
MACHINE  
LEARNING:  

EMPOWERING THE 
NEXT GENERATION 

OF MARKETING



INTRODUCTION

MACHINE LEARNING: EMPOWERING THE NEXT GENERATION OF MARKETING

The rise of Artificial Intelligence (AI) and 
machine learning in businesses is turning 
serious. Big technology companies, like 
Google and Facebook, are investing 
heavily in this area, while market 
intelligence firm Tractica predicts the 
AI for enterprise applications market to 
reach $31.2 billion by 2025.

What implications does this have in the 
marketing world? A survey of 500 U.S. B2B 
marketers by Demandbase and Wakefield 
Research found that more than 75% of 
marketers are confident in adding AI to 
their marketing efforts. However, 60% said 
they are finding it difficult to link AI with 
their existing technology tools. Marketers 
also cited difficulty in interpreting results 
(46%) and training staff to use AI (54%). 

Similarly, Forrester’s study of 150 
marketers found most marketers (94%) 
are excited by the possibilities of using 
a tool to optimise their campaigns, but 
identified confusion and misunderstanding 
surrounding AI-driven marketing. 

So what is causing this confusion, and 
how can marketers benefit from machine 
learning? The Drum has teamed up with 

intent marketing specialist, iotec, to get to 
the bottom of these misunderstandings 
and to separate the value from the noise 
surrounding machine learning. The report 
also explores how leading agencies and 
brands are implementing machine learning 
in their strategies, with insights from 
industry leaders in the field. 

CONTRIBUTORS
Dr Gavin Brown, reader in machine learning 
at The University of Manchester

Fabrizio Di Martino, director of digital 
marketing Europe at IHG

Thomas Gärtner, professor of data science 
at The University of Nottingham

Norm Johnston, global chief strategy and 
digital officer at Mindshare

Ian Liddicoat, global head of data 
technology and analytics at Zenith

Emily Macdonald, head of programmatic, 
International at DigitasLBi

Jeremy Waite, evangelist  
at IBM Watson Marketing EMEA
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WHAT IS  
MACHINE  
LEARNING?
The concept of Artificial 
Intelligence (AI) has been 
around for a long time and is 
often used interchangeably 
with machine learning. AI 
is the general term used 
for a computer performing 
intelligent actions. Machine 
learning is about taking data-
driven objectives, deducing the 
best ways of delivering them, 
and optimising that delivery 
effectively.

AI VS MACHINE LEARNING: 
WHAT’S THE DIFFERENCE?

Still, confusion persists around 
what AI encompasses and what 
machine learning constitutes. 
Thomas Gärtner, professor of 
data science at The University 
of Nottingham, explains the 
difference between the two: “One 
aspect that distinguishes machine 
learning from other branches of AI 
is that it takes a more pragmatic 
approach, and machine learning 
challenges typically have clearly 
defined, measurable goals.” 

AI is an umbrella phrase for 
everything that includes robotics 
and chatbots, according to Ian 

Liddicoat, global head of data 
technology and analytics at Zenith.

“AI is the family of products and 
services; machine learning is a very 
specific computational technique 
which exists to automate the 
processing of data to achieve 
a certain outcome,” Liddicoat 
explains. 

Jeremy Waite, evangelist at IBM 
Watson Marketing EMEA says IBM 
looks at AI in terms of augmented 
intelligence where man and 
machine work together rather than 
against each other, as depicted by 
famous science fiction movies. 

“Machine learning is just a 
component of AI. In order for 
something to augment that 
intelligence and figure out what it 
is you want to do next, it needs to 
learn and be taught what it needs 
to do, and what language it should 
use.

He adds: “To talk about machine 
learning being interchangeable 
with AI is completely wrong. 
There’s a lot of things that look like 
machine learning technologies that 
are actually not.”

