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Key Findings
 � Respondents to a 451 Research survey of location intelligence are universally aware (98%) of the availability of a variety 
of different kinds of data for marketing purposes. While 90% say they actually use data for those purposes, there is room 
for much more development: 82% say they will increase their location data usage over the next two years. 

 � Along with increased usage comes a broader set of use cases for location data. The survey highlights interest in using 
location data to better target offers and to improve communications and collaboration between disconnected teams at 
remote locations and in-house marketing. 71% would be interested in using location data for competitive intelligence 
(the highest choice). 

 � Integrating offline and online cited by 57% (highest choice) as a factor in planning to increase spending on location 
based data. 

 � The survey highlights the need for better measurement of quantifiable results in order to make the most use of location 
data. This takes the form of more relevant KPIs and the use of sophisticated analytics, as well as fostering better commu-
nication between in-store teams and marketing departments.

Figure 1: The state of location intelligence today

Source: 451 Research custom survey, April 2018

Introduction
We may be living in an age of big and plentiful data, but some forms of data are more useful than others. Today’s marketers 
have not yet taken advantage of a rich source of information about customers, competitors and market trends – location 
intelligence. The data is available (in many forms), but research suggests that marketers are just beginning to understand 
the use cases for it, and to build processes that take advantage of it. 

In a study conducted by 451 Research, we found that awareness of location intelligence varies by context, with people 
more likely to have insight into the possibilities than they are to have actually leveraged advanced location data for mar-
keting. This suggests a nascent opportunity for businesses to leapfrog over competitors by taking advantage of readily 
available sources to better understand their customers’ intentions, behavior and preferences. 
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Location intelligence can be roughly defined as the ability to analyze location patterns of anonymous smartphones in order 
to garner actionable insights on aggregate consumer behavior, intent and brand affinity. Location intelligence requires a 
source of information about where mobile devices are and how they physically move in space. This is what is known as 
‘location data,’ and is largely untapped by today’s marketers. Location data is dynamic (i.e., it changes in real time) and is 
anonymous (and kept that way). To be sure, there are other forms of data that may include information about physical lo-
cations (CRM address records, for example), but to be considered part of the location intelligence stack, the data must be 
aggregated, continually updated and anonymous. This paper explores how marketers (and people in other business roles) 
view location intelligence, its capabilities, how it fits into their existing technology stack and what role they expect it to play 
in their customer-engagement strategies going forward. 

451 Research surveyed 150 North American respondents who are responsible for marketing or CRM efforts within their 
businesses, companies of 500 employees or larger, primarily within four vertical markets (automotive, retail, quick-service 
restaurants and banking). 

The picture that emerged is of a marketing community that has some familiarity with the idea of using location data, but 
many have not yet integrated the use of aggregated location data into their business processes. Respondents by a wide 
margin expressed awareness (98%) of and reported basic usage (90%) of location data for marketing. But they are not yet 
fully versed in either the nuances of how to use it or the details of how to measure its success. At this stage, many are in their 
comfort zone, relying on their own first-party customer data as a substitute for figuring out location-related issues, rather 
than expanding the scope to a fuller picture of aggregated, anonymous location information. 

Many understand that it will take work to create new processes based on location intelligence before they can actually start 
showing quantifiable improvement in their revenue and engagement metrics. Many marketers understand that they’re 
on the cusp of discovering new and powerful uses for location intelligence, but don’t fully know quite how to manage  
the transition.

The survey data highlights interest in using location data to better target offers and to improve communication and col-
laboration between disconnected teams at remote locations and in-house marketing. Location data can be an indicator 
of how loyal customers are, or how well a particular retail outlet is performing against baselines (or competitors). For-
ty-two percent of respondents said that results from marketing campaigns are often delayed and that communication 
between teams is just ‘so-so.’ Location data can help bridge gaps between teams with different short-term goals, ensuring 
that they speak the same language overall about customer intentions and behaviors and the relevant KPIs that measure  
successful outcomes.

Impressive new use cases are coming to the fore, including leveraging location data to gain insights into what competitors 
are doing and how customers relate to them. Respondents indicated they perceive that location intelligence provides them 
a mechanism for improving their marketing, but at the same time, there are gaps in their understanding of how and why to 
leverage these new data sources. They indicated a willingness to raise their spending on outside data, but they are primarily 
concerned with whether a particular purchase can be tied to a campaign and a campaign to a visit. 

Although this is a strong start, it only scratches the surface of what location intelligence can do for a marketing program. 
Experience with generalized, anonymous pools of location-based customer data is in the early stages. Success will belong 
to those who can generate solid metrics that link behaviors in the real world to activities taken by marketers. The key to 
making better use of location intelligence is to solidify the processes used to gather and analyze detailed information, and 
then define specific use cases that it can boost, such as providing insight into competitors. 

