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The Age of Privileged Data 
Why Customer Understanding Becomes the New Competitive Advantage 

The next competitive advantage will not be knowing a customer’s behaviours. 
It will be understanding the reasons behind it. 
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For decades, organisations have treated customer behaviour as the closest proxy for customer under-
standing. 
 
But the most valuable customer data has never been captured. 
 
For the first time, conversational AI changes this.  Allowing organisations to understand not just what 
customers buy, click or search for, but the motivations, beliefs and aspirations that drive those deci-
sions. 
 
This paper argues that this emerging category of Privileged Data will become the foundation of cus-
tomer understanding in the AI era—and one of the defining strategic assets for organisations. 
 
The future will belong not to the organisations with the most customer data, but to those with the deepest 
customer understanding. 
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First-Party Data Is No Longer 
Enough 
For the past decade, “first-party data” has 
been treated as the strategic answer to the col-
lapse of third-party cookies and the fragmenta-
tion of digital advertising. 
 
Retailers built loyalty programmes. Brands 
launched apps. Airlines, hotels, grocers and 
banks invested heavily in customer platforms 
designed to capture transactions, clicks, visits, 
searches and engagement.  
 
The assumption was simple.   
 
The more behavioural data a company cap-
tured, the better it would understand its cus-
tomers. 
 
But there is a growing problem hidden be-
neath this thinking. 
 
Traditional first-party data captures behaviour, 
not belief.  It tells us what someone bought, 
but not why they bought it.  It tells us what they 
searched for or clicked on, but not what need 
they were trying to satisfy.  It tells us what 
they’ve stopped buying, but not whether that’s 
due to a change of belief, budget, or circum-
stance. 
 
This distinction matters far more than most or-
ganisations realise. 
 
Just because someone has purchased a prod-
uct, doesn’t mean they actually like it; even a 
repeat purchase may not indicate loyalty.  And 
a redemption doesn’t necessarily mean there 
is a preference alignment.   
 

Instead, these can all simply be the visible out-
come of compromise. 
 

• A parent buys fast food because they are 
exhausted after work. 

• A traveller purchases an overpriced airport 
meal because there are no alternatives. 

• A customer buys the cheaper option be-
cause payday is still a week away. 

 
Someone buys a product they fundamentally 
disagree with because it is the only option 
available at that moment. 
 
We all buy things – even repeatedly – which 
we’re not really aligned with because the alter-
native isn’t reasonably available. 
 
The transaction records the outcome, but it 
fails to capture the tension behind it. 
 
This then creates a profound blind spot inside 
modern customer systems. 
 
For example, I am strongly against ultra-pro-
cessed food. I actively distrust large industrial 
food systems where sourcing and ingredient 
quality are opaque. I avoid many US food prod-
ucts because I believe standards and ingredi-
ent regulations are often weaker than else-
where. 
 
Yet if you analysed my purchasing history in 
isolation, you would likely see contradictions 
everywhere. 
 
There will be convenience purchases, dis-
tressed purchases, and compromise pur-
chases.  Moments where the “right” product 
was unavailable, and moments where time 
pressure overruled principle. 
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A traditional recommendation engine would in-
terpret these transactions literally as: 
 
“You bought this product before, therefore you 
probably want similar products again”. 
 
But that interpretation is fundamentally incom-
plete. 
 
My transactions alone do not accurately rep-
resent my beliefs, motivations or aspirations. 
They simply represent the constrained deci-
sions I made at specific moments in time. 
 
And this is where the limitations of traditional 
first-party data become increasingly apparent. 
 
Most current customer systems are built 
around that observable behavioural exhaust – 
the transactions, clicks, browsing history, app 
usage.   
 
These are useful signals, but they are retro-
spective by nature. They explain where a cus-
tomer has been, not necessarily where they are 
going.  They explain what a customer did, but 
not why they did it. 
 
The challenge becomes even greater as AI-
driven personalisation and synthetic audiences 
become more common. 
 
If an AI system is trained purely on historical 
behavioural data, it risks learning shallow cor-
relation rather than true customer intent.  
 
