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The
Situation
The Teachers Insurance and Annuity Association — Col-
lege Retirement Equities Fund (TIAA-CREF) provides 
savings and investment opportunities in preparation for 
retirement. One of many services TIAA-CREF provides is 
Independent 529 Plan, a prepaid tuition plan specifically 
directed towards private colleges and universities. Merkle 
has worked with TIAA-CREF since 2004, and began 
managing the paid search program for Independent 529 
Plan in November 2007. 

Challenge
For Independent 529 Plan, the major online conversion 
metric is called an “Inquirer” — a visitor to the Web site 
who completes a request form, receives additional materi-
als by mail and is added to the prospect e-mail contact 
path. Independent 529 Plan’s goal was to increase the 
number of Inquirers while holding costs down. The plan’s 
business leaders and legal advisors were reluctant to create 
additional pages, which posed a challenge.

TIAA-CREF
Online inquiry acquisition  
program 

Regions Bank
Checking account  
acquisition campaign

Situation
Regions Bank, a top 10 US bank with branches located 
throughout the southeastern US, provides a variety of 
business and consumer financial services, including retail 
banking. Merkle developed a campaign focused on acquir-
ing new checking account customers with household 
incomes of more than $50,000, and new movers within 
Regions’ footprint, based on the insight that half of all 
households that open or switch to a new checking account 
base their decision on “life events” such as moves.

Challenge
The first challenge was devising a way to to draw consum-
ers from their current banks, because switching banks 
is perceived to be difficult and consumers are typically 

pleased with their current banks. The next challenge 
revolved around gaining more affluent consumers and the 
company’s ability to portray the bank’s checking account 
offer as high value. The final hurdle was attaining bank-
able customers in a cluttered marketplace already  
full of “Free Checking” promotions.

Approach
Merkle developed a direct mailer and designed several  
versions with messages built around the targeted consumers’ 
demographics. Based on the targets’ different life stages, 
Merkle eliminated or added one or more of the bank’s 
checking product features in an effort to portray Regions 
Bank as a “something-more” company. 

Results
There was a 60% increase in new account openings from 
the third quarter to the fourth. The mailed population also 
beat the non-mailed by 20%.

Approach
Merkle met Independent 529 Plan’s cost and conversion 
goals by enhancing keyword strength, as well as updating 
and expanding the existing tracking and analytics systems 
to boost online tracking and to incorporate offline track-
ing. In collaboration with the plan’s team, Merkle designed 
creative that performed exceptionally well against the 
existing control norms. Merkle also developed and imple-
mented additional enhancements to both the home page 
and landing page in a non-invasive manner that fit within 
TIAA-CREF specifications. 

Results
The revamped home page drove the Inquire rate beyond 
140%. The second-stage, new landing page further 
increased the Inquire rate by 340%. Future plans for the 
program involve more demographic targeting, additional 
multivariate testing to optimize results, and rolling out 
findings within paid search to other parts of the site to 
increase overall conversion rates.
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GMAC Financial  
Services
Centralized marketing  
database

Situation
GMAC Financial Services is a diversified, global financial 
services company that operates in approximately 40 coun-
tries in the automotive finance, real estate finance, insur-
ance and commercial finance sectors. The company began 
working with Merkle in early 2008 on database services, 
analytic services and database marketing strategic support. 

Challenge
The company had been operating its lines of businesses 
relatively independently, without any platform to support 
its cross-enterprise marketing activities. Merkle began 
developing a centralized marketing database to support 
enterprise-wide marketing analytics and campaigns. 

Approach
Merkle deployed a customer data management solution 
that integrated GMAC customer data across its lines 
of business, incorporating Merkle’s best practices for 
household, individual and residence matching. Merkle 
also conducted deep discovery to define the requirements 
to support key marketing activities. Merkle’s analytic and 
strategy teams have supported short-term initiatives to  
better prioritize infrastructure functionality and to  
increase cross-sells, value and retention.   

