data

•	 Developing a true end-to-end measurement capability 
across channels, using predictive models

•	 Setting up agile performance loops based on a test-and-
learn approach

•	 Securing access to new skills and resources

These accelerators are enabling the companies that adopt 
them to ascend the maturity curve much more quickly 
than their peers and competitors.

One additional critical factor demands special attention: 
consumer trust. BCG has been conducting research and 
writing about online privacy and consumer trust for the 
better part of a decade. As early as 2013, we pointed out 
that trust is fragile and elusive. More recently, in May 2020, 
we highlighted the issue of trust as a crucial element in 
companies’ ability to gain access to first-party data with 
transparency and use it to enhance their value proposition. 
As we noted then, consumers are much more likely to 
share data with companies that they trust; they mainly just 
want those companies to ask. At its core, data best practice 
serves a two-way value exchange: the company gains the 
ability to deliver a better customer experience and more-
effective marketing, and the customer gains useful infor-
mation, assistance, and offers. This puts trust and value at 
the center of effective digital marketing.

Companies that maintain their focus on customer value 
and trust—and combine C-suite leadership with the four 
accelerators—will find themselves pointed toward the 
shortest and quickest route to improvement.

1
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Exhibit 2 - Four Accelerators, Together with Customer Value and Trust, 
Speed Digital Marketing Maturity

Source: BCG analysis.

https://www.bcg.com/capabilities/marketing-sales/digital-marketing
https://www.bcg.com/publications/2013/marketing-sales-trust-advantage-win-with-big-data
https://www.bcg.com/publications/2020/responsible-marketing-with-first-party-data
https://www.bcg.com/publications/2020/responsible-marketing-with-first-party-data
https://www.bcg.com/publications/2018/leveraging-gdpr-become-trusted-data-steward
https://www.bcg.com/publications/2018/leveraging-gdpr-become-trusted-data-steward
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BCG and Google have been tracking the digital maturity of 
advertisers, along with related issues such as the use of 
first-party data, for several years. We have collaborated 
multiple times to study various aspects of digital market-
ing. Over this period, there has been a significant accelera-
tion in such marketing among the most mature digital 
brands, and the COVID-19 pandemic has altered consumer 
behavior, complicating life for marketers. 

In 2019 we assessed the digital maturity of about 180 
marketers around the world and found that companies fell 
into four categories, with almost 90% of them grouped in 
the middle two:

•	 Nascent. Marketing campaigns use mainly external 
data and direct buys, with limited linkage to sales.

•	 Emerging. Marketers make some use of owned data in 
automated buying, with single-channel optimization and 
testing.

•	 Connected. Companies rely on data integrated and acti-
vated across digital channels, with demonstrated linkage 
to ROI or sales proxies.

•	 Multimoment. Organizations optimize dynamic execu-
tion across channels throughout the customer journey to 
achieve business outcomes.

In 2021 we thought it was time to refresh our perspective 
in light of marketplace changes and technology advances. 
In this round of research, which involved 67 European, 
Middle Eastern, and African brands in ten countries, about 
84% fell into the emerging and connected categories, along 
with about 7% nascent players and about 9% multimoment 
firms. (See the exhibit.) 

A Muddled Maturity Curve

https://www.bcg.com/publications/2019/dividends-digital-marketing-maturity
https://www.bcg.com/publications/2019/dividends-digital-marketing-maturity
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The limited progress on this front may reflect the difficulty 
that companies have with digital transformations generally. 
Separate BCG research has shown that 70% of these pro-
grams fail to achieve their objectives. The four accelerators 
highlighted in this report can help companies radically 
improve their chances of success by speeding the embed-
ding of the digital enablers that our 2019 marketing re-
search identified as being critical to increasing digital 
maturity.

The research consisted of multiple qualitative and quanti-
tative components:

•	 Workshops and interviews to define new hypotheses for 
digital marketing maturity

•	 25 “belief audits” with experts, agencies, and brands

•	 Surveys of senior executives of 67 brands in six 
industries—automotive, retail, consumer goods, finance, 
technology and telecommunications, and travel

•	 More than 15 in-depth interviews that primarily focused 
on examples of best practice

Brands Have Made Progress on Digital Maturity Since 2019

Source: BCG analysis.