It may optimise around compromise behaviour 
instead of preference. It may reinforce tempo-
rary patterns as permanent truths. It may mis-
take constraint for desire. 

This is not a small technical issue. It funda-
mentally changes the quality of the decisions 
being made. 
 
A customer repeatedly buying cheap ready 
meals may be: 
 

• Financially stressed 
• Time poor 
• Emotionally exhausted 
• Health indiYerent 
• or simply convenience-driven 
 
Behaviour alone cannot tell us which. 
 
But conversation can. 
 
When customers interact conversationally — 
through agents, assistants, customer plat-
forms or commerce interfaces — they reveal 
something much deeper than transactional 
history. 
 
Like any conversation, they reveal motivations, 
beliefs, aspirations and anxieties.  They expose 
trade-oYs, frustrations, goals, and identity. 
 
This is not traditional first-party data as we cur-
rently define it. 
 
Instead, it represents a fundamentally di@er-
ent category of customer understanding. 
 
For the purposes of this paper, we will refer to 
this emerging category as Privileged Data. 
 
In an AI-native economy, privileged data may 
become more strategically valuable than be-
havioural history itself. 
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Behaviour Doesn’t Explain Belief 
“So your favorite strawberries are giving you cancer’ says an Instagram with nearly 3m views.  [7] 
 
Whether the claim is true is almost secondary. 
 
However, if my supermarket analysed my transaction history, it would see my spend on berries had 
declined. Given this, it might conclude I had become less interested in the category, switched retailer 
on price, or stopped buying berries altogether. 
 
All of those conclusions would be wrong. 
 
The change wasn’t driven by price or product preference. It was driven by a growing concern about food 
provenance and supply chain transparency. 
 
The challenge is that whilst transactional data explains what changed, it says little about why – and this 
is where conversation helps to bridge that gap, providing insights into beliefs, concerns, and prefer-
ences. 
 
On its own, my individual concern may never influence a retailer’s sourcing decisions. But if thousands 
of customers begin expressing similar concerns through conversational interactions, the organisation 
suddenly gains visibility into an emerging shift in customer belief—months before it becomes obvious 
in sales data. 
 
That changes everything—from marketing and product positioning to sourcing and long-term strategy. 
That is the power of Privileged Data. 
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Implications for Leaders 
The emergence of conversational AI is not 
simply another technology trend. It changes 
the nature of customer understanding itself. 
 
For leaders responsible for customer strategy, 
the implications are significant. 
 
Stop thinking about customer data as a record 

of behaviour.  Start thinking about it as a model 
of customer understanding. 

 
Transactions, clicks and engagement remain 
important, but they are increasingly becoming 
the evidence rather than the explanation. 
 
The competitive advantage lies in understand-
ing the motivations, beliefs and aspirations that 
drive those behaviours. 
 
Own the conversation, not just the transaction 

Many organisations are embracing conversa-
tional AI through third-party assistants and 
platforms. The assumption is that if the conver-
sation ends with a sale, the commercial value 
has been captured. 
 
But the transaction is simply the outcome. The 
conversation is where customer understanding 
is created. 
 
Increasingly, the strategic value will lie not in fa-
cilitating the interaction, but in learning from it.  
 
Organisations should begin treating customer 
conversations with the same strategic im-
portance as their brand, their prime retail loca-
tions and their first-party data.  
 

Build systems that learn, not just remember. 

The challenge is no longer storing more cus-
tomer history, it is determining what should be 
remembered, what should be forgotten, and 
what should evolve. 
 
AI systems that simply accumulate context will 
become increasingly brittle. 

 
Instead, the organisations that win will continu-
ously refine their understanding of the cus-
tomer as people change. 
 
Treat conversation as a strategic data asset 

Every meaningful customer conversation has 
the potential to reveal information that has 
never previously been available at scale. 
 
Not just what customers want, but why they 
want it. 
 
