


WHY NOW

Free Your Geniuses
2026 is the year your people get to be creative again.

“The hours come back, and what your team does 
with those hours is exactly where your profit 
lives.”



You chose the agency life because you saw what 
others couldn't.   

It may have been the strategy behind the campaign. 
Or the creative that stops the scroll. In 2026, that 
instinct is your edge.

The one problem? You haven't had a full morning 
with it in months. The coordination, the context 
bridging, the status chasing, and data assembling 
fill your week, leaving the creative bits to the 
sidelines.  


That changed. The top agencies are running weeks 
right now where the noise sorts itself, and 40 
active accounts don't bury the team. They're 
reclaiming creative hours and improving margins, 
without cutting headcount or clients.

“Because, for the first time in decades, the math is on your side.”

13%
average agency net 


margin in 2025

19%
margin for studios under 10 
people, where coordination 

overhead stays low

8%
margin at 50+ people, 

as that overhead 
compounds

“Same industry, different operating model. Your profitability gap is the operational drag. And 

2026 is the year it goes away.”
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WHAT’S INSIDE

Your Map to the New Operating Model
Five shifts the top-quartile agencies made before anyone published a playbook about it. 

You're about to see all of them, plus the window they created.

The consolidation shift  
Why the agencies that moved fastest started here, not where you'd expect.    


The pricing shift  
The moment scope creep becomes visible and costs $0 to implement. Most agencies miss it by 6 weeks.   


The numbers shift 
The hours nobody bills or tracks, but everybody loses. Gone.   


The capacity shift  
One number, hiding in plain sight, worth ~$270K/year at a 20-person agency.   


The AI shift  
Not the one you've been sold. The one that actually changed a P&L this year.    


The window 
The tools caught up, the early movers proved the math, and majority of agencies haven't made a single 
one of these shifts yet. That gap is your margin. 

Each one comes with the math, a named agency running it, and the framework.

"We used to spend 30 to 60 minutes prepping for each team meeting, that 
dropped to just 10 minutes—a 60% reduction. I can finally focus on creative 
work instead of chasing project updates."

Pat Henderson, Founder & Executive Producer, path8 Productions
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THE SHIFT

What Broke The Model
“87% of agency leaders say that the traditional agency model is broken. 

Not failing quietly. Broken.”

For 30+ years, the agency playbook remained simple: grow the team to match the work, absorb the 
coordination overhead, and accept that your best people would spend a third of their week on work 
no client would ever see.  

Three forces killed this model. Each one took a piece of the old model down and handed you a piece 
of your margin back.

1
Force

2
Force

3
Force

The people you hired for their taste have been spending their 
talent on timesheets.

That work never needed a genius. It needed a machine that 
didn't exist. 

You find out a project lost money after the money is gone. 
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FORCE 1

The people you hired for their taste have been 
spending their talent on timesheets.
Now, your geniuses get to be geniuses again.

Your client can make the thing now. They have the tools to draft the copy, generate the mock-up, 
and produce the video. 60% of senior marketers already spend less on agencies because they can 
handle more production in-house with AI.



What they can't do is look at 10 directions and know which one will still resonate in 6 months. Or hold 
the full campaign architecture in their head while 4 teams move simultaneously. More importantly,  
they can’t make the call that saves 3 weeks of wrong turns because they've seen this pattern before. 
That still needs:



A creative director choosing the concept nobody else would have bet on 

A strategist digging into the real question underneath the brief 

An account lead who knows that this client needs to hear the hard thing now, not next week




So the value didn't leave the work—it moved up the stack, to the two things clients can't produce with a prompt.

1 The first is expert judgment: 
The taste, the instinct, and 20 years of 
pattern recognition become more valuable 
with AI, not less, because every tool 
sharpens in the hands of someone who 
knows what great looks like.

2 The second is orchestration at a scale clients 
can't manage themselves: 
12 campaigns, 4 teams, shifting deadlines, 3 
approval chains, all moving at once. Those two 
things, judgment and orchestration, that's the 
premium now, and both of them are human.

