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PREFACE

We did not start this project with the intention of writing a
paper. We started from a sense of curiosity: everyone
recognizes that innovation is a critically important part of
marketing. Yet, at the same time, we see how CMOs and
their teams struggle to truly get innovation off the ground to
find the space, funding and resources to take the necessary

steps forward.

In the world of digital applications and Al, progress continues
at a reasonable pace. But in the realm of physical products
and services, innovation at times seems to stall with all the
negative consequences that follow. Somewhat puzzled by
this observation, we decided to speak with six CMOs from
leading companies about this topic. Without a fixed or overly
formal agenda, our aim was to gain a clearer picture of how
their organizations - and they themselves - approach
innovation. Already in our first conversation, the subject
began to take shape through the realization that innovation
does not always require large, disruptive moves. A series of
smaller, well-aligned steps, consistent with the DNA of the
brand, can lead to significant improvements in customer
experience. “DNA-Driven Innovation® turned out to be a
common thread throughout all our discussions, and in this

paper, we chose to explore that theme in greater depth.

The second major insight that emerged from our
conversations was that CMOs should play a
leading role in innovation. They are the “owners”
of the customer, and our discipline is grounded in
the principle of putting the customer at the
center of everything we create and renew.
Starting from the custamer perspective uniquely
positions the CMO to lead innovation, while the
ability to collabarate, both within and beyond the
organization, is an indispensable skill. We have
enriched the conversations with a more
structured framework: a way of warking that can
help organize and strengthen the innovation

process. Evidently, we also reflected on how

people and technology can work

together to become stronger
drivers of innovation across
products, services, and digital
applications. We are fully aware
that without the input of the
CMOs from our

community, this paper

wauld not have

achieved the same
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level of depth and relevance. We are therefore
sincerely grateful to Fiona Vanderbroeck, Jack
van de Vliert, Bas Komen, Rozemarijn Koppenaal,
Fleur Oste, and Bob Timmerman for their valuable
and rich contributions during the conversations.
Your input made clear to us that we had to write
this paper. And we truly hope that we reflected
your opinions well. Thank you!

November 2025
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CHAPTER 1

MARKETING IN
TODAY'S WORLD

We live in an era where the world presents CMOs with new applications
and challenges at an accelerating pace each year. This goes beyond
incremental innovation; it fundamentally affects the very essence of
the marketing profession. The internet, digitalization, social media,
and more recently Al have profoundly changed the way businesses and
brands relate to their audiences. Maintaining meaningful contact,
winning customers’ hearts in a more lasting way, and giving genuine
meaning to one’s brand and propositions have increasingly become

challenges that many marketers struggle to master.

Only a few years agpg, it felt that we were
entering a new chapter in marketing,

one where success is not only measured by
what is sold, but by the meaning created by
brands. Experiences becoming a true
currency, shaping how people connect with
brands and how brands live within culture.
Only a year later, this key development has
been overshadowed by all that Al can change
in the role and content of marketing.

With huge impact on the contents of our

marketing profession. We call out five

worrisome developments.

Marketers over-emphasize the short-term
gains and availability of their brands/
products. They tend to shift budgets fram
longer term brand building programs to
short-term revenue drivers. There are anly a
limited number of examples where marketers
successfully apply the rules of “the long and
the short of it".!

Companies increasingly choose to exploit the
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existing brand equity at the expense of brand
relevance, innovation and customer bonding.
We see the guality gap between A-brands
and private label brands getting smaller,
whilst pricing is exceeding value limits.

As a result, premium brands lose market
share rapidly, bringing them in a negative
vicious circle. Clearly, the latest years of high
inflation do not help.
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CHAPTER 1 The state of marketing innovation

We believe the purpose of marketing is to
generate demand, build loyalty through
brands and create an emotional bonding
between customer and brand. In an effort
to deal with almost unlimited competition,
marketers see short-term interventions
as the leading approach to stay alive.
Opening the way for others who can do the

same, often at lower cost.

Short-term focus and profit pressure are key
reasons why this is happening throughaout the
year. However, far more is happening.
Long-term brand building and growth require
marketing investments at the front end with
all uncertainties related to it. CEOs and CFOs
often seek for more immediate pay out and
don’t accept the historical years for pay out
anymore. As a result, marketers struggle to

prove the value of long-term brand equity.

Driven by a comparable lack of investment
certainty, fundamental forms of innovation
disappear easily from the marketing long list.
On top, Al is absorhing so much of the
remaining innovation budget, that straight-
forward product and services innovation can
only happen on a very incremental basis. As a
result, truly innovative products hardly hit the
market and - if it happens - get ample time
from external (retail] and internal (CFO, CEQ]
stakeholders to prove their value.

In this paper, we will focus on the last-

mentioned topic: innovation. We propaose a
structural shift in how brands can create value
with innovation and connect better with
customers and consumers. They do expect
brands to respond and anticipate to their
needs. And even more impartant, they expect
brands to be clear in what they offer. Meeting
that standard requires mare than refining
campaigns. It calls for a fundamental redesign
of how innovation, as a crucial part of
marketing, operates.

So, innavation is the focus. Paositioned at the
convergence of customer insight, brand
ambition, and technological possibhility,
marketing sees what people want, what the
brand stands for, and what the business can
build. We will cover it all. To stay ahead, brands
must innovate, not occasionally, but
continuously. As CMO it is key not to see
innovation as a side project, but the engine
that keeps brands meaningful in a world
where expectations move faster than ever.
The question for marketing leaders no longer
is when or if your organization needs change,
but how fast you can adapt and are able to
build capability to turn insight into impact,
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again and again. In this paper, we invite you to
rethink the role of innovation in marketing and
explore what it takes to make it happen

sustainably. We also invite you to rethink what
marketing would be without strong innovation
and explore what it takes to make this happen

in a sustainable way.
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CHAPTER 2

INNOVATE?

In our view, innovation is not optional - it is existential.

In a marketplace defined by hyper-competition, rapid technological
change, and shifting consumer expectations, brands that fail to
innovate risk business loss. According to Clayton Christensen’s
Theory of Disruptive Innovation?, brands are most vulnerable when
they rely solely on existing models and neglect emerging customer
needs or technologies. For marketers, innovation is not only about
developing new products or campaigns; it is about continually

redefining relevance.

From a strategic perspective, innovatiaon
serves three essential purposes: sustaining
growth, deepening customer relationships,
and future-proofing the brand. Growth
emerges from finding new value propaositions,
other markets, or unknown, relevant
experiences. Customer relationships develop
as brands leverage innovation to create
greater emotional and functional bonding.
And future-proofing stems from embedding

adaptability and experimentation into the

brand’s DNA (to be explored extensively in

the next chapter].

In our gqualitative research with leading CMOs
we often heard “It’s not whether you have to
innovate, it's about how fast you can do it".
It’s not only about finding new relevancy
between brand and customer anymore.

You need to go back to your roots and find

authenticity in how you dao it as well.

For customers or consumers, innovation
represents progress, empowerment, and

emotional connection. In a world full of
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choice, consumers tend to build preference
for brands that help them achieve goals more
easily, express identity more authentically,
or experience life more meaningfully. From a
marketing perspective, innovation satisfies
not only functional needs but also
psychological and symhbolic ones; what
Abraham Maslow described as the higher
tiers of self-expression and fulfillment.
Customers embrace innovations that make
them feel competent, connected, and valued.
Thus, innovation becomes a mechanism for

building deeper emotional equity.

Moreover, innovation signals that a brand
listens and responds to its audience.

