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CHAPTER 1 
MEDIA-SPONSORED DIGITAL AGENCIES

Digital agencies became vogue for local media companies during the Great Recession more than a decade ago, when sales of 
core print and broadcast products took a nosedive. Offering basic “services” such as web design/redesign or SEO allowed media 
companies to keep the conversation going with advertisers who were less interested in buying ads during a depressed economy 
and more interested in building up their own virtual presence. 

Likewise, economic uncertainty during the Great Pandemic of 2020 had 60% of local businesses slowing down or pausing their 
ad spending but spending more to shore up their virtual presence once again.  By then, most media companies were ready to 
serve them.

In 2020, local media companies operated approximately 2,500 digital agencies across the U.S.  They represented 47% of the 
estimated 5,500 digital agencies nationwide. Competition has grown exponentially in the past decade. The total number of digital 
agencies overall increased fourfold since 2010, while the number of media-borne agencies grew eightfold.1

NUMBER OF DIGITAL AGENCIES IN U.S. 2010-2025

FORECAST

Sources: IBIS World; Borrell Associates Inc. © 2021 Borrell
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Borrell forecasts that the number of media-sponsored agencies will peak this year at about 2,600. Two factors are at play: First, 
media agencies are likely to have reached a saturation point, with nearly two-thirds of all local media entities operating one 
and the other one-third not interested in doing so. Second, more media properties – especially those without significant digital 
offerings – are likely to shut down, continuing a decade-long trend.

1  Sources:  IBIS World, “Digital Advertising Agencies Industry,” March 2020; Borrell Associates estimates, June 2021
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Meanwhile, overall growth in the number of independent digital agencies is forecast to 
skyrocket over the next five years. Most of that growth will stem from the creation of boutique 
niche agencies. These agencies will specialize in business categories (such as dentists, 
car dealers, or restaurants) or in marketing products (such as video storytelling, content 
marketing, video, or social media).  Media-sponsored digital agencies are likely to compete via 
differentiation: They will be experts at delivering marketing messages across multiple platforms 
(not just digital) to targeted audiences within a specific geographic area.  As such, their gross 
revenues are likely to be far larger than that of independent digital agencies, which currently 
averages $3.3 million per agency. 

Today, 64% of print, broadcast, cable, and outdoor entities operate a digital agency 
with a dedicated staff. 

They are characterized by having:

A specific name.  Examples are Lee Enterprises’ Amplified Digital Media, Hubbard 
Radio’s 2020 Digital, Sinclair Broadcast Group’s Compulse Integrated Marketing, and 
Graham Media Group’s Omne.

A dedicated manager and staff.  Staff size ranges from only a few employees who 
assist the parent company’s sales staff and fulfill orders to a few dozen employees 
who handle sales, sales support, creative, production, and sales training.

“Digital only” clients.  All have at least some clients who do not also purchase the 
core print, broadcast, or cable product.

Most, but not all, have separate P&Ls. They operate more as support and fulfillment companies 
than as true agencies.  That is, sales depend heavily on the parent company’s sales staff.

In the next chapter, we gauge the size of the opportunity that media-sponsored agencies  
are chasing.

Meanwhile, 
overall growth 
in the number 
of independent 
digital agencies 
is forecast to 
skyrocket over the 
next five years. 

1

2

3

https://amplifieddigitalagency.com/
https://2060digital.com/
https://compulse.com/
https://omneresults.com/
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CHAPTER 2 
LOCAL BUSINESSES’ ADOPTION RATES & SPENDING 
ON DIGITAL SERVICES

To understand the growth of digital agencies, one only needs to measure the size of the opportunity and how quickly it 
has grown. This year, digital services—all those things required to manage a businesses’ digital presence and marketing 
communications—account for $748 billion in business spending.  Businesses now spend more than twice much on digital 
marketing services as they do on advertising, which has existed for generations. Considering that the digital services industry 
didn’t exist a generation ago, its growth has been extraordinary.

That said, growth in adoption of digital services has stabilized. Some businesses are using certain services for the first time, while 
some have stopped using them. Between 2019 and the end of 2021, adoption slowed slightly for web design, listings claiming 
and mobile management.  It increased slightly for everything else.

