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Our State of the Agency report has become an annual 
tradition—a report full of data-backed insights into how internet 
marketing agencies manage and grow their businesses (and 
advertise their clients’ businesses).

We’re back for a third year. This time, we asked more questions 
than ever before. If you’d like to know more about the services 
agencies offer, the fees they charge for those services, the 
biggest challenges they face, and more, you’ve come to the 
right place.

We collected the data you’ll find below by surveying our agency 
customers (who represent roughly a third of the companies 
who use WordStream Advisor). We heard back from hundreds 
of agencies, many located outside the U.S.

Ready to learn more about how internet marketing agencies 
run in 2019? Let’s get started!

Introduction

https://www.wordstream.com/blog/ws/2018/04/12/state-of-the-agency-report
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How does your agency price 
your paid search services?

Whereas roughly half of our agency customers use a 
flat fee model to charge clients for their paid search 
services—we observed nearly the exact same thing 
in 2018—34% charge according to percentage of 
ad spend. This marks a sizeable jump; only 25% of 
respondents reported using a percentage of spend 
model last year.

In step with last year, 11% of agencies charge for paid 
search with billable hours. The percentage using an 
alternative model has fallen from 12% to 5% year-over-
year. Ostensibly, many of those who used an alternative 
model in 2018 have made the switch to percentage of 
spend.

The chief advantage of the percentage of ad spend 
model is that your revenue automatically jumps as 
soon as your client boosts their monthly budget. The 
big downside, though, is that some clients will change 
their budget every month—thus forcing you to deal with 
some volatility in your revenue.

#1
How Does Your Agency Price Your 

Paid Search Services?

Percentage 
of spend

Flat fee/
retainer

Billable hours

Other
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34%

50%

11%

5%

https://www.wordstream.com/blog/ws/2015/07/15/ppc-agency-pricing
https://www.wordstream.com/blog/ws/2015/07/15/ppc-agency-pricing
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0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

10-15% 36%

15-20% 33%

> 20% 14%

Not sure/decline 
to answer 11%

< 10% 6%

Nearly 70% of our agency customers who use the 
percentage of ad spend model for their paid search 
services charge somewhere between 10 and 20%. 
6% charge less than 10%, and 14% charge over 20%.

What percentage of ad spend 
do you charge?#2
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0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

49%

19%

20%

65%

11%

50%

20%

37%

59%

15%

5%

Campaign Creation

Conversion Tracking 
Implementation

Account Audits

Landing Page Creation

Data Feed 
Management

Display Creative

Conversion Rate 
Optimization

Reputation 
Management

Email Marketing

We do not charge 
additional fees

Other

Last year, we found that one out of every five 
agencies charges no additional fees. This year, that 
figure is down to one out of every seven.

As was the case last year, nearly two-thirds of 
agencies charge their clients extra for landing page 
creation. This makes sense, given the creative 
resources required to build visually appealing 
landing pages.

Email marketing, display creative, and campaign 
creation are also commonly offered for 
additional fees.

Does your agency charge additional 
fees for any of the following?#3

https://www.wordstream.com/blog/ws/2019/02/05/cro-toolkit
https://www.wordstream.com/blog/ws/2019/02/05/cro-toolkit
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Yes

No

64%

36%

Nothing new here. Just like last year, we found that 
roughly two-thirds of agencies charge setup fees when 
onboarding new clients. We recommend doing so, as 
bringing on a new client requires learning more about 
their business, their goals, and their industry.

Does your agency charge a 
setup fee for new clients?#4
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0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

$1-$999 58%

$2500+ 9%

Prefer not to 
answer 7%

$1000-$2499 25%

Among those agencies that do charge a setup fee, 58% 
charge less than $1,000. 25% charge between $1,000 
and $2,499, and 9% charge over $2,500.

How much does your agency 
charge for a setup fee?#5
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As far as offering services outside of paid search goes, we 
observe similar results for SEO, content creation, social 
marketing, email marketing, and creative services.

