
Personalization vs. 
Customization:  
Clarifying the Confusion

One of the biggest buzzwords for marketers over the past several years is personalization. 
While personalization provides marketers and content experience owners the opportunity to 
drive their customer experience, personalization is still very much a struggle and still very much 
misunderstood.

When discussing this concept, people often use the terms “personalization” and “customization” 
interchangeably. Not clearly understanding the differences may explain why some businesses 
have difficulty implementing better experiences for their customers. 

What is the difference?

Personalization tends to leverage user data and doesn’t require any conscious input from 
the user. All of the work is done behind the scenes, presenting users with a highly tailored 
experience without them even realizing. For example, a website may display certain content 
and resources based on the user’s previous browsing activity.

Conversely, customization is actively done by users, giving them the power to modify the 
experience to their own liking. For example, some websites offer the option to choose between 
light and dark visual themes.

While both customization and personalization are used to craft modern web experiences, 
personalization has taken precedent in recent years as it takes up less cognitive bandwidth on 
behalf of the user. 
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Is the technology used for each different?

For the most part, the tools leveraged to personalize an experience are different than the tools 
required to create a customized experience. This is driven by the difference in user managed 
vs. managed on behalf of the user—or, to put it differently, explicit vs. implicit.

Customization is done by the user while personalization is usually achieved through 
an experience management platform that follows user journeys. More often than not, 
personalization employs the use of a content experience management software to track and 
act on user behavior. 

Many different technologies can come into the mix when implementing personalization. For 
example, a business can have multiple personas that span eight regions across twenty web and 
mobile sites, which all result in many points of personalization. Personalization technologies 
implement the different personalized experiences for that company.

Why would a business customize vs. personalize?

There are many reasons why companies may choose to do one over the other. The most 
obvious answer is cost and complexity. In order to perform an adequate level of personalization 
for users, companies must employ analytics and marketing tools to gather the required data. 
Personalization may not always be tailored accurately 100% of the time, whereas customization 
is done by the user and ensures a tailored experience. Some users may prefer customization 
over personalization as well, as it means that limited personal data is shared.

What should I do?

Every business needs to start tailoring experiences for customers. Your customers want an 
experience that is adapted to them, generic experiences will not capture their attention in the 
same way. As new generations have different expectations, businesses of all types need to 
provide the best experience for each customer. 

While personalization offers a world of possibilities, most businesses don’t have the tools, 
knowledge or access to the data needed to personalize experiences. Customization offers an 
easy first step to start tailoring customer experiences. Both are important tools for enhancing 
the user experience. 
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About Progress 

Progress (NASDAQ: PRGS) offers the leading platform for 
developing and deploying mission-critical business applications. 
Progress empowers enterprises and ISVs to build and deliver 
cognitive-first applications, that harness big data to derive 
business insights and competitive advantage. Progress offers 
leading technologies for easily building powerful user interfaces 
across any type of device, a reliable, scalable and secure backend 
platform to deploy modern applications, leading data connectivity 
to all sources, and award-winning predictive analytics that brings 
the power of machine learning to any organization. Over 1700 
independent software vendors, 80,000 enterprise customers, and 
2 million developers rely on Progress to power their applications. 
Learn about Progress at www.progress.com or +1-800-477-6473.

About Sitefinity

Progress® Sitefinity® is a modern CMS platform designed to help organizations pursue their online goals. 
Today the system powers over 11,000 websites worldwide across various industries–from Financial and 
Government Services to Communications, Retail and Entertainment. Thanks to the platform’s flexible 
architecture and scalability, you can create successful commercial websites, community portals or 
intranets. Sitefinity offers a revolutionary easy-to-use interface, simplicity, scalability and unmatched 
performance–everything you need, beautifully crafted in one product.

Learn More About Personalization
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