TOTAL U.S. SPENDING ON DIGITAL SERVICES, 2021

$159.1
$101.8

$84.1
$70.6

$48.0
$42.9

$41.7
$37.5
$32.4
$25.3
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$14.9
$10.5
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$ IN BILLIONS

Source: Borrell’s Digital Marketing Services database, updated June 2021
© Borrell Inc.
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Looking at individual categories of businesses, not all spend their digital services dollars similarly.  While web hosting is usually 
the largest expense and typically accounts for one-fourth of total budgets, it’s not always the case.  Also, the top three types 
of spending after hosting vary.  For instance, real estate brokerage firms, agents, and developers spend their second-largest 
amount on SEO, while car dealerships spend it on video production.

REAL ESTATE SERVICES: ANNUAL SPENDING ON DIGITAL SERVICES

Source: Borrell’s Digital Marketing Services database, June 2021 update
© Borrell Inc.

  SPENDING % OF TOTAL
Web Hosting $9,889,945,155 23.5%
SEO  $7,825,254,504 18.6% 
Website Design/Maintenance $5,200,347,398 12.4%
Online Video Production $2,899,754,567 6.9%
CRM  $2,227,863,520 5.3%
Email Management $2,189,647,802 5.2%
Online Agency/Exchange Fees $1,909,511,391 4.5%
Online Consultant and Research $1,803,641,084 4.3%
Social Media Management $1,673,736,139 4.0%
Online Advertising Management $1,514,162,939 3.6%
Mobile Media Management $1,197,272,231 2.8%
Online Ad Design $1,007,160,302 2.4%
App Design $808,556,080 1.9%
Site Visitor Analysis/Analytics $553,660,375 1.3%
Email List Purchase $534,771,303 1.3%
Listings Claiming $247,582,204 0.6%
Reputation Management $212,995,290 0.5%
Opt-in List Management $135,289,081 0.3%
Online Contest/Game Development $125,266,090 0.3%
Blog Management $95,676,638 0.2%
Digital Press Release Distribution $9,661,810 0.02%
 TOTAL $42,061,755,903 100%

REAL ESTATE AGENTS, 
BROKERAGE FIRMS, AND 

OTHERS IN THE FIELD SPEND 
38% OF THEIR DIGITAL SERVICES 

BUDGETS ON SEO, WEBSITE 
DESIGN & MAINTENANCE, 
AND VIDEO PRODUCTION.

38%

LOCAL BUSINESS USAGE RATES, AVERAGE SPENDING, 
& GROWTH FORECAST FOR KEY DIGITAL SERVICE

Source: Borrell’s Local Advertiser Survey, Q3 2020; N=2,242
© Borrell Inc.

Web 
Design SEO SEM Video/

OTT
Audio/

Podcasting
Email
Mktg.

Reputation
Mgmt

Listings
Claiming

Social 
Media
Mgmt

Mobile
Mktg.

Usage in 2019 63% 59% 41% 36% 8% 59% 33% 24% 94% 27%

Usage in 2020 62% 68% 43% 43% 10% 61% 36% 24% 93% 26%

Usage in 2021 54% 62% 50% 45% 11% 63% 37% 23% 94% 26%

Average
Expenditure $26,452 $18,218 $27,933 $31,316 $27,073 $19,213 NA NA $26,308 $29,795

Planned $ 
Increase in 2021 14.5% 13.9% 17.6% 25.8% 12.9% 18.8% NA NA 24.0% 17.2%
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While real estate is the largest category for spending on digital services at $42.0 billion, auto dealers and dealer groups are the 
second largest at $38.9 billion.  However, the automotive sales category is the top spender by far on online video production 
among all 100 business categories. Dealers and dealer groups will spend more than $6 billion this year on video production. The 
second-highest spending category is web design and maintenance and the third-highest is SEO. 

AUTOMOTIVE SALES: ANNUAL SPENDING ON DIGITAL SERVICES

Source: Borrell’s Digital Marketing Services database, June 2021 update
© Borrell Inc.

