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Getting the most from investments has long been a focus of businesses. Yet too 
often organisations acquire services and products that they never fully utilise, and 
marketing technology (martech) is no exception. 

The average desktop holds 28% of all software deployed on PCs is unused1, a 
cost few enterprises can afford, particularly when the most significant value is 
often derived from the part they are not using. Why is this the case, at a time when 
efficiency is an operational mantra for many? The culprit, initially, is ‘Empty Software’ 
and it accounts for for $224 and $266 worth of vacant software sitting on the 
average desktop in the US and UK respectively2. This is where a business purchases 
technology based on the assumption that it will provide value quickly, but the 
software itself is not populated with the data or programmes to deliver that value. 
Equally, there is often a usability problem as it becomes clear to practitioners that 
they do not have the skills to tap into every feature and function.

This phenomenon in turn is fuelling an increase in the overall technology adoption 
gap and having a direct impact on productivity gains. Speak to any marketing leader 
or practitioner and they will tell you these issues restrict their ability to contribute to 
growth and prevent them from engaging more effectively with the end customer. 
This study takes a closer look at the rise of ‘empty software’ and its effect on the 
technology adoption gap.
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1 https://www.1e.com/downloads/documents/1E_the_hidden_cost_of_unused_software_CaseStudy.pdf 

2 https://www.1e.com/downloads/documents/1E_the_hidden_cost_of_unused_software_CaseStudy.pdf

https://www.1e.com/downloads/documents/1E_the_hidden_cost_of_unused_software_CaseStudy.pdf
https://www.1e.com/downloads/documents/1E_the_hidden_cost_of_unused_software_CaseStudy.pdf


Every day come pronouncements that data is the new oil, that technology is 
transforming marketing, that digital is helping marketers transform how they 
target customers. Meanwhile marketing technology budgets continue their march 
forward with no sign of slowing. Up from 22% of the budget in 2017, technology 
now accounts for a whopping 29% of the total marketing expense budget, making 
martech the single largest area of investment when it comes to marketing 
resources and program2.

That will only increase. According to Forrester, US marketers will increase their 
investment in marketing technology by a further 27 per cent over the next four 
years, spending more than $122 billion on marketing tech by 20223. 

This all suggests that marketing is, before too long, likely to become completely 
automated. That means marketers will be able to harness cutting edge digital tools 
to deliver a fully connected, personalised customer experience and unlock new 
revenue growth. 

But is this not already being promised today? And if marketers are not able to 
extract the full use out of their martech now, what do future advancements matter? 

Technology can be the great enabler, but it can also be a huge distraction. Across 
all white-collar functions, workers can lose up to 40 per cent or 16 hours per week 
of productivity due to what is, in effect, complexity driven or caused by in-effective 
technology4. This equates to a cumulative corporate loss of $450 billion per year5. 

Using a Supersonic jet 
to dust crops
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2 “8 Top Findings in Gartner CMO Spend Survey 2018-19”, Smarter with Gartner, November 5, 2018  

3 “The US Marketing Technology And Services Outlook, 2017 To 2022“, Forrester Research, Inc., April 23, 2018 

4 “The high cost o f multi-tasking”, Fuze.com  

5 “The effects of multitasking on organizations”, Realization 

https://www.economist.com/leaders/2017/05/06/the-worlds-most-valuable-resource-is-no-longer-oil-but-data
https://www.forrester.com/report/The+US+Marketing+Technology+And+Services+Outlook+2017+To+2022/-/E-RES137651
https://www.fuze.com/blog/the-high-cost-of-multitasking-infographic
https://www.fuze.com/blog/the-high-cost-of-multitasking-infographic
http://www.realization.com/pdf/Effects_of_Multitasking_on_Organizations.pdf
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Consider, for a moment, more localized scenarios instead of these big impersonal 
statistics. Think instead of a country marketing team for a global company who are 
required to operate sprawling CRM and marketing automation systems only using 
them to download contact lists to spreadsheets in order to send single emails. 
Unbelievable as it may seem, the reality is that a large proportion of marketers are 
using marketing technology just for delivering and analysing emails. It is like using a 
supersonic jet to dust crops. 

