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market to buy something. There are several possible 

approaches to gathering behavioral data, and new 

software is emerging all the time, but for most 

publishers, it involves mining their server log files. 

For instance, let’s say you own an online commercial 

real estate publication. If one of your readers was to 

read three articles in short succession about New 

York City real estate price trends, occupancy rates 

and recent transactions, it’s a reasonable bet this 

reader is thinking about an imminent commercial 

real estate transaction. It’s easy to see how this in-

formation creates an extremely valuable sales lead. 

And this is just a straightforward example for the 

purpose of illustrating the concept. With behavioral 

data, you are only limited by your creativity. Best of 

all, most of this valuable insight is already being col-

lected by your web servers – for free. You need only 

set yourself up to tap into it. Privacy issues? Yes, 

they must be considered, but there are proven paths 

to minimize concerns in this area.

A Quick Review of Benefits

As you probably are already seeing, building an 

audience database positions your media company 

to compete more successfully, by offering the data, 

insights and sales leads that advertisers want. As 

advertisers increasingly move to performance-based 

advertising, a strong audience database allows you 

to generate and deliver quality sales leads with 

enough information for advertisers to make smart 
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Knowing that a specific individual reads your online 

publication, participates in your webinars but has 

never attended one of your conferences has clear 

value for cross-selling and up-selling purposes. The 

next level of value is established by working to learn 

not only how these individuals engage with you, but 

more about who they are. For B2B media compa-

nies, this is the process of developing detail about 

the individual and the business with which that 

individual is associated. You will want to know, for 

example, business size, industry, number of employ-

ees, number of locations, etc. For the individual, you 

will want to know such things as job title, job func-

tion, whether the individual has purchasing authority, 

etc. You can get this information in some cases 

by simply asking for it, and in other cases from 

overlay data sourced from third-party data providers. 

Sometimes, you can even infer information. Suppose 

your audience consists of accountants, and you offer 

an e-newsletter on the topic of forensic accountants. 

It’s reasonable to infer that subscribers to this  

e-newsletter are involved in forensic accounting. 

Knowing your audience and the ways they engage 

with you is clearly powerful, but you can add an 

almost breathtaking additional layer of insight by 

setting yourself up to track what is sometimes called 

behavioral data. By tracking your audience and how 

they engage with your information products at a 

very granular level, you can actually infer not only 

what is of interest to them, but when they are in the 

Typically, media organizations know relatively little 

about their audiences. Indeed, until quite recently, 

they viewed audience data as a cost center – an 

area of the business where the goal was to do as 

little as possible in order to spend as little as pos-

sible. With this view, it is not surprising that much 

audience data is poorly keyed, unevenly maintained, 

and held in many information silos across the orga-

nization. The advent of popular software-as-a-ser-

vice (SAAS) applications (e.g. conference registration 

software), while sometimes working to create better 

quality data, generally also create additional external 

data silos as well.

A good audience database will, at a minimum, 

provide what is often referred to as a “360 degree 

view” of the reader/subscriber which will enable 

more precise targeting and better return on efforts. 

This means that every type of relationship your orga-

nization has with a specific individual is reflected in 

a single database (it should be acknowledged there 

are many possible approaches to uniting your data 

from a systems perspective, but this is a technical 

conversation beyond the scope of this paper. For 

simplicity, this paper will assume all audience data 

will be physically maintained in a single database). 

The immediate benefit that results is a powerful 

means to identify and target your best subscribers, 

as well as your most engaged readers. 

by Nancy Ciliberti Senior Consultant and Analyst
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Increasingly, media organizations are coming to realize that they control a typically underdeveloped asset, an asset that in  
fact may be essential to the ongoing success of the organization. That asset is the organization’s audience data. Maximizing 
this asset typically involves development of an audience database. 

A robust audience database contains deep knowledge and insights about the readership of your media properties. It is the 
keystone of your value proposition to advertisers. It’s also a powerful tool for marketing paid products as well.
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choices about how to follow-up on these leads 

(in fact, you can even help advertisers here by 

assigning a score to each lead). And as we’ve just 

discussed, you can generate leads of people actively 

in the market and ready to buy.