  SPENDING % OF TOTAL
Web Hosting $6,831,124,329 17.6%
Online Video Production $6,150,459,404 15.8%
Website Design/Maintenance $4,707,386,245 12.1%
SEO  $4,079,219,315 10.5%
Email Management $2,655,902,132 6.8% 
CRM  $2,319,918,189 6.0%
Online Consultant and Research $1,922,138,336 4.9%
Online Agency/Exchange Fees $1,842,308,517 4.7%
Social Media Management $1,704,943,200 4.4%
Online Advertising Management $1,587,730,778 4.1%
Mobile Media Management $1,474,235,477 3.8%
Online Ad Design $1,225,305,988 3.1%
Online Contest/Game Development $560,700,590 1.4%
Email List Purchase $462,997,080 1.2%
App Design $461,682,027 1.2%
Reputation Management $282,766,493 0.7%
Listings Claiming $219,240,514 0.6%
Site Visitor Analysis/Analytics $198,534,214 0.5%
Opt-in List Management $164,449,585 0.4%
Blog Management $55,176,660 0.1%
Digital Press Release Distribution $6,573,082 0.02%
 TOTAL $38,912,792,155 100%

NEW AND USED-CAR DEALERSHIPS AND 
REGIONAL DEALER ASSOCIATIONS SPEND 38% 

OF THEIR DIGITAL SERVICES BUDGETS 
ON VIDEO PRODUCTION, WEB DESIGN 

& MAINTENANCE, AND SEO.

38%
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EATING & DRINKING PLACES: ANNUAL SPENDING ON DIGITAL SERVICES

Source: Borrell’s Digital Marketing Services database, June 2021 update
© Borrell Inc.

  SPENDING % OF TOTAL
Web Hosting $3,714,620,755 18.9%
Website Design/Maintenance $2,447,933,631 12.4%
Social Media Management $2,222,676,092 11.3%
SEO  $2,153,962,667 10.9% 
Online Video Production $1,678,683,375 8.5%
Online Consultant and Research $1,613,435,021 8.2%
Listings Claiming $925,779,453 4.7%
Online Agency/Exchange Fees $806,787,900 4.1%
Online Advertising Management $707,233,562 3.6%
Email Management $653,808,316 3.3%
App Design $548,542,033 2.8%
Reputation Management $497,633,160 2.5%
Mobile Media Management $470,780,686 2.4%
Online Ad Design $451,713,514 2.3%
CRM  $397,767,665 2.0%
Site Visitor Analysis/Analytics $186,245,861 0.9%
Email List Purchase $101,822,884 0.5%
Online Contest/Game Development $69,556,612 0.4%
Opt-in List Management $34,561,261 0.2%
Digital Press Release Distribution $12,799,130 0.1%
Blog Management $9,929,242 0.05%
 TOTAL $19,706,172,819 100%

RESTAURANTS, BARS AND OTHER EATING 
AND DRINKING ESTABLISHMENTS SPEND 35% 

OF THEIR DIGITAL SERVICES BUDGETS ON 
WEBSITE DESIGN & MAINTENANCE, SOCIAL 

MEDIA MANAGEMENT, AND SEO.

35%

Restaurants and bars focus their digital spending more on web design, social media and SEO. They’ve always been important, 
but became even more important during the pandemic as restaurants tried to tap into the social conversation and to be found 
online by customers who sought to “eat out” virtually. Websites were quickly updated with new hours of operation, delivery 
options, seating limitations, mask requirements, and online ordering. 
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HVAC Installation & Repair is the 47th largest spending category in digital services, at $19.7 billion this year.  We chose to 
highlight this category for two reasons:  Business boomed in 2020 as stay-at-home employees put higher demands on air 
conditioning and heating units, spurring replacements and repairs.  That had HVAC businesses spending more on SEO than 
anything else.  There wasn’t a lot to communicate.  It was more about being found.  The second reason we chose it was that it’s 
one of the only business categories where spending on web hosting isn’t the largest.  SEO topped the list.

Gross spending is interesting, but what does a local business spend individually on digital services?  Borrell’s annual survey of 
thousands of local advertisers offers insights.  The survey of 2,242 local businesses in late 2020, gauged spending on five key 
types of services that local media companies, digital agencies, and other service providers offer.

