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A G E N C Y  
METRICS 
T H A T  M A T T E R
SoDA recently partnered with 10,000ft to explore business performance 
measurement within agencies, production companies and design studios. 
We assessed the relative breadth, sophistication and transparency of 
measurement practices and compared several important benchmarks for 
2017 performance. This presentation is a summary of what we found.  



F I N D I N G S
Key f ind ings f rom our on l ine survey f ie lded wi th 
agency leaders in Ju ly-August  of  2017.
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Becoming more “data-driven” is a common mantra across the marketing industry and many agencies are still 
maturing when it comes to the rigor and depth of their own business performance measurement capabilities. 

Data-driven or not? 

of agency leaders characterize their 
agencies as “data-driven” when it 
comes to managing the operations of 
their own business.

55% 
data-driven 13% We rigorously track and utilize a broad range of metrics to 

optimize near-term business performance and make 
anticipatory decisions against a longer-term forecast. 

Experts
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45% We track a broad range of metrics to optimize near-term 
business performance but we tend to stay focused on 
what's right in front of us. 

Pros

35% We track baseline financial and operational metrics but tend 
to utilize data in a more reactionary way. We have a good 
understanding of where we need to improve but have not 
yet invested the time, money or resources.

Novices

06% We track limited financial and project-related metrics and 
do not have a clear understanding or plan for how to 
develop these capabilities. 

Amateurs



We explored agencies’ usage of 48 different metrics across four areas of the business - Operating Metrics, Project 
Metrics, Sales Metrics and Employee Metrics. While not intended to be exhaustive, the list of metrics provided a 
spectrum against which to compare the relative depth and sophistication of agency measurement programs.   

A wide range of metrics

Everything and Nothing

Across 48 metrics explored in this study, no single 
measure saw 100% adoption and, on the opposite 
end, every single metric listed was utilized by at 
least 16% of the respondents. This suggests that 
outside of the core measures related to revenue, 
margin, utilization and sales opportunities, there is 
little common adoption of measures that might 
provide a fuller view into the overall health of the 
business, culture and client relationships.

89% Gross Margin

88% Forecasted Sales

87% Utilization

86% Actual vs. Budgeted Hours

85% Total value of pipeline opportunities

Top 5 Metrics Most Commonly Used*

* For the purposes of this survey, we assumed that, at a minimum, 
everyone was tracking basic financial metrics such revenue, profit 
margin, cash balances, etc. As such, these were excluded from the 
“what are you measuring” questions. 
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37% Data timeliness

31% Determining which metrics 
are most important

31% Interpreting/understanding 
the data I have 

26% Disseminating the most relevant 
data to my organization 

When it comes to operational and performance measurement programs, agency leaders point to action, access and 
accuracy as the top pain points. Determining what to measure or how to interpret the data are lesser concerns.

Barriers to better measurement

46% Acting on the data I have. 
Action

45% Getting the data I need. 
Access

42% Data accuracy. 
Accuracy

Biggest Challenges for Operational Measurement
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We wish we were measuring…

1 Average cost per sale (52%)

Employee feedback/satisfaction per project (51%)2

New employee on-boarding input  (47%)3

Average sales cycle (45%)4

Client satisfaction  (44%)
Average time from project close to start of work  (44%)

5

of agency leaders would like to be 
measuring and tracking the average 
cost per sale… the highest unfulfilled 
need of the 48 metrics we explored. 

52% 
average cost per sale

Agency leaders point to a number of metrics they’d like to be measuring and tracking but currently are not. Metrics 
related to sales, client satisfaction and employee engagement are predominant in the Top 5 list.

Top 5 Metrics Agencies Want to Be Tracking
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48% of agencies report that they are transparent in sharing key operating and financial metrics with the entire 
organization while the remainder tend to keep performance numbers within the management team and/or owners.

Transparency

06% We adhere to open book financial reporting for all 
employees to access.

Extremely Transparent

42% We share a broad range of financial and operating 
metrics with the entire organization, including 
annual revenue and profit margin. 