All Industries median Surveys in 2019 study Surveys in 2021 YTD

DDM survey 

Maturity

Emerging Connected MultimomentNascent

Low Maturity High Maturity

2019 2021

7% 9%

47%

42%36%

48%

8%
2%

https://www.bcg.com/en-us/publications/2020/increasing-odds-of-success-in-digital-transformation
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The Trends 
Driving Digital 
Engagement

Each of the three principal trends driving the need for 
companies to accelerate their digital marketing has its 
own shape and impact. But taken together, they are 

raising the stakes for less mature marketing organizations 
to take action. (See Exhibit 3.) 

People have gradually been doing more online for years, 
but the pandemic boosted both the number of online 
users and the extent of their activities. Research shows 
that in sectors ranging from financial services to consumer 
goods more people are doing more discovery, familiariza-
tion, validation, and buying online. These include people 
who have never used digital channels for commerce before.
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In the years before COVID-19 hit, a rapid expansion of 
personalization in marketing was already underway—and 
since then, the consumer expectations that personalized 
outreach creates (for both digital and offline engagement) 
have been growing faster than ever. In response, leading 
brands are finding ways to adapt as technology enables 
new capabilities. For example, advanced marketers are 
starting to use AI-generated creative content to deliver 
relevant messages to segmented customers at scale.

Although customers expect more relevant, personalized 
marketing, they remain cautious about sharing their data. 
And as consumer privacy concerns evolve, regulatory shifts 
and new industry data practices, such as Apple’s rules for 
identifying users to advertisers, are following. 

The loss of third-party data is a relatively recent develop-
ment, but we foresee a day when third-party cookies will be 
a tool of the past, removing a key structural component of 
countless precision digital marketing campaigns. 

All of these changes are elevating the importance of solu-
tions such as alternative technologies and reliable, plenti-
ful first-party data for marketers. The new landscape will 
necessitate new tradeoffs and will alter how companies 
can most effectively engage with customers and consum-
ers online.

These are not passing trends. They will continue to gain 
speed going forward. Companies that lack the digital capa-
bility to react quickly will lose ground to those that have set 
themselves up to move quickly. 

Exhibit 3 - Three Trends Are Influencing Digital Engagement

Sources: Avioos; Bank of America; US Department of Commerce; ShawSpring Research, 2020; UK Office of National Statistics, 2020; BCG research 
and analysis.

Demand volatility

10

Personalization Privacy regulations driven by
consumer expectations

Online consumers are more likely to
purchase at e-commerce sites that

offer personalized experiences

April and May 2020 saw more e-commerce 
growth than the previous decade did,

with digital sales as a percentage of all 
retail jumping from 16% to 27% in the US 

and from 18% to 30% in the UK

years in 8
weeksof e-commerce

growth 

Consumers are cautious about
sharing data, but they still expect

personalization

78% 80%

https://www.bcg.com/publications/2020/three-personalization-imperatives-during-covid-crisis
https://www.bcg.com/publications/2020/three-personalization-imperatives-during-covid-crisis
https://www.bcg.com/capabilities/marketing-sales/atomic-content-personalization
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The Fast Track 
to Maturity 
Today

The six digital marketing enablers that we identified 
in 2019 remain critical to digital success. But in 
response to the changes now taking place in con-

sumer behavior and marketplace dynamics, advanced 
marketers are focusing on specific ways to augment and 
expand their digital capabilities. Our most recent research, 
which included 25 “belief audits” with experts, agencies, 
and brands, as well as a quantitative analysis of input from 
senior marketing executives, identified four accelerators 
that today’s fast-maturing brands apply:

•	 Build a virtuous cycle around first-party data in order to 
address privacy concerns and maintain customer value 
and trust. 

•	 Develop a true end-to-end measurement capability 
that includes predictive models to replace data from 
third-party cookies. 

•	 Set up agile performance loops based on a test-and-
learn approach to break down silos and be better pre-
pared to address future demand volatility. 