In a widely discussed post on AI sovereignty, 
Palantir argued that “data retention is your 
treasure”, warning organisations against sur-
rendering the information that underpins future 
competitive advantage. [1] 
 
For consumer-facing organisations, that princi-
ple has become even more important. As con-
versational commerce grows, organisations are 
no longer capturing behavioural data alone, but 
motivations, beliefs and aspirations—the raw 
ingredients of Privileged Data. 
 
This does not mean organisations need to own 
the weights. Foundation models will continue 
to evolve and become increasingly inter-
changeable. 
 
The enduring competitive advantage will come 
from retaining the data, protecting the conver-
sations, and continuously compounding the 
customer understanding they create. 
 
Move beyond personalisation 

For two decades, the industry has pursued in-
creasingly personalised marketing. 
 
The next frontier though is not better recom-
mendations; it is better judgement. 
 
The goal is no longer simply to predict what a 
customer is most likely to buy, it is to under-
stand what is genuinely in their interest. 
Understanding what aligns with their values, 
and how they are trying to move forward. 
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Protect privileged data  

Customer reasoning becomes one of the most 
valuable assets an organisation possesses. 
 
It should also become one of the most care-
fully governed. 
 
As organisations begin collecting motivations, 
aspirations and beliefs through conversational 
systems, the questions are no longer purely 
technical. 
 
They become ethical. 
 
Trust will become a competitive advantage in 
its own right. 
  

Start preparing for Customer State Models 

The future is unlikely to belong to organisations 
with the largest customer databases. 
 
It will belong to those with the most accurate 
and continuously evolving understanding of 
their customers. 
 
Organisations that begin building those capa-
bilities today will not simply market more eYec-
tively.   
 
They will make better strategic decisions, build 
more relevant products and form deeper cus-
tomer relationships.  

The Real Value of a Free Bubble Tea 

In February 2026, Alibaba gave away more than 10 million bubble teas through its Qwen AI assis-
tant, spending an estimated ¥250 million (US$36 million) in just nine hours.  
 
The campaign propelled Qwen to the top of China’s App Store, overtaking Tencent’s Yuanbao.   
 
Most headlines focused on app downloads.   
But perhaps they were asking the wrong question. 
 
For decades, companies have subsidised transactions to acquire customers.  Today, they are be-
ginning to subsidise acquiring customer understanding. 
 
The real strategic question then is not how many users Alibaba acquired, but why those users are 
so valuable.   If every conversation creates a richer understanding of customer motivations, beliefs 
and future intent, then the bubble tea may simply be the cost of acquiring Privileged Data. 
  
 

Source: Quasa [8] 
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The Emergence of Privileged 
Data  
For decades, customer understanding has 
been built on the assumption that behaviour is 
the closest proxy we have for intent.  
 
If someone repeatedly buys a product, we as-
sume they prefer it. If they respond to an oYer, 
we assume it resonated. If they search for 
something, we assume they want it. 
 
But conversational systems expose some-
thing much deeper; the reasoning layer un-
derneath behaviour itself. 
 
And once you see it, it becomes diYicult to un-
see it. 
 
Because the moment a customer begins inter-
acting conversationally with an AI system, they 
stop behaving like a transaction stream and 
start behaving like a human being. 
 
They explain themselves. 
 
Not formally.  Not in carefully structured survey 
responses or in focus groups. But naturally, 
continuously and contextually. 
 
Revealing motivations, anxieties, aspirations, 
beliefs.  Discussing goals like an ambition to be 
more healthy, or a desire to have kids, before 
their transactional data shows up. 
 
In other words, conversation creates a com-
pletely new class of customer data. 
 
Not behavioural data. 
Not transactional data. 
Not clickstream data. 
Not survey data. 

Something far more powerful.   
 
Machine-readable customer reasoning.   
In short, privileged data. 
 
Historically, privileged information emerged 
within trusted human relationships such as 
those between a lawyer, doctor, or therapist, 
and the client. 
 
AI systems however are creating a new cate-
gory of privileged relationship, where individu-
als disclose not just what they want, but why 
they want it. 
 