Each new product, service, or experience is a
promise - a proof that the brand understands
changing expectations. When executed with
passion and authenticity, innovation
strengthens trust and loyalty at the receiver’s
end, transforming (trans]actions into
relationships. In this sense, innovation is not
merely a driver of market differentiation; it is
a form of ongoing dialogue with the
customer. An invitation to co-create the

future together.




SIXKEY
EFFECTIVITY
PRINCIPLES TO
FOLLOW

PURPOSE
ALIGNMENT

Innovation thrives at the

HUMAN-
CENTRICITY

Innovation must begin
with people, not products.
Marketers should design
from the outside-in;
starting with human
problems and desires.

Every innovation should
reinforce the brand’s reason
for being (DNA and brand driven).
When innovation lacks a clear
link to brand purpose,
it risks fragmentation and too
much -short-term focus. Adopt a test-and-learn
mindset. Instead of waiting
for perfect solutions, marketers
should embrace iterative
progress and celebrate learning
as a metric of success.

CROSS-

FUNCTIONAL
COOPERATION

SCALABLE
DESIGN

intersection of disciplines.

Marketing should act as the leader
and integrator between insights,
design, technology, and operations.
Representing the voice of
the target audience.
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MEASUREMENT
AND IMPACT

Innovation without
measurement is guesswork.
Marketers must define clear

success metrics; ranging from
brand equityand engagement
to behavioral change and
business growth.

AGILE
EXPERIMEN-
TATION

Effective innovation must
be replicable and scalable
from the start. Marketers
should think in systems;
how an idea can scale across
channels, markets, and
experiences.

What makes innovation a
potentially effective process?
Without trying to be complete, we provide six
key effectivity principles to follow. In Chapter
4 we will extend the “how to innovate”
approach further, though for completeness
below a short list of “must do” steps as a
foundation of effective marketing-led

innovation.

Why and how should CMOs lead
innovation?

CMQOs and their marketing teams operate at
the intersection of business strategy,
cansumer insight, and cultural change. Being
respaonsible for business growth through
providing customers what they want, need
and value. While R&D or product teams may
create innovations in technology or
functionality, marketers translate them into
human relevance. Marketers, mare than any
other discipline, understand the why behind
consumer behavior. The latent desires,
emotional triggers, and social signals that
drive adoption. CMOs need to make sure they
act this way and be fundamental in their
approach to innovation.
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By leading innovation, marketers ensure that
the process begins with empathy rather than
engineering. They bring an outward-facing
focus that connects the organization to
beyond market and customer expectation.
This role is increasingly critical in the age of
data-driven persaonalization and Al, where
the ability to truly understand and interpret
human context is a competitive advantage.
In practice, this means that marketers are
architects of innovation, shaping where to
play, how to win, and how to sustain
differentiation over time. They guide the
innovation process according to

these principles.
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CHAPTER 3 DNA-D

Every strong brand is built on a distinctive
DNA; the enduring set of values, purpose, and
personality traits that define its essence.
Often, this essence goes back to the true
history of the brand and its founders. The DNA
serves as the strategic compass that guides
how a brand evolves while remaining
authentic. In this chapter we will explore haw
DNA can guide the CMO during the innovation
process and guarantee an outcome that will
find a strong foundation in the full

organization.

In the context of innovatian, it provides both
freedom and focus: freedom to explore new
territories and focus to ensure that every new
idea reinforces the brand’s core meaning.
Without such an anchor, innovation risks
becoming fragmented or opportunistic. When
brand DNA is clearly articulated and
embedded in the innavation process, it
develops into a guiding aid and even decision
filter. Helping marketers to determine which
innovations enhance the brand’s promise and
which dilute it.

Our conversations with leading
CMOs revealed a clear pattern:
the innovations that endure and
have the biggest chance of
success are those that grow from
the brand’s DNA; its identity,

values, and reason for being.

When innovation is grounded in DNA, it does
more than create new products. It strengthens
customer trust, deepens loyalty, and builds
competitive advantage that competitors
cannot easily copy. A key quote: “The most
impactful innovations are rooted in a
company’s brand DNA - not just in the
outcome, but also in the path to them.”

This is supported by work of the Danish
professor Nicky Nedergaard?®. He states that
the (corporate] brand is treated as a strategic
logic and resource that helps structure
innovation processes. Although not giving a
single percentage, the study argues that
brand identity helps coordinate resources,
guide decision heuristics, and embed
innovation in a brand-compatible manner,
thereby improving implementation success
rates. We have assumed that DNA is an even
stronger identity representation of the
company and will guide the innovation work
even better.

Another study by Crass et al.” examined how
using a (strong] brand (versus launching new
products without leveraging a brand) affects
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innovation performance. They found that
product innovations introduced under
established and well-defined brands yield
about 24 % higher sales compared to ones
without brand leverage. In the same study,
they also demanstrate that companies with a
strong brand (DNA] are more likely to continue
introducing subsequent innovatians

(i.e. a strong brand strategy correlates with
sustained innovation).

Finally, a Malaysian empirical investigation by
Sinha® shows that product innovation is
significantly and positively associated with
brand equity, including dimensions such as
brand awareness, brand loyalty, brand image,
and brand leadership. Similarly, another paper
on innovation strategy in product categories
(in the International Journal of Innovation,
Management and Technology] finds that
innovation has a positive effect on brand
resonance and thus indirectly on overall
brand strength.

So, there is ample proof that innovation led by
(brand] DNA is a strong concept to pursue.
We have taken it as the core of our ‘DNA-Driven
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High

Innovation Level

Low
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Figure 1:
Boxing innovation in an effectiveness model

Focused
Chaotic Innovation
Innovation (DNA-Driven
Innovation)
Stagnation/ Managed
Irrelevance Continuity
Low Alignment with Brand DNA High

Innovation Model’, where all modes of
innovation are infused by the brand DNA,
serving as guide and direction.

Rozemarijn Koppenaal, Executive Director
Marketing at Rituals, explains how innovation
is truly rooted in the company: “In the heart of
our Brand DNA, we give back 10% of our net
profits to the well-being of people and planet.
That drives innovation to a large extent. The DNA
is in the core of our innovation. It’s not just in the
product, but in the business madel - it is one hig
innovation.”

Closing this section, we would like to share a
simple model to summarize the above. Along the
axes of ‘innovation level’ and ‘alignment with
brand DNA, we have created four boxes to help
define where innovation is placed in your
company (see figure 1).

Lack of brand innovation, no connection

with customer and/or market expectation.
Relates to a low level of innovation intensity and
low level of DNA alignment. Not the place to be.
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DNA and brand are a consistent and guiding
part of innovation, though the intrinsic level of
innovation is at the low side. Make more
resources available to innovate to avoid a risk
of brand “wear out” or commaditization in

the market.

Sufficient and often creative innovation,

but not DNA related. We see many new ideas
hit the market, but at a low degree of success.
Recommendation is to make innovation a
mere extension of the brand DNA.

The place to be. Innovation strengthens
brand essence, relevance and distinctiveness.
Leads to higher adoption of new products/
services and encourages further innovation.
Companies acting in this upper right corner

of the model have found their haly grail of

innovation and stay there.
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EVERY SIX MONTHS, IT FEELS LIKE
WE WORK IN A NEW COMPANY

L

That’s how Rozemarijn Koppenaal, Executive Director
Marketing of Rituals, describes the brand’s rhythm of
constant renewal. “About 25% of our assortment renews
every year. That’s enormous. And we still open roughly one
new store each warking day.”