Results
Merkle’s full marketing solution is still in development. So 
far, it has provided a consolidated view of the customer across 
GMAC, which has enabled initiative sizing and analytic 
activities. This view is currently being used as a platform for 
targeting models, campaign planning and high-level reporting.  
 

Samsung
New consumer appliance 
product launch

Situation
Founded in 1938, Samsung is a global leader in the develop-
ment and manufacture of innovative products, with a core 
focus on consumer electronics, mobile phones and technol-
ogy products. Samsung supplies bricks-and-mortar retailers, 
as well as online retailers, with a wide range of consumer 
electronics, telecommunications and technology products. 

Challenge
Samsung called on Merkle for analytics, strategy, targeting 
support, creative and interactive services to help introduce its 
new appliance, an innovative new oven range, while building 
awareness for Samsung’s home appliance product line.

Approach
In order to drive traffic to oven range pages and increase 
sales of the new oven range, Merkle created an e-mail that 
featured product details and competitive comparisons, 
technical specifications and a link to learn more at sam-
sung.com. The recipient list was carefully chosen, based on 
past open and click behavior. The target audience included 
engaged e-mail subscribers who opened in the last 12 
months. This proved to be effective with an open rate  
of more than 18%. 

Results
Traffic spiked on the Web site when e-mails were deployed. 
Sell-through data showed a jump in sales of the oven range 
online during the week the e-mail was sent (the range was 
not yet available in stores). Sales also spiked in retail stores 
the week immediately following the deployment. Since 
Samsung does not sell generally direct-to-consumer, the 
exact attribution of sell-though to this email cannot be 
calculated. However, taking other variables into consider-
ation, Samsung witnessed a 30% lift in sales around  
the deployment of this e-mail. 

DIRECTV
Marketing technology  
platform and analytics 

 Situation
A Merkle client since 2001, DIRECTV has delivered 
satellite-based television services to residential and business 
customers nationwide since its launch in 1994. Merkle has 
worked with the company since 2001 to support the launch 
of DIRECTV’s direct sales organization as a core compo-
nent of its growth and go-to-market strategies. 

Challenge
DIRECTV wanted to increase the frequency and size of 
its direct mail prospecting campaigns while reducing the 
time needed to execute and deliver final mail files to print 
vendors. Merkle was tasked with building an enterprise 
marketing technology platform and giving DIRECTV 
sophisticated analytic capabilities. 

Approach
Merkle implemented a Marketing Knowledge CenterTM to 
increase data warehouse performance, and also created an 
enterprise class campaign management tool. To enhance 
postal processing and hygiene, Merkle implemented Knowl-
edgeLink to allow for daily updates of all inbound sources 
and feeds. Merkle also provided marketing analytics capa-
bilities that enable DIRECTV to build customer acquisition 
models and leverage local performance data. 

Results
The Marketing Knowledge Center is refreshed daily 
and processes millions of records and data sources daily, 
allowing daily monitoring and evaluation by DIRECTV 
executives. CDI processing delivers significant cost savings 
to DIRECTV, and campaigns are now executed in half the 
time and at 250% greater output capacity. 

CARE USA
Donor campaign to support 
girls’ education in Afghanistan

Situation
CARE is a US-based nonprofit international humanitarian 
agency that focuses primarily on fighting world poverty. 
In 2006, Merkle worked with CARE to launch the “I Am 
Powerful” campaign, which exposed the plight of women 
and girls who disproportionately suffer in impoverished 
communities. As part of the campaign, Merkle developed 
a direct mail package that targeted donors for whom the 
message of education for girls would resonate: educated, 
affluent American women.

Challenge
The project’s biggest challenge was that the “I Am Power-
ful” program had to be created from scratch. It lacked an 
established group of core donors, and therefore needed to 
do the heavy lifting of converting one-time donors into 
loyal, more frequent contributors. The campaign targeted 
women, age 35 and older, who were married, mothers, 
well educated and had a household income of $60,000  
or more — women who research indicated, respond  
to CARE’s core issues. 

