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generative AI tools such as ChatGPT, are com-
ing into the industry, there’s a general tighten-
ing of belts that has a knock-on effect across the 
sector. It’s already a competitive area, and the 
economic headwinds that are tamping down 
on consumer spending mean that budgets from 
brands trying to compete for the few customers 
left buying are lower than ever.

Agencies are being expected to do more with 
less. And with a range of tools and services 
available to them, it can be difficult to pick a 
winner, rather than an also-ran. So how can 
agencies do it smartly?

Picking a winner in the ad race
“Technology is one of the major tools we have 
to tell stories,” says Oliver Feldwick, head of 
innovation at The&Partnership, a WPP partner, 
“but a tool is only as good as its user.” Feldwick 
explains that tools adopted intelligently, with 
good sensitivity and creativity can create new 
and compelling stories. He says that, without 
the right strategy, tools can end up being “used 
to bludgeon people over the head with bad con-
tent.” For that reason, it’s important that tech-
nology is always implemented in collaboration 
with, rather than as a replacement for, the 
human. “Imaginative, expressive technology 
can and must be used to make better content, 
but only in partnership with creative users,” 
says Feldwick.

There’s little doubt that artificial intelli-
gence (AI) and machine learning (ML) tech-
nology are changing the game, says Rich 
Astley, chief product officer at ad agency 
GroupM Nexus. “While media agencies have 
been using smart and AI-driven products for 
years, the impact of the latest generation of 
AI-powered tools will be far greater, leading 
to considerable improvements in campaign 
performance,” he says. 

While there’ll still be a need for human 
ingenuity when it comes to the creative 
aspect, some elements of the media planning 
side of things can be outsourced to tech that 
automatically knows when to book deals to 
maximise impact. “AI will take up much of 
the heavy lifting, enabling media planning 
teams to retain focus on the strategic direc-
tion of a campaign,” says Astley.

Investing the right amount at the right time
One of the challenges is that there are so 
many providers offering so many different 
products that it can be difficult to discern 

In a world where things are changing 
so quickly, how can agencies ensure 
they’re backing the right horse?

Embracing 
technology at 
a time of high 
competition and 
low budgets

Chris Stokel-Walker

he advertising industry has always 
adapted to changing circumstances.
Reflecting the society in which we live 

is, after all, the ad team’s job. But it seems like 
recent developments have the potential to dis-
rupt the ad industry – and adtech – more than 
ever before. 

At the same time as transformative technol-
ogies, including automation of ad buying and 
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which ones are going to give them a head start 
in the race, and which will leave them stalled 
at the starting line. Particularly given the 
budgetary challenges among clients – which 
has a knock-on effect on ad industry budgets 
– investing in the right tools is difficult.

Nevertheless, it’s time to be bold, says
Astley. “In times of economic uncertainty, 
increased scrutiny over ad budgets and dis-
ruptive technological change, allocating 
investments and resources to the right solu-
tions will allow media agencies to gain a 
remarkable competitive edge and deliver real 
value for brands,” he says. 

Clever investment in and embracing of tech-
nology can also help agencies do more with 
less, as it enables them to help brands create a 
unified journey for customers across advertis-
ing channels. “Once, as an industry, we under-
stand these emerging ad-driven digital plat-
forms better, the programmatic tools are there 
to run coordinated campaigns,” says Clare Bed-
dow, head of commercial strategy at program-
matic media partner agency MiQ. “Campaigns 
that don’t duplicate audiences across different 
platforms; that bring incrementalities against 
linear TV reach – that’s something that’s high 
on every brands’ advertising agenda.”

Embracing new channels
Besides linear TV and its non-linear equiva-
lent, there are a plethora of potential routes 
to connect with, and communicate to, 

customers. Filtering out which of those aren’t 
worth their time from those that are is a chal-
lenge. So how should agencies do it? 

“New channels will always emerge and often 
proclaim themselves as a new paradigm of 
consumer relationship, but the principles of 
channels usually remain the same: if a space 
can consistently get good quality attention and 
that space can be used to express a brand, then 
we have an opportunity,” says Feldwick. One 
of the world’s biggest booms in 2022 was the 
metaverse, buoyed by Mark Zuckerberg throw-
ing his weight behind the concept and renam-
ing his company from Facebook to Meta as evi-
dence of his support for the idea this would be 
the future in which we live. 

For advertising experts, somewhere seen 
as so central to the future of everyone’s 
lives would seem like an obvious choice to 
invest. According to a 2022 report by Citi, the 
metaverse could have five billion users by 
2030. And yet the metaverse has faded into 
the background in favour of the next big thing 
– generative AI – in recent months.