For Rituals, innovation is not just about products,

but about how the brand creates well-being. “We divide
innovation into three areas: product, content, and service.
Service is especially important, it's how we go a bit further
than customers expect.” One example is the Mind Oasis,
an immersive relaxation experience that mirrors the
brand’s philosophy of slowing down and living mindfully.

That same mindset led to one of Rituals’ most distinctive

innovations: the car fragrance. “No customer ever asked us

for it", Rozemarijn recalls, “but we saw the car as one
of the everyday places where you can truly be yourself.
That insight became the starting point for a completely
new category.”

[ 24
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Behind that mindset also lies a
disciplined process. “We start
small and scale what works",
she explains. “We try many
things that you’ll never see.
Little experiments that teach us
what resonates.” And with so
much growth and ambition,
focus becomes crucial:

“Making choices always comes
with pain. If it doesn’t hurt,

it's probably not a real choice.”
Innovation is always-on

at Rituals.

Rozemarijn Koppenaal

Rituals
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CHAPTER 4 How to drive DNA=DBriven Innovation -

In this chapter we will move from the why to
the how to drive DNA-Driven Innovation. We
recognized and learned from the interviewed
CMQs that each company has its own
methods. Therefore, we present a solid
approach and valuable guidance. However,
driving DNA-based innovation begins with a
mindset shift, not a process. It requires
viewing innovation as an expression of the
brand’s essence, not a departure from it.
Mentally, marketers must start by deeply
reconnecting with the brand’s core DNA - its
purpose, values, and personality - and
reframe innovation as a means of keeping
that DNA alive in new contexts.

This demands strategic empathy:
Understanding both what the brand stands for
and how consumers’ evolving needs match with
that identity. The right mental posture combines
curiosity with constraint, embracing exploration
while filtering ideas through the brand’s
authentic voice. CMOs should cultivate a culture
where teams ask, “Does this idea amplify who
we are?” rather than “What's new?”. With that in
mind, we now introduce three shifts that guide
us in practice of DNA-Driven Innovation:

(1) From linear to always-on innovation modes;
(2] From human-based working to the hybrid
innovation organization; and (3) From category
to world building.
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The three
shifts of

DNA-Driven
Innovation

BEFORE

ALWAYS-ON
INNOVATION

LINEAR MODES

INNOVATION
PIPELINES

HYBRID
HUMAN AGENTIC

HUMAN-ONLY COLLABORATION

TEAMS

‘ COMPETING
| INCATEGORIES BUILDING

CONNECTED
WORLDS




CHAPTER 4 How to drive DNA=Driven Innovation -

| 30

INTRODUCING

OUR MODEL FOR

DNA-DRIVEN
INNOVATION

DNA-DRIVEN
INNOVATION

SCALER

Make it stick

with everyone

EXPLORER

See ahead with
deep insights

CREATOR

Build live in front
of the world

AGENTIC

CMOTALK DNA-DRIVEN INNOVATION

IDEATOR

Turn insights
into ideas

TESTER

Learn faster
than anyone
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LINEAR

ALWAYS-ON

INNOVATION

We are leaving behind a period of pilots and innovation labs that
were born by the linearity of bringing new ideas to market. Operated
in isolation and with many staged gates before go-live. Yet now we
see leading CMOs take a different tour: they don’t wait for ideas to be
tested before they think about creation. They turn linearity into
always-on innovation, making it almost part of the daily marketing
job. The result may be more incremental and less breakthrough, but
itis a proven successful route to come to a range of relevant
improvements bringing these in far more speed to market at a lower
risk and costs:

“In the past, we could take four years to bring an ice cream innovation
to market. Today we do it in four months®, Fleur Osté, CMO at The
Magnum Ice Cream Company mentioned. “If we don’t, someone else
will. So, we better move fast, take some smaller risks and measure

success as we go.” We identify five different always-on modes:
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See ahead with deep insights and foresight

In this mode, marketing teams need to
constantly innovate to sense weak signals and
connect the dots in such a way that they get
foresight before competition does. In the age of
Al, the availahility of deep and undiscovered
insights and faoresight is a true competitive
advantage. To get ahead in Explarer mode you
need to learn to look through three different

lenses:

Analytical lens - Proactively generate and
detect signals that form patterns or possible
trajectories. Al and big data analysis is a “must
do”, but don’t stop gathering the facts and
discuss what they mean for innovation.

Speculative lens - Empower marketing teams
to push themselves to ask the right “what if”
guestions and future cast the next. In the form
of regular team brainstorming, external

inspiration and competitive analysis.

Systems lens - Set up your technology to
reveal interdependencies, feedback loops,

and emergent behaviors that connects with
your innovation ecosystem. Get connected
across the globe, understand the vital
dependencies and see how consumers react to
ideas in a broader context. Try to collectively

understand how your brand operatesin a
bigger scheme and where innovation may

strengthen its position.

A good question to ask is how to organize the
Explarer mode. You don’t want the full
marketing team to look through lenses all the
time, but at the same time you don’t want to
leave this alone to your market and consumer
research team only. Find a proper balance,
where specialists gather the information, but at
the same time regularly connect their key
insights and learnings with the full team and
discuss what you see.

Being strong in the explorer mode means being
ahead with insights and foresight that is
relevant for your customers and unknown or
not acted upaon by your competition. Yet being
excellent in Explorer mode, is when DNA is fully
infused in how you do it. Jack van de Vliert, CMO
at Efteling shares: “At Efteling, it's about
turning very ordinary moments into something
special. Even a simple gesture- like offering an
umbrella when it rains - is part of our
innovation: noticing small signals and turning
them into incredible moments.”
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OUR INNOVATION IS
IN THE ART OF GIVING
A SENSE OF WONDER
TO OUR GUESTS. THIS

IS FULLY AND TRULY
EMBEDDED IN THE the leading theme park resort in the

Netherlands. For him and the organization,

EFTELING DNA ... innovation is a kind of self-evidence. Since the

launch of Efteling in 1952, innovation has

...says Jack van de Vliert, CMO of Efteling,

been embedded in the organization's DNA,

-

not as a separate function but as a guiding
principle across all departments: “Innavation
is not solely the responsibility of marketing,
you need the entire organization from A to Z
for your customer journey.”

The art of giving a sense of wonder is truly
embedded in Efteling’s innovation DNA. For all
the different Innovation modes - from
exploration to scaling - the full team of Efteling
and the customers are involved in the process.
A nice example is 'Danse Macabre'. "We closed
the beloved Spookslot, which saddened many
of our fans seeing such an iconic ride go",

says Jack. It prompted the team to rethink how
to communicate with this huge fan base.
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"We ran a campaign for two years
around a single attraction”,
he continues. "This time, marketing
started from the stary. It became a
serialized narrative told across
touchpoints: behind-the-scenes
videos, character teasers,
influencer content, even live
caoverage of the demolition and
rebuild. When Danse Macabre finally
opened, people queued for five
hours just to be part of the story."

Jack van de Vliert

Efteling
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CHAPTER 4 How t

2.Ideator Mode
Turn your insights into ideas

After collecting breakthrough consumer
insights in an innovation trajectory, the
challenge lies in translating these findings
into actionable ideas. Insights represent deep,
often latent human needs or tensions that
reveal “why” people behave as they do. To
move from insight to ideation, we must first
reframe the insights into opportunity areas.
This invalves turning the underlying human
truth into a creative springboard; articulating
it as a “How Might We” question that invites
divergent thinking. For example, an insight
about consumers seeking contral in an
uncertain world can be reframed as: “How
might we empower consumers to feel mare in
control of their choices?” This translation
ensures ideation remains grounded in real
human motivation rather than abstract trends
or assumptions.