These might seem like isolated, arbitrary examples, but they are actually indicative 
of wider issues: The Empty Software epidemic and a growing Technology Adoption 
Gap.

In effect what is happening here is a sort of misvaluation of the benefits technology 
can bring, a situation stemming more from organisational challenges than the 
technology itself and which begins with a disconnect inside marketing operations 
between decision making (the what and why) and execution (how and when).

“..the reality is that a large proportion of marketers 

are using marketing technology just for delivering 

and analysing emails. It is like using a supersonic 

jet to dust crops.”
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The Empty Software 
epidemic
What is Empty Software and why is it a problem? Most software is devoid of 
information and algorithms when it is deployed. For example, a spreadsheet needs 
populating with data and formulas before it can produce the pivot tables, graphs 
and graphics that help surface truly valuable insights. Equally, learning to do this all 
takes time and some never really get to grips with it enough to reap the software’s 
full potential. 

This is particularly concerning for marketing functions. They acquire digital tools 
that are heralded to drive revenue, and when they are deployed only a small 
percentage of their functionality is used. Why? Because overcoming the hurdle of 
empty software impacts how quickly marketers are able to adopt the software itself 
and attain the value they desire. In other words, adoption is slow, and it is this gap 
between buying software and achieving the value that marketers must overcome.

Think about Empty Software as starting the minute a customer signs a contract 
and expects to get value from the service. In the words of Mike Doyle, head of 
marketing at surf and street fashion retailer City Beach, “Many marketing teams 
(and businesses) suffer from a technical knowledge gap and lack of business 
introspection, opening the door to snake oil sales people pitching empty software 
and false promises. Things are changing, but most software still demands an 
unreasonably high level of technical knowledge to assess, implement and maintain. 
But most businesses aren’t blameless – the selection process for solutions often 
neglects to answer one important question… ‘what business problem does this 
software look to solve?’”



Is it an epidemic? Emarsys’ own data suggests it is an important issue. Some 36 
per cent of technology support requests could be eliminated if software came pre-
populated with revelant data – in other words “not empty”, and demonstrates that a 
lot of technology is not being effectively adopted. 

These include automation, content management, send time optimisation, analytics 
and deliverability tools. Essentially, everything a team might need to build, target, 
optimise and launch a customer engagement campaign. 

For Chris Seahorn, senior vice president of marketing and merchandising at 
eBags (a Samsonite Company), good intentions will only go so far, and can in fact 
cause more problems. “Wanting to send personalised communication to customers 
is completely the right aspiration to have. Yet this can only be done by using an 
array of tools. If they are not adopted effectively, and by teams with the right skills, 
the results can have the opposite effect to that intended.”
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Personalization is still the 
end game…and technology 
is still the answer

There are many examples where major retailers with a significant multi-channel 
presence and a strong digital pedigree have launched a digital marketing campaign 
only to find half way through that certain channels are being ignored, others are 
proving ineffective and for some simple email messages were going straight into 
junk folders. Without really understanding the root causes, marketers then blame the 
technology and stop using it. 

How does this happen? Businesses do not know what to do next and have not 
effectively adopted the technology they are using to achieve the desired end result. 
They have not got past the issue of Empty Software, which fundamentally slows or 
even halts adoption. 

To target that campaign properly, the retailers needed quality data first. As with 
most large businesses, that data will be held in a variety of formats and places. To 
clean it takes time. There might well be a complex data hygiene operation in place, 
but strategy and growth targets need to be adhered to. The retailers use what they 
can, dictated, undoubtedly, to some degree by the restrictions of their marketing 
automation platform. The creatives are approved, the assets are developed, and the 
campaigns are launched. Falling into the spam box or left to fester in an individual’s 
underused alternate digital channel.
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Personalization is still the end game…and technology is still the answer

When technology is then overlaid with more technology aimed at filling perceived 
gaps in functionality, businesses end up merely playing a game of software Jenga. 
They then hire more marketers to help prop up the stack and this, mixed with 
entrenched approaches to execution, as well as the demands of the business, just 
results in more under-used resource. 

