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Executive Summary

In Part 1, we introduced a framework for understanding where agencies are heading:
Leaders, Laggards, and the Walking Dead. The Walking Dead aren't ignoring Al—they're
checking the box. Committees formed, webinars attended, tools purchased. But no
fundamental change in how work gets done.

Part 2 digs into the data. We analyze responses that strongly validate the guiding
principles from Part 1—principles born from working with hundreds of agencies and
advertisers.

We surveyed senior leaders across independent agencies and brand-side teams.
No vanity questions, just straightforward operational questions:

Where does your strategy actually stand?

How do you measure impact?

What tools are you using?

What are you spending?

What worries you?

000000

What excites you?
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The verdict cuts deep The gap between what agencies say about Al and what they
actually do is a chasm:

THE MATURITY DELUSION THE DIFFERENTIATION CRISIS
66% 83.9% 46.4%
Stuck in "Experimentation Purgatory"— Cannot articulate a unigue Al Don't measure Al impact at
drafting roadmaps or dabbling ad-hoc. story. Only 16.1% have all. You can't prove ROI if
These are the Walking Dead. something battle-tested. you're not looking

TR

30.4% 60.7%
Have no data safeguarding Cite skills gaps as their top barrier—
policies. Zero. Yet staff is using yet most training is "self-guided
Al an client work anyway. resources.” That's not a strateqgy.
That's a suggestion

The shift to Al is inevitable. Agencies expect the business to be fundamentally different by
2030 (rated 8.2/10). The only question is whether you'll be among the Leaders defining
that transformation, the Laggards scrambling to catch up, or the Walking Dead—mistaking
motion for progress while the real change passes you by.
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01. Where We Left Off:
The Part 1 Framework

Part 1 established the strategic landscape. Here's the essential context:

The Three Buckets. We argued that agencies are sorting themselves into
Leaders (Al embedded, KPIs in place, differentiated capability), Laggards
(no Al activity yet), and the Walking Dead (going through the motions—
committees formed, tools purchased, but no fundamental change).

[V

The Catch-Up Tax. Every month of delay compounds. The agencies building
capability now won't just win deals—they'll define client expectations and
lock in positioning. The ones who delay will pay a steeper price the longer
they wait.

[V

The Fluency Levels. We introduced three levels of Al fluency: Level 1 (The
Webinar-Goer) knows the headlines but hasn't touched the tools. Level 2
(The Tinkerer) experiments in low-stakes contexts. Level 3 (The Stakes
Player) ships Al work with real consequences.

[V

The Seniority Flip. Junior talent is often more fluent with Al tools than senior
leaders—creating a gap where your most valuable people risk becoming
bottlenecks.

(v

The Twin-Track Transformation. Real transformation requires both Track A
(Capability Building)—the slow, foundational work of upskilling your team—
and Track B (Impact Delivery)—partnering with specialists to drive results
while internal capability builds.

[V

Part 2 analyze the data with respect to these frameworks. We built our own benchmark
because industry surveys were asking the wrong questions. "Does your agency use Al?" is
meaningless when someone used ChatGPT to write an email once. We asked operational
questions. The answers reveal the gap between aspiration and reality.
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02. The Emotional Landscape:

What Agencies Fear,
What They Want

Before we get into frameworks and benchmarks, let's talk feelings (Yes, they matter!). We
asked three open-ended questions:

=d "Whatworries you most?"

xa "What excites you most about Al in advertising?"

dl "What are your top barriers to Al adoption?"

The answers reveal an industry caught between excitement and paralysis, often in the
same breath.

What Keeps Leaders Up at Night

Four dominant anxiety themes emerge from the open-text responses:

(" WHAT WORRIES YOU MOST? ) / )

% FALLING By
Rl ccrve e /
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1. The Speed-of-Change Panic

"The technology is changing faster than organization's ability to adapt."
— Survey Respondent

2. Job Loss and Talent Disruption

“Not having a job."

"Effects on junior staff."

"Jobs being phased out because of Al."

There's an unspoken fear here: What happens to an industry built on armies of junior
talent if Al handles much of their workflow?