Approach
Mailings were sent in August, just before the start of the 
school year in the US. Messaging informed donors that 
$49 would help pay for a year’s tuition for one girl in 
Afghanistan. Each mailing included an eyewitness trip 
report from Dr. Helene Gayle, CARE President and CEO, 
that told the story of a young girl’s education before and 
after CARE’s involvement. A key component was an 
involvement device: a 16-centimeter plastic ruler upon 
which the donor was asked to write a personalized note of 
encouragement to a girl studying in Afghanistan.  

Results
While fiscal year 2007 produced modest results for a 
newly launched campaign — a response rate of 2.36% and 
a gross yield per thousand (GYPM) metric of $1,100 — 
the GYPM leapt 52% in FY08 to $1,675 and the response 
increased to 3.52%. 
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Depending upon the time of day, 
visitors at Merkle’s offices might hear the 
unmistakable sound of billiard play in the 
distance. Or, they may see an employee 
expertly operating an espresso machine. 
In the late afternoon, they might observe 
a yoga class in session or hear quiet con-
versation from a group gathering in the 
café area. Inevitably, the question leaps 
to mind: Where do I sign up? But, hang 
on — things aren’t as simple as that.

Merkle’s distinct culture is enriched, 
but not embodied, by employee ameni-
ties like fitness classes. Instead, company 
values like “desire to serve,” “desire to 
learn” and “desire to achieve,” hint at 
the  organization’s core characteristics. 
Merkle’s people serve each other as well 
as clients. They are expected to achieve 
personally as well as professionally. More 
importantly, experience, desire and even 
strong skills don’t necessarily guarantee 
job applicants a place at the company. 
“We interview on competence and hire 
on attributes, and we hire only the best of 
the best,” says Don Patrick, executive vice 

president and chief operating officer.
Joining this community of friends, 

scholars and high achievers isn’t easy. 
Prospective employees meet with five 
to eight interviewers representing a cross-
functional group made up of Merkle 
managers and staff. “We all have a stake 
in the hiring process and preserving our 
culture — hiring the most competent 
candidate isn’t enough,” says senior vice 
president Kelly Kennedy. Next, the can-
didate — regardless of level — delivers to 
the interview team a formal presentation 
germane to his or her area of knowledge or 
expertise. After rating candidates on a scale 
of 1 to 10, the interviewing team caucuses 
to decide whether or not the candidate 
should be hired by voting yes or no. A 
“yes” vote requires a rating of 9 or 10. 

New employees attend Merkle Boot 
Camp, a week-long orientation. But 
post-boot-camp employees don’t stay 
up-to-date by studying monthly indus-
try journals. Instead, ongoing education 
and training — in the form of the com-
pany’s in-house Merkle University — are 

integral parts of the company’s culture,  
emphasizes Martha Spivey, director of 
workforce development. In the second 
quarter of 2008, the company offered 
over 250 classes, most conducted in a live 
classroom format during the workday. 

The “university” is highly structured, 
led by CEO David Williams and a com-
mittee of seven other Merkle employees. 
It is comprised of four “schools” — Data-
base Marketing, focusing on industry 
client solutions; Technology, focusing 
on the variety of tools used by Merkle; 
Employee Development, which includes 
personal development, leadership and 
management training; and Operations, 
focusing on understanding best practices 
and client-specific execution skills.  

Attendance at Merkle University is 
required of every employee, explains 
Deney Lam, senior manager of quantita-
tive solutions, who is a co-dean of Merk-
le’s Database Marketing School. “You 
can’t get a compensation increase if you 
don’t complete educational credit require-
ments set for your level,” he says. 

Credit requirements range from 10 for 
non-exempt Merkle associates to 75 credits 
for company vice presidents and above. 
As CEO, David Williams is required to 
accumulate 150 credits each year. Each 
hour of course work generally yields one 
credit for the student and five credits for 
the instructors. This furthers Merkle’s goal 
of creating a company of teachers, rather 
than a company of students. 

Complementing the company’s robust 
formal education is Merkle’s mentor pro-
gram, which encourages sharing of prac-
tical knowledge and expertise between 
veteran employees and rising stars. 