Adapting to new worlds
Still, the metaverse is worth sticking with, reck-
ons Feldwick. “The metaverse and web3 are 
both a bit small and a bit early to have a consist-
ent level of audience attention,” he admits. But 
it’s early days, and time will tell whether that 
remains the same, or if time spent – and there-
fore opportunities to sell – increases. “As those 
new channels emerge, they will increasingly 
be integrated into modern marketing plans,” 
he says. More than one in eight CEOs expect to 
invest the most in Web3 and the metaverse in 
the coming year, according to Publicis Sapient.

At present, it’s difficult for ad agencies to 
leap head-first into the space because the 
technology is relatively underdeveloped. 
Platforms have not yet been standardised, 
resulting in fragmented territories within the 
metaverse. And the hardware used to access 
it has yet to roll out widely. But that’s likely to 
happen soon.

How to present advertising is still to be 
decided in this uncharted territory. “New 
channels tend to bring new and experimen-
tal ways to tell stories,” Feldwick says. “Over 
time, we learn what works, what sticks and 
what doesn’t. The metaverse is just an exten-
sion of this evolution – new virtual worlds 
where people may spend more time, and as a 
result, brands may spend more time.” 

IAB, 2022

of advertising buyers are investing or considering investing in 
metaverse advertising/marketing56%

of buyers are doing this to build brand awareness52%

of buyers are doing this to engage existing customers in a new way48%

of buyers are doing this to boost brand perception46%

of buyers are doing this to reach hard-to-find audiences42%
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Brands will need to pivot to get good customer 
insights as cookie-based tracking disappears – 
so how can agencies help out?

he last 12 months have been signifi-
cant for the world of advertising. For
more than a decade, the digital ads 

industry has soared off the back of a seemingly 
endless supply of granular customer data pro-
vided by cookies that followed people around 
the internet.

But the times are changing. A privacy drive, 
spearheaded by Apple and supported by others, 
has made customers more aware of how their 
data is collected and used against them. Fewer 

than one in five Apple users have opted into app-
level tracking, now it’s turned off by default.

That makes the work brands need to do to 
attract and attain those customers far harder. 
A hodge-podge of identity solutions, designed 
to bridge the gap in knowledge of customers, 
has cropped up offering alternatives to the 
cookie. There are walled gardens from Google, 
Apple, Facebook and Amazon, as well as third-
party solutions leveraging existing infrastruc-
tures. But choosing which data streams to pay 
for (and which ones are avoidable), and how 
to integrate them together to approach some-
thing close to the customer visibility brands 
once had, is a challenge.

The new era of privacy-preserving ads
“We have now entered a new ‘privacy-first’ era 
where consumers are increasingly conscious 
of how, where and what parts of their personal 

T

How to help brands 
navigate the privacy-
centric advertising world
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data are being used across online channels and 
platforms,” says Jonathan D’Souza-Rauto, bid-
dable product lead at global agency Kepler. “As 
changes to privacy regulations continue to take 
effect, advertisers and agencies need to form 
new processes when it comes to infrastructure, 
planning and measurement.”

That includes considering how first-party 
data will be stored and collected, and what 
technology a company needs to do this securely. 
But it also includes considering what happens 
when cookie-led measures go away – and what 
effectiveness or granularity of customer under-
standing brands miss when they move to a more 
privacy-preserving model. Agencies can help 
by acting as trusted experts in the field, easing 
the challenge for their clients by understanding 
what is needed and which tools and solutions 
are best in a busy, competitive world.

But it’s not just about what they do with the 
data gathered that brands need to think about 
now they’re in a new paradigm. They need to 
work harder to get the data in the first place. 
They can no longer assume that they’ll be pre-
sented with customers’ data on a silver plat-
ter. “Brands and advertising should offer a fair 
value exchange with consumers,” says Oliver 
Feldwick, head of innovation at The&Part-
nership, a WPP partner. “Attention and data 
is exchanged for a chance to communicate 
something (hopefully) relevant to a person. 
Along the way, this attention economy helps 
underpin some further value – funding con-
tent, online services or culture.”

The 70-30 split
To adapt to this new norm, D’Souza-Rauto rec-
ommends adopting a 70-30 privacy-orientated 
audience split. “With further regulation coming 
down the track soon and more walled gardens 
launching audience solutions with the implicit 
challenges this creates, huge swathes of audi-
ence visibility will be cloaked,” he says. Only 
around 30% of digital users are directly targeta-
ble because they allow themselves to be known 
in some format. For that reason, brands need to 
make more use of owned data – first-party data 

they collect themselves on their customers. 
Companies expect to invest 29% more in 2023, 
including on data clean rooms, which filter 
through the reams of data they collect, accord-
ing to the Interactive Advertising Bureau (IAB). 
Another way brands can better understand 
customers is by investing more in retailers’ 
ecommerce sites through sponsored ads and 
search. This can allow them access to the retail-
er’s first-party data, with insight into customer 
segmentation and purchase behaviour.

