
After the discovery of language, writing, telephone 
and telefax, digitalization promises to be the next 
quantum leap in communication evolution: transi-
tioning to a world of tailored messages in which tar-
get groups can be reached wherever they are, and in 
which everyone finds what they are looking for – with 
greater speed and efficiency.

Today, digital technologies are already boosting the 
volume of shared information as well as the speed of 
transmission. About 215 billion e-mails a day are 
sent worldwide. And new channels and platforms are 
continually opening up distinct and largely interac-
tive information exchanges that enable institutions to 
establish dialog with their stakeholders. 

I AM THE MESSAGE

At the heart of tomorrow’s communication is the 
essence of digitalization: radical personalization 
and a focus on the individual – based among other 
things on automated analysis of large volumes of 
data on personal behavior and interests. These are 
gathered from interconnected everyday objects in 
the so-called Internet of Things and form the core 
of ready-made content: social network activities 
linked to location functionality and health-related 
data – such as those recorded by smart glasses that 
in future will also analyze interests and media con-
sumption behavior. As a consequence, the behavior 
of target groups will also serve as the basis for con-
tinuous newly improved segmentation – and pre-
dict future interests. So for example, nutrient satu-
ration and food compatibility in one’s own body, 
sorted by subcutaneous sensors, would become 
the basis for augmented reality, supermarket com-
munications activities that support customers when 
shopping, or Investor Relations’ focus on specific 
interests of analysts. At the same time, it will be eas-
ier to understand which communication channels 
the various target groups use in order to steer the 
dialog to where individuals are. Taken as a whole, 
this opens up an increasingly multifaceted but 
smaller scale of communication that promises more 
efficiency and quality – yet ultimately reinforces the 
complexity.

MARGINAL UTILITY OF THE FLOOD OF DATA 

In addition, this prospect of “smart” (from a technical 
perspective) and increasingly perfected communica-
tion sets limits on companies and public institutions, 
and in particular poses four fundamental challeng-
es for the design of the communication tools of to-
morrow:

1. The excessive strain on target groups 
is growing rapidly. What many label in-
formation society is in reality a data soci-
ety in which ever more individual con-

tent is passed straight into the public arena. As  
a result almost no one reads a newsletter today, 
elaborately designed intranet pages lead a shadowy 
existence. More and more information is transmit-
ted but far fewer are paying attention.

2. With the debate shifting to social net-
works companies are losing control of 
the information flow within the Internet 
community. Shitstorms, persistent con-

spiracy theories and the reality that people prefer 
to offer online criticism rather than praise cannot 
be managed at will.

3. Contrary to its original promise the  
Internet has emerged as a place sorely  
lacking in transparency. The credibility of 
statements and their initiators are increas-

ingly called into question by the high frequency and 
manipulation of fake news. Companies that tradition-
ally make a case with statistics and facts are losing a key 
cornerstone of their credibility. 

4. Because news spreads ever more dy-
namically companies also need to respond 
to the reactions of receivers in real time. 
The shrinking half-life of web content  

fuels swift communication – the quality diminishes 
and the message does not hit home. 

Consequently, the wants and needs of stakeholder 
groups are changing. While the attention span of us-
ers declines, their desire for explicit and exclusive in-
formation – and direction – increases. Communicat-
ing louder and faster on all channels will not generate 
more, but actually less awareness, and undermine 
credibility.

DIFFERENTIATE OR DIE

The way to intelligent, trustworthy and effective com-
munication is achieved by a fundamental new defini-
tion. First the bad news: there is no ideal solution, no 
rules set in stone that are eagerly proclaimed in mar-
keting seminars and keynote addresses. Now the 
good news: there are guidelines to help develop ap-
propriate strategies. In essence, the aim is to define 
one’s own particular way of doing things that mirrors 
the company or DNA, contrary to the pull of current 
norms and standardized demands of social media. It 
is appropriate for a technology company to use algo-
rithms and chatbots, for example, but that is not suit-
able for a private bank.

The starting point is to define the prospective needs 
of the various stakeholders. So, it makes sense that in 
many sectors the key will no longer be a speedy and 
comprehensive supply of facts, it will be about direc-
tion or focus. For companies that means not neglect-
ing the call for quality by increasing the quantity of 
information. Besides the packaging of messages for 
the receiver, attractive formats necessitate a distinct 
restriction to relevant channels that are in a position 
to appropriately capture one’s individual information 
– in form as well as content – tailored to the character-
istics of the particular platform. At the heart of this is  
a focus on long-term values as the sole and essential 
basis for building trust with all stakeholders. 

Authenticity becomes a key differentiator and can be 
communicated credibly by taking a self-critical view 
of one’s own errors, for example.  But it will be real 
people committed to the company or public institu-
tion setting it apart in the digital arena. These so-
called “influencers” are to a lesser extent celebrities 
with endorsement deals, but more likely highly trust-
ed people with authentic images on the net who be-
come influential ambassadors of brands and ideas 
and make conscious subjective selections.

Going forward communication will not only dissemi-
nate content; it will become a key interface that identi-
fies, analyzes and translates market and stakeholder 
trends to support strategic decision-making in their 
own companies and public institutions. Control 
over digital opinion-making is limited. By contrast 
there is a growing opportunity to not only pronounce 
one’s own set of values but also make them tangible 
through dialog. For the corporate communication of 
the future, being different means not just doing things 
differently but more importantly, doing different 
things – turning off Facebook is a real option.
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+     Better understanding of user segments  
and the particular impact of specific  
communication channels

+     Customized formulation of messages

+     Projections of right time and place  
for transmitting information

–      Limited wealth of information  
as a result of redundant data analysis 

–      Threat to privacy

–      Inaccurate interpretation of data

INTELLIGENT INFR A STRUC TURE
The outfitting of objects with embedded computers permits recording, 
storage and exchange of data. The Internet of Things turns passive 
objects into active participants in a digital network that is not only able 
to communicate with one another, but also with humans. 

+     Better understanding of user behavior due to additional  
data from the offline world

+     New channels for storytelling 

+     Linking digital messages to physical experiences 

–      Data uncertainty, risk of manipulation, lack of system integrity

–      Stress of permanent accessibility 

–      Dehumanization of communication 
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