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The Person-Centered Marketing 
whitepaper is part of the 
2018 State of Marketing reporting.

On behalf of the San Diego Chapter of the American Marketing 
Association, Q2 Insights and FreshForm teamed up produce 
a multi-year Qualitative Research study on the state of 
marketing in the U.S. from the San Diego perspective. In 2018 
a total of 40 high-profile corporate marketing and non-profit 
executives from a broad spectrum of 35 small, medium, and 
large Business to Consumer (B2C) and Business to Business 
(B2B) organizations participated in the State of Marketing 
Study. A total of 38 interviews were conducted in 2017. 
In 2018 a small number of the interviews were conducted 
with agencies. The study is designed to describe inspiring 
marketing practices, trends in marketing and the state of 
marketing today.

The full version of the report can be downloaded at 
www.sdama.org/report



Person-Centered Marketing
During the State of Marketing interviews this year there 
was a convergence of topics that all seem to point to a 
trend toward person-centered marketing. Personalized 
marketing, one-to-one marketing, or individual marketing 
are all terms that are used for marketing to individuals; 
however, these terms are usually used to describe the 
use of data analysis and digital technology to deliver 
individualized messages and product offerings. What 
is described here as person-centered marketing seems 
to be a little more broad in scope. There is a strong 
movement in marketing to engagement of individuals—
not homogenous groups or segments.

Everyone in marketing understands that the days of 
the unidirectional pushing marketing communications 
out to consumers are long gone. Brands must now 
engage in “conversations” with existing and potential 
customers, initiated by the brand, by the consumer, or by 
another entity. Additionally, brands are now employing 
experience marketing approaches to engage, delight, 
and win the hearts and minds of consumers. Individuals 
are also engaged in a highly personalized data-driven 
manner, and at scale. 

The surge of marketing interest in Design Thinking, 
the use of emotion, micro- and macro-influencers, 
and advocates also point to the drive toward person-
centered marketing. Design Thinking (discussed in a 
separate whitepaper) and Customer Journey Mapping 
are grounded in empathy for and emotional connection 
with the audience. Emotion is used by marketers not just 
to humanize brands but to truly connect with individuals. 
Engagement of individuals at scale by micro- and macro-
influencers and advocates is also person-centered.

While person-centered marketing does not appear to be 
a term that has been used in marketing literature to date, 
there is definitely a clear trend in this direction  
in marketing today.
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Personalization
Personalization allows organizations 
to connect and become more relevant 
to their customers by meeting their 
needs more effectively and efficiently, 
and making marketing interactions 
faster and easier. Consumers 
are constantly bombarded with 
advertisements on a daily basis. 
Personalization allows companies to 
differentiate themselves and provide 
customers with content they want  
to receive.

A Range of Approaches  
to Personalization

Among marketing executives, there is a wide 
range of approaches to personalization from 
personalizing emails with customer name in 
both B2B and B2C environments through to 
personalization at scale. Some companies 
report not using personalization at all and 
some report that personalization is time 
consuming and not cost effective (possibly 
because it is being done manually). Some 
companies personalize emails with customer 
specific promotions. From customizing 
an email with the customer’s name to 
offering personal add-ons to engaging the 
customer in an individual buying roadmap, 
personalization is being implemented to 
make the customer feel valued. 

Micro-Targeting versus 
Personalization at Scale

Micro-targeting was a hot trend in marketing 
in 2017 but this year the conversation has 
shifted to personalization at scale. In the 
2017 AMA San Diego State of Marketing 
Report, some organizations reported the 
use of micro-targeting to focus on individual 

customers and track as much information 
as they can about their specific needs. One 
hospitality industry organization represented 
in the 2017 report tracks the customer’s 
preferences during their stay, and uses 
the data in their Customer Relationship 
Management (CRM) system to perfect their 
current and future visits by providing them 
a personalized experience. The company has 
found that strong brand loyalty is built this 
way and they are seeing high retention. 