“The more data a brand can access – and how 
granular that data is as a targeting signal – the 
more critical it is to invest in enabling fast and 
flexible utilisation of its first-party data,” says 
D’Souza-Rauto. “Consideration also needs to be 
given to whether a brand’s tech stack is built to 
support the use cases, particularly if they are 
planning on making heavy use of first-party 
data.” Another key question is how easy it is to 
port that first-party data into platforms used to 
target customers. 

One of the worst potential outcomes of the 
new privacy-centric world is that brands feel 
like they’re flying blind in trying to attract cus-
tomers. Without due care and careful consider-
ation of how to make the most of the data they 
have, companies can invest large amounts into 
solutions that don’t provide the meaningful 
returns they seek. 

Brands and advertising should offer a 
fair value exchange with consumers

expect the end of third-
party cookies will hurt their 
businesses in some way

predict a moderate 
negative impact

anticipate significant harm

say it will “devastate” 
their business

71%

39%

21%

10%
Adobe, 2022
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The evolution of the 
advertising landscape

UK AD SPEND GREW 8.8% IN 2022 TO REACH £34.8BN, WITH CINEMA AND OUT-OF-HOME SEEING 
PARTICULAR YEAR ON YEAR GROWTH, LIKELY A RESULT OF LOCKDOWN EASING

GLOBAL AD SPEND GROWTH IS LOOKING MORE STEADY IF PREDICTIONS HOLD TRUE

Predicted global ad spend growth

The Advertising Association / WARC, 2023

Dentsu, 2022

What are the latest developments in the advertising industry? What are the ad 
spend trends? How have customer behaviours and attitudes changed?

2022 year-on-year % change 2023 forecast year-on-year % change 2024 forecast year-on-year % change

-10

Total UK 
adspend

Magazine 
brands

Regional 
newsbrands

Radio

National 
newsbrands

Out of home

Direct mail

Online 
classified

TV

Online display*

Search

-5 0 5 10 15 20 25

3.80%

4.80%

4.50%

30 35

2023

2024

2025
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UK CONSUMERS ARE BECOMING 
LESS CONCERNED ABOUT THEIR DATA 
PRIVACY, SO THE OPPORTUNITY FOR 
BRANDS TO USE IT RESPONSIBLY IS 
GROWING

HOWEVER THERE IS A LONG WAY TO GO TO BUILD GENERAL TRUST IN ADVERTISING, AND MORE TRADITIONAL 
CHANNELS SEEM TO HAVE THE EDGE HERE

Consumer trust in advertising in the UK, by media

BIG CHANGES LOOM IN THE INDUSTRY, AND UK LEADERS 
HAVE MIXED LEVELS OF PREPAREDNESS FOR A COOKIELESS 
FUTURE

TV

are still relying heavily on third-party cookies

are spending at least half of their marketing 
budgets on cookie-based activations

are either accelerating their readiness for a cookieless 
future or keeping it a high priority

are not prepared for a cookieless future

saying they can’t get the resources to evolve their 
strategies for a cookieless future

Newspapers

Magazines

Search

Cinema

Social media

YouTube

35%

19%

12%

11%

9%

6%

4%

Ipsos, 2022

Adobe, 2022
UK Data & Marketing Association, Global 

Data & Marketing Alliance and Acxiom, 2022

70%

41%

58%

42%

37%

of consumers have little 
to no concern about their 
data privacy in 2022, 
compared to 16% in 2012

31%

of UK consumers stated 
high levels of online 
privacy concerns in 
2022,compare to 84% 
in 2012

69%

of consumers are 
unwilling to provide 
personal information, 
compared to 31% in 2012

23%
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For ad agencies with clients, offices and 
teams across the world, it is now more and 
more critical to be backed by a system that 
consolidates data, processes and knowledge

Harnessing the power of 
unified adtech platforms

C O M M E R C I A L  F E A T U R E

lobal advertising agencies are facing 
continued pressures on costs, reve-
nues and talent pools – as well as the 

growing issue of competing against smaller and 
potentially nimbler digital-led rivals.