•	 Secure new skills and resources to help ensure continu-
ous improvement.
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Our statistical modeling shows that these accelerators 
have become the primary determinants of digital maturity.

Although our analysis also shows that the two technical 
accelerators have twice the impact of the two organization-
al accelerators, the four complement one another and 
speed overall maturity. For that reason, top digital market-
ers work on them together. End-to-end measurement, for 
example, is essential to building an effective first-party 
data cycle as well as to driving agile performance loops 
and testing new hypotheses. In the same vein, a company 
will find it impossible to implement the first three accelera-
tors unless it has the proper skills and resources in place.

Furthermore, our research demonstrates that brands that 
develop the four accelerators in parallel encounter smaller 
gaps among them and reach higher stages of overall matu-
rity more quickly. For example, for companies that are 
moving up the curve from emerging to connected or from 
connected to multimoment, the gaps between accelerators 
are 25% to 30% smaller than those for companies that are 
stuck in place. 

Even within the same stage of maturity, brands that show 
greater balance in developing the four accelerators gener-
ate better business results. High-maturity brands that 
manage the development properly can gain an additional 
2 percentage points of revenues and efficiencies compared 
with their peers. At the other end of the maturity curve, 
95% of companies tend to prioritize developments in 
end-to-end measurement and agile while deemphasizing 
first-party data and skills and resources. For two-thirds of 
these companies, the lack of progress on the latter two 
accelerators holds them back by a full maturity step.

Climbing the digital maturity curve takes time and hard 
work, but progress yields results along the way, which builds 
momentum. At all levels of maturity, active and visible 
C-level leadership is a must, as is cultivating and preserv-
ing customer value and trust at the core. To clarify what 
needs to happen and when, we have devised a roadmap for 
implementing the four accelerators. (See Exhibit 4.) Both 
the technical and the organizational requirements for 
further progress become increasingly sophisticated as com-
panies become more mature. 

Accelerator 1: First-Party Data

In the past year or two, privacy concerns and regulatory 
changes have increased the importance of first-party data, 
which helps companies keep value and trust at the center 
of the customer relationship by providing a transparent 
response to consumer and regulatory concerns. In addi-
tion, our research has shown that companies that link all 
of their first-party data sources can generate 1.5 times the 
incremental revenue from a single ad placement, commu-
nication, or outreach, and double the improvement in cost 
efficiency over companies that have more limited data inte-
gration capabilities. 

The most important objective is to gain and maintain 
access to the data itself. Sophisticated marketers in the 
connected and multimoment categories reinforce value 
and trust by pursuing a three-step process to build virtuous 
data cycles:

•	 Strategy. They define a clear strategy for the first-party 
data needed. 

•	 Value. They develop a compelling value proposition for 
the consumer or customer exchange. 

•	 Testing. They leverage multiple iterations of testing with 
consumers to perfect campaign execution and learn 
which experiences most effectively promote the value-
consent exchange.

The process also has an important technology component. 
Most multimoment companies use marketing technology 
effectively, and nine out of ten marketers say that first-
party data is important to their digital marketing programs. 
But less than a third have mastered accessing and inte-
grating data across channels, and very few are good at 
using data to create better outcomes for customers. This 
does not mean it cannot be done. As a retail executive put 
it, “Being able to link online data to offline data was a 
relatively easy process that was up and running in about 
four months. Customer data platforms allowed us not to 
be so reliant on cookie technology.” 

Using first-party data in this way is a fairly new priority for 
marketers, and maintaining customer trust is as important 
as gaining it in the first place. Salesforce.com’s 2020 State 
of the Connected Customer survey found that 60% of 
customers see a “major need” for businesses to improve 
their trustworthiness and 32% see a “moderate need.” Four 
out of five customers want companies to use technology 
ethically, even if doing so reduces profits. 

So far, few advertisers have gone the extra mile and estab-
lished privacy-ready and ethical data governance processes 
to reinforce their value propositions to the customer. Only 
about 50% of multimoment companies and 20% of con-
nected companies have policies and processes in place 

https://www.bcg.com/publications/2021/the-value-of-first-party-data
https://www.bcg.com/publications/2020/responsible-marketing-with-first-party-data
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that govern the use of personal data and are supported by 
cross-functional privacy teams that look into individual 
cases. (See Exhibit 5.) 