In the ideation phase itself, structured
creativity techniques help teams explore the
full potential of the insight. Methods such as
design thinking workshops, guided
brainstorming, or picturing tools may be used.
Cross-functional teams - including marketers,
designers, and engineers - should co-create
concepts, combining emational resonance
(from insights]) with technical feasibility.

Finally, the translation of insights into ideas
benefits from an iterative process. Early
concepts should be evaluated against three
innovation criteria: desirability ([consumer
value), feasibility (technical viahility), and
viahility (business potential]. This evidence-
based process ensures that ideation not only
produces creative concepts but also

meaningful innovation pathways.
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The sweet
spot of
innovation

DESIRABILITY " VIABILITY

FEASIBILITY
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IN THE GROCERY STORE

L
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“What kind of brand are you?”

is the first question asked before
any new idea takes shape.

The innovation approach does
not start in the lab; it is rooted in
co-creation, cultural relevance,
and above all: speed. “Fast, fast,
fast", says Fleur Osté, CMO of The
Magnum Ice Cream Company
[TMICC]). Pioneer and innovate

like an entrepreneur.

Where product cycles once took
four years, TMICC now launches
in just four months. This shift
reflects a broader change:

“ice cream is no longer just a
dessert; it is part of snacking
culture. TikTok taste tests and
influencer buzz drive instant

demand, making fast innovation
mare essential than ever.

While speed is a key factor at play,
we do stay focused with our
strategy and stay in control of
what we do”, according to this
entrepreneurial CMO.

To stay ahead, TMICC’s innovation
model is global and agile.

Chefs scout flavor trends
worldwide and translate them
into concepts that RGD rapidly
prototypes. Upgraded factory
capabilities now support these
fast iterations. Yet, there will
always be production limitations,
farcing to find a balance between
creative ambition and operational
reality. Not surprisingly,

TMICC’s innovation strategy is fast,
sacial first, and globally inspired,
but always built for cultural relevance
and anchored in its brand identity.

Beyond the product itself, community
plays a central role. TMICC engages
fans as co-creators and balances
“others say” (influencer buzz] with
“brand say” (global brand assets
across Meta, YouTube, and VOD).
Local activations, like a city-inspired
ice cream for Amsterdam’s 750th
anniversary, reinfarce this emational
caonnection with the community.

Fleur Osteé

The Magnum Ice Cream Company



| 40

CHAPTER 4 How ta.

3. Tester Mode
Learn faster than everyone

The Tester mode is embodied by the
characteristics of a stand-up comedian. They
test jokes early in live setting, adjust timing as
they get feedback and cut the comments that
fall flat. For innovation, it is not much different.
Tester mode is about running fast, low-cost
trials in the real world.

In practice, we see leading brands shift their
attention again from primarily doing tactical
experiments to synthetic and more strategic
testing in early stages (running behaviour
simulation, generating synthetic datasets] as
well as getting prototypes or campaigns into
live setting as fast as possible. In the testing
phase of creative innovation concepts, a
company’s DNA serves as a compass for
authenticity and consistency. It ensures that
new ideas align not only with consumer
insights but also with the organization’s core
values, mission, and brand promise. In this way,
brand DNA prevents innovation from becoming
opportunistic; it filters out concepts that may

be novel, but lack credibility from the brand’s
perspective. The result: DNA-Driven Innovations
with strong concept and execution potential.

ING’s channel teams nicely illustrate this. As
Boh Timmerman, Head of Digital, Assisted and
Customer Interactions at ING explains: “We pick
the high-impact use case, move from a paper
concept to a working prototype fast, and
measure behavior in the app rather than stated
intent. It's how features like app-to-app
enrollment emerged to remove friction, and
how a fraud-prevention idea became the ‘check
the caller’ pattern that customers can
self-verify.”

Simulate
Possibility

Synthetic testing

Fast & scalable

Controlled environment
Repeatable
Cost-efficient

Shorter time to market

CMOTALK DNA-DRIVEN INNOVATION

Real-world testing

Authentic
Reliable validation
Human insight
Credihility

Compliant

Validate
Reality
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Bob Timmerman

ING

S WHAT THEY DO

Or in other words real behavior beats
opinion. Boh Timmerman, Head of ING
Digital, Assisted and Customer Interactions,
explains that the banking app, with over

6 million daily active users, is their living
innovation lab. “There are always customers
up for getting involved in making their
banking experience better", he says. “The app
is our most important channel, but also our
test platform. It can perfectly be both.”

Whether its fraud prevention or simplifying
mobhile onboarding, the focus of innovation is
always on removing friction and adding value.
When fraud calls surged, ING developed a
solution: Check Het Gesprek [Check The Call
in English], a feature that lets customers
instantly verify if a call really comes from the
bank. Another is App-to-App Enroliment,
which remaves friction when switching
phones, transforming a comman hassle into

a seamless experience.

Since 2015, ING has embraced agile at scale.
For Bab, it is not just a methodology but a
mindset. Bob says, “If you don’t build
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multidisciplinary teams from the start, you'll
spend 12 months doing what could’ve taken 3.
By bringing tech, UX, risk and business
together in one team, ING accelerates the
time-to-market and avoids costly rework,
especially in the highly regulated
environment of financial services. His teams
work in use case loops: identify the problem
- build hypotheses - test with customers -
iterate fast.

Al plays a growing role, but always with
purpose: empowering employees,

not replacing them. Bots scan spelling
errors or generate marketing content,
while customer data remains protected.

Al is applied where it adds real value,
efficiency and open-data insights.

Beyond problem-solving, ING’s next
ambition is anticipation: helping customers
to stay a step ahead in life and business.
“Why shouldn’t there be a button that says:
ING, make me a suggestion based on my
spending pattern?” Bob says. This vision
blends intelligence and empathy, the heart
of ING’s innovation DNA.
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4, Creator Mode
Build live in front of the world

Almost in pure symbiosis with Tester mode, the
Creator mode is about making innovation come
to life in ways peaple can touch, see, and feel.
This is not just about bringing it live, but about
building it in the open as well. What is unique
about the Creator mode these days, is that the
storytelling and experience around innavation is

more prominent than ever.

Rozemarijn Koppenaal, Executive Director
Marketing at Rituals shares: “What we always
try, is to go one step beyond what the customer
expects, whether in product, content, or service.
We build the unexpected.” That unexpected is
truly in the DNA of Rituals and is essential to
create and tell.

The role of Al is prominent through the creation of
content and experiences. Yet more than in any
other mode, authenticity and human connection
are truly important here. Capgemini Research
Institute states that ‘building human connections
with customers in a technology-driven world is
more important than ever’. A great example is the

collaboration with IKEA on the new Family layalty
program, where the human-centered moments
like decorating a new home, the drive back home,
and assembling the closet are at the core of the
innovation. Also here, the DNA of IKEA [Swedish
values, democratic design and functional
simplicity] are the guardrails for innovation.

This is truly about being brave enough to build live
in front of the warld, supported by a system that
lets you listen, adapt and scale without losing
authenticity. Your brand DNA must infuse the
co-creation and connection with those that want
to be a part of what you are building. Then, you
create to build fans rather than customers.

Fiona Vanderbroeck, CMO at bol provides another
great example for this: “In the last 26 years, bol's
personal cannection with the consumer is infused
in everything we do. From starting the week with
customer and partner quotes, to our personal
tone of voice across generations, tongue-in-
cheek humor on our socials, and of course the
extra mile we go with our customer care.”
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VALIDATE AND REFINE
WITH REAL FEEDBACK

Learning what
really works

The creator
flywheel of

building live in

front of
the world

CREATING FANS
BEFORE GOING LIVE

Build community
and anticipation
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STAYING TRUE TO OUR CORE..

