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How well-used data builds relationships and creates 
business value 

Adam Jadczak   September 12, 2026 

I spoke with Mariusz Gromada, Chief Retail Customers & Omnichannel at Bank Millennium, 
about how effective personalization isn't about selling more at all costs, but about offering 
customers what makes sense at the right time. He believes the future of AI in customer 
relationships will depend not only on models, automation, and speed, but also on trust, 
accountability, and avoiding overuse of technology. 

 

Let's start with your book. “Customer First, Value Next: The Executive 
Playbook for AI-Driven Omnichannel Personalization and Customer-
Centric Growth” sounds like a simple statement, but in the book you 
give it a very specific meaning. What is it actually about? 

In short, this book is about moving from thinking, “We have a product, let's find customers,” to 
thinking, “We have a customer, let's understand what makes sense for them.” It sounds simple, 
but in large organizations, it's very difficult to implement. 

For years, many companies, not just banks, have built customer relationships based on sales 
plans, contact lists, campaign calendars, and product priorities. This model is understandable 
from within the organization because it's easy to manage. It's clear what product we're 
promoting, who we're sending communications to, how many contacts we've made, how many 
responses we've received, and how many sales we've made. 
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The problem is that customers don't live by the company's product calendar. Their lives follow a 
different calendar: renovations, vacations, childbirth, job changes, apartment purchases, daily 
responsibilities, and stress. If the company can't understand this context, even technically 
sound communication can be mere noise to the customer. 

For years, many companies, not just banks, have built customer relationships based on sales 
plans, contact lists, campaign calendars, and product priorities. The problem is that the 
customer doesn't live within the company's product calendar. 

So, for me, “Customer First, Value Next” means a very specific order. First, we ask what 
strengthens the relationship with the customer, what helps them, what simplifies their life, and 
what increases trust. Only then do we ask what business value comes from that. Not the other 
way around. 

In the book, you begin with the story of Anna, a client who receives 
repeated calls, texts, emails, and notifications and ultimately opts out 
of marketing communications. Why is this story important? 

Because it's true – we've all been Anna at some point. We've all been offered something we didn't 
need at a time when we had absolutely no space for it. And it's not just banking. The same applies 
to telecommunications, e-commerce, insurance, subscription platforms, medical services, and 
loyalty programs. 

Anna isn't angry because the company has an offer. The offer itself isn't the problem. The problem 
is not listening. If a customer repeatedly signals that they're not interested, and the company 
keeps repeating the same message, the customer stops seeing it as an offer. They start seeing it 
as pressure. 

That's why, in the book, I present two versions of the same situation. In the first, the company 
speaks to the customer louder and more often. In the second, it tries to understand what's going 
on in her life and how it can help her. This is the essence of change. It's not about a more colorful 
banner, a better email subject line, or a cleverer slogan. 

My book explains how to move from thinking, “We have a product, let's find customers,” to 
thinking, “We have a customer, let's understand what makes sense for them.” This sounds 
simple, but it's very difficult to implement in large organizations. 

It's about changing the first question. Not: “How do we deliver a contact plan?” But: “What 
chapter in our client relationship do we want to write next?” 

That's a powerful metaphor. What do you mean by it? 

We often describe data in technical terms: records, variables, events, features, scores, 
segments. This is necessary, but it's easy to forget that behind it all lies a human being. 

Every payment, app login, behavioral change, complaint, lack of response to a message, and 
abandoned process is not just a data point. It's part of the customer's story. Sometimes very 
ordinary, sometimes important, sometimes difficult. 

If a company sends a customer an irrelevant offer at the wrong time, it writes another chapter. 
Only this chapter might be titled: “They Don't Understand Me.” If a company warns about a risk, 
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simplifies a decision, reminds them of something important, presents a sensible alternative, or 
doesn't bother them, it also writes a chapter, but a completely different one. 

Technology gives us an increasing ability to influence these chapters. Therefore, responsibility 
increases, not decreases. The more we know about our clients, the more careful we must be to 
avoid using this knowledge against them, even unintentionally. 

So this isn't an anti-selling book? 

Absolutely not. A company that doesn't sell doesn't grow, doesn't invest, doesn't employ people, 
and doesn't create value. The problem begins when sales become disconnected from what 
makes sense for the customer. 

Every payment, app login, behavioral change, complaint, lack of response to a message, or 
abandoned process is not just a data point. It's part of the customer's story. 

Good selling is often a form of help. If a customer has a real need and the company offers an 
effective solution, both parties win. The customer receives something useful, and the company 
makes money. 