Leaders in advanced organizations ensure that their uses 
of first-party data comply with applicable regulations and 
with their own policies, and they build capabilities around 
the trust-for-value exchange. They make it easy for custom-
ers to opt in to communications across channels, by pro-
viding a straightforward, candid, and customer-friendly 
consent process. They then leverage a customer data 
platform to safely manage the data they collect. “We have 
more than 13 million members in our loyalty program,” 
said a travel company executive. “Each piece of informa-
tion sent has to reinforce trust. We focus on the messages 
we provide and the value proposition we provide with each 
of them.” A banking executive told us, “Whenever data 
needs to be transferred, there is an assessment with an 
internal cross-functional team to analyze possible risks 
and how to minimize them. We have an internal process to 
ensure all uses of data follow privacy requirements.”

Consider how a major bank in South Africa benefited from 
a first-party data strategy. “We needed a clear understand-
ing of what new and existing customers were looking for,” 
said the bank’s top digital marketing executive. “We aimed 
to get more personalized and relevant. Our primary goal 
was more efficient digital marketing outreach with more 
product-specific touch points. We realized that the best 
way to do that was to design an integrated first-party data 
audience strategy for both online and offline.”

The bank needed a clearer understanding of what new and 
existing customers were looking for, so it could sharpen the 
personalization, relevance, and product specificity of its 
campaigns. It designed an integrated first-party data strate-
gy across both online and offline sources. Using machine 
learning and predictive lifetime-value models, the bank 
segmented customers according to the bank’s product 
range. The segmentation enabled it to create a more per-
sonalized customer experience, from creative treatments 
to landing page.

Exhibit 4 - A Roadmap to Digital Maturity

Source: BCG analysis.
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The bank also applied a test-and-learn approach, another 
of the four accelerators. “At the beginning of the journey, it 
wasn’t easy,” the executive said. “For each iteration, we 
needed to make sure that we were compliant from a priva-
cy perspective and that we followed the correct processes.”

The strategy led to 89% more online leads and 300% better 
user engagement while also increasing the bank’s efficien-
cy. Revenues rose significantly and costs dropped. After 
demonstrating the value of the first-party data strategy, the 
bank rolled it out across all of its international markets.

Companies that have not yet invested in understanding 
their current sources of data and ensuring basic data 
quality as a foundation for other capabilities need to start 
now. More digitally mature organizations may need to 
invest further in securing all sources of first-party data and 
establishing a cross-functional data privacy team. All suc-
cessful brands will build a compelling story for customers 
across the entire purchasing journey as underpinning for 
the trust-value exchange of first-party data. 

Accelerator 2: End-to-End Measurement

The ability to measure the impact of different types of 
interactions with customers along the purchasing journey, 
regardless of channel, is a holy grail of digital marketing. 
Brands need an effective measurement system to continu-
ously optimize the value exchange with customers, and 
this requirement will become all the more important as 
data becomes harder to acquire over the next few years. 

The first step toward effective end-to-end measurement is 
to establish a consistent set of KPIs (common objectives 
shared across multiple channels and marketing teams) for 
assessing impact. Aside from those in the nascent cate
gory, most brands (78%) have a limited set of metrics—
typically five to ten—that inform their marketing invest-
ment decision making and allocations across categories, 
brands, markets, lines of business, and media channels. 
More advanced companies summarize the relevant report-
ing on a strategic scorecard or dashboard that supports 
decision making across various strategic and tactical  
dimensions. 

With the impending loss of third-party data, precision 
marketing must evolve toward more predictive marketing. 
Establishing attribution for purposes of advertising and 
promotion budget allocation requires end-to-end measure-
ment encompassing channels, devices, and predictive 
models that use advanced analytics to bridge gaps in data 
(predominantly caused by the loss of third-party cookies). 
Predictive models help companies gauge the probability 
value of the different occasions when a customer or poten-
tial customer comes into contact with the brand, which in 
turn enables ROI optimization. A retail executive for an 
Italian company said, “Attributions based on predictive 
models are of high importance and add a lot of value, 
providing information that fills the gaps created by privacy 
restrictions or multichannel interactions. They enable our 
company to optimize ROI.” 