3. Data, Privacy, and Client Risk

There's an unspoken fear here: What happens to an industry built on armies of junior
talent if Al handles much of their workflow?

"The lack of substantial security protocols in place that ensure confidential client
information and PIl is not being processed through insecure off-site servers."

4. Creative Dilution and Quality Control
"Just because you can, doesn't mean you should. | think mass adaptation of any
technology is sloppy at scale. Everything reads like Al—tons of images look horrible—
and workflows are optimized but within an echo chamber. When will a backlash hit?"

The underlying concern: What if Al makes everything faster—but also makes everything
feel the same?
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The Hidden Fifth Fear: Not Knowing Where to Start

A smaller but important cluster admits a different fear—one that's more embarrassment
than risk, so it slips under the radar:

"That | don't even know where to begin... There is probably far more available now
than | even know of."

This is what the Walking Dead confession often looks like. Not hostility to Al. Not strategic

patience. Just paralysis born of overwhelm. (Recognition of the need is the first step
toward resolving it, though).

This aligns with our experience across dozens of agency engagements. Leaders don't
know what tools to ask for or where to start, and that uncertainty is more paralyzing than
any other barrier. The solution isn't waiting for clarity—it's starting anyway. Be
uncomfortable. Get comfortable being uncomfortable

What Actually Excites Them

The excitement responses look remarkably different—and reveal a central paradox.

( WHATWORRIESYOU? ) / Y WHAT EXCITES You?
/

=3
@W
=

The difference between threat and opportunity isn't the technology.
It's what you do with it.
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1. Efficiency and Time Liberation

Roughly half of respondents dream of doing more, faster:

"Doing more quickly. Making better use of my time."

"Automating things to free up my time for creative & strategic thinking.

2. Creative Amplification

Al as a partner that expands the creative sandbox:

"The limitless ideas that can now be visualized and articulated."

3. Performance and Margin Gains

Others zero in on outcomes—CAC, ROAS, LTV, and margins:

"Margin expansion."”

"Performance improvement, reach and results increase."

4. More Meaningful Work

O_" Al Digital
rLabs

The flip side of the job-loss fear—the hope that Al lets people do more of the work they

actually signed up for:

“The ability to spend time doing the things that really drive the human experience

and less time on tasks."
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The Paradox: Same Themes, Different Valence

Here's what's striking: the same themes show up on both lists. Speed is both the fear and
the opportunity. Creative quality is both the risk and the promise. Jobs are both
threatened and liberated.

This isn't confusion—it's an accurate read of the situation. Al is both threat and
opportunity. The difference between the two outcomes isn't the technology. It's what you
do with it.

One respondent captured the required mindset perfectly:
. "People don't understand that Al is a tool and you need to know how to use the tool.

Having access to Al doesn't mean you're an Al expert anymore than having access
to a camera means you're a great photographer.”

The Leaders understand this

The Walking Dead are still hoping the tool will magically do the work for them.
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03. The Maturity Delusion: Why
66% Are Stuck in Pilot Purgatory

We asked agencies to self-report their Al strategy status. The results reveal an industry in
an exploratory, unformalized phase:

o
16.1%

Al EMBEDDED ACROSS EVERY TEAM; o,
LEADING THE CHARGE <0 70
LEADERS

12.5%

ROADMAP, STEERING COMMITTEE, AND KPIS
INPLACE

33.9%

DRAFTING A ROADMAP—STILL IN
DISCUSSION

32.1%

MOSTLY AD-HOC
EXPERIMENTATION

5.4%

NO Al ACTIVITY YET-NO
CURRENT INITIATIVES

The first two underwater rows are the Walking Dead. Combine them and you get 66% of
agencies stuck in what we call Pilot Purgatory: lots of motion, very little institutionalization.
The surface rows are the Leaders—just 28.6% with embedded Al or formal KPls.

The Maturity Delusion is simple: Agencies think they're "on the path" because they're
talking about Al, experimenting with tools, or drafting roadmaps. But structurally, they look
almost identical to the agencies doing nothing.