In the 2018 report, companies reported 
similar activities but to a new extreme. Using 
artificial intelligence and machine learning, 
some are amalgamating omnichannel digital 
and offline data together to allow them to 
provide every individual with a unique digital 
experience. For example, in the brief time  
it takes for a webpage to load, data about 
you, your preferences, and your shopping 
history is leveraged. Based on this data,  
each website visitor is delivered a 
customized experience. 

The boundaries of personalization are being 
pushed by interacting with customers 
one on one. Instead of sticking to basic 
demographics, some utilize customer buying 
history to predict and offer consumers 
products that follow their purchasing trend. 
For example, if a customer purchased a 
specific product for Valentine’s Day last 
year, the consumer would see a customized 
advertisement with products that are 
different for Valentine’s Day this year 
(e.g. a dozen red roses last year, and lilies 
and chocolates this year). This kind of 
personalization at scale is executed using 
Data Management Platforms (DMPs). Instead 
of executing this tactic manually, DMPs 
aggregate first, second and third party data 
allowing businesses a holistic picture of  
the individual and to personalize at scale. 
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Chatbots

Some chatbots are based on scripts written by the organizations 
that deploy them. Others are using chatbots paired with artificial 
intelligence and natural language processing to eliminate extra  
click steps. One e-commerce company is looking into using 
chatbots as a way to personalize the actual buying process. 
Through communication with the customer, chatbots would be  
able to customize each buying experience based on what the 
customer is seeking at that exact moment. For example, if a 
customer asked via chatbot for a product, the chatbot would 
immediately add that product to the cart then offer add-ons  
related to the requested product. 

Personalization versus Segmentation

While some believe that personalization will completely negate the 
need for segmentation of customers into groups, others maintain 
that both are necessary. 

Some marketing executives view personalization at scale as the next 
step to taking segmentation to a whole new level. By using one-on-
one personalization with the customer, the need to narrow down 
customer personas becomes nonexistent. Even with segmentation, 
two customers with the same age, gender and hobbies are still very 
different people. Personalization at scale creates a more efficient 
interaction with the customer. 

There is a counterpoint to the notion that personalization at 
scale negates the need for segmentation. For an e-commerce 
company like Amazon which is focused on surfacing products 
from their product catalog, personalization at scale (automated 
personalization) makes sense. However, for a company that is  
trying to change brand perception or reposition a brand, 
segmentation is required. Segmentation is also required for 
development of content and messaging.
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Advocacy Marketing
Advocacy marketing relates 
to harnessing the voices and 
experiences of influencers, customers, 
and employees to promote the 
organization, products, or services. 
Advocates are particularly useful 
in B2B marketing, but they are also 
used by B2C organizations. 

Customers as Advocates

Customer advocates help promote brands 
and close sales using a variety of activities 
such as:

• Attending events

• Case studies

• Conference attendance and speaking 
engagements

• Content development

• Joint speaking events

• Talking to the media

• Testimonials

The higher the organizations net promoter 
score (NPS), the more customers are willing 
to advocate for the brand. High ratings on 
NPS, and sometimes sales people, are used 
to identify advocates. When sales people are 
very protective of their customers and want 
to own the relationship, the NPS survey is the 
best tool for identifying advocates. 

A marketing luminary at an insurance 
organization is working on developing an 
advocacy program with existing customers, 
using them for referrals and to continue to 
drive the company forward. 

“ The biggest trend is making your 
employees the biggest brand 
advocates ever, in addition to 
knowing your customer buying 
process. It is more and more how 
do we amplify the people in the 
organization to be the biggest 
shouter of our brand because if we 
don’t believe in the brand ourselves 
then the customers won’t believe it.”

MICHAEL FARRINGTON
NUVASIVE

Employees as Advocates

Employees are used by some brands to 
augment the buying process. In order for 
a brand to be successful, employees must 
believe in the brand to convince customers 
to buy. Employees must understand why  
the brand matters. 

“ We need to make faculty and staff 
to feel part of the advocacy team in 
helping us in part of the reputational 
and visibility building that we are 
doing. This also helps with faculty 
recruitment and patients.”

