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Getting the most  
out of DCO
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Why it 
matters

Dynamic creative optimisation, 
DCO, should enhance a brands 
reputation with consumers by 
adding a layer of personalisation 
to their communications, rather 
than taking away from that brand 
by prioritising personalisation 
over everything else.
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D.C.O. 
Three simple little letters...

..but they represent a largely 
misunderstood and underutilised 
opportunity in marketing. Standing 
for Dynamic Creative Optimisation, 
DCO is the tailoring of creative to 
addressable data signals. It can often be 
misrepresented as a narrow performance 
led tactic, which can end up becoming an 
exercise in fiddling with the minutiae.

This leads to ‘dumb DCO’, which just 
holds a mirror up to an audiences data - 
showing off that we know your name or 
that it is raining outside. Or it becomes 
formulaic, swapping out SKUs to show 
products you might be interested in. 
These tactics may, in part, work, but they 
fail to live up to the potential of the data 
and the creativity within organisations.

Used correctly, DCO should live up to its 
name - as a dynamic and creative way to 
make the most of data to deliver optimal 
creativity for brands.

So how do we realise DCO’s potential? 
What can we do as marketers to make the 
most out of data?

Well, we need to apply some good old 
fashioned planning principles to a new 
medium, and we need to cross the old 
‘creative vs media’ canyon in doing so.
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Principle 1 
Set a learning 
agenda. 

DCO offers an opportunity for brands to 
learn. That flexibility and agility of asset 
creation presents a powerful opportunity 
for brands to understand more about 
what works for them in digital quickly 
and efficiently, with the opportunity to 
translate those learnings to other places 
their brand appears.

Whether it’s which CTA’s and RTB’s are 
most effective. Or what brand message, 
image, logo size (or any 
other creative variable) 
has the most impact, DCO 
allows a brand to test, learn 
& optimise at speed.      

So setting up a list of 
objectives before launching 
a DCO campaign is vital. 
Understanding what each 
variation is being created 
for and what it’s being 
tested against should be 
built into the approach 
as a campaign is being 
developed.

Clearly setting that agenda 
upfront and agreeing it 
across client, creative and 
media agencies will help 
drive the campaign in the 
right direction.

For a recent trial with a pet-food brand 
who were looking to take their first steps 
into the world of DCO, setting out to 
understand first and foremost the impact 
of DCO assets vs standard assets was 
at the top of the agenda. This meant 
structuring the test to test like-for-like, 
and agreeing which elements would vary 
early on. Personalised messaging was 
upfront in the DCO assets, while the 
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Used correctly, DCO should 
live up to its name - as a 
dynamic and creative way 
to make the most of data to 
deliver optimal creativity 
for brands..”

“
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Principle 2 
Know your  
audience 

DCO is the meeting of creative and media. 
It’s underpinned with data at its heart, and 
this real-world data understanding allows 
us to target a plethora of new and familiar 
signals. The challenge for a brand is to know 
which ones are right for them.

It’s easy to think the audience signals we’ve 
got to play with are all we need to know 
about our audience. But brands should 
be cautious about looking signal deep for 
audience planning.

Signals that don’t ladder up to a wider 
understanding of a campaign audience should 
be considered with caution. Does it matter 
that a Pet-food brand knows it’s Saturday? Or 
that a drinks brand can see it’s raining?

What is important is that the signals being 
targeted with DCO add another layer of 
understanding to an already identified 
audience that is right for your brand.  
Building in that layer of addressable signals 
should add another layer of texture to that 
audience, not be the only thing a brand 
knows about them.   

There are three things worth thinking about 
when selecting audience signals to target

–  Is there a role for my brand? Understanding 
what value your brand can add to the 
context you’ve put them in is key.  
Does it matter that a pet food brand  
knows it’s sunny? Probably not.  
Does it matter that a sun-cream  
brand does. Almost certainly.

–  Is it right for my campaign? Ensuring a clear 
understanding of what the campaign is 
trying to achieve overall is key to selecting 
the right signals to tailoring assets to.

–  Is it worth the investment? Pick signals that 
are sizeable enough to merit a specific 
creative message and are worthy of media 
spend. The temptation is there to target, 
‘small-car-buyers-who-have-visited-your-
website-on-a-tuesday-before-noon-while-
it-was-raining’ but there’s a payoff between 
production of creative variants and media 
targeting. Making sure the audience is 
sizeable but specific is worth sweating over.

For a Toyota AYGO campaign recently, the 
different audience segment identified in the 
campaign were targeted at a broader level 
with a message that united them, however 
DCO allowed greater personalisation of these 
different audience types. Whether it was a 
more value driven audience, or a more style 
focused one, being able to identify them, size 
them, and then tailor assets towards their 
specific interests helped play a part in the 
campaign drive a 5% sales uplift during  
the campaign period, and shift key brand 
perception metrics.    



Getting the most out of DCO 7

Principle 3 
Be single-minded 

Sounds counterintuitive doesn’t it? To be 
single-minded when we’re talking about 
an approach that focuses on personalising 
content based on what a brand knows 
about their audience.

But it’s true. A key benefit of including 
DCO into campaigns is that brands can 
create and adapt assets simply, cheaply 
and efficiently, and the temptation is 
always there to over-do it. To swap  
out another message, or an image, or a 
piece of footage. But that doesn’t mean 
we should.

Simply put, DCO allows any part of an 
asset to change based on the audience 
you’re talking to, but it also allows a 
brand to outline which elements remain 
consistent throughout every variation.

Applying the basic principles of brand 
building is essential. Ensuring the 
consistent use of brand properties, 
whether they’re colours, logos, characters 
or anything else, should remain integral 
to all DCO assets.

DCO should then enhance a brands 
reputation with consumers by adding a  
layer of personalisation to their 
communications, rather than taking 
away from that brand by prioritising 
personalisation over everything else.
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In summary

While DCO is one of many new shiny  
toys at the disposal of brands, the things 
that we’d want to ensure are considered 
for any other communication that might 
be developed should still be considered 
here. The difference is DCO allows for 
those considerations to work at a one-to-
one level.

Being Dynamic is all about the 
good honest roots of media and 
communications thinking - how does 
the context affect the message? Using 
this as a tool to pre-empt and respond to 
the situation it is delivered in is a hugely 
powerful principle in marketing.

If media is the renting of the stage on 
which to perform, the Creative is the 
performance. Again, DCO can give us the 
tools to tailor a performance that delights 
each audience member individually.  

But this can’t just become lowest 
common denominator creative.  
It requires having a strong and compelling 
central creative vision but also thinking 
in DCO friendly platforms and systems, 
means that it can tailor meaningfully  
to audiences

And lastly, Optimisation is important - 
optimised for performance on a brand, 
commercial and audience level, and 
looking at what converts, as much as  
what connects.
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If you want to learn more about DCO  
or The&Partnership, please email:  

christian.hinchcliffe@theandpartnership.com