For Dr Gavin Brown, reader in 
machine learning at The University 
of Manchester, machine learning 
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can be the holy grail for marketers 
where “your hit-rate” can be close 
to perfect. “Machine Learning is 
a tool that can, if used correctly, 
personalise and predict which ads 
are most likely to be preferred by 
certain customers,” Brown says. 

MACHINE LEARNING CAN 
TARGET PEOPLE IN  
THEIR BUYING CYCLE

Traditionally, marketers tend 
to focus on a particular type of 
audience in their campaigns, 
missing potential customers who 
could equally be interested in a 
product. And even people targeted 
within that segment might not 
necessarily be intending to make a 
purchase at that time. 

If someone is intending to 
buy a car, the targeted person 
should receive a message at that 
exact moment. Just sending that 
message to everybody who fits 
a particular demographic is very 
inefficient. It is much better to 
target someone at the time when 
you know they are intending to 
buy a product and are more likely 
to react positively to the message 
you’re sending them. 

And that’s where machine 
learning helps. It can be trained 
to look for signals of intent, which 
gives it the ability to find people not 

just based on how they look, but 
rather where they currently are in 
their buying cycle.

HOW IS MACHINE  
LEARNING APPLIED?

Supervised learning
This is the most common method 
used by marketers. It takes data 
that’s been recorded in the past 
and builds up a statistical model 
to predict what will happen in 
the future. It is the very essence 
of trying to predict if somebody 
is going to be receptive to a 
marketing message. Are they 
interested in the product and likely 
to respond? Is now the moment to 
send that message to them?

Unsupervised learning
This involves looking at 
unstructured data and asking 
questions. If a brand wants to 
make sense of diverse customer 
data, unsupervised learning is one 
of the techniques that might apply.

Reinforcement learning
In the marketing context, it’s 
trying different things and working 
out what is most effective. 
Reinforcement testing is the 
machine learning extension to  
AB testing.

MACHINE LEARNING: EMPOWERING THE NEXT GENERATION OF MARKETING

MACHINE LEARNING IS ABOUT TAKING 
DATA-DRIVEN OBJECTIVES, DEDUCING THE
BEST WAYS OF DELIVERING THEM AND THEN 
OPTIMISING THAT DELIVERY EFFECTIVELY.
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THE ROLE OF 
BIG DATA IN 
MACHINE
LEARNING
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Research suggests that, by 
the year 2020, about 1.7 
megabytes of new information 
will be created for every 
person on the planet every 
second! Machine learning 
can use existing datasets to 
help define the parameters 
it uses to make sense of new 
data. By analysing big data, 
machine learning can reveal 
trends hidden to the human 
eye. This analysis allows you 
to discover more about your 
audience than you assumed or 
knew in the first place.

Global chief strategy and 
digital officer at Mindshare, 
Norm Johnston, says Mindshare 
uses big data to do everything 
from optimising television to 
identifying content. “Probably 
the area where big data is 
used most extensively is in 

programmatic media, which has 
grown in leaps and bounds,”  
he says. 

DATA SCIENTISTS — 
SEPARATING DATA  
FROM THE NOISE

With big data on the rise, the 
lack of data analysis skills 
among marketers is more 
apparent than ever. According 
to a report by marketing 
technology brand, BlueVenn, 
72% of markers are hoping to 
acquire data analysis skills in 
the next two years.

But increasingly, brands and 
agencies are seeing the benefit 
of recruiting data scientists to 
help marketers with the data 
analysis needed to run their 
campaigns. 

A common problem is 

separating the relevant data 
from irrelevant data. The role 
of the data scientist is to look at 
ways that data can be leveraged 
in order to gain better business 
results. In order for the data 
scientists to be successful in 
doing that, they need tools 
which allow them to work with 
big data, and to use machine 
learning to gather insights they 
can look at. 

Johnston felt that his clients 
were struggling with pulling 
together data and technology 
to act on information faster. 
So Mindshare created a FAST 
group to solve this problem. 
“It’s a combination of data 
scientists, people from search 
backgrounds, programmatic, 
and people with strong 
analytical capabilities,” he 
explains. “We found that clients 

love it because they are looking 
for helpful solutions not only for 
what they do with us but also 
how they organise themselves. 
And how they best tap into 
all the disparate datasets out 
there.”