JEFFREY GATTAS
UC SAN DIEGO 
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Pipeline Acceleration

Organizations with long sales cycles can accelerate close sales by 
using a combination of event and advocates marketing. Advocates 
are paired with prospects with the same needs at educational, 
networking, and entertainment-based events. The advocates 
provide social proof and this facilitates closing the sale. 

Platforms for Advocacy

One organization in the e-commerce space noted the importance of 
using platforms to allow existing and potential customers to speak 
with each other about their products. The digital networking allows 
people to advocate for the brand in personalized and meaningful ways.
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Influencers
Influencer marketing is achieved 
by focusing on influential people 
rather than the target market as a 
whole. Under the broad category of 
advocacy, influencers are everyday 
people who promote specific 
products or services on social 
media, in blog posts, through other 
publishers, at events, and so on to 
engaged audiences. There are  
both micro-influencers and  
macro-influencers.

Micro- and Macro-Influencers

Micro-influencers are typical consumers 
who are active on social media but do not 
necessarily have a large following (less 
than 10,000 followers). They have a direct, 
personal connection with their audience 
and are able to advocate for a brand in 
meaningful ways. Typically, they are not paid 
to promote a product or service, they just 
love the product or service and post about 
it. Macro-influencers have large followings 
(10,000 or more followers), and they are paid 
to post content about products and services. 

According to Neil Patel, a bestselling New 
York Times author who is described by 
Forbes as one of the top 10 marketers, micro-
influencers are four times more likely to get 
a comment on a post than macro-influencers, 
and macro-influencers are increasingly more 
expensive and often disconnected from their 
audiences. Against this background, it is 
not surprising that in 2018 most marketing 
executives who are doing influencer 
marketing described using micro-influencers 
with no mention of macro-influencers. 

Influencers are used by several organizations 
to obtain better audience reach on social 
platforms. Some select influencers who 
understand the brand point of view, purpose, 
and content, and are willing to endorse it. 

Using Influencers to  
Carry Social Media

In 2018 one organization relies on micro-
influencers to communicate on social 
platforms rather than doing social 
themselves. The brand is collaborating 
with influencers who already have social 
followings rather than building an online 
community of its own. 

Influencers in a Broader Context

Some marketing executives define influencers 
in a broader context, using them not just 
on social platforms but leveraging them as 
brand ambassadors because they are seen 
as thought leaders in their field. They engage 
them to ensure that these influencers not 
only know about the brand, but are also 
authentic spokespeople for the brand. 

“ We look to influencers to get the 
word out about our programs and 
the value of the education we 
provide to our students.”

ERICA NOGUEIRA
ALLIANT INTERNATIONAL UNIVERSITY

Influencers are often used to target specific 
groups such as Millennials. Some influencers 
know this younger audience well and “speak 
their language.”
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Using Emotion
It is well understood that feelings 
toward products and services have 
a strong influence over evaluation 
and preference. Feelings tend 
to bias thoughts and thus most 
consumers believe that they are 
making judgements based on rational 
thinking rather than emotion. Against 
this background, it is not surprising 
that many marketing executives 
mentioned leveraging emotions in 
their marketing activities. Winning 
the hearts (and minds) of consumers 
is a strong trend. 

Humanizing the Brand

There is a trend towards humanizing brands 
but giving the brand a face, a name, and 
emotional impact. 

“ One of our strategic goals … is to 
make the brand more human. How to 
relate back to that customer so that 
they have an actual emotional tie to 
it. If you have an emotional tie to a 
brand it’s harder [for the customer] 
to let it go. We constantly strive 
to build those strong relationships 
through authenticity.”

AMANDA STUCKEY
CHEF WORKS

Connecting on an Emotional Level 
Using Content

Content that focuses on lifestyle rather than 
the brands products or services is a powerful 
way to link to consumers on an emotional 
level. For example, a consumer goods brand 
has a robust collection of blog posts that 
are well trafficked that provide tips on travel 
such as packing tips. The blog posts include 
link to the brands’ products. The posts allow 
the organization to connect with consumers 
on an emotional level by providing them 
with useful information that will keep them 
engaged with the brand. It is a long-term 
play that will encourage consumers to return 
to the brand when they are ready to buy. 