But we find some substantial changes, too. Last year, 77% 
of agencies reported offering website development to their 
clients; this year, that figure is 85%. Plus, the percentage of 
agencies offering display marketing has fallen from 78% to 
68% year-over-year.

Considering the importance of site optimization and user 
experience, it’s not surprising that more and more agencies 
are offering to take care of this for their clients. At the same 
time, as Google continues to improve Responsive Display 
Ads, display advertising becomes more accessible to small 
business owners.

Does your agency offer any of 
the following services?#6

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

Web development

SEO

Content

Social

Email marketing

Display marketing

Creative services

Other

80%

85%

72%

82%

70%

68%

69%

3%

https://www.wordstream.com/blog/ws/2018/03/29/ux-conversion-rates
https://www.wordstream.com/blog/ws/2018/03/29/ux-conversion-rates
https://www.wordstream.com/blog/ws/2018/07/23/responsive-display-ads
https://www.wordstream.com/blog/ws/2018/07/23/responsive-display-ads
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Using WordStream Advisor for Agencies, you can achieve amazing online 
advertising results for your clients and grow your agency to its full potential. 

Start a free trial to see firsthand how your agency can:

START YOUR FREE TRIAL

https://www.wordstream.com/ppc-free-trial-agencies

Your Partner in Agency Growth

SAVE TIME
Optimize campaigns 
quickly & efficiently

STRETCH BUDGET
Get stronger results 
with current spend

INCREASE ROI
Improve performance 

across campaigns

https://www.wordstream.com/ppc-free-trial-agencies
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The responses to this question are some of the most telling 
so far. Last year, 38% of agencies reported having one 
full-time paid search employee, and 29% reported having 
between two and five full-time paid search employees.

This year, only 28% report a full-timer, and only 22% report 
between two and five full-timers. Correspondingly, whereas 
31% reported having no full-time paid search employees in 
2018, that figure is now 45%.

This doesn’t mean that paid search is any less important 
than it used to be, of course. We can attribute the decline in 
full-time paid search specialists to the demand for agency 
employees who can wear multiple marketing hats.

Does your agency have employees 
dedicated to paid search full-time?#7

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

29%

22%

5%

45%

Yes, one 
employee

Yes, 2-5 
employees

Yes, more than 
5 employees

No full-time 
employees
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Compared to 48% last year, 57% of agencies say they 
spend less than 25% of their time on paid search—
presumably because they’re busy with all the other stuff 
they do for their clients. 

It appears that, over the past year, a good number of 
agencies have moved from the 25-50% bucket to the less 
than 25% bucket.

Approximately what percentage of time 
does your agency spend on paid search?#8

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

Less than 25%
of our time

25-50% of
our time

50-75% of
our time

More than 75%
of our time

57%

29%

10%

4%
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Just about half of our agency customers dedicate 
between one and five hours per week to managing 
each client’s PPC accounts. 38% spend an hour or less 
per week, and 14% spend at least five hours per week.

How much time do you spend every 
week on PPC management? (per client)#9

< 1 hour
per week

1 hour
per week

1-5 per week

5-10 hours 
per week

10+ hours per 
week

20%

18%

49%

8%

6%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

https://www.wordstream.com/blog/ws/2015/03/06/adwords-account-structure
https://www.wordstream.com/blog/ws/2015/03/06/adwords-account-structure
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Happily, 91% of agencies spend five hours or less per week 
on reporting for each client (up from 85% in 2018). This tells 
us that agencies are finding more and more time to focus 
on growing their clients’—and their own—businesses.

How much time do you spend every 
week on reporting? (per client)#10

We don’t do
reporting for clients

1 hour
per week

1-5 hours
per week

5-10 hours 
per week

10+ hours 
per week

6%

59%

32%

2%

1%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

https://www.wordstream.com/blog/ws/2018/02/09/best-reporting-tools
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What tools do you use 
for reporting?#11

Over two-thirds of our agency customers leverage the 
reporting functionality within WordStream Advisor 
for Agencies to keep their clients up to date on 
performance. Google Data Studio and Microsoft Excel 
are also fairly popular.