For Dr Brown, there is 
definitely a skills gap in this area 
as “more data is being collected 
every day”. He says the tools can 
only be deployed successfully 
by data scientists, but goes one 
step further. “Any marketing 
firm wishing to avoid extinction 
in five years should be investing 
in this skillset,” he suggests. 

Data scientist is the “hottest 
job” in the market, says 
Liddicoat, who is actively 
recruiting in this area. “There’s a 
real opportunity for the UK to be 
the centre of excellence for data 
scientists.”

72%
OF MARKETERS ARE HOPING TO ACQUIRE DATA  

ANALYSIS SKILLS IN THE NEXT TWO YEARS.



MACHINE 
LEARNING  
POWERS INTENT 
MARKETING
Intent marketing does not 
make assumptions about your 
ideal customer. It looks for 
people demonstrating signals 
of intent. Are they about 
to make a purchase? Most 
brands look for people who 
have demonstrated they are 
in market. The challenge is, 
you don’t know what is driving 
that decision. Are they simply 
window shopping or genuinely 
interested in making a 
purchase, or have they already 
made a purchase?

Machine learning sorts these 
clusters together and makes sense 
of all the different drivers involved 
in the process. It is not only limited 
to targeting intent, but helps the 
brand and buyer understand what 
good intent actually looks like; who 
their customers are and why they 
behave the way they do.

time of day, weather patterns, news 
sentiment, and so on. The sheer  
scale of variables and their 
combinations are impossible for a 
human to plan around.

Finding new audiences
Machine learning can add value 
by going beyond the consumers 
you already know are interested, 
to finding others you would never 
have previously considered to be 
interested. This adds massive value 
for brands at a critical time for the 
industry, giving marketers that 
crucial competitive edge.

THE CHALLENGES OF  
MACHINE LEARNING

Advertisers often want immediate 
results and if they don’t get them, 
they look for alternatives. Marketers 
using machine learning need to 
give it time to achieve maximum 
efficiency. It is an iterative process. 

Waite says marketers need to 
practice patience as it takes a 
while to train machine learning 
technologies to do things properly.

“ It’s a people problem, not a 
technology problem. That’s the route 
of most successful campaigns, who’s 
trained their AI the best,” he says. 

WHY IS MACHINE LEARNING 
IMPORTANT FOR INTENT 
MARKETING?
Machine learning is a  
powerful tool
Machine learning becomes a 
powerful tool as it learns from real 
actions. If you expose machine 
learning to people who come to 
an online store, it will learn from 
what those individuals did prior to 
making that purchase. How do they 
behave and what behaviours have 
they demonstrated? Over time, 
it builds a rich signature of what 
good intent looks like, which allows 
marketers to scale much more 
effectively. Marketers can look for 
signals of intent across the internet 
without limits.

Targeting at the right  
time and place
Machine learning can tackle 
hundreds of thousands of 
combinations of variables a human 
simply couldn’t comprehend so as 
to target people more effectively. It 
can, for example, look at factors like 

He adds: “Performance marketing 
is no different to sports. But now you 
have the ability to train your systems 
as well as your people.”

Fabrizio Di Martino, director of 
digital marketing Europe at IHG, 
says it can be challenging when a 
campaign has multiple objectives 
and an intricate messaging hierarchy. 
“It is very complex to programme 
the machine to deliver accordingly 
and therefore requires daily manual 
adjustments,” he says. “We have 
witnessed that delivery works well 
with scale, but not so much in a 
narrow environment when the target 
audience is smaller or more niche.”

Liddicoat does not think there are 
any limitations in machine learning 
as far as techniques are concerned. 
He says the more problematic areas 
surround the structure of data and 
other organisational issues. 