Having opinions, experiments, and decks is not maturity. Maturity is embedded workflows,
accountable owners, and measurable outcomes.
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04. The Confidence Gap:
The Say-Do Chasm

Perhaps the most revealing finding in our survey comes from comparing two simple
questions:

THE CONFIDENCE GAP
2.3-Point Gap - The Say-Do-Chasm

How important is Al to staying competitive?

8.1/10

How confident do you feel answering client Al questions?

5.8/10

That's a 2.3-point gap on a 10-point scale between knowing Al matters and being able to
talk about it credibly.

This is the Walking Dead signature. They know Al is existential. They can't articulate why it
matters or how they're different. So when a prospect asks, they fumble through talking
points that sound like everyone else's. Leaders score higher on both metrics—but more
importantly, their gap is smaller. They've closed the distance between awareness and
capability.
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05. The Differentiation Crisis:
83.9% Can't Articulate
a Unique Al Story

Clients are asking about Al in pitches and QBRs. RFPs now routinely include questions
about Al capabilities, often explicitly calling out expectations for "Al savings" or
"Al-enabled strategies."

0: If a prospect pressed you today, do you have a
distinct, compelling Al story that differentiates
your agency?

16.1%

. Talking Points, Nothing Unique
Not Doing Anything About It

26.8%

Battle-Tested Al Story

O/ OF AGENCIES
83-9 /0 Dll-'FERENTMTcEﬂ‘lIZ:‘I'I:"I2}r

This is how commoditization happens: Vendors flood the market with generic "Al-powered"
features. Agencies adopt the same tools in roughly the same ways. Everyone's pitch deck
starts to sound the same: "We use Al to make our creatives smarter. We use Al to optimize
media. We take a human + Al approach."

If your Al story could be copy-pasted onto your closest competitor's website,
it's not a differentiator. It's table stakes.
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06. The Measurement Blindspot:
Flying Blind on ROI

If you've seen headlines claiming "95% of generative Al pilots fail," you're not alone. That
MIT finding has become a permission slip for inaction:

2 Everyone's struggling.

"See saill
We're right to wait

"The tech just isn't ready"

But step back and read the methodology. The MIT study defined success narrowly:
"deployment beyond pilot phase with measurable KPIs" and "ROIl impact measured six
months post-pilot." That ignores efficiency gains, cost reductions, customer experience
improvements, and every other way Al delivers value. The finding was based on just 52
executive interviews that the report itself admits are only "directionally accurate.”
Meanwhile, outside the Fortune 500, a very different picture emerges:

91% of small and medium businesses already using Al say it boosts revenue
(Salesforce SMB Trends)

86% report improved profit margins (same source)

Purchased Al tools from specialized vendors succeed ~67% of the time (MIT's
own data—buried in the same report)

000

The takeaway: 95% of badly designed pilots fail. A large majority of well-designed,
workflow-integrated implementations succeed.

But here's our data's crucial finding at this juncture: most agencies can't prove success
or failure either way.
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When we asked "How do you measure Al's impact?”, the two most common answers
were tied:

46.4%

TIME SAVINGS /
EFFICIENCY METRICS

48.4%

WE DON'T
MEASURE YET

Very few track campaign performance lift, cost reduction/margin improvement, or new
business wins associated with Al use.

You can't prove ROI if you're not looking. Leaders treat Al like any other serious

initiative: they define the KPI before they write the prompt. What gets measured gets
managed.
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07. The Governance Gap:
Client Trust at Risk

Here's a question that should make agency leaders nervous:

DO YOU HAVE Al POLICIES OR GUIDELINES IN
PLACE TO SAFEGUARD AGENCY AND CLIENT
DATA?

“No, Haven't Done Anything Here"
~30.4% Exposed
Currently Developing Them" Or "On Our Roadmap"
~35% Planning
"Yes, Basic Guidelines Documented”
~18% Minimal
"Yes, Comprehensive Policies With Regular Training"

16.1% Protected

Nearly a third of agencies have zero data governance around Al. This isn't a theoretical
risk.