L

...says Fiona Vanderbroeck, CMO of bal. As the leading
e-commerce platform, bol has built its reputation not
just on technology or its assortment but on a deeply
embedded cultural value: being Customer Crazy.
“Everything starts with a customer challenge: what
problem are we solving? Without that, there is no
innovation.”

This principle runs deep in the organization. Bol does not
just solve customer problems, but it reinvents itself
around them. Bol has a habit of reinventing itself every
five years, from online bookstore to retailer, to open
platform, and now into advertising. While Fiona highlights
that "innovation is bol’s middle name", she does see a
tension between maonetization and customer experience
with their newest playing field: advertising. "My biggest
challenge is ensuring we don't lose sight of the end
customer while scaling media”, she says.
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Looking ahead, Fiona sees two
priorities: emhbracing Al at speed.
“It’s not if, but how fast you act,
while keeping the human
connection. In a world of
algorithms, bol’s differentiator
remains clear: a trusted, local
brand that solves real problems
for real people.”

Fiona Vanderbroeck

bol
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5. Scaler Mode
Make it stick with everyone

Scaling in innovation projects within
companies is often misinterpreted as the last
step of the innovation process. That is not
carrect, it should be on our mind during the
full innovation cycle, as there is no business
case without scaling opportunity.

As we found in our CMO conversations,
scaling is not about replication at any cost
but about preserving authenticity and
coherence as ideas move from prototype to
market reality. With brand lavers, influencers
and partners, there is a road of scaling
intimacy depth first as well, making the road
to broad audience scaling not as smooth and

fast as sometimes liked.

As Bas Komen, Director Marketing & Sales at
Albert Heijn Retail Media Services, describes:

“Sometimes you just need to dare to reach out.

Initiating a partnership with an ad-tech
company and then building our own self-
service platform. We knew scaling would take
time: first onboarding the few bigger and mare
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experienced advertisers and getting them
acquainted with the advanced technology.”

Importantly, the brand and cultural DNA
ensures that scaling efforts remain aligned
with the organization’s purpose and values.
Companies such as Patagonia, Tesla, or IKEA
(see earlier example] scale innovations that
reinforce their core beliefs - sustainahility,
technological disruption, or democratic design
- rather than dilute them. Scaling may take
longer, but it should significantly contribute to

the brand equity and remains true to the DNA.

A strong DNA provides behavioral and
decision-making consistency during scaling.

As innovation moves from test mode to

system-wide deployment, ambiguity increases:

diverse teams, markets, and partners become
involved. The company’s DNA acts as a shared
language, enahling teams to make

decentralized yet coherent choices.
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The Loyalty-Innovation Tension Curve shows how brands calibrate innavation intensity based on
audience commitment, accelerating bold experimentation when loyalty is low and moving more
deliberately as loyalty deepens. As customers become more invested, innovation progresses
from the Experimentation zone, where ideas can move fast and free, to the Optimization zone,
where promising concepts are refined and scaled, and ultimately to the Heritage zone, where
evolution must stay tightly aligned to brand DNA to protect trust and identity.
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CMO Short

OUR STORE IS
OUR CONTENT. WE
MONETIZE THAT
TRAFFIC WITHOUT ...says Bas Komen, leading marketing of “As a market leader, you're almost obliged
the Retail Media Services at Albert Heijn. to build those benchmarks", says Komen.
LOSING THE BRAND As clear-cut market leader in food retail, They even built their own self-service ad
PROMISE OF Albert Heijn started ten years ago with an platform, similar to Amazon or Meta. All great
integrated offering of its assets as European  examples of innovation in a, for the retailer,
ALBERT HEIJN... pioneer in the world of retail media, new field of expertise.

with year-on-year innovations. Bas states:
“Permanent innovation and improvement By combining bold innovation and strict
of our assets is the core of our existence. guardrails, Albert Heijn Retail Media

It helped us grow into a market-leading and Services proves that growth and brand

mature publisher.” integrity go hand in hand, turning a
supermarket into a media pioneer without

At first glance, Albert Heijn Retail Media losing sight of its promise.

Services might feel a little removed from the

supermarket's core promise: making better

food accessible for everyone. But the

conversation with Bas Komen reveals a

different story. The store experience and

customer trust are central and Retail Media

builds on this by monetizing traffic.

As the first retailer in the media market,
Albert Heijn sets industry standards and now

Bas Komen

runs over 120 studies annually to validate
impact on sales and brand, creating
Albert Heijn Retail Media Services benchmarks for the entire sector.
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HUMAN
INNOVATION
TEAMS

HYBRID
INNOVATION
ORGANIZATION

27

of organizations

have deployed of organizations

have deployed
Al agents on a Al agents at a
large scale partial scale

For most of modern marketing, innovation
capacity has been defined by human limits: how
many people you can hire, how many campaigns
your team can manage, how many hours are in
the day. Even the most creative teams were
bottlenecked by bandwidth. With the
introduction of the agentic workforce, this is
about to shift. The ahility and autonomy of
agents initiating new activities to optimize for a
specific goal is increasing at such a rapid pace
that it becomes a serious counterpart in all five

innovation modes - from Explorer to Scaler.

Let us first define agentic workforce in the
context of innovation. It refers to autonomous,
intelligent systems capable of perceiving,
reasoning, and acting with a degree of self-
direction to create or enhance value. Unlike
traditional automation, Al agents possess
adaptive decision-making and can collaborate
with humans to identify opportunities, generate
ideas, and optimize innovation processes. This
waorkfarce operates through continuous learning
and contextual awareness, enabling dynamic
problem-solving beyond pre-programmed rules.
To say it in simple text: an Al agentic workforce

uses smart, self-learning systems that work

CMOTALK DNA-DRIVEN INNOVATION

with humans to find ideas, solve problems, and

drive innavation.

Today only 2% of organizations have deployed Al
agents at full scale and just 12% at partial scale®.
The rest is in pilot mode or adoption, but it is
moving fast. Because agents now can optimize
for goals instead of executing tasks, they have
become mare useful in acting as co-worker in
the dynamics of marketing innovation. The
potential is not just in doing more with less
(efficiency), but also in doing it better
(effectiveness). When Rozemarijn Koppenaal
from Rituals discusses the use of Al in
innovation, she mentions: “We use Al to help us
learn faster, but it's never only about efficiency.

It's about learning what really moves people.”

The next wave of marketing innavation is
steered by humans and augmented by Al. Yet
there’s no single “right” ratio. The innovation
DNA determines the blend. A brand might lean
on Al to run thousands of simulations but based
on its core DNA there is significant value in
invalving humans and taking it slow. This is very
well visible at how bol makes decisions. Fiona
Vanderbroeck describes: “At bol, we leverage Al
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Figure 2: Interaction between Humans
and Agentic Al at different stages

EXPLORER

See ahead with
deep insights

Spend
more time on
‘what i and ‘why’
guestions

IDEATOR

Turn insights
into ideas

Draft ideas
with divergent &
unconventional

thinking

TESTER

Learn faster
than anyone

Frame
hypotheses and
decide when to go
from lab to live

CREATOR

Build live in front
of the world

Work on
expression,
emotion and

ethics
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SCALER

Make it stick
with everyone

Build intimacy
and influence
with customers
with partners

HUMANS

AGENTIC Al

Generate
creative variations
of your

Automate media
orchestration

Validate
and visualize

Turn signals
into insights
with context

Run experiments
or synthetic
simulations

| 54

to simulate thousands of scenarios,

but ultimately, it's the human touch that
guides us through the complexity. With over
48 million products, 47.000 partners,

and millions of visitors daily, scale is essential.
Yet, it’s the deliberate moments where humans
step in - to connect, to decide, to inspire - that
define our success.” They choose for human
deliberately at moments that matter to them.
The innovation model changes from human-led
to human-by-design.