HVAC INSTALLATION & REPAIR: ANNUAL SPENDING ON DIGITAL SERVICES

Source: Borrell’s Digital Marketing Services database, June 2021 update
© Borrell Inc.

  SPENDING % OF TOTAL
SEO  $670,425,622 22.5% 
Web Hosting $662,662,213 22.3%
Website Design/Maintenance $440,986,242 14.8%
Online Consultant and Research $207,143,513 7.0%
Online Video Production $202,492,060 6.8%
Online Agency/Exchange Fees $134,472,674 4.5%
Email Management $114,847,777 3.9%
Online Advertising Management $89,497,606 3.0%
Social Media Management $85,209,224 2.9%
Online Ad Design $70,678,565 2.4%
Mobile Media Management $70,286,710 2.4%
App Design $59,897,463 2.0%
CRM  $55,173,657 1.9%
Site Visitor Analysis/Analytics $42,416,370 1.4%
Email List Purchase $24,351,000 0.8%
Reputation Management $17,038,445 0.6%
Listings Claiming $13,831,641 0.5%
Blog Management $7,537,454 0.3%
Opt-in List Management $6,132,391 0.2%
Digital Press Release Distribution $624,816 0.0%
Online Contest/Game Development $0 0.00%
 TOTAL $19,706,172,819 100%

HVAC COMPANIES SPEND 37% OF THEIR 
DIGITAL SERVICES BUDGETS ON SEO, AND 

WEBSITE DESIGN & MAINTENANCE.

37%
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SEARCH ENGINE MARKETING (SEM)
While SEM is technically advertising, not a “service,” the maintenance of it does require service.  In 2020, 43% of 
local businesses were buying SEM, up from 41% the prior year. There is a significant uptick occurring this year, 
tied to an overall increase in marketing as the pandemic subsides.

On average, a local business in our survey that utilized SEM spent $27,933 on it in 2020.  Two-thirds of those 
businesses were using an agency to handle this, spending $24,964 annually for agency services. Roughly one-
third of businesses have an employee handling SEO.

SEARCH ENGINE OPTIMIZATION (SEO)
SEO is one of the largest and most easily sold of digital services.  In 2020, 68% of local businesses were buying it, 
a slight increase from 2019 that was most likely fueled by the shut-down of physical locations and an increase in 
the need to be found online.  Despite a slight drop anticipated this year, usage remains high in 2021 at 62% of 
local businesses.

How has your company approached 
search engine marketing (SEM)  

in 2020?

About how much will your company 
spend on search engine marketing 

(SEM) in 2020?

66% Used an agency or third party for this

38% Have someone on staff manage

19% Used a tool/software to help with this

4% Other

Total responses 934

$6,715 Tool/software fees

$30,801 Salary/wages for staff member

$24,964 Agency/third-party fees

$9,340 Other costs

Total spent $27,933

% OF LOCAL BUSINESSES BUYING SEO

59%

68%
62%

Usage in 2019 Usage in 2020 Usage in 2021
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On average, local business in our survey that utilized SEO spent $18,218 on it in 2020.  Nearly two-thirds of 
those businesses were using an agency to handle this, spending $11,159 annually for agency services.  
Forty-three percent of businesses who use SEO have someone on staff who handles it.

How has your company approached 
search engine optimization (SEO)  

in 2020?

About how much will your company 
spend on search engine optimization 

(SEO) in 2020?

64% Used an agency or third party for this

43% Have someone on staff manage

21% Used a tool/software to help with this

3% Other

Total responses 1,264

$3,625 Tool/software fees

$27,738 Salary/wages for staff member

$11,159 Agency/third-party fees

$8,100 Other costs

Total spent $18,218

STREAMING VIDEO/OTT SERVICES
The percentage of local businesses using streaming video, OTT, and CTV is holding steady at 45% this year.  
Contrast that with social media, which saw usage jump 8 to 10 percentage points annually until usage became 
nearly ubiquitous for businesses, above 90%.  While penetration seems to be leveling, spending continues 
rising. In fact, online video marketing showed the highest rate of increase planned for 2021 among all types of 
marketing expenditures. 

