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Introduction
It is the most basic of business strategies: Give the 
customers what they want. In the digital era, this has 
increasingly meant providing personalized offerings 
that meet and anticipate individual preferences. Then 
the pandemic underscored how consumer wants 
and needs can change overnight, and how digital 
experiences can make or break a company’s overall 
profitability. As businesses move into the post-crisis 
recovery, expectations around customer experiences—
especially digital ones—are higher than ever. 

Creating these experiences at scale requires a deep 
knowledge of customer preferences, along with close 
and continuous collaboration across all aspects of a 
company’s ecosystem. One way for executives to do 
all these things well is through systems thinking—a 
management philosophy focused on understanding 
all the interrelationships within and beyond the 
organizational firewall as elements of a unified entity 
that can interact dynamically and according to a 
cohesive strategy.

Systems thinking depends on robust data practices 
(including sharing, analysis, and security), shared 
processes, and up-to-date technology, all put to use 
by a highly capable workforce. To understand how 
companies are deploying this holistic management 
approach, Oxford Economics and SAP conducted a 
survey of 3,000 business leaders in countries around 
the world, including meaningful samples of leaders 
responsible for customer experience (over 200 senior 
digital executives and 200 senior data executives). 

Among our key findings:

 ■ Personalized digital experiences are a top priority 
for organizations across sectors. Despite this 
focus, less than half of digital and data executives 
say their organizations are effective at digitizing or 
personalizing customer experiences.

 ■ Data drives the experience economy. Few 
organizations have fully implemented successful 
data strategies—but those that have say they are 
now closer to their customers.

 ■ Integrated processes enable the holistic 
organization. Digital and data executives are 
among the most confident in the level of cross-
functional integration at their organizations—and 
report meaningful performance improvements 
from their efforts in these areas. 

 ■ Digital strategy demands the right technology. 
Digital and data executives say their organizations 
are investing in technologies like artificial 
intelligence and machine learning to improve 
performance, but more attention to change 
management and talent is required to get full value 
from these investments.

The disruptions of the pandemic era will pass, but the 
lessons of this difficult period will endure. Customer 
needs can change overnight, and data-driven digital 
organizations are best able to create the experiences 
that allow businesses to thrive under almost any 
circumstances.
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Personalization: The Key to Customer Satisfaction in 
the Digital Economy
Chief digital and data executives know what they 
have to do as the post-COVID future comes into 
view: capture high-value data, share that information 
across their business ecosystems, and apply powerful 
analytics to develop the insights needed for game-
changing new customer experiences. 

The urgency of this undertaking shows in our survey 
data. Customer satisfaction is rated as a top influence 
on business strategy across industries, ahead of 
perennial priorities like reducing costs and ensuring 
employee satisfaction. (See Fig. 1.) And satisfaction 
itself has a new definition: Most digital and data 
officers agree to some extent that customers prefer 
digital to physical experiences.

Personalization is understood as critical to customer 
satisfaction, and tailored experiences are widely 
expected to be brand-builders for companies that 
can deliver them in the years ahead. Nearly half of all 
executives in our survey (including a like number of 
digital and data officers) say digitizing the customer 
experience would advance their reputation as an 
industry leader.

This is not easy work. Four of five digital executives 
we surveyed say managing customer relationships 
involves a meaningful degree of complexity—yet 
only about half say that they have executed on their 
efforts to provide personalized or digitized customer 
experiences. 

Attention to providing high-quality experiences seems 
to pay off. Of the nearly half of respondents who have 
made substantial efforts to digitize the customer 
experience, 46% rate their customer satisfaction levels 
as better than others in their industry, vs. less than 
one-third of those not as focused on digitization. 
They also view their organizations as more innovative 
than others in their industry, another factor that 
contributes to customer satisfaction in the long-term. 

49% of digital and data executives 
say digitizing the customer experience is a 
top factor that would advance their 
reputation as an industry leader.

Fig. 1: Customer satisfaction drives business strategy 

Q: Which of the following factors have the greatest influence on your business strategy?  
Ranks 1−4 combined. Top five responses shown.