The agents take the assembly—the routing, the versioning, the status decks—so your people can focus on 
taste, refinement, strategy, and the judgment your clients actually pay for. The agencies repricing 
themselves in 2026 made this visible: production runs underneath, judgment and orchestration sit on top, 
and the client pays for the call, not the deliverable.

The move: Audit your senior people's week and strip every hour of assembly, routing, and reporting 
off it—that layer now runs underneath them. Then reprice around what's left. Free the genius.

Which raises the obvious question: if your geniuses are freed from the grunt work, who's doing it?
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FORCE 2

That work never needed a genius. It needed a 
machine that didn't exist. 
Routing, chasing, assembling—machine work, done by humans for 30 years, because 
the machine hadn't been invented. It is here now. 

You know the hours. The 20 minutes copying a brief from an email into a project board. The Slack 
chase to find out if a designer saw the update. None of it was ever billable, yet all of it was 
someone's entire afternoon. 



Agencies spend 49% of their time on core, value-driving work. The other half goes to meetings, 
coordination, and admin. 



Your best people spent hours holding the system together because no single tool could see the full 
picture at once. This year, that limitation lifted. 



AI that lives inside the workspace, not in a separate tab or a browser window you copy-paste 
from. 

It can now see the tasks, docs, timelines, and conversations together. 

It routes work, flags blockers, assembles the status update, and surfaces what needs attention.



The human reviews and decides. The coordination runs itself. 

“41% of agencies deployed their first AI agent into production this year, up from 9% last year.  
The median ROI: 3.2×.” 

The move: Sort your agency's week into two piles—work that takes judgment, and work that hinges 
on a predictable trigger and a predictable outcome. The first pile is your premium. The second pile is 
an automation backlog, and every item on it is a person you're paying to be a machine. Put the work 
on one surface that an agent can see end to end, and hand the second pile over. 

But handing the work over raises the question every owner should ask: how do you know it's working? Not 
the agents—the whole agency. The honest answer is you've never really known. You've run on gut and 
found out at the quarterly review. That blindness is the third thing that broke this year. 

The New Agency Operating Model · 2026 05



FORCE 3

You find out a project lost money after the 
money is gone. 
Every agency runs on a gut feeling and a quarterly autopsy. This year, the numbers 
started arriving on time. 

47% of agency leaders can't accurately forecast whether a project will be profitable. Not because 
they don't care about the numbers. The reports arrive too late and are assembled from too many 
places by someone who should've been doing creative work. You've felt this: the gut feeling that 
something was off, without the data to confirm it until the damage was done. Project health was 
always a reconstruction, never a live signal. 



What changed is simpler than it sounds. The tools caught up. Work, time, and communication can 
now be viewed within a connected infrastructure through integrations and connectors. When they 
do, the picture doesn't need to be assembled; it's live. Drift shows up the day it starts, not the month 
it ends. 

The move: Put the plan and the actual work on the same surface, so project health reads live 

rather than being rebuilt every Friday. Set the alert at 70% of the budget, not at the post-mortem. 

The difference between an autopsy and a diagnosis is that the patient survives the second one. 

Why all three, why now?   

None of these existed together before this year:



The first returns your geniuses: Human judgment became the premium the moment production became free.  

The second returns the hours: Machine work finally went to a machine.

The third returns the sight: Project health went live, while there's still time to act on it.

“That's the new model. The gap didn't disappear. You just got the tools to break through it.” 

The forces explain why it's possible. They don't tell you what to do on Monday morning. The next pages  
do—the five specific shifts the top-quartile agencies made, each one measurable, each one already 
running at agencies your size.
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THE FIVE SHIFTS

What The Top-Quartile Agencies Do Differently
They don't have better people. They made five shifts.

The agencies keeping 25 cents on the dollar run the same 40-hour weeks you do. What's different is the 
structure underneath—five specific shifts that protect the hours clients actually pay for. Here they are, in 
the order in which they are made.

