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Companies across industries are still finding their way when it comes to digital marketing.  
As it fast becomes a central component of the marketing mix, companies are experimenting 
with different ways to reach end customers, promote brand awareness, and create the enthu-
siasm that leads to sales. How do retailers, CPG manufacturers, and pharmaceutical com- 
panies rate themselves in terms of their digital maturity? What are their digital goals? Which 
techniques are proving most successful? And how have goals and techniques changed over 
the past year?

To answer these questions, the National Association of Chain Drug Stores (NACDS) and global 
management consulting firm A.T. Kearney conducted their second joint study of digital marketing 
practices (see sidebar: About the Study). The study finds that while respondents have made 
progress in establishing a mobile presence, their overall strategies and capabilities remain 
predominantly novice or emerging in a field that is moving at bewildering speed. In a sign of 
increased sophistication, digital marketing goals are shifting somewhat to more mature applica-
tions. Nevertheless, there remains a strong reliance on outside resources versus in-house 
expertise, which may potentially limit companies in their race to win at digital marketing, 
especially in the long term. 

Digital Maturity: A Work in Progress
In 2014, respondents in the U.S. chain pharmacy sector (retailers only) indicated a strong and 
growing interest in digital marketing—especially in mobile—and most were employing a variety 
of different strategies as they sought the most effective approach. A year later, while some 
outstanding examples of digital marketing exist in this sector, most respondents still consider 
their digital marketing efforts to be “novice” or “emerging,” and they continue to face some 

About the Study

Executives from more than 200 
retailers and manufacturers were 
invited to participate in this study, 
which involved a mix of surveys 
and interviews. Of those who 
participated, 32 percent are from 
retailers, 27 percent are from 
pharmaceutical manufacturers, 
and the remaining 41 percent are 
from CPG manufacturers.1 Twenty- 
seven percent of respondent 
companies have more than $10 
billion in revenues, 13 percent 
have annual revenues of between 
$1 billion and $10 billion, and the 
remaining 60 percent have 
revenues less than $1 billion. 

Each respondent addressed 33 
questions, broken into five digital 
marketing categories:

• Overall maturity of digital 
marketing. For example, what 
stage do companies perceive 
they have reached in their 
digital marketing efforts?  
Are they still novices or do  
they consider themselves 
“leading- edge”?

• Digital marketing strategy.  
For example, which vehicles 
have been most effective in the 
past year? Which vehicles do 
companies expect to be the 
most effective for their organi-
zations in the next few years?

• Digital marketing organization 
and capabilities. For example, 
how do organizations source 
and develop digital marketing 
talent?

• Digital marketing processes.  
For example, to what extent  
are business plans developed 
jointly with companies such  
as Google, Facebook, and 
Microsoft?

• Digital marketing metrics.  
For example, what level of value 
are companies getting from 
digital marketing? Are metrics 
helping them understand the 
link between the cost of their 
digital marketing efforts and the 
benefits they bring?

1 In some cases, incomplete responses from pharmaceutical manufacturers inhibited the ability to draw meaningful conclusions.  
We look forward to growing participation from the sector in coming years.
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significant headwinds, including the rapid rate of change in digital and difficulty in measuring 
its ROI. This is true among retailers and with other groups included this year (CPG and pharma 
manufacturers) (see figure 1).

For the most part, those respondents that self-reported a “leading-edge” strategy have 
perceived superior performance across the board: Four out of five (80 percent) respondents 
with a leading-edge strategy also reported being advanced or leading-edge in all other areas. 

CPG companies report the highest perceived maturity levels in digital marketing, with 42 
percent identifying as advanced or leading edge in strategy, 36 percent reporting the same  
in organization and capabilities, 41 percent saying so in processes, and 36 percent saying so 
in adopting metrics.

For retailers, 31 percent identify as advanced or leading edge category for strategy, 39 percent  
in organization and capabilities, 23 percent in processes, and 8 percent in adopting metrics.

Just 11 percent of pharmaceutical companies identify as advanced or leading edge in strategy 
and 22 percent report the same for organization and capabilities. For processes and metrics,  
the levels are higher—44 percent and 33 percent, respectively. 