This calls for a new way to organize technology
and humans in a hybrid innovation organization.
This has two key implications for CMQs that
adopt DNA-Driven Innavation. Bringing DNA into
your agentic workfarce Al is only as meaningful
as the quality of its input. The most successful
applications so far have been when the desired
outcome was crystal clear. Not just in terms of

continuously

output, but alsao in terms of the DNA you want
agents to carry out into the field. Do you
prioritize slow and certain, or fast and first?
Are you optimizing for a click or a feeling?

A good example comes from ING. As Bob
Timmerman describes their approach to Al:
“We’'re moving from execution to intelligence.
The question is no longer what campaign we'll
launch, but what behavior or emaotion we want
to inspire.” This shift calls for more than just
feeding a brand guide into the machine.

It demands continuous optimization of DNA-
Driven Innovation through Al

Organize human and agentic capacity differently
across the five modes of DNA-Driven Innovation.
As organizations evolve toward hybrid human-
machine collaboration, the structure of
innovation itself begins to shift. The five modes
of DNA-Driven Innavation - Explorer, Ideatar,

innovation

Tester, Creator, and Scaler - no longer have to
operate through purely human workflows.

Each mode could blend human imagination with
agentic intelligence, redistributing what we once
called “capacity” into a shared, adaptive system.
The challenge lies in balancing these modes:
starting from an agentic Al foundation and
adding the human touch where required to bring
your brand’s DNA ta life. Admittedly, the blend of
both may change aver time, in both directions.
On one hand, machines will learn to take over
from humans when DNA is understood by the
agent. On the other, the distinction between
competitive innovations may become less aver
time and require pure human creativity.

This ‘balancing act’ requires proper governance
and planning. Just as you would when adding
10 new FTEs to your department, you now add

waorkflows, checkpoints and feedback cycles that

& optimization

you still need to organize for.

Hybrid organizations also require new guardrails:
involve risk and compliance from Day O (design
within the risk frame to avoid shipping a diluted,
over-controlled experience later), set red-lines
for data usage (e.g., avoid “too intrusive”
in-store targeting until trust signals are ready]
and define when to escalate to humans.

As every company races to integrate Al into its
go-to-market strategy, the role of the CMO is
evolving. Marketing leaders are now tasked with
balancing automation and augmentation.

They are unigquely positioned to do so, given their
deep understanding of what the brand stands
for and how it can be reinforced through ways of
working and innovation cycles. The real
challenge lies in how effectively they can embed
the brand’s DNA into this new hybrid workforce.
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CHAPTER 4

WORLD
BUILDING

For decades, marketing has been organized around categories. You
were a retailer, a bank, a travel company. So, your playground was
defined by a group of competitors with alike products and a defined
addressable market to fight for. From a customer perspective we
neglected their need for integrated solutions as if they were shopping
for a recipe and pick the products one by one. Anno 2025, life is
organized differently and doesn’t happen in verticals; it happens in

worlds. Also called ecosystems.

Buying a home is not just about mortgages; it's
about real estate, moving services, insurance,
energy, and family planning. Well-being is not
just about beauty or fitness; it's about sleep,
nutrition, digital coaching, community, and
mental health. This is why forward-looking
CMOs are shifting from category to world-
building. Another example is Booking, which
has started integrating related travel services
like rental cars, taxis, and insurances that go
beyond the standard ‘book a hotel” experience.

Retailers lead the way, with companies like
Amazon in the US, Alibaba or JD.com in China
and Bal and Booking in the Benelux as goad
examples. Not limited by offering a broad range
of products [with estimates of hundreds of
millions of unique SKU’s and over a hillion
product references] but also operating in a
broad range of industries like banking, media,
health and mail services. Creating worlds,
connecting warlds, where millions of [global]
companies like to sell their products amidst a
huge number of competitars. Clearly, everyane
would like to have its own connected world, but
only a few can create one as all the others

participate in them.
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Acting in this connected world sets different
requirements to innovate. Unlike internal
innovation, where caontrol and governance are
centralized, ecosystem innovation requires
navigating interdependencies, shared value
creation, and often unequal power dynamics.
The host organization (world owner] typically
defines the rules, platforms, and data
infrastructures, which can constrain agility and
creative freedom. Partners must align their

innovation goals with the broader ecosystem’s

strategic intent; balancing cooperation with
competition. This tension, often referred to as
co-opetition®, demands strong relational

governance and trust.

Moreover, cultural misalignment can hinder
collaboration: differences in decision speed, risk
tolerance, or innovation philosophy may lead to
friction and slow execution. Data ownership and
intellectual property rights add further
complexity, as transparency and protection
often pull in opposite directions. Finally,
sustaining innavation requires adaptive learning:
the ahility to integrate external signals, adjust
business models, and continuously renegotiate
roles within the ecosystem.
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Successful innovators therefore act as context
shapers rather than passive participants,
co-evolving their capabilities with the ecosystem
itself. This approach transforms dependency
into synergy, enabling both resilience and
relevance in shared innovation enviranments.
Though it does require a very different mindset
from the innovation team, broadening its focus
from own product to the host environment. In all
five modes of our DNA-Driven Innovation model
this plays a key role and should be integrated in
the team skills.

The new playground for innovation does happen
in the connected warld: shaping strategies that
cut across sectars, channels, and partnerships
to create richer, more resilient customer
experiences. Research amongst innovating
companies supports this: over 70% of
executives believe ecosystems will be the
primary source of competitive advantage by
2030, yet only a fraction are building them with

intention.

This requires companies to go beyond being
customer centric and trying to sell a product
that fits their needs or lifestyle. Having a world
view means building integrated relevance
together with the other actors in that world.
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For example, think about a coffee machine seller
that collaborates with the provider of beans,
integrates customer behavioral understanding
of ‘coffee moments’, works with other kitchen
appliances to optimize the cooking or lifestyle
experience, even partnering with local
sustainahility or society initiatives. The challenge
is: where are the boundaries?

To guide this, the Brand Extension maodel of the
French economist Jean-Noél Kapferer’s explains
how brands can successfully leverage their
existing equity to launch new products.

The model emphasizes the importance of fit
between the parent brand and the extension in
terms of product category, brand values, and
consumer expectations. A strong perceived fit
enhances credibility and reduces consumer risk.
Kapferer also highlights the role of brand identity
coherence: extensions should reinforce, not
dilute, the brand’s core meaning. Successful
extensions strengthen the parent brand,

while poor anes can erode trust and equity. Thus,
strategic alignment and consistent symbalism
are essential for sustainable brand growth.

So, in other words, how far can you stretch DNA
without losing yourself? Every brand has a
certain DNA elasticity.

CMOTALK DNA-DRIVEN INNOVATION

We recognizein which

CMOs can stretch this to expand
your reach of innovation while still
staying true to what you stand for:

CONTEXTUAL

EMOTIONAL Core DNA

FUNCTIONAL




CHAPTER 4 How tof

1. You can stretch on emotionally loaded
experiences; like Efteling, whose sense of
“wonder” naturally travels into theater,
hospitality, and even digital storytelling.
Emotional stretching has to do with perception
and feeling being felt through new innovations.
As Jack states it: “Whether it's a new attraction
or a theater show, it has to carry that same
spark of amazement that makes people feel
like children again.”