01

02

03

04

05

They run on a single system instead of 12

They price the "one more small thing" the moment it's asked

Their numbers are true. That's the whole advantage

They unlocked 25% more capacity without hiring anyone

Their newest hire isn't human
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THE FIVE SHIFTS | SHIFT 1

They run on a single system instead of 12

Software runs $25-37 per tool, and 67% of agencies keep their whole stack under 
$150 per user per month. The billable time lost navigating between those tools 
costs $2,200-16,500 per user—15 to 73 times the software cost.

You didn't plan to run your operations across 12 tools. They were added one by one, each solving one problem: 

A project tracker when the first PM was hired

A docs tool when email attachments stopped scaling 

A design tool, a time tracker, and a separate platform for comms

Each one justified itself. None of them were built to work together, and managing the space between them 

became someone's full-time job. That space is where your money goes. 


Every hour spent searching for the latest version, re-explaining what's already documented somewhere else, 

or rebuilding context across four logins is an hour that never reaches the client.

“Before ClickUp, our team was juggling Asana for tasks, Google 
Docs for project briefs, Miro for whiteboarding, and Slack for 
communications. Information was scattered, and 'finding the latest 
version' was a constant struggle. ClickUp has successfully 
consolidated all of that into a single, unified workspace. We've 
created a single source of truth that has dramatically improved team 
efficiency and reduced our monthly software subscription costs.”

Jeremy Lee,  
Senior SEO and CLM Manager, Admiral Digital

What admiral.digital did differently:

Admiral replaced Asana, Docs, Miro, and Slack with a single tool, regaining precious client-facing hours lost 

to context-switching. According to ClickUp's Tool Sprawl Survey data, 44% of agencies say they've 

consolidated their tools. Only 16% actually run on one system. The other 28% are still paying the bridging 

tax: workarounds, duplicate entries, and someone's afternoon spent making sure the systems agree.
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THE FIVE SHIFTS | SHIFT 1

The Ladder:
How to collapse the stack without breaking the agency 

Rule 1. Consolidate the work, not the tools. 

The test: Can your newest hire answer "What's going on with this client?" from one login? If they have to 
open four tabs and ask two people, your tools are consolidated, but your work isn't.

Rule 2. Collapse in order: tasks, then docs, then comms, then time. 

Tasks form the spine that everything else attaches to. Docs go second because context belongs next to 

the work it describes. Comms go third; moving chat is the hardest step socially and pays the most. Time 
goes last, since capture gets accurate when the hours are directly connected to the work in progress. 
Agencies that lead with comms fail because the conversation has no context attached to it. 

Rule 3. Rebuild the structure instead of migrating it.

Importing your old projects recreates the chaos at a new address. Treat migration as the one chance in a 
decade to standardize: one client, one structure, identical milestones on every project. 

Rule 4. Pilot one pod, then hard-cut at 30 days. 

Move a full client team, PM through account lead, and run them end-to-end for a month. Then turn the old 
system off. Ask any of the 16% who migrated: at some point, they pulled the plug.

Rule 5. Keep craft tools and kill coordination tools. 

Figma stays. The specialized accounting software stays. One question sorts every tool: Does work get made 
here or moved here? Consolidation ends when an agent can read the entire workspace, including tasks 
through time capture. Every shift after this one depends on reaching that point.

This week: Run the Rule 1 test and count the tabs. Work the rules in order from there.

Replace the stack. Reclaim the margin.

Fair warning: The first week on one surface is uncomfortable. You'll see how much work drifted 
past the SOW while nobody was looking. The top quartile saw the same thing. What they did 
about it is the second shift.
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THE FIVE SHIFTS | SHIFT 2

They price the "one more small thing" the 
moment it's asked

57% of agencies lose $1,000 to $5,000 every month on work they deliver 
and never bill for.

Agencies bill by project or retainer, but track work by task. The gap between those two views is where your 
profit goes. You know the sequence:

The client asks for one more thing. It's small.

Three weeks later, the retainer is roughly a quarter over-delivered, with no change order attached. 

Nothing in the system could flag the difference between what was agreed and what was being built until 
the work was done.