Exhibit 5 - Mature Brands Build a Virtuous Cycle Around First-Party Data

Source: BCG analysis.

Distribution and maturity gaps for first-party data

Nascent

Average maturity, as reported in research Expected score per maturity level Basic gaps in maturity

Emerging Connected Multimoment

Lack a strategy to overcome the 
obsolescence of third-party data 
and to incorporate first-party data 

Basic Mature

Have no or limited linking of 
customer data

Lack a team dedicated to 
managing privacy requirements

Build trust with customers on the 
basis of A/B testing in order to 
capture first-party data

Link all or most customer data 
(including online and offline) used 
in marketing activation

Have strategic and privacy-ready data 
processes overseen by a dedicated 
cross-functional privacy team

Low-maturity features High-maturity features

https://www.bcg.com/en-us/publications/2017/go-to-market-strategy-making-sense-of-marketing-measurement-mess
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Even so, some of the more advanced marketers in our 
study have not built this capability. Only 42% of multi
moment companies and 36% of connected companies 
leverage predictive models.

All brands, including multimoment ones, have room for 
improvement in end-to-end measurement. (See Exhibit 6.) 
Customers vary widely in their interests, motivation, and 
behavior (among other factors). In our work on personal-
ization campaigns, we have found that companies tend to 
focus on overall campaign effectiveness, striving for solu-
tions that work well on average. As a result, they fail to 
identify pockets of variety among their customers, which is 
where the real value of personalized outreach lies. A/B 
testing reveals what works best on average, but companies 
that want to build deeper relationships with their custom-
ers need to adapt campaigns and messages by segment or 
persona. 

To establish true end-to-end measurement capabilities, 
brands must evolve from focusing on consistent KPIs 
through cross-channel and cross-device measurement to 
deploying predictive models along the entire purchasing 
journey. 

Accelerator 3: Agile Performance Loops

The importance of the two technical accelerators has drawn 
renewed interest in organizational agility. It is hard to build 
first-party data cycles and apply test-and-learn approaches 
while still operating in traditional, siloed organizational 
structures. Nevertheless, most companies lack cross-
functional, agile teams that can identify solutions to new 
needs and get them up and running in days. Likewise, most 
companies do not have the necessary technological sup-
port, such as dashboards that they can share with partners 
and use to receive digital signals on campaign performance, 
creating a real-time response capability. Such signals in-
clude media KPIs (ROI and return on advertising spending), 
context (weather, inventories, and calendar events), first-
party data (conversions, customer characteristics, and 
customer interests), and second- and third-party data where 
still valuable. Our research indicates that 83% of multi
moment brands but only 29% of connected brands have in 
place agile feedback loops that use test-and-learn ap-
proaches to permit dynamic responses to emerging needs. 
(See Exhibit 7.) Having the ability to react dynamically 
allowed one consumer goods brand to increase its market 
share by 1.5 percentage points during the pandemic.

Exhibit 6 - Leaders Develop True End-to-End Measurement Capabilities 
with Predictive Models Linked to Business Data

Source: BCG analysis.

Distribution and maturity gaps for end-to-end measurement

Nascent

Average maturity, as reported in research Expected score per maturity level Basic gaps in maturity

Emerging Connected Multimoment

Set objectives across different 
channels independently

Basic Mature

Cannot measure across the entire 
customer journey, missing the 
opportunity to link different channels 
or touch points

Cannot attribute value to touch points

Set common objectives across all or 
multiple channels, linking them to 
business outputs 

Measure end to end across the entire 
customer journey, including online 
and offline, and link different channels

Use sophisticated attribution models 
to attribute value to touch points, 
relying on modeled conversions 
instead of true conversions

Low-maturity features High-maturity features
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Our experience with agile ways of working has shown that 
when big companies get agile right, the results can be 
stunning. Productivity can improve by a factor of three, and 
development costs can decline by 15% to 25%. Employee 
engagement, as measured in quantitative surveys, increas-
es dramatically. Companies can release new product fea-
tures within weeks or months rather than quarters or years. 
The rate of innovation rises, while defects and do-overs 
occur less frequently. 