Bad sales begin when an organization focuses primarily on the product, target, and deadline, and 
the customer becomes little more than a sales opportunity. It's easy to confuse activity with 
value. You can send millions of messages, make thousands of phone calls, and report high 
reach, all while slowly eroding trust. 

In the book, I show that, in the long run, being needed is more profitable than being loud. 

You write that companies don't need a “data strategy” but rather a 
business strategy with data at its core. Is this an important distinction? 

Very important. “Data strategy” is often seen as a technological project: a data warehouse or 
data lake, data quality, tools, architecture, and reporting. All of this is necessary, but it doesn't 
create value on its own. Data only makes sense when it changes decisions. 

If data helps a company better understand its customers, respond faster, avoid inappropriate 
contact, and better select the channel, tone, timing, and content, then data works. If it ends up 
as just another report no one uses to inform decisions, it becomes a cost rather than an 
advantage. 

In a large organization, we have millions of customers, multiple channels, dozens of products, 
legal constraints, consents, risks, contact costs, and business goals. You can't organize all that 
properly by hand. We need AI algorithms. 

That's why I like to say that data isn't a supplement to strategy. It should be the lifeblood of 
strategy. Not because it's trendy, but because without it, you can't understand millions of 
individual situations at scale. 

Speaking of scale, where does AI fit in all of this? 

AI algorithms are needed wherever humans can't independently manage the sheer number of 
contexts, signals, and possible decisions. In a large organization, we have millions of customers, 
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multiple channels, dozens of products, legal restrictions, consents, risks, contact costs, and 
business goals. You can't properly organize all of this manually. 

But AI shouldn't be seen as a magical layer we slap on top of the old process to do the same thing 
faster. This is a common mistake today. If the old process relied on mass outbound 
communication, adding AI may push out even more of it. And that's not progress. 

The real change is that AI helps choose the next sensible step. Sometimes it's an offer. 
Sometimes it's information. Sometimes it's a warning. Sometimes it's education. Sometimes it's 
no contact at all, because that might be the right decision. 

The latter is greatly underestimated. A good customer relations system should also know when 
to stay silent. 

That's interesting. Many companies treat personalization as a way to 
drive more clicks. You're setting the bar higher. 

A click is a signal, but it doesn't prove value yet. The question is, what happens next? Is the 
customer's relationship with the company stronger? Has trust increased? 

When it comes to personalization, it's easy to fall into the trap of chasing short-term results. The 
system starts optimizing for what's easiest to measure: opens, clicks, and immediate sales. Yet 
a customer relationship lasts longer than a single app session or email. 

AI helps choose the next sensible step. Sometimes it's an offer. Sometimes it's information. 
Sometimes it's a warning. Sometimes it's education. Sometimes it's no contact at all, because 
that might be the right decision. 

That's why I strongly emphasize communication hygiene in the book. It's important to measure 
not only responsiveness but also fatigue, opt-outs, lack of response, channel overload, message 
repetition, and long-term relationship quality. These metrics often don't make headlines in 
reports, but they say a lot about the business's future. 

How do you distinguish good personalization from manipulation? 

This is one of the most important questions, and you can draw the line using a few simple tests. 

First, is the customer achieving a real benefit? Second, are we using data in a way the customer 
could reasonably expect? Third, can we explain this decision in simple language – to the 
customer, the regulator, management, or ourselves? Fourth, are we exploiting the customer's 
vulnerabilities, stress, lack of knowledge, or difficult circumstances? 

Technology can help customers make better decisions, but it can also exploit a moment of 
vulnerability with great precision. That's why leaders' responsibility matters. It’s not enough to 
ask, “Can we?” We also need to ask, “Should we?” 

Does more AI in customer relationships leave less room for humans? 

No, at least it shouldn't be. AI can handle repetitive work at scale, analyze signals, prepare 
recommendations, and organize context. But humans remain responsible for meaning, 
boundaries, values, and the relationship's ultimate shape. 
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In the book, I write that the goal isn't to replace people with machines. The goal is to empower 
people. Advisors, consultants, marketers, analysts, managers – any of them can perform better 
when technology helps them understand a customer's situation and make smarter decisions. 

There's also a second dimension. Customers should have the right to human contact, especially 
in difficult, emotional, and unusual situations. Full digitalization shouldn't mean leaving 
customers alone to deal with the system. 

For years, analysts were often viewed as providers of reports, models, or customer lists for 
action. Analytics' new role is to co-create business decisions. 

For me, good technology doesn't remove people from relationships. It allows people to be 
present where they're truly needed. 

How does this affect the role of analysts and data teams? 

