
IoT marketing: 

When things 
become customers

In the not too distant future, smart Internet-connected devices 
might make the buying decisions for their human owners.  

So how will marketers respond?  ROSALYN PAGE investigates

Marketing has become more complex 
and competitive with the proliferation 
of data and the abundance of 
consumer choice in the online 
and offline worlds. Yet its primary 
function remains: To communicate 

with consumers about products and services to meet 
their needs and wants. 

But stop for a moment and consider the disruptive 
force of devices made smart through the Internet and 
what that will mean for the business of marketing. 
Here’s a big one: The rapidly evolving Internet of 
Things (IoT) is set to change one of the core tenets of 
marketing: That the customer is always human. 

WHEN THE CUSTOMER ISN’T HUMAN
Think about Internet-connected devices today, 
and what springs to mind are smart TVs and other 
gadgets that can update their firmware and send 

usage information back to the manufacturer; personal 
assistants or smart speakers which play songs and 
answer questions; and networked printers that can 
initiate service requests. The growing list also includes 
smart light switches, doorbells, security systems, 
fridges, sensors and trackers.

In all these instances, companies are potentially 
collecting data to understand more about their 
customers and their behaviour, the principal of IoT 
Marketing, Cynthia Baker, tells CMO. “This allows 
them to improve their company’s business model and 
product offerings”. 

IoT delivers real-time contextualised data from 
many touchpoints over a period of time, offering a 
swathe of new insight into how products are used. 
“It enables brands to leverage it to market back to 
consumers with personalised, data-driven marketing, 
improved customer service and targeted advertising,” 
Baker says.
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51%
OF THE WORLD’S TOP GLOBAL 

MARKETERS EXPECT IOT 
WILL REVOLUTIONISE THE 

MARKETING LANDSCAPE BY 
2020  (Source: Marketo)

75bn
BY 2025, THERE ARE  

EXPECTED TO BE MORE THAN 
75 BILLION IOT DEVICES 

WORLDWIDE  
(Source: Statista)

$US212bn
IOT MARKET REVENUE IS 
EXPECTED TO BE $US212 

BILLION WORLDWIDE IN 2019  
(Source: Statista)

$US1tn
IOT MARKET REVENUE IS 
PROJECTED TO BE $US1 

TRILLION WORLDWIDE IN 2022 
(Source: Statista)

200bn
IOT OBJECTS GREW FROM 
2 BILLION IN 2006 TO AN 

EXPECTED 200 BILLION BY 
2020  (Source: IDC, Intel) 

In numbers ¶¶

However, concerns about privacy regulations such 
as GDPR are currently holding several brands back 
from routinely taking data obtained from sensors and 
devices to communicate directly with consumers. 

Yet even as this question is raised, the proliferation 
of IoT devices could also soon see marketers starting 
to consider how to tailor and measure their marketing 
efforts towards virtual customers in what Gartner calls 
“thing marketing”.

The analyst firm reports in 2018, over 2 billion 
people used conversational AI (artificial intelligence) 
to interact with smart Internet-connected devices. 
It estimates there will be 25 billion IoT devices by 
2021. Off the back of this, Gartner distinguished VP 
analyst, customer experience research group, Don 
Scheibenreif, is expecting to see a significant shift 
from human to ‘things’.

“People, rightly or wrongly, will often make 
purchasing decisions based on emotion. And their 
timing and behaviour may be unpredictable,” he says.

So what happens when ‘things’ become customers? 
“The evidence is there that more and more things, backed 
up by intelligent systems, are taking up the behaviours of 
us as customers. The question then becomes: How do you 
market to a thing?” Scheibenreif asks. 

Whereas humans might rely on emotion, things 
will rely on logic. This is one of the most profound 
implications for marketing, according to Scheibenreif.  

“Appealing to somebody’s sense of style won’t 
work if you’re marketing to the smart home. What will 
work is if your organisation has enough insight about 
what’s important to the home owner and making sure 
your messages are targeted to address the parameters 
the house has been programmed with for purchasing 
decisions,” he continues.

The early stages of this type of marketing can be 
seen now on sites such as Amazon, where suggestive 
technology shows similar or related products to a 
consumer browsing the site. But appealing to things is  
a significant new challenge for marketing.

To succeed, Scheibenreif says marketers will need 
to gather greater insight into the behaviour of the 
home, such as usage patterns, preferences for brands 
and product qualities. 