78% of agencies rarely or only sometimes charge for scope creep. Generosity has nothing to do with it. 
The pricing conversation could happen at the point of request, when the client is open, and the relationship 
is collaborative. Instead, it surfaces at invoicing, after the work is done, when you've already lost the upper 
hand. The agencies that recovered this revenue did one thing first: They made time-against-scope visible 
while the project was still running.

“We went from 75% employee time tracked to 85% or more, which 
gave us dramatically better data to scope projects accurately and 
measure profitability. ClickUp's templates and structured hierarchy 
mean every project follows the same milestones, so as we scaled to 
5x revenue growth in three years, our delivery standards scaled with 
us.”

Julie Durante,  
VP of Operations, Impulse Creative

What Impulse Creative did differently:

Structured every project against the same milestones so scope boundaries are visible in real time. The PM 

has a five-minute conversation with the client about whether to extend the scope or hold the line at the 

moment the request is made, not after hours have been spent.

$1K-$5K a month across your client book is $12K-$60K a year. The top 
quartile made it visible early enough to price it.
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THE FIVE SHIFTS | SHIFT 2

The Ladder:
How to get paid for work you're already doing 

Rule 1. Write the SOW into the workspace, not the drawer.

Deliverables mapped to the project structure, with effort caps for each phase. A scope document nobody 
opens mid-project protects nothing. One wired into the workspace throws its own flag.

Rule 2. Price the ask at the moment of request. 

The moment the client asks is the moment you can charge for it. Three weeks later, at invoicing, the work is 
done, and the cost is yours.

Rule 3. Set the tripwire at hours consumed, not deliverables shipped.

A project looks on track at 4 or 5 deliverables shipped while running 40% over on hours. Alert at 70% of 
scoped hours per phase. That leaves room to act. An alert at 100% is a receipt.

Rule 4. Make "out of scope" a routing decision, not a confrontation. 

The 78% stay silent because their only tool is an awkward conversation. Build the third path, so nobody has 
to be the bad guy:



• Out-of-scope requests route to a change queue that the client can see 

• Priced from the same rate card, approved asynchronously

Rule 5. Bill the favors annually, even the free ones. 

Log every absorbed out-of-scope item at the rate. Total it in the QBR: here's what we invested beyond 
contract. Free work becomes visible generosity, renewal capital, and a tighter SOW next year.

This week: Pull last month's delivered work for your biggest account. Mark every item 
against the SOW. Price the unmarked at your rate card. That number, times 12, is what 
this Ladder is worth.

Every scope conversation you dread is one you scheduled too late.

Fair warning: Pricing the ask only works if you trust the hours underneath it. Most agencies don't—and 
most of them don't know it yet. That's the third shift.
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THE FIVE SHIFTS | SHIFT 3

Their numbers are true. That's the whole 
advantage

76% of agencies track time. Only 33% trust what it tells them. That gap is 
why you grew revenue and not profit.

The dirty secret of agency reporting isn't that the numbers arrive late. The numbers were never true. 

Two-thirds of agencies run on timesheets filled from memory on Friday afternoon, hours logged to the 

wrong project, work never logged at all.

Every number downstream inherits the error: project margin, client profitability, capacity, and the rate card 
itself. You've been making pricing decisions with data that's one-third fiction.

This is how 59% of agencies grew revenue last year while only 31% grew profit. Discipline alone will not fix 
it. The solution is structural: when time capture lives inside the same surface as the work, logging stops 
being an act of memory and becomes a byproduct of working.

“ClickUp holds the structure of our agency. Claude, connected 
through ClickUp's MCP, reads the workspace live and turns project 
state into SOWs, client updates, and pitch estimates, no copy-paste, 
no context-switching. It's the thing I rely on most every single day.”

Kateryna Brik,  
Senior Project Manager, Plus972

What Plus972 did differently:

Plus972 runs 30 clients through one workspace, and the operating picture assembles itself from live work 

instead of Friday memory. The reports their leadership looks at get generated from the same data feed their 

PMs work with. One version of the truth, and it's current.
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THE FIVE SHIFTS | SHIFT 3

The Ladder:
How to build your single source of truth

Rule 1. Move time capture into the workspace or stop pretending.