This isn't about bureaucratic red tape. It's about client trust. Your clients hand you
sensitive data—audience segments, campaign strategies, competitive intel, sometimes PII.
When they ask "How are you protecting our data when your team uses Al tools?"—and
they will ask—you need an answer.

"We're still working on that" doesn't inspire confidence. It inspires RFPs to your
competitors.
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The Shadow Al Problem

Regardless of your Al policies or lack thereof, here's the uncomfortable truth: your

staff is using Al anyway however they want. They're doing it on personal devices,

pasting client data into free models, and hiding the efficiency gains because they're
not sure if it's allowed.

This is "Shadow Al"—and it means you're incurring all the data risk with none of the
business benefit.

Governance isn't a brake,
it's an enabler

And, as compliance lawyers are fond of reminding us, sometimes breaks can make
you go faster overall. Clear policies and vetted enterprise tools give your team
permission to come out of the shadows. They can use Al on meaningful client work
without fear. That's how you move from scattered experiments to embedded
capability.

Leaders approach governance as a guardrail that empowers experimentation,
not a wall that drives Al underground.
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08. The Talent Emergency:
Your Bottleneck Isn't Tech

Our survey made this painfully clear. When we asked for the top three barriers to Al
adoption:

TOP BARRIERS TO Al ADOPTION

Skills Gap / Training Needs
60.7%
Side Project / Too Busy With Daily Work
51.8%
Technology Integration Challenges
46.4%
Data Privacy / Security Worries
41.1%
Unclear ROI
39.3%
Limited Budget

33.9%

The top two barriers aren't technology or budget. They're people and time.

And when we asked what training staff had received so far? The most common answers:
"self-guided resources" and "internal workshops." Translation: agencies are saying "our
biggest barrier is skills," then addressing that barrier by telling people to watch videos
when they have time.
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This dovetails with the fluency levels from Part 1: most of your staff—and a worrying
number of leaders—are stuck at Level 1 (The Webinar-Goer). They know the headlines,
not the workflows. And the Seniority Flip we described shows up in the qualitative
responses: juniors talk about Al with curiosity and frustration; seniors talk about risk and
“not knowing where to begin."

Tools don't transform organizations. Trained people, with permission and structure, do.

That's not a strategy That's a suggestion
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09. Your Excuses Are Expired:
A Demolition Chart

In our interviews and some of our workshops, the same excuses surface again and again.
They map neatly onto the survey data, and they're all expired. That's not to say these
aren’t important concerns to address; it's merely to say that these should not justify

inaction.

The Excuse

What You Tell
Yourself

The Brutal Reality

"Data Privacy

"We can't use Al
because of client

30.4% have no policies. You're not
protecting data; you're protecting the status
quo. Enterprise-safe, non-training models

& InfoSec" . e exist. The biggest (and traditionally slowest
confidentiality. . . .
moving) banks in the world you have figured
out, and you can too.
) "We're too busy with 51.8% cite this. You're too busy rowing to
"It's a Side : .
Proiect” client work to focus on notice your boat has a motor. Every month
) AlL" adds to the Catch-Up Tax.
You tried one tool, probably free, with no
training, no workflow integration, no
measurement. That's a vibe check, not an
"We Tried It, "We tried ChatGPT . : , . .
experiment. And, if you're not impressed with
Wasn't once. The output was . .
. . what you experienced, chances are you gave it
Impressed generic.

short shrift or are holding Al to expectations
orders of magnitude higher than those you hold
any human colleague to.
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46.4% don't measure Al's impact at all. You
can't see ROI if you're not looking. Meanwhile,
91% of SMBs using Al report revenue lift. If 5
years ago we told you that you could hire a
superintelligent creative/strategist/media/legal
expert who would work 24/7 for you, and it
would be about $30/mo, would the ROI be
unclear?

"We can't justify
"Unclear ROI" investment without
clear returns.”

Clients value results. It's your job to expand
their horizons, and bring them along for the
journey. If not, why do they come to you as
agency? They're already asking about your
Al strategy in pitches. They want Al-
powered you. If clients have legitimate
concerns, it's because you haven't
articulated you can protect their data and
confidentiality. In 99% of cases, this is
opportunity masquerading as objection.