What is Location Intelligence, and What is it Good for?
Location has long been a dimension of customer intelligence and marketing programs; however, smartphones and other 
mobile, connected devices promise to bring a previously unknown level of nuanced location data. Retailers have used store 
receipts and security systems to measure traffic to their stores. Marketers of all stripes have long relied on data with a loca-
tion dimension to inform their targeting, whether by inferring attributes based on home address in a direct mail campaign 
or doing the same in a banner ad campaign with IP address as a proxy. In our study, regional census data and point-of-sale 
data remain the most commonly deployed forms of location-oriented data, with 55% of marketers using each form.
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Figure 2: Location data used in marketing departments

Source: 451 Research custom survey, April 2018
Unlike this application data that includes elements of location, mobile-driven location intelligence can provide market-
ers with dynamic, multidimensional insights about individuals and populations. That enables a more detailed picture of 
customer behavior to emerge than can be gleaned from static data. Static data provides marketers with little more than 
a snapshot. Census-level data provides broad characteristics of towns and neighborhoods and is limited to demographic 
data. Such data doesn’t provide the real-time information that’s needed to optimize customer experience and campaign 
performance in an increasingly digital world. 

Marketers have been able to gather more definitive information; customer addresses or even zip codes are valuable aids 
in understanding the makeup of customers. Sales receipts provide the ebb and flow of foot traffic through a location. But 
these dimensions provide little insight into what those customers do in the thousands of hours a year when they’re not at a 
marketer’s establishment. They provide little insight into the path to purchase – the path taken to the front door and paths 
taken beyond the store.

Those two paths – what customers do within and without a marketer’s four walls are the two main bifurcations of the 
emerging location-based marketing technology stack. Both types of signals emanate from phones and other mobile elec-
tronics, but they are gathered from different sources.

For detailed movement information at the in-store level, beacons and Wi-Fi technology were once viewed as a promising 
route. The technology infrastructure for these was widely deployed, particularly within retail environments, but our discus-
sions with marketers and vendors suggest that this technology was too far ahead of marketers’ needs. Indeed, in our survey, 
only 22% of marketers deployed beacons. Over the long term, we believe that these technologies will become embedded 
in the marketing stack as companies look to technologies that can bridge the gap between online and offline channels – a 
key priority for marketers.
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Figure 3: Bridging the gap between online and offline

Source: 451 Research custom survey, April 2018
Location intelligence beyond a marketer’s four walls first emerged as a variation of mobile advertising but has since evolved 
into a series of data services and, more recently, software offerings. Location intelligence was first applied in marketing by 
using the location of device as the basis for serving mobile ads to that device. In the proverbial example, a person walking 
near a Starbucks would be served an ad with a coupon for Starbucks. Similarly, the ads could be served for ‘conquesting’ (i.e., 
serving McDonald’s ads to people in a Burger King). Half of all marketers we surveyed said they deploy location data for just 
this purpose.

Although these applications captured a share of mobile ad budgets, there were several challenges. First and foremost, such 
campaigns often lacked scale, and in some cases, the need for scale to attract major advertisers resulted in ad networks 
building technology platforms that emphasized scale and reach over accuracy. Most of the vendors offering these services 
needed to sell more ads to grow their business. Many of the maps developed to power these applications were built using 
grids rather than outlining precise locations. Yet, those offerings have evolved in how they collect data and how they make 
use of it.

Advertising remains the most significant application of mobile-driven location intelligence in use today. However, it’s im-
portant to note that marketers have begun to expand how they use location in advertising, and tools from vendors have 
evolved in tandem. Mapping capabilities have improved to identify more locations and more accurate boundaries of loca-
tions. Many providers have also made strides in curating accurate data, in large part by relying on sources beyond the ad-
vertising bid stream. Those changes have enabled targeting to extend beyond the current location of a device and include 
historical locations. 

While most of the early players in the space relied on lat/long data from publishers (via bid requests on ad exchanges), more 
have begun to encompass data through direct publisher partnerships, which provide signals directly from the app. Most 
vendors get their data via partnerships with app developers, through ad exchanges, their own apps or some combination.