Very much so. For years, analysts were often seen as providers of reports, models, or customer 
lists to act on. The business would ask a question, the analyst would produce a result, and the 
next iteration would begin. This made sense, but at today's scale, it's no longer enough. 

Analytics now plays an active role in shaping business decisions. Analysts shouldn’t just crunch 
numbers; they should understand the decision to be made, how it will impact the customer, how 
it will be measured, what side effects it might have, and where the boundaries of responsible 
data use lie. 

The ability to bridge the three languages of customer, business, and technology will become 
increasingly important. Technical competencies alone aren't enough. This requires evolving the 
organizational culture toward what I call a Data SWAT Team. These are agile, rapid-response 
teams that seamlessly connect analytics with business and take full responsibility for decisions. 
Business intuition also has limits if data doesn't support it. Value is created at the intersection. 

What metrics should management track if they truly want to build 
relationships with customers, not just for short-term sales? 

Management must, of course, look at the results. That's natural. But the question is which signals 
indicate that the results will be sustainable. I would look at several groups of metrics: 

1. Relationship quality: customer activity, depth of service use, repeat engagement, and 
tendency to treat the company as a first choice. 

2. Value over time, not just the value of a single transaction. 

3. Retention, i.e., the ability to maintain a relationship when the customer has alternatives. 

4. Communication hygiene: how often do we actually contact customers? Do they 
respond? Do they ignore us? Do they opt out? Are we overloading them with messages? 

5. Incremental impact, i.e., what happened because of our intervention, not just after it. 

The latter is especially important. In large organizations, it's easy to take credit for something that 
would have happened anyway. Measuring value effectively requires humility. 
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In your book, you discuss the transition from “sending” to “talking.” 
What does this mean in practice? 

Conversations have memory, context, and rhythm. If someone told me yesterday they didn't want 
something, I don't start with the same question today. If someone is busy, I don't interrupt 
without a good reason. If someone asks for help, I don't respond with a sales pitch. These are 
very human principles. 

Companies often forget them because processes are fragmented. One team handles email, 
another the app, a third the phone, a fourth the website, and a fifth product sales. Each operates 
from its own perspective. The customer experiences the sum of these actions. 

Therefore, a conversation with a customer requires shared memory and shared rules. A company 
must know not only what it intends to say, but also what it has already said, how the customer 
reacted, the context, and whether the next interaction actually makes sense. 

A good relationship isn’t about communicating more often. It’s about making each interaction 
more relevant. 

Where should we begin with this approach? With technology, data, 
organization, or culture? 

Ideally, it should start with a specific part of the customer relationship, not with a grand slogan 
or a massive program. Start with a single place where the customer currently feels friction and 
the company sees potential for improvement. 

This could be at the beginning of a relationship, when a customer is just learning how to use a 
service. It could be when they have a product but aren't using it. It could be when a customer 
signals they're leaving. It could be communication that's too frequent or not relevant enough. 

Ask a few simple questions: What is the customer trying to do? What's bothering them? What 
data do we already have? What's one decision we can make better? How will we measure 
whether we've truly helped? And what shouldn't we do, even if we technically can? 

This is where good change begins, not with a fascination with a tool, but with improving a specific 
experience. 

At the end of the book, there is a slogan: “Customer First. Value Next. 
Humanity Always.” Why do you include this third element? 

The deeper we move into automation, the more we need to remember why we're doing it. We can 
build systems that anticipate needs faster, select content more effectively, and guide decisions 
more effectively. But the question will always remain: Does it still serve people? 

The future of customer relationships will be fraught with dilemmas. When is a suggestion helpful, 
and when does it become a form of control? When is anticipating a need convenient, and when 
is it invasive? When does automation give customers peace of mind, and when does it rob them 
of their sense of control? 

I don't have simple answers to these questions. But I'm convinced that companies that want to 
build lasting value need to ask them beforehand, not after the crisis. 
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That's why this order is important to me: customer first, value next, humanity always. If 
technology helps customers feel more in control, understood, and secure, we're on the right 
track. If it makes them feel trapped, watched, or pressured into making decisions, we've lost 
something. 

If you could leave readers with one thought from this book, what would 
it be? 

Every interaction with a customer affects the relationship. Even a small, automated interaction 
that no one in the company pays much attention to can build trust or undermine it. It can make 
the customer feel understood – or feel that the company is simply pursuing its own agenda. It can 
be helpful or disruptive. It can start a longer relationship or give the customer a reason to leave. 

AI and data give us enormous power. But the most important question isn't, “What can we 
automate?” It's, “Will the customer want us to be part of their story?” If the answer is yes, 
business value will follow. That's what Customer First, Value Next means to me. 
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