Total base = 3,000, digital executives base = 215, data executives base = 210
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Data powers customer experience
Personalization depends on data, and data must be 
shared across functions and with key business partners 
to deliver maximum value. Our respondents in customer-
centric roles report progress in gathering, sharing, and 
making meaning from the data they collect—though the 
truly digital organization is not yet fully built out. 

Over half of the digital and data executives we 
surveyed say their organizations have either fully or 
partially implemented data-sharing between functions 
to help speed up digital transformation. Customer 
data is widely shared with relevant internal teams 
with moderate to rapid speed. 

Employing a senior digital or data executive seems to 
be a hallmark of stronger information-sharing. Data 
officers are especially likely to say their organizations 
effectively share at least some types of data 
internally—specifically, customer data, employee data, 
and operational data. Meanwhile, digital officers are 
more likely to share financial data well. (See Fig. 2.) 

But even organizations with data and digital officers 
have work to do, as these executives are just as 
unlikely as respondents from other functions to say 
internal data-sharing is effective for some key types 
of information (like R&D or supply chain data). 

Sharing data with outside vendors and partners is 
even more difficult and less common than moving 
information between functions. Large majorities of 
surveyed data (88%) and digital (84%) officers say 
working with outside partners is somewhat or highly 
complex. That complexity has an impact: just 36% of 
data officers say they are sharing data with outside 
partners, and only 25% of digital officers say they 
do so. Ultimately, ineffective data-sharing with third 
parties—which may mean that the wrong types of 
data are shared, or that information is shared too 
slowly to be applied in real time—can lead to missed 
opportunities for improving customer experiences. 

Fig. 2: Data executives are more confident in their ability to share information across the company

Q: How effectively are you sharing the following sources of data internally if at all?  
“Moderate data-sharing” and “rapid data-sharing” responses combined.

Employee data Financial data

Operational data R&D/  
innovation data

Customer data Supply chain/ 
logistics data

Sales data Contract worker 
data

Digital executivesTotal Data executives
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But some are getting data-sharing right. Customer-
centric executives are more likely than other 
respondents to say that data-sharing practices have 
boosted their connection with customers (70%, vs. 
63% overall), improved the customer experience 
(69%, vs. 63% overall), and helped them reach 
performance goals in terms of speed to market, brand 
recognition, or other areas (60%, vs. 55% overall). 

Some are seeing game-changing impacts: Just over 
one-third of data officers and nearly as many digital 
officers say investments in data-sharing have had a 
transformative effect on their company’s ability to 
connect with customers, and nearly half of both groups 
say enhanced data-sharing boosts revenue growth. 

Bring it all together
Customers get frustrated when businesses cannot 
integrate operations to meet their routine needs. We 
have all been there, whether that means not being 
recognized by a familiar brand when we try to use a 
new service, or ordering that perfect gift only to find 
out that the vendor has not coordinated delivery with 
a third-party shipper. 

The executives in our survey feel this pain: lack of 
effective collaboration across functions is seen as 
a primary barrier to strategic change by 40% of 
respondents. To work more closely across teams—
and to provide industry-best experiences—many 
digital executives are tightening the relationships 
they have with other internal functions. More 
than three-quarters say they have moderately or 
completely integrated operations across functions 

in terms of communication, data-sharing, and 
process management. And digital and data officers 
are slightly more likely than other executives to say 
business processes are integrated across all functions 
at their organizations. (See Fig. 3.)

Uniting these parts of the business can lead to 
meaningful performance improvements. Over 40% 
of data executives surveyed who report integrated 
talent and workforce strategies across the business, 
for example, say these efforts have improved human 
experiences for their customers. And nearly half 
of those reporting integrated business processes 
say it has paid off in terms of increased speed of 
conducting business—another factor critical to 
keeping customers happy. 

Fig. 3: Organizations are increasingly integrated—but data processes tend to be most siloed 

Q: To what extent are your organization’s business functions integrated in the following ways? “Integrated in “most 
functions,” “all functions and operations,” and “all functions and operations and realizing value” responses combined.

Business 
processes

Talent and 
workforce

Digital executivesTotal Data executives

Data collection 
and analysis
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65%61% 61%
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Build the technology foundation 
Data does not crunch itself, and disparate teams—
many now working remotely—need the right tools to 
collaborate with each other and with partners across 
a business ecosystem. The information flows and 
operational integration that underpin great customer 
experiences (and help define systems thinking) 
require companies to create, fund, and execute on 
carefully thought-out technology strategies. 