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

WordStream

Google Data Studio

Excel

Other

Agency Analytics

Databox

Report Garden

Ninjacat

68%

44%

40%

26%

20%

7%

4%

0%

https://www.wordstream.com/agencies
https://www.wordstream.com/agencies
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The good news: 64% of our agency customers are 
managing more PPC spend now than they were a year 
ago. That’s a lot of strong growth!

The not-so-good news: Those figures don’t quite match 
the expectations our agency customers reported a year 
ago. In 2018, 58% of agencies said they expected to 
grow PPC spend under management by more than 25% 
(only 37% did this). Only 5% of agencies predicted their 
PPC spend under management would decrease, but 
this ended up being the case for 11%.

In the last year, by how much has your 
PPC spend under management grown?#12

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

11%

25%

27%

37%

PPC spend under
management has declined

PPC spend under
management has stayed

the same

Grown by less than 25%

Grown by more than 25%



STATE OF THE INTERNET MARKETING AGENCY IN 2019  |  16

Our agency customers remain optimistic nonetheless! 
45% expect to grow their spend under management by 
more than 25%, and 44% expect to do so by less than 
25%. Only 11% of agencies report no expectations for 
growth in spend under management.

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

11%

45%

44%

No

Yes, less
than 25%

Yes, more
than 25%

Does your agency anticipate growing the 
amount of spend you manage this year?#13
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As was the case in 2018, half of our agency customers 
list client referrals as their main source of new clients. 
On a more interesting note, it appears that agencies 
have become less dependent on upsells and more 
dependent on content and digital marketing. Upsells 
are still slightly more common, but the gap between the 
two sources has closed considerably in the past year.

Content isn’t just a tool for client acquisition, though; it’s 
a tool for client education as well. This is another tactic 
we recommend to agencies. The more educated your 
clients are, the less time you can spend walking them 
through the basics and the more time you can spend 
discussing high-level strategy.

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

Upsells from other
products or services 

Client referrals

Trade shows/events

Content/Digital
Marketing

Other

20%

51%

4%

18%

7%

What is your main source of 
acquiring new clients?#14

https://www.wordstream.com/blog/ws/2018/05/30/cross-selling-upselling
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In step with last year, the majority of our agency 
customers say they’ve created over 75% of the paid 
search accounts under their management. However, 
this is less common than it used to be: Whereas 75% of 
agencies said they had created more than 75% of the 
paid search accounts under their management in 2018, 
this figure has fallen to 64%.

Now, nearly one-fourth of agencies say they’ve created 
between 50 and 75% of the paid search accounts they 
manage. 14% say they’ve created less than 50% of the 
accounts they manage.

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

64%

23%

7%

7%

< 25% of
accounts

25-50% of
accounts

50-75% of
accounts

> 75% of
accounts

What percentage of the paid search accounts 
you manage were not created by your agency?#15
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On average, our agency customers retain each client 
for roughly 28 months (or two years and four months). 
We shared some of our most effective client retention 
strategies here.

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

30%

27%

19%

24%

0-12 Months

13-25 Months

26-38 Months

> 39 Months

What is your average customer 
lifespan? (in months)#16

https://www.wordstream.com/blog/ws/2016/01/04/client-retention-tips
https://www.wordstream.com/blog/ws/2016/01/04/client-retention-tips
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Just like last year, we find that our agency customers 
most commonly represent clients in healthcare, 
home services, and ecommerce. Real estate, travel & 
hospitality, and automotive are frequently represented 
as well. In comparison to the 2018 report, we do not 
observe any major changes in regards to the industries 
our agency customers represent.

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

30%

49%

32%

29%

30%

30%

24%

19%

12%

26%

44%

16%

44%

29%

Real estate

Healthcare

Auto

Education

Legal

Travel/Hospitality

Dental

Insurance

Loans

Software

Home Services

Arts & Entertainment

Ecommerce

Other

What industries do your 
clients work in?#17

https://www.wordstream.com/blog/ws/2018/11/16/real-estate-video-marketing
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Unsurprisingly, the vast majority of agencies manage 
Google Ads and Facebook Ads on behalf of their 
clients. Instagram, LinkedIn, YouTube, and Bing are also 
popular advertising platforms, and we expect to find 
them becoming even more popular in the coming year.