Of course, it is not simply a case of knowing how to use technology better. If the 
business needs to start asking what problem the software solves, marketers need 
to know what that ‘solution’ actually looks like. What is ‘full’ software? Is it complete 
functional use? Better data? Clearer insights? Replicable (but not repetitive) campaign 
best practice? A way of enabling strategic excellence? Each tool will be different, 
because each requirement should be. 

It is a point Chelsea Mueller, chief marketing officer of retailer Cheaper Than Dirt 
regularly discusses with her team: “To continue being a player in a rapidly changing 
retail environment, our team needs a wide variety of skill sets. It’s unrealistic for any 
one piece of software to do everything for every member of the team. Determining 
what ‘good’ looks like is not a one-size fits all exercise but involves determining the 
biggest impact to stretch finite budgets as far as they can. What that means for 
software is that one part of my team will use it all the time, another part occasionally, 
and then some not at all. It’s therefore vital I understand how we use such a tool, who 
has access and then make decisions on how we continue resourcing it.”

That means having a full understanding of the abilities of the software they have 
deployed, something that is not always possible. The reason for this is the Adoption 
Gap.

“Determining what ‘good’ looks like is not 
a one-size fits all exercise but involves 
determining the biggest impact to stretch 
finite budgets as far as they can. What that 
means for software is that one part of my 
team will use it all the time, another part 
occasionally, and then some not at all.”

Chelsea Mueller, CMO, Cheaper Than Dirt
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Thanks to Empty Software, as well as the ability for marketers to get up to speed 
quickly, businesses and their marketing departments are struggling to effectively 
adopt the technology that they acquire. Whether that is down to the tech skills 
or bandwidth of an individual , the time that person has to spend on building 
campaigns, while important to the overall success of the marketing team, is time 
spent away from their core strengths, where they can really add value. 

The fact is that until a marketer becomes certified or qualifies as a super-user, they 
are unlikely to be reaping the full benefits of the solution. It is a status that improves 
individual employability, but also demonstrates how much of software is simply 
too complex to use. It is a bone of contention for the likes of Mike Doyle at City 
Beach: “Adoption rates for software have long been seen as some ridiculous and 
sadistic badge of honour – if you make it through the painful process of onboarding 
and making a solution work then you “must be a valuable asset, worth your weight 
in gold”. A small handful of ‘super users’ then steer the strategy of a company by 
acting as a gatekeeper around what’s possible.”

Trevor Hanly, vice president of marketing at Covetrus, has similar concerns. 
“Having knowledgeable users to provide mentorship and support is critical when 
working in innovative ways and hiring based on potential vs. long-term direct 
experience. That said, it can be easy to take that approach to an extreme; over-
indexing towards a team to a small set of super users – ultimately resulting in siloed 
thinking and undermining long-term team development.”

Bridging the Technology 
Adoption Gap
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Bridging the Technology Adoption Gap

“Focusing on in-depth specialty training programs, especially when access is not 
provided equally across comparable roles, can undermine the creative problem-
solving approach that yields great results by elevating a handful of individuals. 
Investing in solutions, team structures and internal mentor programs that allow for 
universal access to information promotes a healthier team culture of collaboration 
and accountability while mitigating risks associated with single points of expertise.” 

The potential is there. The challenge is, like any successful digital tool, taking the 
technology out of marketing software. 

The ideal is a simple, access-first approach, says Mike Doyle: “It should take basic 
training to get operational and from there, learning should be natural, logical and 
inspired by possibilities. If you need to be ‘certified’ to even log-in and perform basic 
tasks then it’s likely to end poorly, or at the very least, you’ll be poor.”