Transparent

38% We share broad operating metrics with the entire 
organization but confine financial performance to 
the management team. 

Moderately Transparent

15% We share broad-based operating metrics with the 
management team but detailed financial 
performance is known only by founders/owners.  

Limited Transparency

1 Revenue (71%)

Metrics Shared with the Entire Agency

2 Client Satisfaction (66%)

3 Sales Pipeline, Forecast (65%)

4 Utilization (57%)

5 Revenue Growth Rate (53%)

6 Employee Satisfaction (52%)

7 Average Billable Rates (50%)

8 Profit Margin  (50%)

9 Project Profitability  (46%)

10 Employee Turnover Rate (33%)
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Biggest gap - satisfaction
Surprisingly, the biggest gaps appear to be in the measurement and tracking of client satisfaction AND employee 
engagement - arguably two of the most critical factors in building and sustaining a successful agency business.

of agencies measure client satisfaction 
but of those tracking this metric, only 
half of them use a standardized 
methodology (e.g. NPS) or a formal, 
quantifiable approach. The rest rely on 
i n f o r m a l , a n e c d o t a l f e e d b a c k 
suggesting that, overall, “measurement” 
of client satisfaction is closer to 25%.

54% 
client satisfaction

of agenc ies measure employee 
engagement and just 34% are tracking 
any input related to personal growth 
objectives or motivations for joining the 
firm. This, despite the fact that SoDA’s 
annual Digital Outlook Study found that 
“finding/retaining top talent” was the top 
strategic imperative for agency leaders.  

53% 
employee engagement
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BENCHMARKS
2017 per formance benchmarks for  revenue growth,  net  
marg in,  average b i l lab le ra tes and more.
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Agencies continue to grow
84% of the agencies surveyed in our study are growing in 2017 with 20% of them projecting revenue growth of 
20% or more. 16% report flat or declining revenue. 

20/20
20% of agencies report revenue 
growth of 20% or more in 2017. 

report revenue growth between 11-20%39%
25% report revenue growth between 1-10% 

8% report revenue growth between 21-35%

7% report revenue growth between 36-50% 

5% report revenue growth greater than 50% 

16% report flat or declining revenue in 2017
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Margins are solid in 2017
94% of agencies report that 2017 will be a profitable year with nearly one-third projecting profit margins greater 
than 15%. Just 6% anticipate that they will  break-even or show a loss in 2017. 

report profit margins between 10-15% 36%
24% report profit margins between 1-9% 

Profit Margins

1-9%

15% report profit margins between 16-20% 

13% report profit margins between 21-30%

05% report profit margins greater than 30%

06% expect to break-even or show a loss 

10-15%

16-20%

21-30%

> 30%

0% or less
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Billing rates appear to be static
Average hourly billing rates have hovered around $150 for quite some time. And while 2017 shows a spectrum of 
hourly billing rates, we  find that about 50% of agencies remain at this average rate or below.

report average hourly billing rates between $125-15037%
16% report average hourly billing rates less than $125 

Billing Rates

< $125

30% report average hourly billing rates between $151-175

16% report average hourly billing rates between $176-200

02% report average hourly billing rates greater than $200

$125 - 150 

$151 - 175

$176 - 200

> $200
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Project budget management 
Over-budget projects are common and 89% of agencies report that they “occasionally” or “frequently” go over 
budget despite having controls in place. More than 1/3 report that average project overages are 25% or greater. 

Over-Budget Projects

46% occasionally allow projects to go over budget.

43%

11%

frequently allow projects to go over budget  

rarely, if ever, allow projects to go over budget  

Average Overages for Over-Budget Projects

19% report average overages less than 10%

65% report average overages between 10-25%

15% report average overages between 25-50%

01% report average overages greater than 50% 
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Voluntary employee turnover
Despite the fact that finding and retaining talent is one of the top strategic imperatives for agency leaders, we 
found that only 58% of agencies surveyed actually track voluntary employee turnover rates.

report annual, voluntary employee turnover between 5-10%35%
21% report annual, voluntary employee turnover less than 5%

Turnover Rates

< 5%

24% report annual, voluntary employee turnover between 10-15%

19% report annual, voluntary employee turnover greater than 15%

5-10%

10-15%

> 15%
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SoDA Members Only 


BENCHMARKS
Per formance benchmark data for  revenue growth,  net  
marg in,  average b i l lab le ra tes,  pro ject  budget overages 
and employee turnover.