2. Others, like hol, stretch mare functionally,
evolving from retailer to platform to advertising
network, yet always staying true to the mission
of making life a little easier for shoppers in
Netherlands & Belgium. As Fiona from bol
explains: “We went from physical books to
online bookstore, from retailer to platform to
advertising partner - ecosystem. We are
constantly reinventing ourselves for the ease of
the consumer, staying true to our core.”
Functianal stretching has to do with the role
changing through new innovation.

3. Finally, companies can stretch contextually.

Like The Magnum Ice Cream Company shifting

from placing their products in an ice cream
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Innovation

context towards a ‘snack’ context. As Fleur
Osté describes: “We are exploring what ice
cream looks and feels like when we go into
competition with a regular snack, but this also
requires us to innovate everything from
product to even where you can find it in the
grocery store.” This is likely to be the mast
difficult form but has obviously significant
uplift potential when done right.

That balance - between expansion and essence
- defines whether a brand’s evolution feels
authentic or opportunistic. CMOs must actively
shape that boundary. Too little stretch, and you
become irrelevant in a changing world. Too
much, and you lose the trust that made your
brand meaningful in the first place. Like
Kapferer is saying: “If you create too many
accessible extensions, you risk lowering the
brand’s creativity and diluting its distinction.”

The second key question to answer is: where do
you integrate or collaborate with others in your
world? In connected worlds, no brand can act
alone. Success depends on identifying where
your brand adds unique value and where you

can create more hy collaborating with others.

The strongest brands are beginning to see
themselves not as a brand that just partners
with others to increase transactions, but as a
true netwaork of players around lifestyles,
jobs-to-be-done or hig world problems. ING, for
instance, is extending its role from financial
service provider to enabler of life decisions;
from buying a home to managing energy or
mobility choices. As Bob Timmerman puts it:
“We reinvented the home buying journey. Yet we
didn’t innovate from the bank alone, but
together with the customer and our partners to
really make it easier for first-time home buyers.”

The same shift is visible in Rituals’ approach to
well-being. Their products are only one
expression of a larger system of experiences:
from sleep coaching and sustainability
partnerships to the “Mind Oasis” concept. As
Rozemarijn Koppenaal said: “When you start
thinking about wellness, the world opens up with
all kinds of possihilities.” Probably, the most
difficult challenge is to find the balance between
your own brand and the higger ecosystem. The
paradox between staying true to a brand’s DNA
and extending it to become an ecosystem lies in
balancing focus and expansion. A strong brand
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DNA provides identity, trust, and coherence; the
essence that makes the brand authentic and
recognizable. Yet, building an ecosystem
requires openness, collaboration, and
diversification across categories or platforms.
The tension arises because too much fidelity to
core values can limit growth, while excessive
stretching risks dilution or confusion. Successful
ecosystem brands, such as Apple or Nike,
resolve this paradox by translating, not
abandoning, their DNA. They express the same
purpose and emational meaning through new
touchpoints. In doing so, coherence replaces
rigidity, and evolution becomes continuity. The
ecasystem thrives precisely because the DNA

remains its connective tissue.

To operate in these worlds, CMOs need to

know where their brand truly adds value and to
have the humility to step aside where others can
do it better. Across these examples, a pattern
emerges: in world-building, DNA is not a
boundary but a compass. It tells you where to
lean in, where to collaborate, and when to step
aside. It turns partnerships from opportunistic
ventures into coherent extensions of your DNA

and brand.
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INNOVATION
MODE

Ideas multiply faster than true meaning.
Under pressure for growth, we see marketing
teams chase “what’s possible” and less “what
feels like us". Creative concepts get approved
because they look fresh, not because they
strengthen the brand identity. Over time, the
risk is that your marketing innovations are
stagnating or chaotic, as previously described

in the innovation effectiveness model.

Leaders who win, use DNA as a working toal in
their innovation process: the DNA defines the
process, and is not a poster on the wall.
Rituals starts small and only scales what
clearly carries well-being at its core. Efteling
uses technology only where it serves the stary,
never the other way around.

The practical approach forward is therefore to

decode what DNA means for how you apply
innovation that travel across Explorer,
Ideation, Tester, Creator and Scaler. Make it
tangible and organize for it - not just in rules
but in actual decision-making, KPIs, team
dynamics and also in use of technology.
Ultimately, bringing DNA into every mode

means designing innovation around your
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essence, not around your org chart. A good
exercise may be to brainstorm a few hours
with your total marketing team on innovative
ideas (just for the exercise] and rank them on
“good fit for our brand DNA”.
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ALWAYS-ON
INNOVATION

Many marketers still treat innovation as a straight line: plan, launch,
stop. To keep up, innovation must be always-on; a continuous loop of
imagining, testing, and scaling that runs in parallel. It’s not about
doing everything at once; it's about building a system that keeps
generating and testing new ideas.

Start by looking at your warkflow. Are you
relying on big annual launches, or do you have
smaller experiments happening all the time?
Bol is a master at this. The company
constantly reinvents itself - from ways of
working to organizational structures and

adapting new technologies - with the goal to

salve for consumer problems and always keeps

a garage of new ideas in play. Some will take
off, others won't, but the engine never stops.

We also see that leading CMOs, in pursuit for
breakthrough ideas, are moving away from
departments handing off projects in
sequence. Instead, they set up squads that
own ideas from start to finish, iterate fast,
and aren’t afraid to fail early. These squads
operate not outside the organization like
incubatars, but within it, equipped with
dedicated objectives, technology, access to

customers, and budget.

Funding has always been a challenge. The

way to do it depends heavily on the portfolio

you control as marketing leader. And
leadership is what you need if you aim for a
true “innovation fund” that will not be hit if
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short-term sales goals are not achieved. As
argued, DNA-Driven Innovation reduces the
risk, but innovation investments are not
without it. In many cases, it helps to divide
innovation projects and their corresponding
funding into several phases. You should only
move on to the next phase once the
objectives of the previous one have been
achieved. This approach provides the

organization with greater control aver costs.

Ancther tip: update your KPIs and mix in
forward-looking measures such as the
percentage of revenue from new products or
customer engagement with beta features,
alongside your quick wins. Make it clear how

funding and success are connected.

Finally, always-on doesn’t mean aimless.
Steering speed with strategy is crucial.
Anchor your continuous innovation to a clear
vision, your North Star. As CMO, communicate
this vision often so teams know which ideas
move the brand forward. This is what was
frequently discussed in the CMOtalk
innovation roundtables and events and

should not be overlooked.
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HYBRID TEAMS
OF PEOPLE
AND Al

By now, every marketing team needs to
blend human creativity with the power of Al
in some way. It's not people versus
machines; it's about bringing out the best of
both. In DNA-Driven Innovation, it is your
DNA that can help you decide how to create
the perfect blend.

First, embrace Al as a priority, not an
afterthought. In conversations with ING and
others we found a clear red thread: focus on
how fast you can integrate Al, not whether you
should. Al can uncover trends, draft content,
personalize journeys, and handle the heavy
data work. This frees up people to focus on the

(for now] still truly human traits of finding

unconventional insights, ideating truly
authentic experiences and building
relationships with colleagues and partners to
make it come to life. Be serious about the
changing role that still needs to be performed.
It is too easy to give up staffing, because Al
does the wark. Not true! Al provides far more
support to build innovations that can deliver
significantly better results. Simultaneously,
the CMO must make sure that the guality of

the team is aligned with this new approach.
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This means mare focus on true strategy/
creation and people that do understand
operations (how to execute and scale]. And
less people that just run the process. The skill

framewark in next section may be of guidance.