Timesheets in a separate tool get filled from memory. Memory is the error source. Capture time inside your 
work surface and make logging a live component of the workflow, not a manual Friday chore.

Rule 2. Run the trust audit before any other fix. 

Pick your biggest account. Compare hours logged against hours the team says it actually worked. The gap 
is your data-trust deficit, and every margin number you quote carries it.

Rule 3. One truth, not three reports.

If leadership reads one dashboard, finance another, and PMs a third, you don't have reporting. Instead, 
you're trying to reconcile three different arguments. Every view draws from the same live work data.

Rule 4. Track effective rate per client, not just margin.

Divide each client's payment by the true hours they consumed. That's your real rate card. Most agencies 
discover their "best" client pays the worst effective rate. Reprice or restructure from there.

Rule 5. Kill any report a human assembles.

If someone builds it manually every week, the data is stale by the time of the meeting and wrong by Monday. 
Reports get generated from live work, or they don't count as reporting.

This week:  Run Rule 2 on one account. Hours logged versus hours worked, one month 
back. Put a dollar figure on the gap at your blended rate. That's what fictional numbers 
cost you monthly.

Revenue without numbers you trust is just volume.

Fair warning: Trusted numbers change one decision above all the others: who works on what. 
That's where the biggest money has been hiding all along—the fourth shift.
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THE FIVE SHIFTS | SHIFT 4

They unlocked 25% more capacity without 
hiring anyone

Agencies running above 70% billable utilization post margins of 18−22%, 
while those under 60% post 8−12%. The difference between those two 
numbers is a staffing decision. 

You know exactly who should lead the rebrand. What you can't see is whether that person has room this week. 
So the brief goes to whoever looked free in the Monday meeting, or to a freelancer who's never met the brand. 

The work gets done. The margin quietly takes the hit. 

Your best strategist reads as available at 70% utilization—but their hours are actually split across four 
accounts with competing deadlines. Drowning in plain sight. 

Two desks over, a designer waits on a brief stuck in someone's drafts. Paid to be idle. 

Same payroll run covers the overtime and the waiting. The spreadsheet shows neither. 

And you're committing to work eight weeks out with four weeks of visibility. 95% of agency staff report 
overtime; 88% work weekends. That's the blind spot, invoiced. 

Capacity is only half the decision. The other half is match—whether the person and the work line up. A senior 
who fills her week with production tasks is considered fully utilized. From a billable hour POV, the human talent 
is being wasted. Utilization has a sweet spot, and it's narrower than most owners think.



The benchmark for production teams sits around 72%: below 60% you're paying people to wait; sustained 
above 90% you're burning them out. It's a range you hold, not a scoreboard.

“With ClickUp, we handle complex projects effortlessly. Streamlined 
workflows unlocked a 25% increase in capacity, and more than 90% 
of our creative is now produced in-house, cutting reliance on 
external agencies while raising the bar on quality and speed.” 

Kellie Bates,  
Creative Operations Lead, Balboa (Foxtel Group) 

What Balboa did differently:

Same team, 25% more capacity unlocked. Quality went up because the work stayed with people who already 
understood the brand, rather than going out the door and making someone learn it from scratch. That's what 
happens when you can finally see capacity in real time and match work accordingly. 
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THE FIVE SHIFTS | SHIFT 4

The Ladder:
How to see your team's real capacity 

Rule 1. Staff from logged work, not the Monday meeting.

Workload views built from actual tracked hours, per person, across every account. Memory-based staffing 
assigns to whoever spoke last and pays for it in overtime.

Rule 2. Hold the 72% line, both directions.

The benchmark is a band, and drifting under it wastes payroll, but sustained 90%+ is the expensive one. 
Treat anyone living above 90% as an emergency because that person is your next one out the door. 

Rule 3. Match rate to work, not just capacity to hours.

A $200/hour brain doing $60/hour tasks reads as utilized and bleeds margin invisibly. Track what level of 
work fills each senior week. Production creep at the top is the expensive kind. 

Rule 4. Close the commitment gap.