“The limitations are in two areas. 
One is the availability of data, so 
organising the data in such a way 
that machine learning techniques 
can be applied. And then the second 
is how that lives in an organisation, 
whether it’s a media agency or 
client-side. Those are its limitations 
in terms of what might constrain its 
growth as a technique,” he says. 

08 09

MACHINE LEARNING: EMPOWERING THE NEXT GENERATION OF MARKETING

MACHINE LEARNING 
CAN TACKLE HUNDREDS 
OF THOUSANDS OF 
COMBINATIONS OF DATA  
A HUMAN SIMPLY COULDN’T 
COMPREHEND.



HOW IS  
MACHINE  
LEARNING  
BEING USED?

Marketers using machine learning 
in their campaigns are seeing 
successful outcomes. The key is 
to integrate it properly and set 
appropriate KPIs against it. 

Emily Macdonald, head of 
programmatic, International at 
DigitasLBi, says machine learning has 
changed the way DigitasLBi view a 
campaign and she is seeing greater 
efficiency, on KPIs. “We’ve started 
looking at partners to work with us 
on more adaptive algorithms and 
solutions, specifically in machine 
learning,” she says. “We always hear 
from clients, what efficiencies can 
you bring us? And we are pushed 
to see how we can deliver against 
the KPIs, like the cost per lead, for 
example. Prospecting has been a 
focus for us.”

Commenting on the travel sector, 

Dr Martino says he uses machine 
learning in different ways, depending 
on the target audience. This can 
mean using automated bidding 
solutions to maximise opportunities 
and reduce the cost of sale or 
building look-a-like segments “out of 
our best converters”. But he admits 
finding “good quality data” can be a 
challenge, especially as much of the 
data is not very relevant.

“A user may have exhibited the 
right signals, but if we target them 
when it’s too late they won’t convert. 
People are jumping from one step to 
another in the booking journey, and 
this process is not linear at all, so it’s 
very difficult to understand where 
they are and what should be the 
right message,” he says. 

Johnston says “machine learning 
is useful for preventing annoying 

advertising” and likes to think of 
advertising as a utility for customers. 

“We think, with machine learning 
and AI, we can put better content 
in front of you that’s more relevant 
without creeping anybody out,” he 
says. “It will be interesting to build 
on the utility of Alexa, Cortana, 
Google Home or Siri, so when you 
ask Siri for recipes, our clients’ 
recipes become the default option.

“Our job as marketers is changing 
from just putting ads in front of 
people to convincing AI that our 
clients’ products are the best 
products. How do we convince 
them that our clients’ products 
are the best ones for them to pick 
without worrying the customer and 
bombarding them with messages?” 
he poses.

Liddicoat says a key area in which 
machine learning can be beneficial 
is in programmatic media. 
“There’s lots of factors involved 
in understanding what drives a 
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conversion, a sale or a website visit.
visit — whatever the KPI might be,’ 
he explains.

“It absolutely makes sense to 
use a machine learning technique 
and apply it to programmatic 
advertising.

“I think the key is for clients to 
start to make the progression 
from programmatic advertising to 
machine-learned programmatic 
advertising. Mostly because there 
are too many factors for humans 
to cope with. You need a machine 
to process and optimise them,”  
he adds.

But marketers must not forget to 
take care of the fundamentals in the 
rush to implement machine learning 
technologies, warns Waite. 

“Most companies don’t even 
connect their customer data within 
their own departments internally.  
It’s important to get the basics right,” 
he says.  

MACHINE LEARNING: EMPOWERING THE NEXT GENERATION OF MARKETING

WE THINK, WITH MACHINE 
LEARNING AND AI, WE CAN 
PUT BETTER CONTENT IN 
FRONT OF YOU THAT’S 
MORE RELEVANT WITHOUT 
CREEPING ANYBODY OUT.
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Machine learning does not need 
to replace traditional activity. It 
can enhance it, and that’s where 
brands need to understand the 
incremental value. It does not 
diminish a marketer’s skill-set 
but enhances the information 
they already have. As long as the 
learnings are shared, the value 
is there for everybody. 