These developments have led to changes in how location intelligence vendors offer their wares. Most commonly, they have 
become providers of location-related data services (and the intelligent insights that stem from the data) — things such as 
audience segmenting based on place visits, location-based attribution, audience data relating to a given place and the like. 
Measurement is a natural extension of those early advertising use cases. Unlike geofencing, advertisers use measurement 
location services as an integrated part of an ad campaign – a campaign that’s not run by the vendor providing the location 
data. Using location data, location intelligence vendors provide audience segments and attribution for digital ad campaigns. 
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Figure 4: Most important tools in the stack
Q. What tools are most important to you in executing your priorities (% citing “very important”)

Source: 451 Research custom survey, April 2018
The most emergent offering from location data is to apply this data to power customer intelligence software. Unlike the 
strictly ad-based applications, these software platforms enable marketers to gain knowledge about how anonymous pop-
ulations move about the world – knowledge that can be applied to their own customers, potential customers, and through 
visualization and reporting capabilities around locations and the audiences that visit them. Although many of the applica-
tions for such technology still reside in the advertising parts of the marketing stack, these SaaS offerings can potentially be 
applied to competitive intelligence, regional market research, loyalty and even new site selection.

Critical Use Cases
Of course, that level of knowledge about a marketer’s own stores, restaurants and branches is just as valuable. Location data 
can give advertisers a picture of the aggregate groups that frequent their own business. The visitors to a retailer’s outlet in 
Brooklyn are likely to differ from those in Boise. Neighborhood demographics alone prove that, but location data provides 
the details of how those demographic differences play out in day-to-day life; 56% of marketers claimed that the need for 
aggregated, yet nuanced, information about the preferences and loyalties of customers drives their use of location data – 
second only to the need to integrate online and offline promotions (57%). It can inform how you should reach them and 
how they got to your location in the first place. 

Forty-eight percent of marketers reported that they integrate local details into their marketing messages. Location data 
can provide nuanced details about variations from one location to the next, but that isn’t the only way to develop local 
messaging. Point-of-sale data is often used to understand how buying behavior shifts from one location to the next to 
help retailers understand where the opportunities lie in shopper marketing and to help restaurants gauge which items are 
driving traffic to each locale. Applying outside location data for an inward look is one of the most developed applications of 
this data. In our survey, 46% of businesses said that they are well-versed in using location data to measure the performance 
of distinct locations.

Although location intelligence can be applied across many verticals, there’s particular value to retailers in need of new ways 
to measure the impact of ad campaigns. At a basic level, measuring the impact of campaigns on foot traffic has grown in im-
portance. While retailers have always made a correlation between ad spending and store visits, the explosion of advertising 
channels and the division between physical and digital locations makes doing so all the more challenging. Mobile-driven 
location intelligence provides a link across the physical-digital divide.
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As important as the nuance of location data is the speed. Point-of-sale data, while effective for providing insights into pur-
chasing habits (something that mobile-driven location data can’t provide), takes time to compile, which limits its impact on 
in-flight campaigns. As brands wrestle with reaching the multi-channel consumer, the speed of the data has become just as 
important as the nuance and detail. Understanding the immediate impact enables advertisers to shift campaign resources 
toward the creative efforts and media that are the most effective.

As location-based data pushes its way beyond the advertising market, it promises a more detailed understanding of where 
audiences spend their time. This provides deeper intelligence on how customers and audiences engage with competitors 
and can be used to build advertising and marketing campaigns beyond rudimentary competitive conquesting. Rather than 
building a campaign based on audiences that have visited a competitor, marketers can begin to understand how their own 
customers engage with their competitors. For example, marketers deploy location data to understand which customers are 
loyal to their competitors and which are merely occasional visitors, and then build out audience segments and campaign 
strategies to best reach them. 

Although competitive intel is a nascent use case for location data, there’s widespread interest. When asked about their 
interest in using location data for a set of applications, 71% claimed they would be highly likely to deploy the data for com-
petitive intel, garnering more interest than any of the nine uses we asked about. 

For example, an audience segment that visits your restaurant once a month may appear a loyal cohort in need of few en-
ticements. Yet, if a large portion of those customers visit a competing restaurant three times a month, that group could be 
ripe for additional offers. Knowledge of competitor interactions is only one way that location intelligence informs loyalty 
programs. Loyalty programs have rarely gone beyond a system of reward points based on purchases. However, knowledge 
about what other services customers value opens the door to more effective loyalty programs that can vary by locale and 
merge with co-branding, shopper marketing and other partnership arrangements.

What Do Marketers Know and Expect? 
A strong majority (82%) of respondents said they plan to increase their marketing-related use of location data in the next 
two years, largely to understand customer behavior and integrate online with offline promotions. These broad use cases 
are only the start of what is possible, and they point to a growing awareness of the gap between what marketers are doing 
today and what they hope to achieve down the road. 

Figure 5: Using location data for marketing becomes the standard
Q: Does your organization plan on increasing or decreasing its use of location data for marketing in the next two years?