You promise eight weeks out. You can see four. Extend visibility to the horizon you sell against, or stop 
selling that horizon. The pipeline conversation and the capacity view belong on the same screen. 

Rule 5. Rebalance in hours, not at the retro.

Imbalance found same-day costs a conversation. Found at the weekly sync, it costs a weekend. Found at 
the retro, it already costs you the margin and possibly the person. 

This week: Pull utilization by person for last month. Flag everyone under 60% and over 
90%. Each name on that list is either money waiting or money burning—and both have 
the same fix. 

The capacity was always there. You just couldn't see it. 

Fair warning: Staffed right, your people's weeks fill with the work they were hired for—which 
surfaces the last question: everything else on their calendar, the recurring, the repetitive, the 
predictable. Who does that now? The fifth shift answers it. 
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THE FIVE SHIFTS | SHIFT 5

Their newest hire isn't human

List every task your team did this week that required zero judgment. That list 
is a job description—for a role you're about to stop paying for.

This shift is how the top-quartile agencies actually hand it over. They treat that work as an automation 

backlog rather than a staffing plan. Their handover sequence:

Reports and status updates first. The weekly deck that rebuilds itself from the same sources every 
Friday. Highest volume, lowest risk, instantly felt.

Routing second. Briefs arriving, work moving to the right person, recurring tasks recreated on schedule. 

Follow-ups third. The nudges nobody remembers until they're overdue.

The math on every item is the same: 20+ minutes per repetitive task,across a team and a week, add up to 
full days of paid time absorbed by work the backlog should own. And most agencies are running AI in 
exactly the wrong place for this:

88%  use AI daily. Only 6-17% have built it into the workflow itself.

The rest run it in a separate tab: a productivity boost for one person, on one task. Structurally, nothing 
changes.

Inside the workflow, the agent sees the trigger and runs the outcome. Nobody has to remember, kick off, or 
chase.

“We were losing hours to repetitive status updates and admin work. 
ClickUp's AI automations now handle routine workflows 
automatically, saving 20+ minutes per task, cutting ad build errors 
by 50%, and directly boosting client performance.”

Scott Dyer,  
Senior Director of IT, Ovative Group

What Ovative did differently:

Mistakes drop when the 40th repetition runs on a system instead of a tired human. Half the errors, gone, 

and every avoided error saves an hour of rework plus a client who never sees the mistake.
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THE FIVE SHIFTS | SHIFT 5

The Ladder:
How to make your first non-human hire

Rule 1. Rank the backlog by hours consumed, then price it. 

The sorting happened in the second force: Judgment stays, predictable goes. The backlog is that second 
pile, ranked by paid hours per month. No automation starts until it's ranked. Skip this, and you'll automate 
the easy instead of the expensive.

Rule 2. Hand over in order: reports → routing → follow-ups. 

Reports first because the volume is highest and the risk is lowest. Win trust with the boring stuff before the 
agents touch anything a client sees. 

Rule 3. Automate the workflow, not the person.

AI in a separate tab helps one person do one task faster. An agent that lives where the work lives, sees the 
trigger, runs the outcome, and asks nobody. But everyone sees it work and benefits from it.

Rule 4. Every agent gets an owner and a review date. 

Unowned automations rot: The routing rule that outlives the process, or the report nobody reads. Tag one 
name per agent, one review per quarter: still needed, still right, still saves valuable human time.

Rule 5. Count the hire you didn't make.

The backlog's output is measured in headcount avoided, not tasks automated. When coordination stops 
scaling with clients, you know the shift is working.

This week: Hand over the first item on the ranked backlog. Reports first.

The agent takes the backlog. The genius takes the brief back.

Fair warning: Five shifts down, and you may have noticed they keep leaning on each other—the scope 
flag needs the one surface, the staffing visibility needs the true numbers.
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WHERE IT ALL COMES TOGETHER

One Architecture, Five Outcomes
You can't buy these five separately. That's the point.

Read back through the shifts and notice what repeats. The scope flag needs the work and the SOW on one 
surface. True numbers need time capture where the work lives. Staffing visibility needs the logged hours. 
The agents need to see it all at once. Every shift depends on the same precondition: work, context, and 
communication in one connected system, visible to humans and agents alike.   