Agile teaming also enables companies to break down silos 
and react nimbly to fast-evolving consumer behavior, in 
part because it helps them gain access to more and higher-
frequency data. Multimoment marketers ensure that the 
data that the company collects is connected and flows 
across cross-functional teams including CRM, e-commerce, 
brand, and performance marketing, and that an informed 
legal team supports it.

But agile is difficult. The transformation affects everything 
from how internal processes operate to how employees 
spend their day to how people in the organization interact. 
It requires rethinking structures, reporting, compensation, 
and career paths. Leadership is often the missing ingredi-
ent. For organizations to effectively embrace agile ways of 
working, senior executives must change their ways of work-
ing. This isn’t as simple as it sounds: agile behaviors are 
not the ones that propelled these people into senior lead-
ership positions in the first place. Unlearning approaches 
that led to personal success in the past is a tall order. 

An executive at a multimoment company put it this way: 
“Our test-and-learn culture has been promoted by the 
board. They believe in it, and they are willing to invest in it, 
both by hiring for roles that are test-and-learn oriented and 
by having the patience to wait for statistically significant 
results.” 

The first step toward establishing agile teaming and a 
fail-fast test-and-learn culture is to ensure that key func-
tions work together. As people return to the workplace, 
brands should look to colocate (physically or virtually) 
cross-functional teams while promoting test-and-learn and 
even to use digital signals to trace changes. Companies at 
all levels of maturity need to adapt in automating digital 
signals.

Accelerator 4: New Skills and Resources

A May 2021 Wall Street Journal article featured the story of 
a longtime employee at Levi Strauss in the US who rose 
from stock clerk to store manager—before being retrained 
by the company as a data scientist. This is hardly uncom-
mon today, and retail is only one sector that faces an acute 
shortage of technically skilled people. More digitally ma-
ture marketers began reorienting their hiring and employ-
ee development programs years ago. Others now find 
themselves behind the curve. (See Exhibit 8, and see the 
sidebar “New Skills for New Roles.”)

Exhibit 7 - Mature Brands Use a Test-and-Learn Approach to Set Up Agile 
Performance Loops 

Source: BCG analysis.

Distribution and maturity gaps for agile performance loops

Nascent

Average maturity, as reported in research Expected score per maturity level Basic gaps in maturity

Emerging Connected Multimoment

Lack adequate cross-functional 
coordination

Basic Mature

Lack a test-and-learn culture

Cannot react to market changes 
immediately after they have taken 
place

Have agile ways of working, with 
cross-functional teams working in 
sprints

Have a well-established test-and-learn 
culture based on present hypotheses 
instead of historical data

React to market changes by leveraging 
digital signals and adapting business 
goals, campaign goals, and KPIs in 
real time

Low-maturity features High-maturity features

https://www.bcg.com/publications/2016/five-secrets-to-scaling-up-agile
https://www.bcg.com/publications/2018/agile-starts-or-stops-at-the-top
https://www.bcg.com/publications/2018/agile-starts-or-stops-at-the-top
https://www.bcg.com/publications/2019/courage-to-be-agile-leader
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To gain access to the skills that they need, many brands 
are working with external providers, especially to obtain 
more advanced capabilities, but this leads to two challeng-
es: ensuring adequate access to talent and establishing a 
practical balance between internal and external resources. 
Our research indicates that 50% of multimoment brands 
maintain partnerships across the board but only 10% of 
brands at other maturity levels make use of the partner-
ships to the same degree. More advanced companies are 
experimenting with different models. For example, an 
Italian telco relies on an internal marketing team to devel-
op specialist skills, whereas a British retailer looks to agen-
cies to leverage talent, noting, “We feel comfortable work-
ing with agencies, as we do not lose market perspective.” 
We have found that five criteria typically determine which 
capabilities companies insource, outsource, or secure 
through hybrid models:

•	 The need for agility and a quick response time

•	 The scale and complexity of the work

•	 The sensitivity and value of the data involved

•	 Economies and cost efficiencies

•	 The ability to recruit the necessary talent

Many companies in our experience have found the hybrid 
approach to be highly effective. Often this means insourc-
ing the technology stack and capabilities related to data 
analysis and activation while leveraging agencies’ ability to 
provide an unbiased strategic perspective, design creative 
content, and purchase advertising time slots upfront. A 
French financial services executive told us, “Relying on 
external partners is commonsense for us. We prefer to 
focus on the activities we understand, where we can focus 
and bring tangible value. For other aspects, we rely on 
long-term partners.” 

To ensure access to skills and resources, brands can first fill 
skill gaps through partnerships and then develop a more 
in-depth analysis of the best balance of internal and exter-
nal capabilities. They can work toward developing the 
required internal skills by establishing learning programs, 
and they can limit employee turnover by instituting com-
pelling retention programs. Hiring and retention strategies 
are most successful when they foster an environment of 
professional growth that challenges talent to discover new 
solutions every day. Although more mature organizations 
have long understood the need for training programs, 
retention programs have not been a priority at most com-
panies: only 17% of multimoment brands and 13% of 
connected brands emphasize retention.

Exhibit 8 - How Top Brands Secure New Skills and Resources

Source: BCG analysis.

Distribution and maturity gaps to secure new skills and resources

Nascent

Average maturity, as reported in research Expected score per maturity level Basic gaps in maturity

Emerging Connected Multimoment

Lack new specialist skills that have 
become critical for digital marketing

Basic Mature

Rely on external partners due to a lack 
of resources, leading to an inefficient 
model (e.g., high cost, loss of data)

Lack a well-established learning 
program within the organization, 
hampering the ability to retain talent

Have access to all or most specialist 
skills, either in-house or through 
outsourcing

Understand the value of outsourcing 
and relying on external partners to 
obtain an optimized hybrid model

Have a learning and development 
program for building skills within a 
retention environment that attracts 
and retains high-demand professionals

Low-maturity features High-maturity features
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Having the right talent on hand is imperative. In marketing, 
the emergence of a new set of technical roles calls for peo-
ple with new skill sets. These roles include the following:

•	 Privacy specialist

•	 Measurement and attribution model expert

•	 Web analytics expert

•	 Tag management expert

•	 Specialist in customer segmentation with aggregated 
data

•	 Media strategist

•	 Paid-media expert

•	 Content production expert

•	 Conversion rate optimization expert

•	 User interface, user experience (UI/UX) designer

•	 UI/UX research expert 

•	 Marketing technology specialist

New Skills for New Roles
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Moving 
Forward

The factors influencing digital marketing maturity  
will evolve with time, of course, as new technologies 
disrupt the market and as competitors further devel-

op their capabilities. Nascent and emerging brands have 
their work cut out for them: unless they move up the  
maturity curve quickly, they risk becoming irrelevant to 
consumers. 

Connected and multimoment brands must continue to 
pursue the types of bold investments that have fueled their 
digital maturity to date—investments that will help them 
stay on the fast track, increasing their organizations’ agility 
so that they can adapt to whatever trends the future 
brings. Even the most advanced multimoment marketers 
cannot rest on their accomplishments. 
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For all companies seeking to boost their digital marketing 
maturity, the four accelerators that we have emphasized 
here are good place to start. C-suite sponsorship is key at 
all levels but is especially critical in efforts to move into 
upper levels of maturity, where organizational coordination 
is essential. Companies must put customer value and trust 
at the center of the vision they pursue.

Successful CMOs will push the continuing evolution of 
their function’s capabilities—further developing end-to-
end measurement in assisted channels, for example, and 
improving their ability to detect market changes digitally 
and adapt campaigns accordingly. By aligning with stake-
holders throughout the organization and working with 
them to prioritize digital marketing maturity, CMOs can 
help their brands maximize profitable growth.
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