Applications incorporating artificial intelligence and 
machine learning were high on the data executive 
wish-list during the digital acceleration of the 
pandemic era. Well over one-third of data and digital 
officers cite AI as a priority for their organization, 
putting it to use across functions including IT, finance, 
HR, and supply chain. Still, most of our respondents 
have substantial work left to do in terms of building 
out their analytics infrastructure.

With artificial intelligence becoming a general-
purpose technology that turbocharges all kinds of 
software, executives are looking for sector-specific 
solutions. Roughly one-fifth of respondents are 
investing in machine learning and chatbots, for 
example, and 14% are investing in robotic process 
automation (RPA). (Senior data executives are more 
likely than their peers in other roles to say their 

organization is focused on machine learning—perhaps 
again a reflection on the maturity of organizations 
that hire dedicated data executives.) 

It takes a skilled workforce and strong attention 
to change management to get the most out of 
emerging technologies. According to digital and data 
executives as well as their peers across the business, 
few companies have retrained employees to work 
with data, invested in new technologies that would 
help workers apply analytics, adjusted their culture 
to promote data-sharing, or established partnerships 
that would effectively extend the skills in their 
ecosystem. (See Fig. 4.) 

The payoffs from technology investments are 
already helping to deliver value on customer-centric 
initiatives. Senior data and digital officers say their 
success in improving customer experiences has 
been substantially or entirely dependent on their 
technology investments. And over half in each 
group say their digital tools have contributed to 
organizational success by improving customer 
experiences, employee experiences, and employee 
productivity; nearly one-third say it has been critical 
to uncovering new sources of talent. 

Fig. 4: Change management for digital transformation needs work 

Q: Which of the following steps have you taken to share data more effectively?  
Respondents could select all that apply. Select answer choices shown. 

Retrained employees 
to work with data

Invested in new technologies 
to analyze data

Adjusted 
organizational culture

Established partnerships 
with other organizations

31%
35%

26%

33%34%
32%

28% 27%28% 29%
25% 26%

Digital executivesTotal Data executives
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About the research: Beyond the crisis

Oxford Economics was commissioned by SAP to 
conduct a survey of 3,000 business executives. The 
survey was conducted between March 2020 and May 
2020 via computer-assisted telephone interviewing. 
Because the data was collected during a time of 
heavy disruption from COVID-19 and the associated 
economic crisis, results shed light on data-sharing 
strategies for long-term success. 

Respondents come from the United States, Canada, 
Mexico, Brazil, France, Germany, the United Kingdom, 
Nordics (Norway, Finland, Sweden, Denmark), India, 
Japan, Singapore, Australia, and New Zealand.  

All respondents come from organizations with 
over $500 million in revenue; one-third come from 
organizations with $500 million to $999 million in 
revenue, one-third from organizations with $1 billion 
to $9.9 billion in revenue, and one-third with 
$10 billion or more in revenue. 

For more details on methodology, see  
our full research report.

Conclusion
Customer experiences can benefit from a data-driven, 
systems thinking approach to management. Our 
research points to the following calls to action for 
customer-centric executives. 

 ■ Bring your executive peers on board. 
Communicating the link between strong data 
practices and improved customer experiences may 
inspire change across other functions—and increase 
motivation to share valuable data across the business. 

 ■ Focus on specific applications of AI. As artificial 
intelligence enters the mainstream, identify and 
pursue the subsets of the technology—like machine 
learning, virtual agents, or predictive analytics—
that will be most valuable to improving customer 
experiences at your organization.

 ■ Extend your ecosystem. Partnerships with 
developers, suppliers, customers, and even industry 
competitors can vastly increase your organization’s 
technology capabilities, access to valuable data, 
and capacity to quickly respond to customer needs 
in the face of disruption. 

 ■ Lead transformation across the organization. 
Data-driven customer experiences depend on more 
than technology: attention to change management 
and workforce issues—not just in the IT function, 
but across the business as well—can change the 
way customers view your brand.

https://www.sap.com/cmp/dg/oxford-economics-interconnected-business/index.html?campaigncode=CRM-YZ20-PGM-08&source=contentsynd-glb-oxford-execsummary