This is not personal data.  Instead, this is privi-
leged data which captures the motivations, be-
liefs, aspirations, constraints and reasoning 
that sit behind a person’s decision-making. 
 
This new class of data is profound, because 
reasoning explains behaviour in a way trans-
actions never can. 
 
A customer saying “I know this isn’t healthy, 
but I’ve had a brutal week and just need some-
thing quick tonight” contains an extraordinary 
amount of information.  A level of self-aware-
ness, tinged with guilt.  Emotional exhaustion 
and time pressure, but still an underlying 
health aspiration.  A near term compromise, 
but a likely future intent to self-correct. 
 
No transaction record on earth captures that. 
 
The purchase history might conclude: 
“This customer likes fast food” 
 
But the conversation reveals: 
“This customer feels trapped between aspira-
tion and exhaustion” 
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Those are entirely diYerent customer models. 
 
And this is where traditional personalisation 
begins to look surprisingly primitive. 
 
Most recommendation systems today are still 
essentially behavioural mirrors: 
 

“You bought this before” 
“People like you also bought this” 
“You responded to this oEer previously” 
 
But as humans, we’re not static collections of 
historical transactions. 
 
We are adaptive, contradictory and constantly 
evolving. 
 
We buy things we regret. 
We compromise under pressure. 
We aspire beyond our current behaviour. 
We behave diYerently depending on stress, 
time, money, family and emotional state. 
 
Most importantly, we often purchase based not 
on who we are today, but on who we believe we 
are becoming.  Not perfectly, not consistently, 
but with an underlying intent. 
 
That layer has historically been invisible to ma-
chines, but conversation changes that. 
 
For the first time, AI systems can begin con-
structing continuously evolving computa-
tional models of belief, motivation, identity, 
aspiration, and trajectory. 
 
Not through inference alone, but through direct 
conversational interaction. 
 
This fundamentally changes the nature of cus-
tomer understanding. 

The customer profile stops being an historical 
record and starts becoming a living representa-
tion of customer state. 
 
That has enormous implications. 
 
Because once customer reasoning becomes 
machine-readable: 
 

• Recommendation systems become more 
contextual 

• Personalisation becomes more anticipa-
tory 

• Synthetic audiences become more realis-
tic 

• Conversational agents become dramati-
cally more eYective at guiding decisions 

 
The system no longer understands just “What 
did this customer do?”, but it begins to under-
stand “What is this customer trying to 
achieve?”.   
 
Unlocking the tensions that are shaping their 
decisions and the compromises that are likely 
temporary.   
 
Importantly, it starts to understand the beliefs 
that remain stable, whilst seeing the direction 
the person moving toward. 
 
That is not an incremental improvement to 
CRM.  It is an entirely new intelligence layer. 
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Why Privileged Data Matters 

Over the past five years, something important 
has changed inside most organisations. 
 
For decades, customer data was often treated 
as a secondary asset — useful for reporting, 
campaign targeting or monetisation partner-
ships, but rarely considered strategically exis-
tential.  
 
Retailers handed transaction data to third-
party loyalty programmes. Brands shared be-
havioural data freely with advertising plat-
forms. Companies outsourced customer un-
derstanding to agencies, marketplaces and in-
termediaries in exchange for reach, conven-
ience or short-term revenue. 
 
That mindset is disappearing. 
 
Today, most organisations understand that 
their customer data has value. 
 
They protect it. 
They centralise it. 
They invest in customer platforms. 
They lock down access. 
They talk about first-party strategy 
 
But there is still a major problem—most com-
panies barely use the data they already pos-
sess. 
 
CRM remains surface level, and personalisa-
tion is often little more than segmented promo-
tion distribution.   
 
Analytics teams still tend to be organised 
around products, channels and campaigns ra-
ther than around evolving customer under-
standing. 

In many businesses, there is an extraordinary 
behavioural asset sitting largely dormant inside 
cloud infrastructure, with data across transac-
tion histories, purchase sequences, engage-
ment patterns, and customer journeys accu-
mulated over years or decades. 
 