There is a solution, but before that, consider this: technology is being deployed by 
marketing to make things faster and easier. Data, automation, personalization – it 
is all a means to engaging the customer, which in turn is a route to driving revenue. 
The challenge, which is where the Adoption Gap becomes an issue, is that as 
technology speeds everything up (such as volume and pace of data creation), 
human marketers struggle to keep pace.

Seahorn sums this up by saying “We are constantly juggling the theoretical with the 
reality. Would we be able to deliver 1:1 personalized campaigns if we had infinite 
time and resources? Of course. The reality is we all have to be smarter with our time 
and find ways to create relevant relationships with our customers. We are conscious 
of making sure that we are not overreaching to the extent we actually damage, 
rather than improve, customer engagement.” 

Bridging the technology gap is about making sure there’s a clear objective that 
a solution can and will help you achieve. When we map out what we’re trying to 
achieve as marketers, we need a path to follow, and a methodology where we can 
backtrack if need be, tracing results to the points that got us there, all the way up 
to the initial intended goal. An “Objectives – Strategy – Tactics” mindset is one 
workable way to start thinking about your marketing processes.

This approach is less about changing what you’re doing now and more about 
reverse-engineering and optimizing the methodology to ensure desired results are 
met. 

There are two ways to solve this issue: fill the gap or leap over it. Filling the gap 
takes time, something that marketers, or indeed businesses, do not have. Leaping 
over it, when the ability to jump is there, takes moments in comparison. 



It’s well accepted that brands which can make full and fast use of the data and 
technologies available to them, will not only provide consumers with far more 
individual customer experiences, but also ensure that they as marketers reap the 
full benefits of the systems they have invested in. AI tips the balance in their favour, 
doing the hard work so that software is fully utilized and delivering maximum value. 
AI can deliver the scale human marketing teams can’t. “We’re in the era of doing 
more with less. I don’t see that changing any time soon. That used to mean making 
people work harder, but if there’s a way we can help them work smarter, and have 
the heavy lifting done by something else, then it’s definitely worth incorporating into 
the way we approach marketing,” says Mueller.

That means AI taking the technology out of software so that marketers can start 
making full use of all the features and functions available to them. AI is then the 
springboard that helps them leap over the technology adoption gap. In some ways, 
adding more technology to the pot may seem counter-productive, but only if AI 
and the user experience are viewed as more services, and not a way of bringing 
everything together. 

This approach is about putting more emphasis on improving the experience for the 
end user from the moment software is deployed. Effectively using AI to populate 
that software so that it is no longer empty when a marketer flicks on the switch.

The new use case for AI: 
creating the data you 
don’t have
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To use the spreadsheet example, a blank page is redundant in many ways until 
you can add numbers. This in itself takes time and is only as good as the data it is 
populated with. Even then, having reams of numbers on a page will not translate 
into value until formulas are applied. This is where most people stumble. By 
contrast, imagine receiving those spreadsheets pre-filled with the right numbers and 
pre-programmed so that the pivot charts and graphs surface automatically - this 
is the chasm AI can bridge, and what will ultimately be of value to anyone using 
technology to drive growth and improve performance. 

It does not mean marketing will become completely populated by AI. It just allows 
the marketer to focus on the day job of delighting customers, not labouring over 
‘guess’ tactics. It releases the graphic designer from coding to concentrate on 
creating spellbinding stories that evoke real emotion in customers. 

This approach is about putting more 
emphasis on improving the experience for 
the end user from the moment software is 
deployed. Effectively using AI to populate 
that software so that it is no longer empty 
when a marketer flicks on the switch



Accelerating time 
to value

Brands must use platforms that can deliver results fast, without demanding an 
extensive period of training, an exhausting implementation, or an exorbitant outlay. 
The answer lies in solutions that are tailored to their industry and business needs, 
with past learnings and industry best practice built in. In this way, marketing teams 
will be able to apply automation theory to unlock revenue growth and turn it into 
reality; getting the most out of their investments, delivering a best-in-class customer 
experience and enjoying a significant acceleration in time to value. 

For more information visit: www.emarsys.com

https://www.emarsys.com/en/
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