Interestingly, although CPG companies self-rate their capabilities more highly than other 
respondents, their self-ratings lag when asked about maturity in adopting specific processes. 
For example, 71 percent of retailers say they have clear expectations of how people consume 
digital content and proceed afterward, while just 51 percent of CPG companies have the same 
clarity. Similarly, just 25 percent of CPG companies track which customer communication 
methods perform the best to relay marketing messages to consumers, compared with 71 
percent of retailers. And 86 percent of retailers have instituted processes to prevent conflict 
across channels, while just over half of CPG respondents have done the same.
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Source: “Winning with Digital” Survey, 2015, A.T. Kearney analysis

Figure 1
Very few respondents view their digital marketing efforts as being leading-edge or advanced
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Digital Strategy
Approximately 70 percent of respondents consider their digital strategies to be either “novice” 
or “emerging.” However, for retailers in particular, when comparing goals for digital initiatives 
with those identified last year, there does appear to be a shift to more strategic objectives, 
including tailored pricing and brand awareness (see figure 2). Nevertheless, the top two are 
unchanged from 2014: The overwhelming majority of respondents point to increasing sales 
as their top goal, followed by increasing online traffic and customer insights and engagement 
(see figure 3 on page 3).

Observing the broader strategic planning process, A.T. Kearney notes that setting the right 
strategic goals can give a company the confidence it needs to build a successful organization 
based on the right capabilities, processes, and metrics. Indeed, a lack of confidence in strategy 
up front will inevitably trickle down to all of the other aspects of trying to achieve the goals of 
that strategy.  

Every company wants to increase sales. But creating more specific goals about how exactly  
a company seeks to increase sales can help clarify the right structure for downstream capabil-
ities, processes, and metrics. For example, will sales growth strategies primarily come from 
growing new (more connected) customers, from selling additional merchandise, from selling 

Figure 2
The top digital marketing goals remain unchanged, but there is a shift to more 
strategic applications

Source: “Winning with Digital” Survey, 2015, A.T. Kearney analysis
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more to existing customers, or from improved pricing? Clarity on those kinds of questions leads 
to structure for digital marketing capabilities, too.

When it comes to adopting digital marketing vehicles, the company website still dominates, with 
90 percent of respondents using the website for marketing. In terms of other digital marketing 
vehicles, retailers lead the way, but overall adoption is middling. For example, in this sector  
73 percent of retailers say they are using Facebook and mobile apps for marketing purposes, 
compared with only 48 percent of CPG manufacturers that use Facebook and 31 percent that 
use mobile apps. Among vehicles that have been adopted, respondents say company websites 
and Facebook are most effective. However, sideline and banner ads, search, and social media 
have all climbed significantly in perceived effectiveness compared to last year. Brand awareness 
is identified as the top reason for adopting each of the top five vehicles (see figure 4 on page 5).

We also asked respondents which vehicles were most effective over the past year, and which 
they expect to be most effective in the next few years. Here we see an interesting shift. While  
65 percent say their websites were the most effective vehicle last year, only 39 percent expect 
the same for the next year. The reverse is true for mobile apps: Only 29 percent say it was an 
effective vehicle last year, but 42 percent believe it will be next year. Retailers are driving this 
enthusiasm for mobile apps, with 82 percent expecting these to be important marketing 
vehicles next year, compared with only 31 percent of CPG manufacturers. 

This optimism for mobile apps is consistent with similar optimism we saw last year. While it  
may not yet be considered among the most effective vehicles for digital marketing, respondents 
see the promise. In 2014, the U.S. chain pharmacy retailers we surveyed said they were at the 
beginning of the mobile journey with high expectations for it in the years ahead; once again, 
they see apps as a crucial marketing vehicle going forward. Growing retailer-customer 
engagement through digital channels is important; doing so via mobile channels is imperative 
for remaining relevant to core customers.

Figure 3
Digital marketing goals continue to focus primarily on sales growth
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Sales increase

Tra�ic increase for store
or e-commerce site

More insightful
customer information

Facilitating customer to share
ideas about the brand

Engaging and relevant
customer interactions

0 20 40 60 80 100

1 Scores are weighted using a Fibonacci approach and then indexed against the top answer

Source: “Winning with Digital” Survey, 2015, A.T. Kearney analysis
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Twitter

Source: “Winning with Digital” Survey, 2015, A.T. Kearney analysis

Figure 4
Retailers consider five digital marketing vehicles most e�ective, but for imprecise reasons
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Digital Marketing Processes
Digital marketing processes are in development, and companies tell us they have a long way  
to go toward integrating digital with traditional marketing strategies. A seamless omnichannel 
customer experience is still a long way off. 