% OF LOCAL BUSINESSES BUYING ONLINE VIDEO/OTT

Usage in 2019 Usage in 2020 Usage in 2021

45%43%
36%

The average expenditure on online video, OTT, and CTV in 2020 was $31,316.  The advertising portion – 
for those who purchased and place their videos as advertising units – was higher, $45,358.  This puts it in 
competition with radio, newspaper, direct mail, and outdoor budgets.  The “service” part of online video paid by 
the 43% who use agencies was $14,013.  More than half of local businesses who use online video had someone 
on staff handling production and advertising as part of their job.
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How has your company approached 
online video/OTT in 2020?

About how much will your company 
spend on online video/OTT in 2020?

STREAMING AUDIO/PODCASTING
Though headlines make it appear podcasting is booming everywhere, it’s more of a national phenomenon. At 
the local level, streaming audio and podcasting continues to see low utilization. Ten percent of businesses used 
it in 2020, with 11% saying they planned to do so this year. 

% OF LOCAL BUSINESSES BUYING ONLINE AUDIO/PODCASTING

Usage in 2019 Usage in 2020 Usage in 2021

11%10%
8%

Of that 10% who used streaming audio last year, 39% used an agency. The average expenditure on agency 
services to handle podcasting was $14,280.

61% Developed & posted your own content 
to YouTube or Vimeo

54% Have someone on staff manage

43% Used an agency

25% Used a tool/software

24% Bought video ads on YouTube, or social 
media platform

8% Bought video ads for OTT or connected 
TV platforms (i.e hulu)

2% Other

Total responses 971

$4,602 Tool/software fees

$30,220 Salary/wages for staff member

$14,013 Agency/third-party fees

$13,049 Video ads on YouTube or social 
media platform

$45,358 Video ads on OTT or connected  
TV platforms

$7,538 Developing/distributing your  
own content

$8,443 Other costs

Total spent $31,316
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How has your company approached 
online audio in 2020?

About how much will your company 
spend on online audio in 2020?

EMAIL MARKETING
Usage of email marketing remains high, along the lines of SEO and SEM usage. Slightly less than two-thirds 
of local businesses currently use email marketing. This is generally more of an in-house activity, with annual 
spending averaging $19,213.

% OF LOCAL BUSINESSES USING EMAIL MARKETING

Usage in 2019 Usage in 2020 Usage in 2021

59% 61% 63%

Very few (9%) businesses at the local level are buying ads in email newsletters or other regular email 
communiques. Seventy percent of those businesses using email marketing have someone in-house who 
handles it. About one-fourth of businesses hire an agency, spending an average of $9,766 a year to let the 
agency handle its email marketing.

27% Developed & posted your own podcast

46% Have someone on staff manage

39% Used an agency or third-party

15% Used a tool/software

23% Bought ads on streaming radio 
channels or internet radio such as Spotify

12% Other

Total responses 227

$12,895 Tool/software fees

$28,691 Salary/wages for staff member

$14,280 Agency/third-party fees

$29,404 Audio ads  on streaming radio 
channels or internet radio such as Spotify

$5,714 Developing/distributing your  
own content

$2,600 Other costs

Total spent $27,073
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How has your company approached 
email marketing in 2020?

About how much will your company 
spend on email marketing in 2020?

70% Have someone on staff manage

23% Used an agency or third-party

59% Used a tool/software

9% Sponsored or bought ads within  
another company’s emails

2% Other

Total responses 1,391

$4,251 Tool/software fees

$23,001 Salary/wages for staff member

$9,766 Agency/third-party fees

$6,671 Sponsorship or advertising within  
another company’s emails

$3,873 Other costs

Total spent $27,073

SOCIAL MEDIA MANAGEMENT
Very few local businesses aren’t using social media to market themselves.  Overwhelmingly, Facebook and 
Instagram are the most popular platforms. While the average expenditure by local businesses is $26,308, there 
are many other costs associated with maintaining a constant flow of social messaging. Money spent to boost a 
post (advertising) averages $13,817 per year.