"Our clients value
human creativity and
relationships."

"Clients Don't
Want It"

The tech is compounding exponentially
"Waiting for while you're waiting linearly. Capabilities
.g "We'll move when y g .y P
the Right .y expand leaps and bounds in mere weeks.
" the tech matures. . . .
Moment Best practices are being written now, by
agencies that started last year.

If you do nothing else with this report, do this: Pick the excuse that feels most true for

your organization. Run a two-week test designed specifically to prove it wrong. Publish
the results internally.

That is how culture shifts
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10. From Barrier to Solution:
What Agencies Actually Need

Our survey doesn't just surface problems—it tells us exactly what agencies want help
with. And the mapping is almost too clean:

THE PATH FROM STUCK TO MOVING

TOP BARRIERS MATCHING SOLUTIONS REQUESTED
Skills Gap / Training Needs (60.7%) Staff Upskilling Bootcamp (73.2%)
Side Project / Too Busy (51.8%) Leadership Strategy Workshop (53.6%)
Technology Integration (46.4%) Workflow Redesign Sprint (49.2%)
Data Privacy / Security (41.1%) Al Governance Framework (29.5%)
Unclear ROI (39.3%) Custom Agent / Tool Build (47.5%)

In other words: agencies don't need another Saas login. They heeda partner

At Al Digital, we've built our model around the Twin-Track framework from Part 1.
Agencies and advertisers don't need to choose between immediate results and long-term
capability—they need both, and they need them now.

Al Digital Labs — Al Maturity White Paper 2026 22



O_" Al Digital
rLabs

Being a full-stack operating partner and growth enabler is embedded in our DNA. This
moment just raised the stakes.

CAPABILITY BUILDING IMPACT DELIVERY

Hands-on, role-specific upskilling bootcamps
for strategists, creatives, media, analytics,
and account teams

Leadership intensives that align the C-suite on
Al ambition, risk appetite, and investment
Help setting up Al champions groups, shared
prompt libraries, and internal playbooks
Custom agents and tools built around your

While you're building internal capability, you
still need results.

Al Digital's Al-native programmatic services
deliver outcomes now—so you're not waiting
on your own team to figure it out before
clients see the benefit.

- Proprietary research, strategy, analytics,

data, your processes, and your clients
+ Workflow redesign sprints focused on high-

media planning, and media execution
powered by our full suite of agentic Al

impact areas tools within our Elevate Al platform

+ Co-designed measurement frameworks so you - Strategic partnership with our deep bench
can prove impact to your board, your CFO, and of experienced talent who know how to
your clients pair human judgment with Al horsepower

» Immediate, measurable impact on client
campaigns while your team builds the
muscle to take it in-house

We don't hand you a slide deck and vanish. We
work alongside your team, build with you, and
hand over the keys when the engine is running.

Pt

AIDIGITAL
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11. Your Move

The survey datais unambiguous:

o Agencies know Al is existential (8.1/10 importance).

66% are stuck in Pilot Purgatory—the Walking Dead.

The biggest barriers are skills, time, and focus—not technology.
83.9% can't differentiate on Al when clients ask.

30% have no data policies. 46% don't measure impact.

You can respond to that in two ways:

Option 1

Treat Al as a side project. Keep accumulating pilot scars. Fade into the 95% statistic over
time as today’s work becomes commoditized. Watch nimbler competitors pull ahead.

Option 2:

Decide that this is the year you move from talking points to a battle-tested Al story, and
build the organizational muscle to back it up.

If you're serious about the second path:

o Use this report as a diagnostic. Where do you see yourself in the data?

¢ Share it with your leadership team.

e Then bring in a partner whose full-time job is making sure you don't become one of
the Walking Dead.

Ready to move from experimentation to embedded capability?

Contact Al Digital to explore how we can help.

sales@aidigital.com
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The window is open.
The advantage goes to those who move.

Don't miss our Al Adoption
Reality Check Webinar!

Folow the updates on our Linkedin:
Al Digital
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