That's why bolting on a scope tool, a time tracker, and an AI assistant separately gets you the 28% 
outcome—consolidated on paper, leaking in practice. The five shifts are one architecture wearing five 
faces:

Pull one out, and the others degrade. Run them 
together, and they compound: The agent that 
assembles your status report is reading the 
same live data that flags your scope drift and 
shows your strategist's real workload. One 
investment, five returns.

“ClickUp is the backbone of our whole 
operation—2,000 people across every 
department, from creative to finance, in 
one workspace. Culture doesn't wait for 
your workflow to catch up."

Mika Nagashima,  
SVP, VaynerX

VaynerX runs this architecture at 2,000 seats. If one 

surface holds creative, media, strategy, legal, and 

finance at that scale, it holds your 25.

The move: Score yourself against the five, in order. Where the chain breaks first—that's your starting shift. The 

architecture builds in the same sequence as the shifts appear, because that's the dependency order, and it's also 

The Ladder in Shift 1, Rule 2.

Which leaves the question the whole report has been building toward: once the architecture runs, what do your people 

actually do all day? That's the new model—humans and agents, in motion.

One system
is the foundation from which everything is read

Scope visibility
is the foundation catching drift

True numbers
are the foundation capturing time

Staffing visibility
is the foundation showing the load

The agents
are the foundation acting on all of it
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THE NEW MODEL IN MOTION

Humans Handle Judgment, Agents  
Handle Everything Else
The org chart that shows 25% margins lists two types of workers.

Here's the operating model the whole report has been building toward, running at real agencies today: 
Humans make the calls, agents move the work, and both work the same surface. This isn't AI bolted onto 
the old model. It's a different division of labor.

What that looks like, seat by seat:

Your strategist

walks into the client call with the analysis 
done. The agent assembled the performance 
data overnight and flagged the anomaly worth 
discussing. The human spends the meeting 
on the question underneath the brief, and the 
client feels the difference.

Your creative director

explores three concepts in the time one 
used to take. An agent pulls references, 
assembles the boards, and versions the 
files. The human curates, refines, pushes 
the idea further—the taste work they were 
hired for, at a depth the calendar never 
allowed.

Your account lead

stopped writing status emails in March. 

The status assembles itself from live work. 
Human time goes to conversations that 
renew retainers—and the book renews at 
rates the agency hasn’t seen in years.

Your PM

runs the system instead of being it. The 
routing, the chasing, the recreating of 
recurring work: handled. What reaches the 
human is the exception or an edge case that 
needs a decision. One PM now orchestrates 
the work of three, minus the drag.

The through-line: Agents handle everything with a predictable trigger and outcome. 

Humans handle everything that requires judgment, taste, or relationships. The work of the 

agencies didn't get automated away. It got sorted, and the humans got the good half 

back.
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THE PUDDING

Hear From Agencies Who Already 
Made the Move

“When somebody asks the question, I don't even have to answer.  
Mr. Systems (Pat's AI Agent) goes in and answers for me.”

Pat Henderson, Founder & Executive Producer, path8 Productions

“We've got 10 to 15 Super Agents running, basically one for every 
department, plus a few extras. They handle things like recreating 
recurring monthly tasks and now spinning up tasks for our new 

client pods, so nobody has to remember to do it manually.”

Kia Cornley, Paid Media Specialist, Martin City Marketing

“We cancelled our weekly status check-in because ClickUp Brain 
summaries give everyone async context. On one campaign, our 
Marketing Super Agent flagged two blocked tasks instantly, issues 
that would've surfaced three days later in the Friday review, and 
we resolved them the same day.”

Shahrier Saki, Jr. SEO Specialist, Razib Marketing
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THE MATH

The Profit Was Never in the Rate Card
One agency moved utilization 16 points and banked $157K in a quarter.

Every agency owner has run the margin math the same way for 30 years: if we could just charge more. So 
you reprice, and the gain is real but small, and a year later, the margin looks the same because the leak was 
never the rate. It was the hours.