Below are some tips on 
implementing machine learning 
strategies.

BE OPEN TO LEARNING 
NEW THINGS

Let the machine find things you 
didn’t know existed in the first 
place. Be inquisitive and set the 
right KPIs against it. 

Be prepared for the machine 
learning process to challenge any 
previous assumptions about your 
audience. Previous insights might 
be great but when they become 
constraints, you are back in the old 
world of traditional targeting. 

Machine learning is an 
opportunity to be more dynamic, 
exploratory and open to 
discovering new audiences. A 
marketer considering a machine 
learning campaign should be 
open to finding out the reality 
of their brand’s audience rather 
than making assumptions, which 
essentially constrain the learning 
process.

MACHINE LEARNING IS AN 
OPPORTUNITY TO BE MORE DYNAMIC, 
EXPLORATORY AND OPEN TO 
DISCOVERING NEW AUDIENCES.

THINK ABOUT CONTENT

As you learn from the machine’s 
findings, think about whether 
you should change your creative 
content. As the machine learns, 
you can adapt accordingly.

DO NOT CONSTRAIN  
THE MACHINE  
LEARNING PROCESS

Rather than coming with a 
preconceived notion and giving 
those assumptions to a machine 
learning partner, allow the machine 
learning strategies to explore the 
broadest scope of opportunity. 

HOW CAN 
MARKETERS 
IMPLEMENT 
MACHINE 
LEARNING  
INTO THEIR  
STRATEGIES? 



THE
FUTURE  
OF  
MARKETING
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Macdonald says machine 
learning is an incredibly exciting 
area but thinks it will be a while 
before it’s real potential is realised. 
“I think we are at a stage where 
people are still trying to get to grips 
with what true AI really means,”  
she says. 

Which means that, in order to 
truly take advantage, brands need 
to act fast. Liddicoat refers to the 
huge opportunity to “manage the 
entire customer journey from end 
to end”.  

“The data can live in one 
environment in huge volumes, 
which means that everything you 
can know about the interaction 
with a consumer can reside in one 
place,” he says.

THERE IS A HUGE 
OPPORTUNITY [FOR MACHINE 
LEARNING] TO MANAGE THE 
ENTIRE CUSTOMER JOURNEY 
FROM END TO END.

Machine learning offers 
marketers the opportunity to 
personalise content, target new 
audiences, and understand new 
behaviour patterns. As Dr Brown 
notes: “In pretty much every 
sector, they seem to be adopting 
machine learning principles.”

For Di Martino, in the future, the 
technology will evolve to the point 
where a much better link will be 
created between channels and 
marketing — which will affect the 
way marketers design and execute 
their campaigns. 

MACHINE LEARNING: EMPOWERING THE NEXT GENERATION OF MARKETING



ABOUT

ABOUT

iotec is the transparent media-buying 
platform that harnesses sophisticated 
machine learning technology to identify and 
understand consumer intent. 

Our Intent Marketing Platform precisely 
models the behaviours and influences of 
individuals, showing consideration for a 
brand in real-time and without assumption.

iotec offers transparent and effective 
marketing for brands and a more rewarding 
and personal online experience for 
consumers. 

For more information visit  
www.iotecglobal.com

The Drum is a global media platform and 
the biggest marketing website in Europe.
Every day we share industry news from 
around the globe, and every fortnight we 
showcase world-changing marketing in our 
magazine.

With bases in Glasgow, London, New 
York and Singapore, our award-winning 
journalists inform and inspire our global 
readership, delivering first-class content 
across all mediums.

The Drum Studios is the branded content 
arm of The Drum, working in collaboration 
with our commercial clients to deliver 
content their customers love. 

We use unrivalled audience understanding 
and editorial expertise to create compelling 
brand stories that help drive more business.

Contact: justin.pearse@thedrum.com