Emotion-Based Campaigns

Using appropriate emotions in campaigns 
can be pivotal in ensuring campaign success. 
An academic institution recently used strong 
emotional, real, and relatable messaging 
and imagery in their advertising resulting in 
their highest performing marketing month in 
the history of the organization. They drove 
a record number of inquires at a lower cost 
per inquiry but using salient, emotion-based 
messaging and imagery coupled with very 
accurate targeting and timing. Emotion is 
used to get potential students to take the 
first step and click. The rational brain is then 
presented with “reasons to believe” on the 
website, reinforcing that attending the school 
is a good idea. Elements of the campaign 
included best practices such as:

Photos

• Using real students

• The person is making eye contact with the 
person looking at them

• Using a powerful pose that suggests the 
outcome people want

• Using bright, colorful imagery
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Other

• Clearly articulating the exact emotions to be communicated in 
the campaign (e.g. a sense of possibility, fear of missing out)

• Call to action button colors used the color featured throughout 
the advertisements

• Using rounded buttons rather than square

Purpose Driven Marketing 

Purpose driven marketing is another way to connect with 
consumers on an emotional level. People want to buy brands who 
do good in the community, not just the local community but the 
global community. They are buying brands that they know are giving 
back and not just trying to sell them something. 
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Customer Journey 
Mapping 
Customer journey maps identify 
all touchpoints with customers. 
They are a visual representation of 
each experience or engagement a 
customer has with a brand both 
online and offline. Brands use 
customer journey maps to identify 
ways in which the brand experience 
can be improved at each touchpoint. 
Campaigns are developed to 
positively impact specific parts of 
the customer journey, particularly 
those touchpoints that are pivotal in 
the sales process or problematic.

Evaluating Marketing Programs 
Using Customer Journey Mapping

Customer journey mapping is used to 
evaluate marketing programs. A biotech 
company maps the customer buying process 
to target decision points along the buying 
pathway that lead to customers being stuck 
between choosing their brand versus a 
competitor. Programs and strategies are then 
put in place to change purchase behavior, so 
their brand is chosen over competitors. The 
organization highlights key differentiators 
for customers at appropriate touchpoints. 
Changes to the customer experience are 
prioritized to ensure the best possible 
outcome for each program. 

The biotech marketing executive recommends 
evaluating every single marketing program to 
determine whether the marketing program 
can solve the decision points throughout the 
buying process. If the marketing program  
does not solve a decision point, then 
terminate the program. If through this 
process gaps in the buying process are 
discovered, new programs designed to fill 
those gaps are recommended. 

More Effective  
Multi-Channel Marketing

A news and media organization is building 
out their customer journey to achieve 
more effective multi-channel marketing. By 
managing the interactions and timing for 
each touchpoint and looking at lifts that 
occur because of a specific touchpoint the 
brand is able to make decisions about how  
to engage and communicate with a visitor  
to their website.

“ Pain of change has to be created in 
the pain of staying the same.”

MICHAEL FARRINGTON
NUVASIVE



Conclusion
A variety of factors appear to be driving the surge 
toward person-centered marketing. Marketing 
technology (martech) in general, and AI and big data 
specifically are fueling the charge in part but there also 
appears to be a more human, more emotive side to 
marketing taking hold. This is translates to marketers 
focusing on individuals, their needs and their pain 
points, their need to be understood and interacted  
with not just “as a number,” or as a member of a  
group, but as an individual.

A comprehensive version of the 2018 State of Marketing Report 
from the San Diego Chapter of the American Marketing Association 
(AMA) can be downloaded at www.sdama.org/report



The San Diego Chapter of the American Marketing Association 
(AMA) is the organization for high-performing marketers who are 
serious about furthering their careers. AMA San Diego is the only 
education- and networking-focused organization that provides 
information, resources, international presence and valuable 
connections in a fun, approachable environment where its  
members can achieve their personal development goals.
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