It’s also worth noting that this deep audience data 

also provides a powerful aggregate profile of your 

audience that can be useful in selling advertising 

by providing a compelling portrait of your audience. 

With so many media companies focused on selling 

largely anonymous traffic, this can provide a signifi-

cant point of differentiation. 

For those who sell information content, an audience 

database is equally valuable. It serves as a founda-

tion to efficiently target. monetize and better serve 

an existing audience. A full understanding of what 

your customers do and don’t buy from you is the 

essential basis of cross-sell and up-sell campaigns. 

Understanding who buys from you is fundamental 

to intelligent and cost-effective new subscriber pros-

pecting efforts. And watching, through behavioral 

data, how frequently and deeply your subscribers 

engage with the content they have purchased 

from you is the basis for sophisticated subscriber 

retention strategies and even price optimization 

exercises. 

From a product development and management 

perspective, deep audience data provides a sense  

of what you can do to improve your products as  

well as significant insight into which new products 

to develop. 

And last but not least, there is the emerging issue of 

email governance. Simply put, almost every media 

company is over-promoting to its email lists, damag-

ing its reputation, eroding response and putting a 

major business asset at risk. The only way to main-

tain and grow revenue from email promotions while 

minimizing list exhaustion is to carefully target these 

promotions. Fewer, but more targeted and compel-

ling email offers is a business imperative for almost 

every media company, and an audience database is 

what provides the needed targeting capabilities.

So How Do I Get Started?

Building an audience database from scratch can 

seem like an overwhelming exercise. But step back 

a bit. Chances are you already have much if not all 

of the data, so the big work is assembling it in one 

place in a useful format. Similarly, you should have 

a reasonable sense of how you want to harness 

your audience database, so the job is to solicit input 

broadly and make sure you are building an audience 

database to address these needs.

That’s why ICG advocates what it calls a “sources 

and uses” approach. Break the project into two 

parts:

 Sources – inventory your organization to 

determine what audience data you already have, 

where it comes from, how it is maintained, who 

has control of it, and in what format it is stored

 Uses – identify and interview stakeholders to 

determine their current audience data needs and 

also get them to think forward about what they’d 

like to do but can’t do currently.

With these two inputs, you are in a strong position to 

start planning around the mechanics of building your 

audience database.

Audience Database Sources

Think of your effort to identify sources of audience 

data within your organization as akin to an audit. 

Chances are you’ll be the first one in your organiza-

tion to ever attempt this. You’ll be doing a lot of  

poking around, asking lots of questions and ending 

up in unexpected places. You are likely to be sur-

prised, if not shocked, by what you find.

Since organizations vary widely in scale and 

complexity, ICG suggests that as a general rule, you 

chase the biggest repositories of audience data first. 

For many media companies, this will be a third-party 

fulfillment company. These vendors can often pro-

vide a wealth of information about the many audi-

ence data collection points within your organization. 

Your journey begins. Chase down all these sources 

to determine what information is being collected, 

where and how.

When you’ve finished with this effort, consider your 

other audience-facing business activities. Many 

organizations, for example, use a third-party email 

service provider (ESP). Your key email lists may pos-

sibly be stored and maintained here. You also need 

to learn how names get added and purged from 

these lists as well as any other preferences your au-

dience has provided like how often to contact them.

Move from there to your other content products. Do 

you have live conferences? Many media companies 

now use third-party conference registration com-

panies (sometimes more than one!), which means 

off-site databases. Do you sell subscriptions? Expect 

that subscriber data to reside in its own database. 

Do you offer webinars? That means at least one 

webinar registration database exists. Do you have 

registration on your websites? More databases. 

You’re starting to get the idea.

You may find your organization is maintaining 

dozens of audience databases. Some will be well-

known across the organization (like your email da-

tabase) and used heavily. It’s also quite common for 

small groups or even individuals to be maintaining 

their own databases, generally out of convenience, 

but sometimes because they want exclusive use of 

them. Databases such as these typically are main-

tained as large Excel files. Your job, if you choose 

to accept it, is to bring together all these databases 

to build a modern, powerful, centrally accessible 

corporate resource.