% OF LOCAL BUSINESSES USING SOCIAL MEDIA MARKETING

Usage in 2019 Usage in 2020 Usage in 2021

94% 94%93%

Like email marketing, social media management is mainly an in-house task.  Three-fourths of local businesses 
have someone on staff who manages that activity as part of their job.  One in four use an agency, spending an 
average of $13,817 to have the agency handle the task.
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How has your company approached 
social media marketing in 2020?

About how much will your company 
spend on social media marketing  

in 2020?

76% Have someone on staff manage

25% Used an agency or third-party

30% Used a tool/software

32% Bought advertising or sponsored posts 
within a social media platform

5% Other

Total responses 2,094

$3,361 Tool/software fees

$21,301 Salary/wages for staff member

$13,817 Agency/third-party fees

$13,019 Paid/sponsored advertising  
within a social media platform

$169,680 Other costs

Total spent $26,308

MOBILE MARKETING
What’s remarkable about mobile is that the audience is “there,” but marketers haven’t quite caught on. Mobile 
devices accounted for the majority of Internet traffic for the first time in 2017 and is currently approaching 60% 
of all traffic.  However, three-fourths of businesses say they aren’t using mobile marketing.  For those who do, 
the average expenditure last year was $29,795, with 17.2% increase planned for 2022.

Those spending money on mobile marketing are split in thirds, between buying advertising, paying an agency to 
manage things, and buying software (such as apps or responsive design fees). For those utilizing an agency, the 
average cost was $10,349 last year.

% OF LOCAL BUSINESSES USING MOBILE MARKETING

Usage in 2019 Usage in 2020 Usage in 2021

27% 26% 26%
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How has your company approached 
mobile marketing in 2020?

About how much will your company 
spend on mobile marketing in 2020?

28% Have someone on staff manage

35% Used an agency or third-party

31% Used a tool/software

37% Advertising costs

5% Other

Total responses 435

$8,106 Tool/software fees

$31,638 Salary/wages for staff member

$10,349 Agency/third-party fees

$18,879 Advertising costs

$6,409 Other costs

Total spent $29,795
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CHAPTER 3 
SCALING A DIGITAL AGENCY FOR THE FUTURE

Media companies established digital agencies out of the need to maintain conversations with 
advertising clients who would more readily want to discuss digital marketing than they would 
discuss buying print, broadcast, outdoor, or cable advertising.  Most agencies, as stated earlier, 
existed as support groups to core-product customers.

Today, the key question is, “How can we scale our digital agency to reach more and more 
customers?”  Creating efficiencies in the sales process is the key.

To examine those efficiencies, Frequence.com, a sales enablement platform for media 
companies, provided us with data from 27 months of sales performance from 35 local media 
companies. The data covered sales activity for an average of 271 sales reps each month and 
examined the number of proposals submitted, the number of closed sales, and the value of 
those sales. Before results were compiled, companies were grouped into four categories:

Group A:  Digital Cognoscenti 
These companies were the most focused on digital sales. They had executive buy-in, employed 
digital experts to assist in sales, tracked sales performance closely, and trained reps regularly. 
 
Group B:  Digitally Savvy
These companies held most of the characteristics of the Digital Cognoscenti but fell short in 
some areas.

Group C:  Digitally Progressives
These companies had just begun to develop a greater focus on digital within the past two years 
and were attempting to make the transition from Digitally Struggling to Digitally Savvy. 

Group D:  Digitally Struggling
These companies were farthest behind in digital focus. They concentrated most on traditional 
media products, with digital products as an optional add-on.

Sources:  Frequence.com, Borrell Inc.
*Staff  size varied month to month due to attrition
© 2021 Borrell

Range in 
staff  size 
(#reps)*

Avg. % of 
sales reps 

selling

Digital is 
part of 
growth 

strategy

High 
Executive 

buy-in

Digital 
experts on 

staff  to 
assist reps

Established 
Digital 
quotas

Regularly 
tracks 

each reps’ 
performance

Conducts 
regular 

sales 
training

Group A 61 - 97 75%      
Group B 27 - 34 71% Possesses some of these characteristics

Group C 25 41% Attempting to Transition from Group D to Group B

Group D 40 - 45 10% Possesses few of these characteristics; focuses on traditional media fi rst; competing priorities

CHARACTERISTICS OF GROUPS A, B, C, D

Today, the key 
question is, “How 
can we scale our 
digital agency to 
reach more and 
more customers?”  
Creating efficiencies 
in the sales process 
is the key.