“I’ve benefited from mentors through-
out my career and it just seemed natural to 
get a formal program going here at Merk-
le,” says senior director of content strategy, 
Lisa Donnelly, who created the program 
and enlisted Spivey’s help to get it off the 
ground. The program began with 10 pairs, 
but now 40 pairs have signed on. Each is 
required to work together for six months 
to build skills in specific areas, such as 
people management. “Most pairs continue 
the relationship,” adds Donnelly.

The company’s strong emphasis on 
learning is what drew Stephanie Laud, 
director of database solutions — and also 
a co-dean at the university’s Database 
Marketing School — to Merkle. “I’ve 
learned so much from so many smart 
people at Merkle,” she says. “My passion 
centers around delivering the best for our 
clients, and the company’s requirement 
that we continue to learn is one more 
way we drive marketing results.”

left: Merkle University 
is an integral part of  
the company’s culture.
below: Lisa Donnelly,  
senior director of 
content strategy,  
created Merkle’s  
mentor program
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Merkle’s rigorous standards and unique culture  
attract the best of the best — those who make the cut  
have the chance to grow, learn and dream big

On July 28, 2008, on the second day of a wilderness 
survival expedition in the remote, rugged terrain of 
southern Utah, Erin Hutchinson felt herself slipping 
away, experiencing complete and utter helplessness 
for the first time in her life. “I thought to myself, 
‘this is ridiculous. No way am I getting out of here 
alive,’” recalls Hutchinson, who is Merkle’s direc-
tor of marketing events. Seven months before, she 
and two other Merkle employees – Susan Klasmeier, 
manager of marketing communications and Kathryn 
Conway, manager of public relations — had applied 
for a Merkle Dream Grant, which offers employees 
the company-funded opportunity to complete a life-
changing adventure. 

Each quarter, the company offers a Dream Grant 
to one individual and one group. “The grants are 
meant to partner you up, and put you in a situa-
tion that you’ve not been in before or never had the 
opportunity to be in,” explains senior director Lisa 
Donnelly, who used her Dream Grant to go on a 
dog sledding adventure in Ely, Minnesota. “It’s about 
team building, where you’re made to rely on your 
co-workers.”

Other Merkle Dream Grants have made it possible 
for employees to help Hurricane Katrina victims in 
New Orleans, climb Mount Rainier and swim with 
sharks in Costa Rica. Renee Canfield, who accompa-
nied Donnelly to Minnesota, said Merkle employees 
are naturally competitive, so they search for adven-
tures that are as creative and challenging as possible. 

Klasmeier and Hutchinson had to convince Con-
way to go along with their idea of a survival expedi-

tion. “It didn’t really sound like something I’d always 
dreamed of doing. I asked them, ‘Can’t we apply to go 
to Fashion Week or a film festival?’” laughs Conway. 
“But they convinced me. We’re all competitors. The 
crazier and more challenging adventures are the ones 
that win the grants.”

The three women were joined by nine other 
adventurers, all of them male. After hiking 40 miles in 
rugged, mountainous terrain over the first two days of 
the seven-day trip, Hutchinson suddenly grew ill from 
altitude sickness, a condition caused by rapid ascent 
and acute exposure to low air pressure at altitudes 
above 8,000 feet. Severe symptoms often include  
dizziness, nausea and vomiting. 

Hutchinson said all her companions sacrificed their 
water rations to comfort her and keep her hydrated, 
even though they didn’t know when or if they’d find 
water again. “In that moment, it was amazing to see 
how everyone responded — my Merkle friends and 
people who didn’t know me at all,” she says, adding 
that she recovered fully by the next morning and suf-
fered no lingering effects.   

The most important lesson she learned, says Con-
way, was how to stay optimistic in the face of severe 
trials. “It’s about looking at the positive,” she recalls. 
“When I was sleeping on the ground, instead of wish-
ing I had a blanket, I thought, ‘I’m really glad it’s not 
raining.’” All three women say they were tested physi-
cally, mentally and emotionally, and they’re thankful to 
Merkle for giving them the opportunity to challenge 
themselves. “It was an incredible, life-changing experi-
ence for all of us,” Conway says. 