Because Quora Ads is still in its infancy and Amazon 
advertising is limited to ecommerce businesses, their 
low representation among agencies isn’t too surprising. 
If you’re willing to give either of these platforms a try, 
you may reap the benefits of getting their before the 
vast majority of your competitors.

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

Google Ads

Bing

Facebook

Yahoo! Gemini

Amazon

YouTube

Twitter

LinkedIn

Instagram

Snapchat

Quora

99%

44%

87%

2%

9%

49%

28%

54%

57%

8%

4%

What online advertising platforms 
are you currently managing?#18

https://www.wordstream.com/blog/ws/2017/10/25/quora-ads
https://www.wordstream.com/blog/ws/2017/09/11/amazon-advertising
https://www.wordstream.com/blog/ws/2017/09/11/amazon-advertising
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Last year, the most common challenge reported among 
our agency customers was getting new clients. This 
year, that’s no different. Consistently, the hardship at 
the core of running an agency is balancing the need to 
drive results for current clients with the need to identify 
and pitch prospective clients.

As was the case last year, the only other major concern 
among agencies is time management. In fact, whereas 
only 23% of agencies reported this as their biggest 
challenge in 2018, 31% have reported it this year. 
Evidently, striking that retention/growth balance is 
getting more difficult.

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

Getting new clients

Retaining current clients

Lack of knowledge & training
in paid search

Managing time

Keeping up with network changes
in AdWords/Bing/Facebook

Hiring/Training new employees

Other

42%

7%

31%

3%

9%

7%

2%

What are the biggest challenges 
your agency will face this year?#19

https://www.wordstream.com/blog/ws/2014/01/16/get-more-clients
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Not much has changed among the responses to this 
question in the past year. Overwhelmingly, conducting 
keyword research and identifying negative keywords 
are the most popular account optimization practices. 
While copywriting has become slightly less prioritized, 
landing page optimization has become slightly more so.

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

Keyword Research

Bidding

Ad Copy

Landing Pages

Indentifying
Negative Keywords

58%

8%

6%

10%

19%

When optimizing an account, 
what do you prioritize first?#20

https://www.wordstream.com/blog/ws/2018/06/06/negative-keyword-guide
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Although Google Ads’ popularity as a competitive 
research tool hasn’t changed, SEMrush has become 
considerably more popular among our agency 
customers. Correspondingly, SpyFu has become 
considerably less popular.

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

51%

13%

30%

7%

Google Ads

SpyFu

SEMrush

Other

Where do you do most of your 
competitive research?#21
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As we observed last year, agencies turn to a wide variety of 
online resources to learn more about digital marketing and 
agency strategy. According to this year’s responses, among 
the most popular resources are: 

• WordStream
• Google (e.g., support pages, Academy for Ads, etc.)
• Moz
• Hubspot
• SEMrush
• PPC Hero
• Search Engine Land
• Neil Patel

What resources do you use to learn more 
about paid search & running an agency?#22
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So—what insights can you take with you from this year’s State of the Agency report?

• Scaling is key.  Although nearly two-thirds of our agency customers have grown 
the amount of PPC spend they manage, we see that many are spending less time 
on account management and reporting. Plus, it’s becoming less and less common 
to have full-time employees dedicated solely to paid search. Clearly, agencies are 
making efficiency gains.

• Content drives leads.  Client referrals will remain the most common way agencies 
win new business—that much is clear. However, our data suggest that content 
creation is an increasingly popular lead generation strategy. Whether it’s with blog 
posts or YouTube videos, your agency should have a content strategy.

• Opportunities are out there.  Hardly any of our agency customers manage 
accounts on Quora or Amazon—two platforms that hundreds of millions of 
consumers use every month. With the contextual relevance of Quora ads and the 
immense amount of consumer data living in Amazon’s databases, giving one (or 
both) a try in 2019 could prove highly profitable.

State Of The Agency In 2019: 
Key Takeaways
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