Performance of each group showed a remarkable difference between Group A (Digital 
Cognoscenti) and the rest.  The average percentage of reps submitting proposals was at 
least three times to nearly five times that of the other groups, and the number of proposals 
submitted per rep was twice as high.  Conversely, close rates were lower for Group A than two 
of the other three groupings.  The result was two to five times more revenue per sales rep for 
those in Group A

http://Frequence.com
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Sources:  Frequence.com, Borrell Inc.
© 2021 Borrell

Avg. # of 
reps on 

staff /month

Avg. # of reps 
submitting 
proposals/

month

Avg. % of reps 
submitting 
proposals

Average # 
of monthly 
proposals 

per rep

Avg. close 
rate per rep

Avg. 
monthly value 
of closed sale 

per rep

Total closed 
sales per rep 

in period

Group A 70 52 74% 10 40% $28,227 $1,469,897

Group B 105 21 70% 5 81% $15,358 $327,635

Group C 65 10 42% 6 20% $6,202 $64,084

Group D 16 4 9% 4 73% $10,962 $43,036

PERFORMANCE OF GROUPS A-D FOR 27-MONTH PERIOD

ANNUAL REVENUE PER SALES EXECUTIVE
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Sources:  Frequence.com, Borrell Inc.
© 2021 Frequence.com

GROUP A

GROUP B

GROUP C
GROUP D

PRE-FREQUENCE
FREQUENCE

4.5X
1.2X

Moving to a sales enablement platform offered by Frequence can spur a quick increase in sales productivity in and of itself.  
The increase in annual revenue per sales rep ranged from 20% for Group A to nearly 200% for Group B.  In 2019, the dramatic 
growth in annual revenue was due mostly to Frequence offering its clients new products in the form of OTT, CTV, and SEM.  
Overall, this combination of creating scaling efficiencies using a sales enablement platform and offering new, highly demanded 
products produced an increase in sales productivity of 20% over three years for the Digitally Struggling Group to as high as 11.4 
times more revenue for the Digitally Progressives (Group B). 
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Key goals in scaling a digital business are increasing the number of proposals that each rep churns out in a month, increasing 
the number of products sold to each client, and holding down churn while increasing the number of clients served.  With the 
organizational productivity that a sales enablement platform delivers to these best-practice companies, those goals are  
being achieved.

Best Practice in Scaling: Number of Monthly Proposals Per Rep
For Group A companies, the number of sales proposals ranged from 5 to 11 per month and was generally twice as many as the 
next-highest group. Producing proposals quickly is a high priority among top performers. Ben Blackwell, director of local digital 
sales strategies for Lee Enterprises’ Amplified digital Media told us, “A couple of days to generate a proposal in the selling world 
is like a couple of years.  We need to do it in real time.” 

AVERAGE MONTHLY NUMBER OF PROPOSALS PER SALES REP, JAN. 2017 - MARCH 2021
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Sources:  Frequence.com, Borrell Inc.
© 2021 Frequence.com

Carol Rees, director of Digital Business Operations for Quincy Media, 
told us, “We’ve been able to maintain our current block of high-
spending customers and are (growing the business by) bolting on 
an application to serve smaller budgets.  We’re also increasing the 
number of products per client.”
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MONTHLY CLOSED REVENUE PER SALES REP, JAN. 2019 - MARCH 2021
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Sources:  Frequence.com, Borrell Inc.
© 2021 Frequence.com

Best Practice in Scaling: Monthly Closed Revenue Per Rep
For Group A companies, reps hovered around $20,000 in closed sales per month, with peaks in activity in the December-
January period and in October as holiday marketing programs were solidified.  Others saw average sales of half that amount  
or less.
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AVERAGE MONTHLY NUMBER OF PROPOSALS PER SALES REP, JAN. 2017 - MARCH 2021