A treasure trove of human behavioural under-
standing, but for many organisations, simply an 
operational overhead rather than strategic in-
telligence. 
 
However, the major social and AI platforms 
understand the value locked within this data. 
 
These platforms have already consumed vast 
amounts of the digital world – across websites, 
books, articles, and public conversation. 
 
They have extracted patterns from almost every 
accessible layer of the internet. 
 
Their appetite for data is taking over land, ex-
hausting water supplies, and threatening to 
colonise space. 
 
But there is one thing they still largely do not 
possess; and that is the rich, persistent, real-
world customer behavioural memory tied to 
identity, transaction and evolving motivation. 
 
That data still primarily sits inside enterprises 
such as retailers, banks, and loyalty ecosys-
tems.   
 
But as conversational systems become em-
bedded into commerce, this asset becomes 
exponentially more valuable. 
 
Why?  - Because the data layer itself changes.   
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What was once transactional history and be-
havioural observation, is now reasoning, moti-
vation and trajectory. 
 
This is where AI systems become dramatically 
more powerful. 
 
Without this deeper layer, AI systems optimise 
around historical behaviour and shallow corre-
lation, becoming very good at predicting what 
customers have already done. 
 
But when grounded in conversational under-
standing, these systems can begin reasoning 
about likely future behaviour, identity align-
ment, and contextual trade-o@s. 
 

This enriched customer understanding be-
comes the bridge into synthetic audiences, 
next-generation personalisation and agentic 
commerce. 
 
A synthetic audience grounded in conversa-
tional reasoning begins understanding: 
 
“Why customers make decisions.” 
“What tensions shape those decisions.” 
“What future state customers are moving to-
ward.” 
 
That is an entirely di@erent level of intelli-
gence, and it is why ownership of conversa-
tional relationship memory – the privileged 
data - may become one of the defining strate-
gic battles of the AI era. 
 

  

Woolworths and the Emergence of Privileged Data 
 
Woolworths has been one of the first major retailers to bring conversational shop-
ping into the customer experience, launching an AI-powered assistant built on 
Google’s Gemini platform. Customers can ask for meal ideas, recipe suggestions 
and personalised shopping advice through natural conversation. 
 
The customer benefit is clear. But a more important strategic question sits beneath the experience. 
 
Every conversation reveals far more than the eventual shopping basket. Customers explain what they 
are trying to achieve, the constraints they face and the beliefs shaping their decisions. In doing so, 
they create an entirely new category of customer understanding: Privileged Data. 
 
Whether that understanding remains solely within the retailer’s control depends on the underlying 
commercial agreements, and we should not assume how any individual implementation is struc-
tured. 
 
But that is precisely the point. 
 
The strategic question is no longer whether conversational AI increases sales. 
It is who benefits from the Privileged Data those conversations create. 
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The Power of Customer  
Understanding 

In an AI-native economy, the organisation that 
best understands what customers believe and 
what tensions shape their decisions, becomes 
dramatically better positioned to shape de-
mand itself. 
 
You can see the power of this thinking with 
M&S and their recently launched range of prod-
ucts with ingredients displayed prominently on 
the front of pack.  
 
On the surface, this may appear like a simple 
packaging decision.  
 
In reality, it reflects something much deeper.   
 
A recognition that consumer concerns around 
ultra-processed food, ingredient transparency 
and industrial supply chains are shifting from 
niche discussion into broader belief systems. 
 
Many competitors continue responding at the 
behavioural layer, reformulating products 
slightly, or masking unhealthy products behind 
functional claims like “high protein”. 
 
But M&S appear to be responding to the under-
lying customer worldview itself, and the grow-
ing desire for simplicity, transparency and 
trust. 
 
This is exactly the type of shift traditional trans-
actional data often struggles to detect early. 
 
Sales data may show changing purchasing 
behaviour only after the shift is already under-
way. 
 