Source: 451 Research custom survey, April 2018
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For example, nearly half (43%) expressed a desire to use location data to send promotions to customers when they enter a 
specific geofence. A similar number of respondents said they want to deliver targeted ads or offers, and to better analyze 
attribution. These are uses that are fairly well understood; they rely on data sources that do not differ greatly from the kinds 
of customer information marketers already collect. The applications they envision for location data are logical extensions 
of the kinds of measurements and promotions they already pursue, extended this time from digital communications into 
the real world. 

But intriguingly, 46% reported that pressure from competitors was a key factor in deciding to use more location data. This 
is not merely because people fear their competitors will jump out ahead of them to leverage customer location – it also 
means they are looking at real-world location information to provide insight into what competitors are doing, and how 
customers relate and interact with those competitive brands. 

This represents a move beyond the types of location data people are currently most used to – especially personally iden-
tifiable data about specific customers and their encounters – toward a broader use of aggregated populations and how 
they behave based on a wider range of criteria: time of day, weather, proximity to different kinds of businesses, etc. The 
difference here is that ultimately, respondents hope that they can use location information to see big-picture events and 
use the insights derived from it to build stronger overall programs that engage larger groups of customers, rather than just 
using it to nudge customers into action. 

Seeing a Bigger Picture of Customer Behavior
Marketers are remarkably consistent in their ability to see the benefits of understanding customers. Seventy-two percent 
strongly agreed with the idea that knowing how customers spend time in the real world would be useful in planning their 
campaigns; 74% strongly agreed that location information is key to understanding how customers interact with businesses. 
A slightly smaller majority (65%) ratified the idea that mapping the offline journey provides actionable insights on custom-
er behavior and brand affinity. 

Figure 6: Benefits of understanding customers
Q. On a scale of 1-10, do you agree or disagree with the following statements:

Source: 451 Research custom survey, April 2018
That small drop-off in support tells us that businesses are still in the early stages of deriving benefits from location data. 
Knowing how customers spend time with brands, and where they are when they do, gives a business an instant snapshot 
of activity and intent: how customers will respond to a campaign, for example, or how they will choose to interact. Mapping 
the offline journey and all that entails is a more indirect pointer to customer behavior. It requires more formal processes 
to be built to extrapolate how a business should respond in more complex cases. Business users would be required to in-
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tegrate the location knowledge into a bigger picture and derive insights that then have to be operationalized. It’s a more 
complex use of location data that tells a more descriptive story and – potentially – provides a business with a richer guide 
to customer engagement. The question is whether businesses are prepared to make the leap to that more sophisticated 
view of location data. 

What the 451 Research survey suggests is that marketers are interested in taking concrete steps to use location data more 
readily, but they are also uncertain of how to proceed: how to work with new sources of data beyond their comfort zones, 
and how to measure successful outcomes. This also suggests that companies that move quickly to adopt strategies based 
around broader uses of location data can jump out to a competitive advantage over their peers. 

Survey respondents reported a wide spectrum of positions when asked how their organizations view the overall use of 
(and possibilities of ) location intelligence. Fortunately, very few (9%) said that their companies have no formal process for 
making use of location data within the broader context of location intelligence. (Recall that location-based intelligence is 
defined as ‘the ability to analyze location patterns of anonymous smartphone users for mapping the offline consumer jour-
ney in order to garner actionable insights on consumer behavior, intent and brand affinity.’)

The rest – a large majority – see location data as an important part of their plans. When asked about their organization’s 
position on using location intelligence, 24% said that they were evaluating the best way to use these resources; 26% said 
they were interested but unsure of the potential ROI; 22% that they are interested but constrained by budgets, and another 
19% said they are already devoting resources to these efforts.

So, although there is a 90%+ consensus that location data is of widespread value, there is still a wide variation in how orga-
nizations perceive their own progress to date. These are precisely the kinds of challenges that can be overcome with proper 
planning, market education and proof-of-concept projects. 

Figure 7: Location data maturity curve

Source: 451 Research custom survey, April 2018
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Respondents were also asked to rate their organization’s maturity on a five-step scale for several location-related marketing 
activities. The five stages were defined as the Initial Planning (for using location data); having a Defined Program (that is, 
an organized process with a solid understanding of the benefits); having a Managed Program (e.g., a formal program with 
managed processes); a Quantifiable Program (a strong approach to location with measured results); and being Best in Class 
(see Figure 7). 