If you are new to this, we recognize that
mistrust in the outcomes of Al is often the
leading cause of pilots being stopped. So, if
there is any starting point as CMO, start where
you can trust Al easily with what it produces
and scale from there. It is cliché but this is
easier when you really understand what you
are looking for.




CHAPTER 5 Howtoact

Hybrid te Qﬁﬁf 0 require a new skill framework.
We see 6 domains that become increasingly important
for the human workforce in innovation:

EVIDENCE
JUDGEMENT

1. Problem framing & systems thinking

CREATIVE

PROBLEM
FRAMING &
SYSTEMS
THINKING

STRATEGY
DEVELOPMENT

The ahility to ask deep ‘why’ or ‘what if’
questions in the context of customers, your
brand, the world around it.

2. Evidence judgement

The ability to form strong hypotheses and think
of what ‘good’ looks like and then intrinsically
evaluate whether a concept fits your DNA.

HUMAN-AI
ORCHESTRATION

PEEK THROUGH
WHAT’S BEHIND
STRATEGY

3. Creative strategy development

The ability to craft unique and authentic
strategies that are unconventional and create a
story around it.

ECOSYSTEM
COLLABORATION
& INFLUENCE

4. Human-Al orchestration
The ahility to brief, understand, govern and
steer Al and learn how to be influenced by it.
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5. Ecosystem collaboration & influence

The ability to structure caollaborations with the
world around you, including departments,
partners and society.

6. Peek behind the strategy

The ahility to peak through strategic
innovative plans and think how to operate and
scale them. For this you need experience on
both sides.

Start small where trust is highest, then codify
what works into clear guardrails so humans
and Al can learn, create, and scale together
with confidence. Above all, let your brand DNA
set the terms of the collaboration, so
technology accelerates what makes you
distinctive rather than diluting it.
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CHAPTER S

A WORLD

INNOVATOR

Innovation doesn’t happen in a bubble.

To truly lead, CMOs must connect their teams
with partners, creators, customers, and the
wider world.

As we described earlier, you can evolve with
innovations by stretching your DNA
emotionally, functionally, or contextually.
Here, we explore a few ways to do that.

One powerful way to do this is by opening
your innovation process. Bol turns creatars,
brands, and customers into collaborators
through its creataor program, meeting
consumers where they spend their time and
growing trust organically with their content.
Either on sacial platforms or on festivals like
Lowlands, partnerships with organizers and
brands create fresh, cultural experiences

that extend the brand into new worlds.

Taking part in ‘world building’ also requires
you to adopt a hig-picture perspective as

CMO. Beyond the connection with products
and people, your DNA should also align with

what you do for society. Customers

increasingly expect certain brands to do
good. BCarp certified Rituals pledged 10% of
profits to well-being causes; not as a PR
move, but as an innovation aligned with their
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purpose. For CMOs, that means making
social impact and sustainability a core
part of your innovation portfalio, not an
afterthought.

Finally, break down internal silos and make
innovation everyone’s job. From sales and
product to customer service and marketing.
Set up cross-functional councils focused on
top priorities such as maving towards ice
cream in the world of snacks, like The
Magnum Ice Cream Company does. Such a
shift requires a lot of gears (R&D, shop floor,
operations, supply chain, product, service,

and more].

Being a connected-warld innovator means
seeing your brand as part of a bigger
network. Customers are no longer just at the
end of a funnel; they sit at the center of a
weh of communities, movements, and digital
conversations. To find your next big
opportunity, step outside the marketing
bubhble and connect with the warld around
you. As the CMO, continue to own the
customer throughout the full

innovation journey.
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CHAPTER S

INNOVATION
CATALYST

Innovation moves fast, but real impact comes
from staying grounded. As a CMO, foster a

culture that seizes opportunities quickly, while
consistently checking whether new ideas align

with the brand’s long-term strategy and DNA.

Whenever you pivot or accelerate, ask
yourself: does this fit who we are? Sometimes
you need to slow down or say no to keep the
brand authentic. Albert Heijn Retail Media
Services embraced retail media because it fits
their platform strategy, but made sure it never
hurts the customer experience. As we stated
in the beginning of this paper: when brand
DNA is clearly articulated and embedded in
the innovation process, it helps marketers
determine which innovations enhance the

brand’s promise and which dilute it.

Lead by example. Share staries of fast wins
that fit the strategy, as well as cautionary
tales of moving too fast and losing trust. Be
the Chief Clarity Officer: cut through the noise,
remind people why their work matters, and set
a clear and inspiring direction. And as stated
earlier, use Al where it can support the
efficiency and effectiveness of the project.

In the end, leading innovation is about mare

than creativity; it's about making it real. Use
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the DNA-Driven Innovation model (Explorer,
Ideatar, Tester, Creator, Scaler] together with
the strategies of always-on culture, human-
tech collabaoration, and connected-world
thinking to get started.

CMOs should embrace this exciting rale. This
is about investing in technologies and people
that fit your DNA and making decisions with

purpose. As an executive, you should inspire,

and be inspired by how the world constantly

evalves, revealing new opportunities and
challenges. Make innovation a shared
adventure for your company, your customers,
and your partners. You are not just there to
react, but to steer towards it. That is your
privilege as a CMO: to be the innovation

catalyst for what comes next.
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partner, delivering tangible business value. We imagine the future of organizations
and make it real with Al, technology and people. With our strong heritage of nearly
60 years, we are a responsible and diverse group of 420,000 team members in
more than 50 countries. We deliver end-to-end services and solutions with our
deep industry expertise and strong partner ecosystem, leveraging our capabilities
across strategy, technology, design, engineering and business operations. The
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Make it real | www.capgemini.com

frog is the re-invention & experience partner in the eco-digital era. Our global

team of experts innovates with purpose at scale: fusing tech, data & Al, designed to
advance people & planet. We help our clients to make their mark as imagine,

make & scale what's next.

Start a conversation with frog today | www.frog.co

About CMOtalk

CMOtalk is the leading community for marketing executives in the Netherlands.
Founded in 2015, it has become a household name in the marketing industry. CMQOtalk
is known for organising exclusive events, the award-winning podcast and radio show on
BNR Nieuwsradio. You can find more information at cmotalk.nl or cmotalk.com

Join our community!

In the CMOtalk Community, we bring together the most engaging, inspiring, and
innovative marketing executives. Ta discuss, learn, challenge and inspire each
other. Accessible, but at the highest level.

CMOTALK DNA-DRIVEN INNOVATION

Interview contributors
This whitepaper acknowledges the following CMOs and marketing leaders for their valuable input:

Jack van de Vliert - Efteling
Fiona Vanderbroeck - bal
Rozemarijn Koppenaal - Rituals
Bas Komen - Albert Heijn

Bob Timmerman - ING

Fleur Osté - Unilever

Research:

Tim van der Galién, Alfred Levi, Klaas Weima

Editorial:
Tim van der Galién, Alfred Levi

Project management & marketing:

Ingeborg Houterman, Daniel Westzaan, Mieke van Middelkoop

Design:
Geertjan Tromp, Rohin Pas

Partner:

Capgemini & frog

Copyright 2025

All texts in this whitepaper are the property of CMOtalk, Capgemini & frog. It may not be
duplicated, copied, published, stored, madified, or used in any form, online or offline, without
prior written consent from CMOQOtalk, Capgemini & frog.