“These can then be translated into some kind of 
algorithm for the thing making the decision,” he says. 

RISE OF SYSTEMS
While it’s hard enough grappling with the changes to 
the marketing playbook Internet-connected devices 
promise, it’s not the end-point. Device numbers are 
growing, for one thing, and there are big numbers 
thrown around when it comes to attempting to 
estimate the size of the IoT market and tally of Internet-
connected devices. 

IDC, for one, has predicted the IoT will grow to 
number 212 billion things globally by the end of next 
year. If it sounds like a big call, pause to consider the 
ledger of IoT devices will include everything from smart 
fridges and printers to Wi-Fi connected bees, smart 
sand and even smart dust. 

What it adds up to is the change from smart devices 
to an ecosystem of devices and eventually the creation 
of a marketplace for those objects. Adobe’s prediction is 
for an integrated ecosystem of hyper-personalised data, 
content and devices that redefine everything about how 
we touch and interact with our world. 

Baker sums it up as automated messages powered 
by AI and machine learning with “requests for 
upgrades, delivering customer service and making 
inquiries to understand customer preferences, gaining 
insights into customer service needs and automating 
processes”. Meanwhile, the question for Scheibenreif 
when it comes to the growth of IoT and how far thing 
marketing can go, will be how much control human-
purchasers delegate to thing-purchasers.

“How much agency will smart things have to 
make purchasing decisions?” he asks. “In the lower 
levels of agency, the machine is a bound-customer, 
which can only buy things from its agency. Think of 
an HP printer, which can only reorder ink through a 
subscription with HP.”

The second level of agency is things as adaptable 
customers, Scheibenreif says. This will take some time 

“THE EVIDENCE IS THERE THAT MORE AND MORE 
THINGS, BACKED UP BY INTELLIGENT SYSTEMS, ARE 
TAKING UP THE BEHAVIOURS OF US AS CUSTOMERS”
DON SCHEIBENREIF, GARTNER
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to develop as it’s more sophisticated and there’s more 
risk. And it will require parameters, such as price, 
delivery time frame and so on, to allow the device to 
choose between a range of offers within a marketplace. 
But it’s coming. 

OPERATING IN A MARKETPLACE
As a result, a new marketplace could develop for 
thing purchasing, Scheibenreif says. He gives the 
example of what’s happening in the US with retailers 
such as Staples, which take office stationery orders 
and aggregate orders to get the best deal. An IoT 
marketplace could be an extension of this kind.

“The thing will only be reflective of human desires, 
so if humans desire more choice there will need to be a 
contained marketplace to enable things to choose based 
on price, location and so on,” he says. 

Going further from simple product-to-consumable 
marketplaces is the notion of an entirely new way of 
conceiving products within an IoT ecosystem. Software 
platform, Evrythng, has suggested smart products will 
create a new concept: The digital product lifecycle. 

Just think: If everyday items from product boxes and 
wine bottles to clothing has a digital ID, it is trackable 
and interactive, providing data streams at every point in 
its lifecycle from manufacturing to post-purchase. 

Everythng notes this could see materials sourcing 
and ingredients that can record sustainability 
data, while production, packaging and distribution 
tracking can provide environmental data. Purchase 
and post-purchase user data can help with product 
improvements and usage, as well as sustainability and 
even change of ownership data linked to safety and 
upgrade metrics. 

The smart data promises greater transparency and 
ownership for manufacturers and retailers and, in turn, 
deeper insights for marketers to better monitor and 
understand the product experiences of customers.  

To capitalise on opportunities in the emerging 
landscape of smart device marketing, marketers will 
face the challenge of how to maximise IoT insights 
they rely on to analyse and refine their programs. 
Scheibenreif says it’s a question of how the marketer 
will access the smart home purchase information. 

To overcome this challenge, he predicts a new kind 
of IoT data platform which may develop to provide 
marketers with the thing-customer insights.

“If a smart home is able to do more actions on 
behalf of the human customer, then companies like 
Nielsen or IRI will pay for syndicated data they can 
then in turn sell to marketers,” he predicts. “The idea of 
a data marketplace that pops up to collect information 
from these smart things and then sell the information 
to marketers is a real possibility.”

Of course, questions of consumer privacy 
and security have to be raised. Stories of smart 
TVs sending viewing information back to the 
manufacturer, baby monitors being hacked or smart 
speakers eavesdropping on people have already hit the 
headlines for all the wrong reasons. 