For most activities, the pattern is clear: close to one in 10 rated their organization as in the Initial Planning stage, and slight-
ly more identified their company as Best in Class. Overall, they reported that their companies were more mature when it 
comes to understanding and measuring the performance of each store location, and in creating marketing campaigns that 
connect online and offline behavior. Where they see the least progress is in some of the most promising aspects of location 
data – for example, understanding how customers relate to competitors, or in leveraging personalization to target custom-
ers in relevant channels at opportune moments. 

When describing their company’s maturity with various aspects of location data, many respondents appeared to be poised 
at the point in the process where they have to learn how to quantify results. This represents one of the most intriguing op-
portunities for businesses; once location data starts generating positive results for marketing campaigns and other specific 
value metrics, it is generally easier to draw in resources to support more complex programs that use data in more contexts. 
It becomes easier to win executive buy-in for budgets in new technology and data sources. And it is clear that the business-
es surveyed expect to climb over this hurdle – as noted, 82% said they plan to increase the use of location data in the short 
term, and 81% said they expect their marketing department to spend more on outside data sources in the coming year. 

The challenge in moving to more mature (i.e., ‘successful’) stages lies in being able to integrate location data into other, 
existing business structures. For example, it is difficult to measure the effects of location data on sales and customer value if 
you have incomplete customer profiles or a lack of communication between in-store and marketing teams. This was borne 
out when we asked about hindrances to organizations’ use of location data. The most cited obstacle (rated as important or 
somewhat important by 73% of respondents) was lack of ability to measure success across channels, followed closely by 
not having a technology infrastructure that is set up to gather and analyze detailed data (70%). 

Lack of budget was cited by 64%, still significant but apparently not as urgent a problem as being able to actually analyze 
and quantify location data. This suggests that new use cases and proof points will surface in the next phase of implementa-
tion and development, once enterprises pass the boundary between simply having a managed program for using location 
data, and being able to measure the effects of that program.
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Figure 8: KPIs used to measure marketing success

Source: 451 Research custom survey, April 2018
It also indicates that making location data work is going to require marketers to turn to stronger KPIs to measure success. 
Some of the highest-ranking KPIs – brand loyalty (56%) and customer retention (49%) – represent strong attempts to tie lo-
cation data to desired outcomes. Metrics that scored relatively low as actual marketing KPIs in use were revenue by channel, 
lead conversion, time spent in store and revenue by campaign; all were cited by fewer than 40% of respondents. 
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The implication is clear: there is ample room for improvement by testing programs incorporating location and measuring 
the outcomes, then iterating until best practices are identified. Fortunately, 96% reported that the key goal of their inte-
grated marketing programs is to increase revenue across channels. Outside data sources and location intelligence (i.e., 
analytic) solutions are important in helping integrate the streams of location information into the established marketing  
technology stack. 

Recommendations and Takeaways
The use of location data for marketing is in its infancy. Over time, the available use cases will expand as people adapt 
information from many sources – first- and third-party – to the practices in their vertical markets. The next two years will 
undoubtedly see a series of pilot programs that take knowledge about how customers interact with stores, brands, sensors 
and devices and apply it to creating more timely and relevant experiences. 

Early movers that do the discovery and solidify best practices will have an advantage over their peers. 451 recommends 
that marketers consider these factors in building out location-based programs, especially ones that go beyond simple CRM 
and first-party data sources:

 � Learn how to better measure success. Across the survey, metrics and KPIs stand out as a factor holding back practitioners 
from taking bolder approaches to location intelligence. When 27% of respondents say that revenue by channel is one of 
their main metrics, while 41% cite brand market share as a KPI, we are clearly in a transition period without a consensus 
on what kinds of behaviors marketers should be fostering. Some respondents (42%) cited the lack of a technology infra-
structure in-house to gather and analyze detailed data, but that only reinforces the importance of turning to experienced 
service providers that can deliver the insights and analyses derived from large, aggregated location datasets. 

 � Improve coordination between brick-and-mortar teams and overall marketing teams. Forty-two percent said that com-
munications between these groups was only so-so – and that information that is shared is too delayed to have much 
impact. Here, too, the imperative is to build coherent collaborative processes that tie people together so that those who 
produce data, those who analyze it, and those who act upon it all work in tandem. As location intelligence becomes a 
permanent fixture of the data landscape within businesses, it will be critical to avoid creating new operational silos that 
hamper its effectiveness. 

 � Consider competitive intelligence as a primary use case. 451 predicts that the next wave of activity is going to be to 
use reporting platforms that provide aggregated location insights to understand how customers interact with compet-
itors; jumping out in front of this trend will provide an advantage, especially in the short and medium term. More than 
three-quarters of respondents (77%) said they expect to increase their use of location data for this purpose, while 71% 
expressed interest in competitive intelligence as a general use case. 


