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Many a Hollywood movie has asked us to consider whether we are 

sleepwalking into a time when the robots we think work for us turn against 

their creators. 
 

 
 
 

The same might well be said about digital marketing. A staggering 98 per cent of American publishers 

have revealed to IAB US they have traded inventory programmatically domestically and nearly three 

in four (72 per cent) have done so internationally. In the UK, last year a third of digital display was 

bought programmatically and this year, the IAB predicts, nearly half will be (47 per cent). 

So if the machines are doing the planning and buying, what happens to the humans? Well, there are big 

impacts, on both the advertising agency side and the role of the marketer. 

Adland's Short-Term Loss 

Chris Bourke is Commercial Director at Qriously, a mobile network which asks questions of end-users 

in advert spots to solicit a response. He has been surprised at how everyone underestimated the 

potential of programmatic over the past couple of years. Now they are starting to realise its power, he 

is equally surprised its likely short-term impact in advertising appears to be largely ignored. 

“The majority of media agencies will either shed or retrain traditional digital planner buyers to work 

within programmatic,” he predicts. ”They’ll likely have a small cadre of ‘custom buy’ planners who’ll 

sit outside of these boundaries to pick up anything that falls outside of a programmatic definition, such 

as bespoke rich media units, but the vast majority of the workforce will work around programmatic 

processes and trading. 

“That will mean fewer jobs among the old guard, as traditional planners are shed, but overall job rates 

will likely be stabilised by additional requirements for roles which are a hybrid marketing and 

technology. 

http://www.cmo.com/articles/2014/8/14/how_will_the_rise_of.html
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“So there will be a fall in jobs initially, which will be a bit of a shock, and then trading desks will start 

to fatten up again.” 

Marketer's Bill Shock 

Paul Rowlinson, Chief Operating Officer at media agency Mindshare UK agrees with this likely 

scenario where redundancies are more likely on the trading desk at an advertising side, rather than 

among marketers. These, he agrees, will later be made up for as marketers move from dipping their 

toes to fully rolling out programmatic buying strategies. 

This could have an impact on the make-up of bills which he warns marketers might have to get used to. 

“Programmatic means you get a lot more efficiency with your media spend,” he says. “At the same 

time, though, because you’re buying media that is better quality and better qualified by audience data, 

it’s likely to be higher priced. Marketers might think there’s a jump in price but sticking with cheaper 

inventory can be a false economy, particularly if it’s comparatively lower quality ad network traffic. 

“It’s also a technology that advertising agencies are having to invest considerable sums in, both in 

technology and training. So I would expect commissions on campaigns to rise – instead of six or seven 

per cent today, you might even see it going up nearer to 20 per cent. 

“Overall I don’t think it will have a huge impact on the final bill, just its make up because 

programmatic is far more efficient and so you get more for your money, even though the media is more 

expensive and commissions might well go up.” 

Get Data Savvy Quickly 

What about marketers themselves? What will the impact on headcount be and what skills will need to 

be learned to remain relevant in a more automated digital advertising world? 

To Tim Irwin, media agency Maxus UK’s Chief Operating Officer, it is clear marketers need to do a 

bit of homework but, if they get it right, they are less likely to see the headcount reductions others are 

predicting for trading desks. 

“We find there is something of an education piece to be done with some clients,” he says. “A recent 

survey by the American Association of National Advertisers found that 67% of marketers said they 

were either unaware of automated buying technology, didn’t understand it, or needed to learn more 

about it to apply it to campaigns. It’s easy to over-complicate this stuff but we are simply talking about 

automation and freeing up of time to allow media people to spend more time on higher-value analysis 

and insight. 

“It’s hard to be definitive on this headcount among marketers. My suspicion is that it will net out at 

about the same, although we will need to attract different types of people – more technically capable 

and more analytical.” 

That is a consistent piece of advice from the vendors at agencies at the sharp end of the 

programmatic’s roll out. The huge amount of data it provides needs to be fed back in to programmatic 

systems to improve future performance. 

Or, as Christian Howes, Head of Data at social advertising agency Albion Cell, puts it, marketers are 

going to have to combine their understanding of brand and customers and marry these with a huge 

influx of audience data. 
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"Given the proliferation of RTB and programmatic, brand marketers need to be interpreters and 

storytellers, joining the dots in the data,” he explains. “They must use their knowledge and experience 

of the business hand in hand with intelligent data analysis. In this capacity they can ensure RTB and 

programmatic buying works well for the business and at the same time bolsters their role within it. 

Programmatic, then, is going to lead to hybrid roles where marketing and advertising executives will 

need to be as proficient around data as they are media. 

 