GROUP A
GROUP B

GROUP C
GROUP D

JAN ‘19

JAN  ‘2
0

JUL ‘1
9

JUL ‘2
0

APR
 ‘19

APR
 ‘20

OCT ‘1
9

OCT ‘2
0

JAN ‘21

FE
B ‘19

FE
B ‘20

AUG ‘19

AUG ‘20

MAY ‘1
9

MAY ‘2
0

NOV ‘19

NOV ‘20

FE
B ‘21

MAR ‘19

MAR ‘20

SE
P ‘1

9

SE
P ‘2

0

JUN ‘19

JUN  ‘2
0

DEC
 ‘19

DEC
 ‘20

MAR ‘21

Sources:  Frequence.com, Borrell Inc.
© 2021 Frequence.com

12

10

8

6

4

2

0

Best Practice in Scaling: % of “Active” Sales Force
Not all sales reps submit a proposal every month. Best practices companies have the highest rate, hovering between 70% and 
90%. These includes companies in both Groups A and B, though Group B saw a slightly lower percentage of active reps in some 
months studied.  Those in Groups C and D saw, on average, less than half their sales forces submitting proposals every month.
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The demand by local businesses to build out their digital presence and be found online has 
outstripped the demand for the classic way of “being found”—buying advertising both online 
and offline.  This has media companies to seek revenue on the service side of the business by 
establishing digital agencies. This phenomenon has occurred mostly over the past decade, with 
the number of media-sponsored agencies now approaching 2,600, or a dozen per TV market.

All of these entities are leveraged from their parent print, broadcast, cable, or outdoor 
company. That means they rely heavily on existing client relationships and existing sales staff to 
grow digital sales.  And that means that, when staff capabilities hit a saturation point, the need 
to “scale” the operation—or create greater efficiencies—comes into play.

As this report has shown, scaling is best achieved by companies that are digitally focused as 
opposed to being focused chiefly on the core product, with digital services as an add-on.  It 
further shows that sales results can be dramatic when digital experts are on the staff, digital 
goals are regularly tracked, and sales staffs are trained regularly on the ever-changing digital 
environment.

The results are dramatic. Proposal activity and ad revenue per sales reps increases 
exponentially. Top performers, the Digital Cognoscenti media companies, are scaling their 
businesses into a strategic competitive advantage—being able to serve both large and small 
customers with a broad array of product offerings. As competition heats up from independent 
agencies—many of whom will compete by creating category-specific or product-specific 
niches—the Digital Cognoscenti stand the best chance of growing and perhaps becoming the 
largest and most sophisticated go-to agencies in their markets.

 
CONCLUSIONS

Top performers, 
the Digital 
Cognoscenti 
media companies, 
are scaling their 
businesses 
into a strategic 
competitive 
advantage – being 
able to serve both 
large and small 
customers with 
a broad array of 
product offerings. 



2021 SCALING DIGITAL AGENCIES ©2021 Borrell Associates Inc. All Rights Reserved24                                                            

About Frequence
Frequence is the leading provider of software for media companies to automate and grow their 
local advertising sales. Through its full-stack workflow and campaign management software, 
Frequence provides the necessary tools to launch, manage and optimize omnichannel 
campaigns. From sales intelligence to measurement and analytic tools - all integrated within 
a platform that creates personalized, multi-channel media proposals with campaign insights - 
Frequence users have a complete end-to-end solution.

 
ABOUT

Founded in 2001, Borrell Associates is the expert in gauging, tracking, forecasting, and analyzing 
local advertising and marketing expenditures.  Borrell offers detailed data on all types of 
advertising and marketing expenditures for any U.S. market. The company also publishes 
regular reports and produces the popular Local Marketing Trends Podcast.  Borrell has 
hundreds of clients, including ad agencies, trade associations, media companies, investors, and 
industry analysts. Borrell’s principal interface, Compass, can be found at www.adspending.com, 
and is available to Booomberg Terminal subscribers. 

For information contact Borrell at info@borrellassociates.com or 1-757-221-6641.

http://www.adspending.com
mailto:info%40borrellassociates.com?subject=