The next step in the process is a filtering exercise. 

Some of the databases you identified simply won’t 

be worth integrating. They may be too small (though 

small size does not automatically equate to low 

value). They may lack key data elements (a website 

registration file might contain only first name, last 

name, username and password – hard to do much 

with this). They may be hopelessly outdated (it’s 

tough to let go of data, but introducing bad data 

into your new audience database won’t help your 

cause). You see where this is going: whittle down the 

number of databases you identified to those that re-

ally matter to stay focused while keeping the project 

scope reasonable.
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The next step is a necessary piece of drudge work: 

detailing what data is held in each database. You’re 

after three main things:

 Detailing the fields in each database (this is 

useful for your work, but will also jump-start the 

programming effort when that time comes)

 Determining how often each field has data in it – 

this is called the fill rate. A database might have 

a field for email address, but contain few if any 

email addresses. You want to know this before 

you are unpleasantly surprised by this later. You 

can limit this effort to the most important and 

valuable fields

 Assessing data hygiene and uniformity. Just 

because the name of the field is “last name” 

doesn’t mean it consistently contains last names. 

Most of the databases you have identified have 

been keyed by people who don’t like data entry, 

aren’t good at it, or have been incented to move 

as quickly as possible. The results typically are 

not pretty. You shouldn’t expect perfection or 

anything close to it -- you are simply trying to 

identify real messes up-front so you don’t get 

excited about data you really can’t use. 

This investigative and research activity completed, 

you should have a strong sense of what you’ve  

got in terms of data. Now it’s time to find out what  

you need.

Audience Database Uses

Particularly in large organizations, you can’t de-

termine in a vacuum how your audience database 

will be used. This means the proper approach 

is to survey all the stakeholders in the audience 

database. At a minimum, this survey of stakeholders 

should include representatives of the groups that 

use the databases that will provide the input into the 

audience database. You’ll also want to include a rep-

resentative from your advertising and inside sales 

groups, your research group and your marketing 

services group. Your goal is to identify from the sales 

and marketing stakeholders what specific databases 

are being used, how frequently, and in what manner 

(e.g. are promotions and messages broad-based or 

targeted based on information in the databases?). 

You’ll also want to understand how the stakehold-

ers contact the audience, for example is it by email, 

phone, postal mail or some other means? From the 

advertising sales stakeholders, you want to learn 

how audience data are used in the selling process 

and what information advertisers care about. Finally, 

ask the stakeholders what they like and don’t like 

about data quality, current policies and processes. 

Ask them what’s working and what isn’t. All this 

input will help you get to an understanding of where 

to focus your energies and resources in terms of 

perfecting the data you’ve already got, and the type 

of system and capabilities you want to build around it.

Finally, ask the stakeholders what specific data that 

they don’t now have that would be most useful to 

them. To avoid long laundry lists, you might want to 

ask the stakeholders to prioritize their lists, select 

the five most important, etc.

At this point, you how what data you currently have, 

where they are located and what condition they are 

in.  You also know what data are most important to 

them, and what data they would most like to have. 

You are ready to start talking with your IT group.

Designing the Audience Database

A discussion of the technical considerations in 

building an audience database is beyond the scope 

of this paper. However, the following are useful con-

siderations for the non-technical manager in framing 

and evaluating the technical conversations around 

development of the audience development database:

The Goal

The goal of the audience database is to unify 

disparate sources of internal audience and customer 

information, normalize it, make it readily accessible, 

and thus enable increased marketing efficiency, 

support of lead generation activities, generation of 

audience statistics and profiles for advertising sales 

purposes and to generally enable advanced audi-

ence analytics. 

A Back-End System

Audience databases typically sit behind existing sys-

tems such as your email platform, your conference 

registration system and your subscription fulfill-

ment system. Technically, an audience database 

can be thought of as a data warehouse, but there 

is more involved than simply storing data. Audience 

databases depend on the integration and normaliza-

tion of the data. In addition, real thought has to be 

put into how end users will access the audience 

database to get full value from it.