“IOT ENABLES BRANDS TO MARKET BACK  
TO CONSUMERS WITH PERSONALISED,  

DATA!DRIVEN MARKETING”
CYNTHIA BAKER, IOT MARKETING

How are IoT devices used?
WHAT SECTORS ARE USING IOT DEVICES IN COMMERCIAL SETTINGS AND HOW ARE THE DEVICES USED? HERE IS A BREAKDOWN  

OF INDUSTRIES BY TYPE DEPLOYING SMART DEVICES AND THE PRIMARY FUNCTIONS OF THE IOT OBJECTS IN EACH SETTING.
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As each new wave of technology offers 
convenience, it also brings with it new privacy and 
security concerns and risks. To gain widespread 
adoption, device manufacturers will need to 
demonstrate how they can secure the devices and the 
systems to build trust with users. 

Scheibenreif also believes they will need to give 
users some control over what information is captured. 
“For people to delegate more, there has to be a greater 
level of trust with the machine and the systems behind 
it. People also need to have the opportunity to opt in 
and opt out of certain types of information that may be 
required or used in that particular agreement,” he says.

WHERE TO NEXT 
It was the Greek philosopher, Heraclitus, who 
reputedly said ‘the only thing that is constant is 
change’. There’s no truer example of this observation 
than in the world of tech. 

When it comes to IoT, the changes promise to be 
vast and all-encompassing, posing many opportunities 
and challenges for marketing and marketers.

For one, computing and Internet-connected devices 
will continue to shrink, reducing to almost miniscule 
dimensions, presenting the opportunity for monitoring 
and providing feedback from small environments or 
multiplied across large expanses. 

Consider tiny computers smaller than a grain of 
sand sprayed into physical spaces for environmental 
monitoring, or injected into bodies for diagnosing 
diseases. How will marketers respond to the new 
customer data fronts these potentially open up, and 
what will customers themselves make of these tiny 
smart ecosystems? 

On the flipside, large-scale smart cities and 
whole urban precincts could be transformed, giving 
marketers never-before-imagined opportunities 
to connect with customers. Sensors will provide 
constant, real-time data on what’s happening in all 
quarters of these spaces. 

However, security will compete with marketing 
for ownership of smart spaces, and there will be the 
obvious privacy and security considerations to be 
managed, too. 

It’s not hard to envisage digital locks controlled by 
smartphones being used to manage human access to 
buildings, from office buildings to hotels and homes. 
Think forward a few years to smart buildings designed 
and constructed from the ground-up to monitor and 
manage all parts of building operations. 

Evrythng lays out the challenge to consumer 
products, simply to be ‘born digital’. For marketers, 
the challenge will be evolving their marketing remit 
to engage with consumers through the plethora of 
smart products, and finding actionable insights in new 
streams of data. 

1   Warehouse sensors monitor stock levels to 
help harmonise the supply chain with real-
time ordering, and ensure short delivery 
timeframe and delivery tracking.

2   An IoT ecosystem will add smart devices like 
washing machines and printers that can re-
order consumables like washing detergent or 
ink automatically when levels are low.

3   Single vendor ordering of printer and ink, for 
example, is already happening but the next 
step will be multi-vendor marketplaces linked 
to smart devices for choosing and ordering 
based on pre-set criteria, such as price.

4   IoT devices can collect a plethora of 
usage data used to improve the customer 
experience through personalisation.

5   Smart devices may be able to provide fault 
reports, device information, such as serial 
number and check warranty status among 
other things in the future. This eliminates 
customer time to diagnose problems and 
track down device information.

6   Lapses in customer service standards 
through poor IoT integration between 
products and customers and companies 
could pose an unforeseen challenge.

7   Multiple new sources of automated data, such 
as incident reports and driving habits from 
smart vehicles, energy usage patterns from 
smart home utility meters, smart city sensors 
showing parking, traffic and transport 
metrics and unscripted customer service 
conversations through smart speakers, will 
need to be mined and turned into useful 
insights and actions for marketers.

8   Concerns around privacy and surveillance 
of smart devices will need to be addressed 
so customers don’t feel they’re being spied 
on. Likewise it’ll be necessary to monitor 
accuracy of data from smart devices and 
correct any system errors.

How IoT will  
impact CX
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