Two levers exist:

Lever one: Raise rates. 
It means proving enough new value to justify 
the conversation, and even then, the gain is 
capped by what the client is willing to bear. 
Pull it too hard, and you're renegotiating 
relationships instead of growing them.

Lever two: Recover the hours. 
This one skips the uncomfortable client 
conversation and the repricing risk. Every 
hour reclaimed from coordination converts 
straight to margin.

One agency pulled the second lever and moved utilization from 62% to 78%: $157K in a single quarter. 
The first lever rarely moves that much, and never that fast. Now run the compound. The five shifts don't 
add, they multiply:  

• Scope pricing recovers the $12-60K a year you were delivering for free  
• True numbers reprice the clients whose effective rate was fiction  
• Staffing visibility converts idle time and overtime into billable balance  
• The backlog clears the coordinator hire—$60K+ a year, avoided  
• And the freed senior hours go where they always should have: the work that renews retainers and wins 
pitches

Here's how the math works at the team level. Agencies with utilization above 70% average net margins of 
18-22%. Below 60%, that compresses to 8-12%. That's a 10-point margin swing.

A 5-point utilization increase at a 20-person agency (with 1,800 billable-capacity hours per person 
per year) and a $150/hr average rate is roughly $270K in recovered annual revenue.  

The move: Run your own math before the market runs it for you. Your team size, your blended rate, 
your utilization—the profitability gap has a number, and finding yours takes two minutes. (That's the 
calculator, and it's one page away.)

One question left: how long does the window stay open?
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THE WINDOW

Every Month You Wait, an Agency Your Size 
Banks the Hours You're Still Burning
The shifts compound, and that's exactly why the window matters. 

The agency that moved in January has been reinvesting recovered hours for two quarters now—more 

client time, sharper pitches, faster delivery, which wins work, which funds the next improvement.   

This is not a fixed gap you can eventually grow into. You're chasing a window that widens every month 
because their margins let them buy things that yours can't.   

The market has already started grading on the new curve:

WPP is dropping hourly billing: When the largest holding company abandons the billable hour, the 
repricing isn't coming, it's here. 


S4 Capital's revenue fell 11%: Scale without the new model stopped protecting anyone. 


The share of agencies naming AI a serious threat jumped from 44% to 53% in one year: The market 
knows, even where it hasn't acted. 


34% have already put AI to work across the business: A third of your competitors are somewhere on 
this road.

34% moving means 66% haven't. The average agency still keeps 13 cents on the dollar, still staffs from 
spreadsheets, and still finds out about margin at the quarterly review. The new model is proven, the tools are 
shipped, and most of your competitors are still asleep. Windows like this open once a decade, and this one 
is open now—for the agencies that move while moving still counts as early. 


The drag that held your people down is optional now. And what your team does with the hours they get back
—the creative, the strategic, the human work—is exactly where the next decade of your margin lives.

Welcome to the age of agency profitability.

One thing left: See how you compare against agencies your size.
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FREE TOOL

Agency Profitability Calculator: Where Are Your 
Team's Hours Actually Going?
The top-quartile agencies aren't a mystery anymore. 

You know the five shifts, the architecture underneath them, and the math that turns recovered hours into 
margin. What this report can't tell you is where your agency sits—because your profitability isn't the 
industry's average. It's specific, it's measurable, and it's probably not where you think.



Maybe it's the hours disappearing into syncs and status decks. Maybe it's a team at 60% billable that should 
be at 78%. Maybe it's the four hours a day falling into the cracks between your tools, or a creative team that 
hasn't had a real morning of thinking in three weeks.



10 questions about how your agency actually runs. No financial inputs, no prep, nothing to look up. Two 
minutes, and you get:

The hours your team loses each week to operational drag—your profitability gap, as a number 


The dollars it costs you a year, at rates for an agency your size 


Your biggest leak—which of the five shifts to make first, and what fixing it looks like 


Where you rank against agencies your size

Your answers, not industry averages. Then you'll know exactly where your profit leak is—and everything you 
just read becomes the plan for removing it.

See Where You Stand
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