Not a Cost-Saving Exercise

In the course of this project, you’ve identified a 

number of internal databases, some small, some 

duplicative and some not properly being shared 

within the organization. It can be tempting to think 

that the audience database could replace some of 

these databases, with users keying directly into the 

audience database.

While this thinking is logical, it tends not to be prac-

tical, and we recommend against it. You want the 

audience database to be a pure back-end database, 

not a hybrid. Further, you will add surprising com-

plexity and cost if you build an audience database 

that can support data entry. That’s because you not 

only have to support data entry, but all the other 

miscellaneous reporting and other functions of that 

database. It’s rarely worth it. Consolidating small da-

tabases yields small savings, and consolidating big 

databases quickly becomes a re-engineering of your 

entire organization. Remember that the purpose of 

the audience database is to generate new revenue, 

not shave your expenses.

Match/Clean/Standardize

The most important thing to understand about 

building an audience database is that the first and 

most important step is to match all these different 

input databases together. That means there has 

to be enough common data fields across these 

databases to match them. Sure, if all your databases 

have email addresses for every record, you’re home 

free, and the matching process will be a breeze. It’s 

rarely that easy in real life. If your IT people tell you 

matching is easy, they are either assuming there 

is a common field like email address in every input 

file, or they are exhibiting confidence not backed 

by experience. File matching is a hard, inherently 

imperfect process. Many media companies actually 

turn to outside specialist firms for assistance with 

file matching.
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Once you’ve matched your files, you also have to 

deal with inconsistent data. If database “A” says the 

customer name is “John Smith” and database “B” 

says the name is “John Smyth,” which one do you 

trust? Generally, this is handled with what are called 

“business rules,” a series of hard decisions about 

which input database takes precedence in cases 

of conflict, and under what circumstance a conflict 

needs to be flagged for manual resolution. These 

business rules get written into the program that is 

bringing all the databases together. 

You also need to thinking about standardizing and 

normalizing your data. You want to get the same 

data in the same fields (for example, one database 

might have a field for full name, and another might 

have two fields, one for first name and one for last 

name). You want your data consistent (e.g. you don’t 

want some records saying “LA” and some records 

saying “Los Angeles” in the city field). And you may 

need to harmonize taxonomies. For example, one 

database might categorize a company as a “soft-

ware company.” Another might categorize it as an 

“applications provider,” and a third might categorize 

it as a “vendor.” You have got to standardize your 

categories to maximize the value of the database, 

but you have to do it in a way that doesn’t compro-

mise existing activities within the company. Don’t 

under-estimate the work involved. 

Frequent, But Not Real-Time

Since your audience database is a back-end 

database, you’ll be continually drawing in new and 

updated data from the source databases you previ-

ously identified. But how frequently? There is a real 

temptation to go for a real-time updating. After all, 

sales leads are best when they are freshest. The re-

ality is that real-time systems are expensive. Further, 

not all your input databases are being updated on a 

second-by-second basis. Finally, the most valuable 

sales leads will be developed inferentially, meaning 

you have to watch activity over time. Generally, no 

one single activity is by itself going to create a high 

value lead. Determine updating frequency based on 

a realistic review of your resources, the nature of the 

input databases and the needs of your market.

Plan for Change

Nobody can fully anticipate what data might become 

available in the future, what audience-based prod-

ucts you will be selling, or the evolving needs of your 

marketers. In the design of any audience database, 

you have to build in the flexibility to, at a minimum, 

add new fields and incorporate new data sources. 

Fortunately, today’s database technology makes this 

fairly easy.

Third-Party Data 

While this merits a detailed discussion of its own, 

keep in mind that there are many third-party data 

sources available to you. You can license data, 

scrape data, or even have it keyed for you. Third-

party data can help you quickly and cost-efficiently 

deepen your insight into your audience. It can be 

used to backfill missing data. It can be used to 

validate the data you already have. You can even 

license taxonomy and company numbering systems 

to better organize and analyze your data.

It is important to note that licensed data isn’t free, 

so you have to be judicious in its use. Scraped and 

keyed data may look like a less expensive route, but 

remember that data you collect yourself you must 

also maintain yourself. 
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