Meanwhile, the scale of consolidation and 
M&A within the industry is driving a need for 
disparate teams, siloed datasets and extensive 

client campaign inventory to be quickly inte-
grated and made accessible worldwide.

Managing both client-facing and internal 
operations in real time, and on time, can be 
tricky but according to Konstantin Burkovt-
sev, product manager at Star, there is a solu-
tion. He believes this key challenge can be met 
through the implementation of a single unified 
adtech platform, rolled out across an agency’s 
global footprint.

“Usually this is designed to solve scattered 
technology and knowledge problems among 
large-scale companies; for those operating 
across a number of regions and countries with 
multiple divisions, local peculiarities and thou-
sands of users,” Burkovtsev explains. 

He adds that a unified adtech platform can 
help facilitate compliance with new privacy 

G

Jonathan Weinberg
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regulations, ensuring guidance or best prac-
tice is observed for campaign management or 
media planning through regular monitoring.

Having a single tailored platform, Burkovt-
sev argues, is the only way to adapt to evolving 
trends, channels, tastes and demands. It can 
also play a deeper role in allowing ad agencies 
to create meaningful connections with their 
audiences no matter what territory they are in, 
while also providing tighter control over global 
campaign performance. 

Such unifying technology also makes it far 
easier to streamline the management of per-
sonal information within campaigns, achiev-
ing compliance with the various legal and reg-
ulatory requirements in different countries.

Streamlining the scattered solutions
Burkovtsev’s Star colleague, business devel-
opment director Stephen Noble, suggests a 
unified response eliminates the complexity of 
sharing different pieces of information across 
an entire advertising organisation wherever it 
has people based. 

This can include information on their audi-
ences, their spending and variations in privacy 
or legal regulations, he says.

A unified adtech platform will also fos-
ter “better communication and efficiencies” 
among teams, he adds, through consolidating 
data, streamlining workflows and identifying 
areas for more targeted personalisation.

However, Noble does accept the challenge of 
their rollout is convincing global agency heads 
that the benefits outweigh the costs, especially 
when they may have already sunk investment 
into scattered platforms and vendors in dif-
ferent countries. Convincing employees of 
the vision is another practical barrier to push 
through, he admits, suggesting the need for 
ongoing collaboration, training and integration 
across teams and agencies. “Over time you see 
the benefits as everyone eventually moves in 
the same direction. There can be a reluctance. 
It’s the fear of the great unknown,” he adds. 

“But if a transformation is structured and 
handled correctly, then people should be able 
to adopt systems, understand the benefits, be 
clear in their day-to-day role and know their 
current and future outputs.”

Taking back control
Burkovtsev believes a unified adtech platform 
also speeds up campaign development and 
compliance time with the shared tools created 

within it. “You streamline the process for each 
team working under the umbrella of the par-
ent company,” he argues, “with a unified plat-
form giving access to APIs and code reposito-
ries with a description of what is feasible to do 
with each component.”

And he adds how the unified approach can 
also help with objectives and KPIs. This can 
offer full transparency and valuable align-
ment both ways – from agency to client and 
client to agency. “The platform can also provide 
methods and frameworks for how to approach 
these, ensuring internal marketing goals are 
aligned with what the agency is doing overall. 
This builds transparency and connects perfor-
mance, budgets and agency spending into one 
interface. Everyone can see what is happening 
in real time,” he explains.

You can’t stifle creativity
Burkovtsev and Noble suggest it is that scope 
for extra creativity – bolstered by the incom-
ing addition of AI – that also makes a uni-
fied adtech platform a major step forward for 
global agencies.

For example, AI might quickly and easily gen-
erate an image, animation or explanation from 
a short set of questions or instructions typed 
in. For those without any technical or creative 
skills to do that autonomously, it means they 
can still share their ideas and be heard.

“Clearly, we don’t want to lose people’s cre-
ative skills,” states Noble. “Advertising has 
always been a very people-centric business. But 
across our industry ecosystem, there are now 
many different players, bits of kit, data sources 
and channels. We can’t work in those silos.”

Looking forward, Burkovtsev and Noble both 
agree consumers are now seeking personalisa-
tion and omnichannel experiences; this means 
agencies must constantly experiment with new 
technologies and approaches for products, ser-
vices and marketing campaigns.

Noble suggests a structured unified plat-
form allows creativity to flow more freely from 
agency teams. “These platforms do not take 
away core craft skills,” he promises. 

Over time you see the benefits as everyone 
eventually moves in the same direction
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The race to harness artificial intelligence in all 
industries is hotting up and ad agencies are 
hoping it can make all of their repetitive tasks 
and problems go away

evolutionising repetitive daily tasks, 
opening up more time for creativity 
- these are the benefits advertising

executives are hoping for as they integrate AI 
into their campaigns.