S O D A  
MEMBER 
P E R F O R M A N C E

The following slides aggregate benchmark performance data for SoDA members only. All 2017 data 
was derived from our “Agency Measurement Survey” with 10,000ft but isolated to responses from SoDA 
member companies (n=63). All data from 2011-2016 was derived from previous KPI Benchmarking 
Studies conducted exclusively within the SoDA community. SoDA’s next KPI Benchmarking Study will 
be fielded in January 2018 to add more detailed performance data for 2016 and 2017. 



C AV E AT  
EMPTOR 
C O N F I D E N T I A L

Please note that data for 2016 and 2017 is projected performance within pre-defined ranges. 
Data from 2011 - 2015 is the  median performance based on actual year-end financials. 
These are not intended to be apples-to-apples comparisons but rather an interim snapshot of 
performance until we complete the next KPI Benchmarking Study early next year. All SoDA 
member data is confidential and not to be shared outside of your teams. 



Revenue Growth
81% of SoDA members projected revenue growth this year while 19% projected flat or declining revenue. Fewer 
SoDA members projected growth of 20% or more in 2017 (21%) versus the same time in 2016 (30%). 

Revenue growth between 10-20% 35%

25%Revenue growth less than 10% 

13%Revenue growth between 21-35%

08%Revenue growth between 36-50% 

00%Revenue growth greater than 50% 

19%Revenue flat or declining

36%

31%

(declining only) 

03%

(greater than 20%) 

30%

vs2017 2016Projected Growth Rate (mid-year)

SoDA Members Only

11%2015

Median Annual Growth Rate

16%2014

22%2013

20%2012

18%2011
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11%2015

Median EBITDA Margin

10%2014

13%2013

11%2012

18%2011

Profit Margin
SoDA Members Only

Profit margin between 10-15% 38%

24%Profit margin less than 10% 

17%Profit margin between 16-20%

08%Profit margin between 21-30% 

05%Profit margin greater than 30% 

08%Profit margin  0% or less

33%

(declining only) 

00%

(between 11- 20%) 

45%

vs2017 2016Projected Profit Margin (mid-year)

(greater than 20%) 

21%
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91% of SoDA members projected a profitable year with 8% anticipating a break-even or loss scenario. Fewer 
SoDA members projected margins greater than 20% in 2017 (15%) versus the same time in 2016 (21%). 



Average hourly billing rates for SoDA members run the spectrum but continue to hover around $150/hour for most 
members. Previous KPI studies indicate that pricing pressure has slowly increased over the past 5 years. 

Billing Rates
SoDA Members Only

15%Billing rate less than $125 n/a

vs2017 2016Avg. Hourly Billing Rate

Billing rate between $125-150 40% n/a

33%Billing rate between $151-175 n/a

13%Billing rate between $176-200 n/a

00%Billing rate greater than $200 n/a

Median Rates Blended Effective

$1552015 $125

$1502014 $130

$1612013 $135

$1602012 $130

$1652011 $137
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Over-budget projects are common and 90% of members report that they “occasionally” or “frequently” go over 
budget despite having controls in place. For most SoDA members, average project overages are between 10-25%.

Over-Budget Projects

54% occasionally allow projects to go over budget.

36%

11%

frequently allow projects to go over budget.  

rarely, if ever, allow projects to go over budget.  

Average Overages for Over-Budget Projects

14% report average overages less than 10%

73% report average overages between 10-25%

11% report average overages between 25-50%

02% report average overages greater than 50% 

Project Budget Management
SoDA Members Only
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Just 68% of SoDA members measure and track voluntary employee turnover rates. Of those that do, 51% report 
average annual turnover of less than 10%… a strong number if employee retention is one of your key objectives.