Conversational relationship memory has the 
potential to detect the reasoning behind that 
shift while it is still emerging.  Capturing grow-
ing discomfort, changing beliefs and evolving 
customer expectations in real time across the 
retailer’s own customer base. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
This is the di@erence between reacting to cus-
tomer behaviour and understanding cus-
tomer direction - and it is this diYerence that 
compounds rapidly inside AI systems. 
 
Organisations that are able to successfully 
combine: 
 

• Behavioural history 
• Conversational reasoning 
• Identity understanding 
• and Continuously evolving customer 

memory 
 
will possess a living computational model of 
their customer base which would be some-
thing that is extraordinarily diYicult to replicate. 
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No longer simply a marketing asset, this be-
comes a foundational asset for the business. 
 
As such, the implications for retailers and con-
sumer-facing businesses are significant. 
 
For those who doubt the power of this type of 
understanding, we need only look at the rise of 
modern social media. 
 
Platforms such as Facebook, Instagram, TikTok 
and YouTube did not become influential simply 
because they understood demographics or 
transactions.   
 
Their power emerged from their ability to learn 
patterns of attention, identity formation, aspi-
ration, insecurity and motivation at unprece-
dented scale. 
 
We’ve seen how these platforms have lever-
aged that information to shape political dis-
course [2], reinforce harmful behaviours [3], 
and amplify existing beliefs and world views [4].   
 
They wield this power not simply by responding 
to behaviour, but by learning from it, adapting 
to it and, in many cases, amplifying it. 
 
This serves to illustrate though both the oppor-
tunity and the inherent risk of deeper customer 
understanding. 
 
The more accurately a system understands 
motivations, aspirations, fears and vulnerabili-
ties, the more eYectively it can guide decisions. 
 
That guidance may be beneficial - Helping in-
dividuals achieve goals, improve health out-
comes, discover relevant products, or make 
better financial decisions. 
 

But it may also reinforce biases - Deepening 
vulnerabilities, encouraging unhealthy behav-
iours, or steering individuals toward outcomes 
that primarily benefit the platform rather than 
the user. 
 
This is why privileged data is fundamentally dif-
ferent from traditional customer data.   
 
The information is privileged not simply be-
cause it is disclosed in confidence, but be-
cause of the influence it enables. 
 
As AI systems become increasingly capable of 
modelling customer reasoning, the question is 
no longer simply who owns customer data.  In-
stead, the question becomes, who should be a 
trusted steward of your customer understand-
ing? 
 
If organisations fail to operationalise and pro-
tect this emerging asset, they risk repeating the 
same mistake many made during the rise of 
digital advertising.  That of outsourcing cus-
tomer understanding to external platforms in 
exchange for short-term capability and conven-
ience. 
 
In the same way, if organisations fail to control 
how this information is leveraged, they risk cre-
ating the challenges we’ve seen already within 
social media, many of which are only now 
coming to light and coming through the courts. 
[5] 
 
The asset at stake then is far more valuable 
than traditional customer data. 
 
It is the emergence of machine-readable cus-
tomer understanding itself. 
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From CRM to  
Customer State Models 

Once customer reasoning becomes machine-
readable, the limitations of traditional CRM 
systems become increasingly exposed. 
 
Most CRM systems were designed for a diYer-
ent era.  An era where the primary challenge 
was storing customer records, tracking trans-
actions, managing campaigns, and organising 
communication history. 
 
At their core, these systems are historical ledg-
ers; records of what happened.  Purchases, 
visits, loyalty activity, campaign responses. 
 
But the more conversational and AI-driven 
commerce becomes, the more obvious the 
gap becomes between storing customer his-
tory and understanding customer state. 
 
Because humans are not static profiles. 
 
We are adaptive systems with changing priori-
ties, changing constraints, changing beliefs, 
and changing motivations 
 
A customer who appeared highly price-sensi-
tive six months ago may now be optimising for 
health. 
 
A loyal shopper may suddenly fragment their 
behaviour after moving house. 
 
A customer previously focused on convenience 
may become deeply ingredient-conscious after 
a health scare. 
 
Someone actively trying to reduce spending 
may still occasionally make emotionally driven 
purchases under stress. 