AI could quickly spot changes in advert 
prices, identify optimal places for ads to be 
featured and streamline governance across an 
agency and all its business units.

This isn’t crystal ball gazing. Tools such as 
ChatGPT and Midjourney are already being 

activated within agencies of all shapes and sizes 
to see how they can contribute to their work.

Oliver Feldwick, head of innovation at 
The&Partnership, suggests AI will bring smart 
efficiencies ahead across “every part of the cre-
ative process”. He believes it will also augment 
strategic insight development so teams are free 
to expand on their creative thinking.

In its contributions to variations in person-
alisation and optimisation, AI will usher in 
an era of “serendipitous new inspiration and 
ideas”, he adds. 

However, Feldwick warns: “These tools need 
careful use by a capable human. Understand-
ing the strengths, and even more importantly 
the weaknesses, can ensure it’s used in the 
right way.”

Across its long history, advertising has 
embraced many changes and transformations, 
and many suggest AI is just another in that long 

R
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line. This is one reason why experts believe those 
working in the industry should not be too afraid 
of its arrival, its ability to transform workflows 
and its effect on most job roles.

Their view is it should simply be seen as 
another tool in the process. Its role is to deliver 
efficiencies, not to replace humans.

Pitching in with pitches
Efficiency is where Feldwick sees a place for gen-
erative AI in pitches, with short-term uses see-
ing it add “polish” to work while refining “early 
stage pitch thinking at a lower cost and effort”. 

He says: “This should have the benefit of 
letting good, clear, compelling thinking and 
creativity shine through and reduce the load 
on pitching teams.

“This could also start to level the playing 
field. Bigger pitching teams who throw more 
money and production at their response may 
find these tools allow smaller teams to provide 
equal levels of polish.” 

But he adds: “One challenge to all agencies is 
when everyone has access to the same tools, it 
is more important than ever to rigorously and 
relentlessly push into new and exciting areas 
and not just settle for an obvious, well-pol-
ished answer.”

Richard Exon, founder of independent crea-
tive agency Joint, says there is a distinction to 
be made right now between generative AI and 
process AI. 

“The latter holds success in areas where 
scale, speed and volume are key, such as rapid 
translation of web copy into multiple lan-
guages and brand safety, assurance and com-
pliance checks,” he explains.

But generative AI “is more provocative”, 
Exon argues, “essentially forcing us to ask 
what it is to be human.” He believes genera-
tive AI can help gather inputs to a brief more 
comprehensively, “provided you really know 
how to make prompts work for you”. However, 
he says it can’t replace the need for human 
involvement in asking ‘what’s my strategy?’ 
and ‘what’s my big idea?

“The human imagination, with creativity 
born of imperfection, will always lead and AI 
will always support,” Exon adds.

AI as an additional resource
Those core craft skills will remain in human 
hands for much time to come, most experts sug-
gest. AI will instead take on more routine and 
less creative business tasks such as real-time 
data analysis, social listening and the use of nat-
ural language processing to analyse customer 
feedback and sentiment across channels. 

In the future, AI-powered ad creation and 
design could become more prominent, but those 
within the industry concede it would take a lot of 
time and prompts to fully explain brand guide-
lines and tone of voice to an AI-driven system.

However, Nick Reid, EMEA MD at Double-
Verify, an ad verification platform working 
with the likes of Vodafone, TikTok and Twitter, 
suggests AI does have a key role at the “heart of 
solutions that solve advertising pain points”.

For example, this would include brand 
safety solutions to classify content, ensuring 
these classifications represent the actual con-
tent and context of a page. He feels this would 
not only help brands place their ads in relevant 
and safe environments but also allow publish-
ers to monetise pages effectively.

“There’s also much more that can be done lev-
eraging AI in the future,” he says. “We believe AI 
will help advertisers optimise attention through 
a real-time, automated approach.”

Gerard Murnaghan, VP international at 
Sprout Social, references the company’s recent 
research that shows the vast majority (86%) 
of marketing, communications and customer 
care leaders believe AI and machine learning 
are critical for long-term success.

But he warns the industry: “To see adop-
tion at scale, business leaders will need the 
right support in place to plot a course for how 
AI works within their existing organisation. 
Agencies have a key role to play in helping 
brands to manage this transition and maxim-
ise the potential of emerging AI tools.” 

There’s also much more that can be done 
leveraging AI in the future

in ad revenue could go towards �AI-enabled advertising by 2032 

GroupM, 2022

$1.3tn