68%
of SoDA members track 

voluntary employee turnover. 

voluntary employee turnover between 5-10%37%

14% voluntary employee turnover less than 5% 

28% voluntary employee turnover between 10-15%

21% voluntary employee turnover greater than 15%

Employee Turnover Rates
SoDA Members Only
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METHODOLOGY
Our approach to th is  s tudy a long wi th an overv iew of  the 
survey respondents and the metr ics we explored.  
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‣ Online survey of agency leaders fielded in July/August of 2017. 

‣  The survey data includes a validated sample of 106 responses. 

‣ The majority of agency responses (90%) came from small and mid-sized firms with less than 100 FTEs. 

‣ 88% of responses came from independent firms with 75% identifying as “completely independent with no 
external investment” and another 13% reporting that they were “independent but with some external investment.” 

‣ Firm types were mixed with 45% identifying as Digital Agencies and 25% as Integrated Agencies. The remainder 
were a mixture of design studios, production companies, consultancies and others. 

Survey Overview
The “Metrics That Matter for Agencies” Study is conducted by SoDA. This survey collects data on business 
performance measurement programs, key operating metrics and performance benchmarks for digital agencies, 
production companies and design studios. The 2017 study was fielded in conjunction with 10,000ft.
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Respondent Overview (n=106)
59% SoDA Members

8% between 1-10 FTEs

Company Size

55% between 11-50 FTEs

26% between 51-100 FTEs

04% between 101-200 FTEs

06% greater than 500 FTES

75% completely independent with 
no external investment

Ownership

13% independent but with some 
external investment

08% owned by a holding company

04% owned by another type of entity 
(consultancy, private equity, etc.)

25% Integrated Agency

Company Type

10% Product/Service Design

09% Other

06% Production Company

05% Consultancy

45% Digital Agency

88% Independent 45% Digital Agencies 90% Small & Mid-Sized
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Operating/Finance Metrics
‣ Gross margin 
‣ Utilization per billable FTE 
‣ Revenue per billable FTE 
‣ Cost per billable FTE 
‣ % cost of contract labor vs. total cost of billable FTEs 
‣ Utilization rate for contract labor 
‣ Average billing rate  
‣ Average effective/realized rate  
‣ Total existing capacity vs. total sold work

Project Metrics
‣ Project profitability 
‣ Gross margin % per project 
‣ Average billing rate per project 
‣ Average effective/realized rate per project 
‣ Actual hours vs. budgeted hours 
‣ Ratio of FTE hours to contractor hours per project 
‣ Planned project duration vs. actual project duration 
‣ Project % complete 
‣ Employee feedback/satisfaction per project 
‣ Industry awards per project

Sales/Account Metrics
‣ Total value of opportunities in sales pipeline   
‣ Forecasted sales  
‣ Average sales cycle 
‣ Average time from project close to start of work 
‣ # of new prospect conversations 
‣ # of qualified opportunities  
‣ # of submitted proposals 
‣ Average win rate

‣ Employee satisfaction / engagement 
‣ Employee diversity 
‣ Employee performance 
‣ # of responses to job postings  
‣ Avg. time it takes to hire for a full-time position 
‣ Conversion performance by recruiting source  
‣ On-boarding interview comments / feedback 
‣ Average employee tenure / years with firm 
‣ % employee turnover 

HR/Employee Metrics

‣ % of won business from existing/returning clients 
‣ % of won business from new clients 
‣ Average cost per sale 
‣ Project type 
‣ Client verticals 
‣ Client satisfaction

‣ Reasons for employee departures  
‣ Exit interview comments / feedback  
‣ Employee overtime hours  
‣ Volunteer or community engagement hours 

invested by employees on behalf of company  
‣ Employee professional certifications 
‣ Employee training budgets
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\data looks good on 
walls, but inside your heart you 
wonder… at what rate?

/ /  A Haiku
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