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HELLO.
The smith & beta State of Advertising Talent report, the first in a series, is 

inspired by the belief that agencies must shift their investment in hiring 

digital talent and begin developing and educating employees to ensure 

organizational readiness. 

Agencies and brands must change the way they 
nurture, cultivate and develop talent.

Rather than focus on the lack of available talent, this report provides insights 

into skillset development opportunities. The findings are based on 

quantitative and qualitative research over the last three years. We sought 

input from thousands of agency employees who self-report skillsets in 

critical practice areas. These findings provide a realistic view to leaders who 

seek to evolve employee skills.

Competition for digital talent remains fierce.  2016 is a pivotal year to adjust 

the approach to hiring and retaining our greatest asset.



ADVERTISING TALENT
ISN’T READY

Our results are based on a benchmark survey distributed to 
agencies over the last three years. This data was collected from over 2,000 
employees who assessed their skillsets and provided opinions on ways of 

working, culture, and digital-related institutional habits. 

There's no doubt that digital has changed both how we work and interact 

with each other as well as what we’re required to know. Many argue that 

“digital is everything,” yet employees struggle to evolve their skills fast 

enough to keep pace. The rapid rate of digital adoption across platforms 

and media contributes to untapped digital capabilities within the industry. 

Forecasts show that total digital ad 
spending will surpass TV by 2017, 
reaching $77.37 billion.*

Agencies and brands, both large and small, are struggling to meet the 

demands of digital-centric opportunities. Our research found 62% of 

agency respondents claimed their clients are asking for more advanced 

digital work, yet more than 43% of respondents feel that they aren't 

prepared. 

“We need to be hungry for a world of possibilities; if 
anyone is capable, we are.” -  ANON, Agency Employee

*"Digital Ad Spending to Surpass TV Next Year - eMarketer.” March, 2016.

62%

43%

of employee respondents claim their clients 

are asking for MORE ADVANCED DIGITAL 

WORK from their team...

...yet more than

of respondents at agencies feel that they aren’t 

prepared for the future work of their industry

“The work we do speaks to our capabilities but not our potential.”
  -ANON, Respondent
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“HOW WOULD YOU RATE CLIENTS’ OVERALL OPINION OF 
YOUR AGENCY’S DIGITAL CAPABILITIES?”

WE AREN’T EXCEEDING 
CLIENT EXPECTATIONS

When asked about the perceived client opinion of 
their agency’s digital capabilities only 7.5% of 
employees claimed that they were exceeding client 
expectations. For employees in account roles, the 
number drops to 5.6%.

Furthermore, the longer employees have been in the advertising industry, 

the lower their perception of their agency‘s ability to exceed client

expectations. Those with the most experience lack confidence in their 

agency’s digital capabilities, and the majority of employees rate their 

digital capabilities in between failing and exceeding.

The inability to exceed client expectations is often 
attributed to lack of digital skills, inability to 
execute, and outdated ways of working.

Many claim that clients simply aren’t buying digital ideas from their 

agencies. Employees often lose confidence to sell ideas after repeated 

rejections, so many become apathetic. In addition, agencies that continue 

to pitch digital ideas sometimes succeed at “selling it in” but then fail to 

execute on the ideas presented. This lack of confidence in execution has 

eroded employee risk-taking for fear of underperforming.

“The speed at which the agency can develop and 
execute in digital needs improving.” 
- Agency Client Interview

...yet more than

of respondents at agencies feel that they aren’t 

prepared for the future work of their industry

“We simply do not deliver digital ideas. And when we can 
come up with a digital idea as part of the creative process, 
it completely falls apart in execution...”
                       -ANON, Employee



LEVEL OF EXPERTISE BY SKILLSETS

LACK OF DIGITAL SKILLS

SO, HOW ARE WE DOING?
Digital skill gaps are significant. Employees are not confident in critical 

fields such as social media, data analytics and mobile. In an industry 

where mobile and social media are considered standard services, skill 

deficiencies have a dramatic impact on an agency’s ability to compete.

Over half of respondents claim that their agency 
does not hire top talent, so developing digital skills 
is more important now than ever.

It's critical for marketers to be able to reach target audiences on their 

terms and preferred platforms. A recent study shows users are on mobile 

phones for 4.7 hours a day, a portion of which includes their 17 logins to 

social media.* The tiny screen is not going away, yet mobile remains the 

one of the lowest-rated skills among agencies.