When asked about a range of specific digital tactics, between 20 and 45 percent of respondents 
say they do not have processes in place to govern them. Processes related to tracking activity 
are especially absent. For example, 45 percent of respondents say they have not implemented  
a process to track the consumption of digital content or to assess which digital communication 
methods are most effective with customers.

Among respondents, retailers are most likely to track which communication methods perform 
the best, with 71 percent of respondents either agreeing or strongly agreeing that they have 
processes in place to do so. In contrast, just 25 percent of CPG companies agree or strongly 
agree that they track method effectiveness. Processes to ensure consistency in customer 
engagement are also in place among retailers, with 86 percent responding affirmatively. CPG 
companies have made some progress toward consistency in channels, with 51 percent 
reporting processes in place to prevent conflict.
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Digital Marketing Metrics
Metrics are especially daunting for respondents; the greatest number—34 percent—rate 
their companies as novices (see figure 5). Despite their uncertainty about the use of metrics, 
87 percent believe their digital efforts have been effective. Sixty-five percent agree that metrics 
can help them understand the cost-benefit relationship of their digital marketing efforts, 
indicating that they will continue to look for ways to become more adept at measurement.  
In fact, as organizations mature and processes become more defined, accountability for digital 
marketing results will become more important, highlighting the strength that can be found in 
developing metrics and strategy together.

Digital Marketing Capabilities and Organization
With strategies still evolving, many companies have not yet settled on the kind of digital market-
ing organization and supporting talent that they need. There is a considerable learning curve to 
using digital tools effectively, including a great deal of trial and error. Moreover, it takes time to 
make the organizational changes needed to align digital and traditional marketing efforts. 

It therefore may come as no surprise that most companies—80 percent—rely on outside 
resources to develop and execute their digital marketing initiatives (see figure 6 on page 7). 
More than half (53 percent) completely outsource digital marketing, while about a quarter 
(27 percent) hire agencies to fill roles and manage them internally. 

Recruiting digital marketing talent into traditional corporate environments can be difficult, with 
many of these individuals preferring smaller, more entrepreneurial environments. Nevertheless, 
there is a risk of creating a downward spiral: If companies continue to outsource the management 
and execution of their digital marketing, then they will never develop the capabilities they need 
to excel. And as digital marketing becomes more important, companies with an in-house digital 
capability may be in the best position to establish relationships with customers, promote their 
brands, and ultimately drive sales. 

Figure 5
Companies are using metrics to see the value of digital marketing
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Source: “Winning with Digital” Survey, 2015, A.T. Kearney analysis
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Source: “Winning with Digital” Survey, 2015, A.T. Kearney analysis

Figure 6
80% of respondents rely on outside talent to execute digital marketing strategies
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A Sector in Transition
Companies in the U.S. chain pharmacy sector say they are in transition with regard to digital 
marketing—with strategies and tactics they believe are still “novice” or “emerging,” resulting 
in the outsourcing of their digital capabilities. 

However, the 2015 snapshot captures this transition and, considering their enthusiasm for 
digital marketing, it seems likely that organizations will come to terms with their digital 
marketing strategies in the course of trial and error over the next few years. 

Put another way, while organizations may currently be intimidated by digital marketing,  
they may find their paths in the coming months and years as they learn how to market in  
a digital world.
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About NACDS
NACDS represents traditional drug stores and supermarkets and mass merchants 
with pharmacies. Chains operate more than 40,000 pharmacies, and NACDS' 125 
chain member companies include regional chains, with a minimum of four stores, 
and national companies. Chains employ more than 3.8 million individuals, including 
175,000 pharmacists. They fill over 2.7 billion prescriptions yearly, and help patients 
use medicines correctly and safely, while offering innovative services that improve 
patient health and healthcare affordability. NACDS members also include more  
than 800 supplier partners and nearly 40 international members representing  
13 countries. For more information, visit www.NACDS.org.

http://www.NACDS.org


A.T. Kearney is a leading global management consulting firm with offices in more 
than 40 countries. Since 1926, we have been trusted advisors to the world's foremost 
organizations. A.T. Kearney is a partner-owned firm, committed to helping clients 
achieve immediate impact and growing advantage on their most mission-critical 
issues. For more information, visit www.atkearney.com. 
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