These transitions matter enormously; yet 
most current customer systems struggle to 
model them e@ectively. 
 
This is because customer understanding is not 
an historical record; it is a continuously evolv-
ing state.  
 
Whilst transactions capture moments and pro-
files capture snapshots, neither adequately 
represents the customer as they exist today, or 
who they are becoming. 
 
CRM systems were designed to store customer 
history. AI-native systems will increasingly 
need to model customer state. 
 
This creates a major challenge for the next gen-
eration of AI-driven customer systems. 
 
The industry response so far has often focused 
on simply expanding context: 
 

• Larger conversation histories 
• Longer memory windows 
• Injecting in customer profile and usage de-

tails 
 
Google is already moving in this direction, con-
necting Gemini with Gmail, Search, Photos and 
YouTube to build a more continuous under-
standing of the user.  
 
The aim is “to build a personal assistant that’s 
actually useful [..], evolving from a very trans-
actional assistant to one that knows you better 
and better over time” [6] 
 
This solves continuity. It does not necessarily 
solve understanding 
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There is nothing inherently wrong with this ap-
proach, and indeed, knowing what I’ve previ-
ously done will likely result in more relevant 
and specific responses. 
 
But context is not understanding.  A long tran-
script does not equal memory, and memory 
itself does not equal reasoning. 
 
Simply knowing my email history is unlikely to 
reveal much about who I am today. My inbox is 
largely filled with ignored brand emails—mes-
sages targeted at the person I was months or 
even years ago, not the person I am becoming. 
 
The real challenge is therefore not preserving 
every interaction forever, nor simply making 
more of a customer’s history available to AI.  
 
The real challenge is determining what actu-
ally matters.  
 
Which beliefs endure? Which behaviours were 
temporary? Which compromises should be for-
gotten? And which changes signal a genuine 
shift in who the customer is becoming? 
 
This is fundamentally diYerent from traditional 
CRM logic. 
 
Most current systems still treat customer un-
derstanding as categorisation, assigning peo-
ple into segments, tags or propensity groups 
based on historical behaviour. 
 
But conversational and AI-native systems re-
quire something more fluid. 
 
They require continuously evolving understand-
ing. 
 

This means customer understanding is no 
longer purely a data storage problem, it is be-
coming a memory and reasoning problem. 
 
How organisations think about customer intel-
ligence requires a fundamentally diYerent ap-
proach.  Not as static records, campaign histo-
ries, or transactional profiles, but as a continu-
ously evolving model of customer state. 
 
The direction of travel then is becoming in-
creasingly clear. 
 
As conversational AI becomes part of everyday 
commerce, organisations will need to maintain 
a continuous understanding of the customer—
regardless of channel, session or touchpoint. 
 
This requires organisations to persist meaning 
rather than simply interaction. Distinguishing 
enduring beliefs from temporary behaviour, 
and evolving customer understanding continu-
ously rather than periodically. 
 
In other words, customer understanding itself 
must become dynamic. 
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Optimising the Individual 
For decades, organisations have competed by optimising almost every aspect of the customer experi-
ence.  Products have been reformulated, stores redesigned, prices refined.  The advertising has been 
personalised, websites A/B tested, and promotions continually tuned. 
 
Each innovation sought to increase satisfaction, improve conversion and ultimately drive shareholder 
value. 
 
The food industry provides one of the clearest examples. 
 
For decades, manufacturers have refined the balance of salt, sugar and fat, adjusted texture and 
mouthfeel, tested packaging and portion sizes, and optimised formulations through countless con-
sumer trials. Every variable has been engineered to make products more desirable and encourage 
repeat purchase. 
 
Until now, however, the object of optimisation has largely been the product, the store or the marketing. 
 
Privileged Data changes that. 
 
For the first time, organisations can begin optimising around the individual. 
 
Not simply understanding what motivates customers in general, but what motivates this customer. 
What beliefs shape their decisions. What compromises they are making. What goals they are trying to 
achieve. What kind of person they are becoming. 
 