Living the dream 

Ron Park is proof positive that working at Merkle 
pays off in more ways than one. Park, who joined 
Merkle in 2003, was promoted this year to vice 
president of quantitative solutions and was also the 
ninth recipient of the company’s Chairman’s Award 
— given annually to the employee judged to have 
made the biggest impact on the company in the 
previous year. Best of all is the prize that comes with 
the award: a two-year lease on a new BMW — in 
Ron’s case, an X5 SUV. 

“It was pretty exciting,” says Park, who went with 
his wife to pick out his new car a few weeks after 
receiving his award. But clearly this perk is not the 
main source of his happiness at Merkle. “I joined 
Merkle because of the people I met,” he says, grin-
ning. “We have great natural resources here.” Not 
surprisingly, he says he loves his job, which involves 
data analysis, segmentation and modeling. “Every 
day is different, and working at Merkle forces you 
out and beyond your comfort zone,” he explains. 
“It’s fast paced, but people don’t take themselves too 
seriously.” Park says he especially appreciates the 
company’s emphasis on doing the right thing for 
clients and going the extra mile. “What’s best for the 
client is always best for us, too,” he says.

So how does Park feel pulling into the parking 
lot every morning in his Beemer? “Well, actually 
my wife drives the car most of the time,” he says 
proudly. “Sometimes, I work late hours and travel. 
Hopefully, the car makes up for some of that.”

The Chairman’s Award gets 
employee motors running

Merkle grants employees the times of their lives

Big impact brings 
big rewards
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FUTURE
As we celebrate 20 years of success at Merkle, I am 
very proud of what we’ve achieved and how far we’ve come as a 
company. The quality of our staff and our clients would have 
been hard to imagine 20 years ago. Back then, I had just two 
things on my side – youth and naivety. They allowed me to 
dream big, take risks, challenge the way things were done, and 
have confidence that our vision for this company’s future could 
be reality. But our accomplishments of the last 20 years are not 
mine alone. I share them with over 1,000 talented employees 
who have the desire and the skills to innovate in every area of 
our business, and I also share them with an outstanding group 
of world class customers that give us the opportunity to push 
the envelope each and every day.  

Database marketing is still in its infancy. In the future, the role 
of database marketing – the role of facts, insight and informa-
tion in marketing - will continue to expand to inform the entire 
marketing enterprise from media mix and targeting, to offer 
development and pricing strategy, to merchandising and store 
locations, to customer relationship management and lifecycle 
optimization. Indeed, there is significant opportunity ahead for 
this industry and that’s energizing.  I am more excited today 
than I was a decade ago and I expect to feel more excited a 
decade from now. We have no finish line at Merkle. We are 
constantly asking ourselves, “What can we do better?”  To that 
end, I firmly believe our best work is still ahead of us. 

My goal for Merkle has not changed in 20 years: Build a great 
company. A great company has the best people and the best 
clients. The best want to work with the best, it’s that simple. 
This is the formula that yields great work and great results, 
which are the fuel for our innovation, growth, and continued 
success. Although we have many achievements to celebrate, we 
are nowhere near done with what we set out to do, which is to 
create a real industry around information-based marketing. I 
can’t think of a company that is better positioned to capitalize 
on the market opportunity that faces us. We have spent 20 
years preparing for this moment.

I believe that Merkle’s greatest strength is its culture and as long 
as we keep challenging ourselves to be better, while focusing 
on having a real and substantial impact on our clients’ busi-
ness, coupled with a strong vision for the future of database 
marketing we will continue to be successful. Building a great 
company is not easy, if it were everyone would be great. Build-
ing a great company is about vision, discipline, desire and 
execution. That is what we will continue to focus on in the 
future as we continue our journey of building a world-class 
database marketing agency.

David Williams, President and CEO
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