One reason for digital skill gaps is that many agencies hire digital experts 

to lead the charge, but siloed expertise limits pervasive understanding of 

the basics. Experts also struggle to integrate and provide value because 

their skills are often not understood.

There is low-level expertise for data analytics and
measurement; 50% consider their skillsets novice or lower. 
It's clear that many employees do not fully understand 
digital campaign performance. 

*"Americans Spend an Alarming Amount of Time Checking Social Media on Their Phones." Digital Trends.13 June 2015.
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62%
TRUE

“WE TALK MORE THAN WE MAKE”
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“WE ARE FAST AND ITERATIVE”
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WAYS OF WORKING
ARE OUTDATED

Our research revealed both underdeveloped skills and 
processes in need of improvement.

Prototyping – the ability to iterate, illustrate or evolve a service, product or 

idea – is an underdeveloped skill among existing talent. Using maker-cen-

tric techniques, such as sketching, empowers employees to sell digital 

ideas. Although prototyping skills are crucial, our survey found that 65% of 

respondents consider their abilities to be novice or lower. 

“100% of the ideas we’ve prototyped 
have sold.” - ANON, Employee

Adding to these skill gaps, few employees believe their agencies are fast 

and iterative, claiming that the agency talks more than it makes. Endless 

meetings, antiquated sta� plans and restrictive operational models 

contribute to lack of productivity and individual empowerment. Marketers 

do not consistently practice contemporary ways of working that other 

industries have established in the new millennium.

“The work changes when employees’ behavior around the work 
changes.” - Allison Kent-Smith, CEO and Founder of smith & beta



“HOW DO YOU LEARN ABOUT THINGS THAT
HELP YOU GET BETTER AT YOUR JOB?”

32% 

23% 

10% 

9% 

9% 

5% 

5% 

5% 

2% 

Individuals: friends, work peers (32%) 

Blogs, feeds, email, books, articles (23%) 

Tinkering, prototyping (10%) 

Manager/leadership team (9%) 

Events and conferences (9%) 

Groups: interest groups, clubs (5%) 

Department resources, newsletters, 
or share outs (5%)
 
Agency education events (5%) 

Sadly, I don't keep up with what I might need (2%) 

EDUCATION ISN’T
PRIORITIZED

Our survey found that most employees kept up-to-date on digital trends 

via blogs, articles, or through friends and peers. Most education is 

self-motivated, with few respondents getting the support they need from 

formal education programs. 

Formal learning on the job is infrequent. Education happens 
in the margins.

In addition to the lack of support for employees’ desire to learn at work, 

many respondents reported hearing mixed messages from upper 

management. Employees feel they are too busy to take a few hours out of 

the day to learn. Busyness, mistaken for growth and productivity, needs to 

be deconstructed to shift work processes and values. 

Often employees mentioned that they don’t have permission to learn. 

Lack of prioritization and leadership support drives employees to look for 

roles outside of their companies to continue to learn, grow and explore.

Talent flight is undeniable.



KEY TAKEAWAYS

1.

2.

3.

4.

WHAT NOW?
Hiring digital experts has not led to 
distributed capabilities given high 
percentage of turnover and shrinking 
availability of digital practitioners.

Agency capabilities such as social 
media, mobile and digital feasibility 
remain low with too much reliance on 
specialists – which has not scaled.

Mindsets are equally important to develop
across agencies as big cultural and
behavioral shifts are required to evolve
the organization.

Leaders’ lack of prioritization and 
investment in learning has slowed 
evolution of skillsets, ways of working, 
and capabilities.

SHIFT
Agencies must shift their investment from 
emphasis on acquisition of talent to 
development of talent

EVOLVE
Conference and single workshop educational

investments should move to annual integrated
learning programs, allowing employees to

continually evolve their skills

EXPERIMENT
Leaders should establish distributed 
experimentation and innovation programs 
beyond the “classroom,” providing time and space
for learning

TIME
How we manage our time – the billable hour – 

 needs to be re-evaluated as this outdated model 
is restricting growth, collaboration and 

evolution in the industry

CLIENT
Agencies should o�er education as a service 
o�ering to clients in order to learn together 
and strengthen confidence in digital capabilities
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SMITH & BETA

FOR MORE INFORMATION

smith & beta is a talent development company that 

designs custom education and organizational design 

programs to help employees get smarter about all 

things digital. Our team is made up of former leaders 

from agencies, brands and tech companies. smith & 

beta works with many leading agencies and brands 

around the world.
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