Used responsibly, that understanding has amazing potential. It could help people make healthier 
choices, achieve financial goals, discover products that genuinely fit their needs or reduce the friction 
that exists throughout everyday life. 
 
But the same understanding could equally be used to maximise consumption, exploit vulnerabilities 
or steer decisions in ways that primarily benefit the organisation rather than the individual. 
 
This is why Privileged Data is fundamentally diferent from behavioural data.  It does not simply in-
crease an organisation’s ability to predict behaviour, it increases its ability to influence it. 
 
The technology itself is neutral.   
 
The question though is no longer whether organisations will optimise around people, it’s  
whose interests that optimisation will ultimately serve. 
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Conclusion 
Most organisations already recognise that AI 
will fundamentally reshape how consumers 
discover, interact and transact. 
 
Retailers such as Tesco, Woolworths and 
Walmart are already bringing conversational AI 
into the heart of the customer experience. They 
understand that richer customer data leads to 
better recommendations, more relevant inter-
actions and improved commercial outcomes. 
 
But much of the discussion remains rooted in a 
pre-AI commercial model. 
 
AI is still largely viewed as another channel. 
Another recommendation engine. Another 
way to personalise o@ers and improve con-
version. 
 
That perspective underestimates what is really 
changing. 
 
For the first time, customer systems are no 
longer limited to observing behaviour. They can 
begin to understand the reasoning behind it. 
 
The moment customer reasoning becomes 
machine-readable, the centre of gravity 
shifts. 
 
The competitive battleground moves beyond 
transaction ownership and traditional first-
party data towards something far more valua-
ble.  That of persistent customer understand-
ing built through conversation and accumu-
lated as Privileged Data. 
 
Every interaction strengthens understanding. 
Every conversation refines it. 
 

The result is not simply better marketing; it is 
the emergence of continuously learning cus-
tomer intelligence. 
 
This is why the major AI platforms are so strate-
gically significant. 
 
Google understood intent through search. 
Facebook understood identity through social 
connection. 
TikTok understood behavioural reinforcement 
through engagement. 
 
The next generation of AI platforms is begin-
ning to understand human reasoning itself. 
 
That creates both extraordinary opportunity 
and profound strategic risk. 
 
If retailers, banks, airlines, hospitality groups 
and consumer brands fail to build and protect 
their own conversational relationship memory, 
they risk becoming fulfilment layers beneath 
external intelligence platforms that increasingly 
own the customer understanding sitting above 
them. 
 
That is the real risk of the AI era. 
 
Not losing advertising inventory. 
Not losing app engagement. 
Not even losing the transaction itself. 
 
The real risk is losing ownership of customer 
understanding before you ever had the oppor-
tunity to build it. 
 
For decades, organisations competed to ac-
quire customers. 
 
The next decade will increasingly be defined by 
the race to acquire customer understanding. 
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Privileged Data is therefore not simply an ex-
tension of a first-party data strategy. It repre-
sents the foundation of a new competitive layer 
emerging within the AI economy. 
 
The organisations that recognise this early will 
build systems that continuously evolve along-
side their customers, creating an understand-
ing that becomes increasingly diYicult to repli-
cate. 
 
Those that do not may eventually discover 
that while they still process the transaction—
and perhaps even own the customer ac-
count—someone else is shaping the next  
decision.
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Kese%an was built on the belief that customer rela%onships are not 
op%mised — they are understood. That in a world of increasing auto-
ma%on, precision, and intermedia%on, the advantage does not come 
from reaching customers more efficiently, but from being more rele-
vant to them. 
 
The ideas in this paper are not theoretical. They are grounded in ex-
perience — building loyalty programmes, customer platforms, and 
data capabilities at scale, and seeing first-hand where traditional 
approaches begin to break. 
 
Kesetian exists to explore what comes next. 
 
To develop a point of view on how brands connect with customers 
in an agent-mediated world. To test ideas, challenge assumptions, 
and share what works — and what doesn’t. 
 
For some, that is enough. 
For others, it becomes the start of a conversation. 
 
www.kesetian.com 
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