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Starting a digital marketing agency is one of the most rewarding and 
exciting business ventures you can embark on. But its also highly 
competitive. According to Clutch.co, there are over 16,000 digital agencies 
in the US alone. While it may sound like a crowded market there are 

https://clutch.co/us/agencies/digital?ref=seoptimer


 

actually great opportunities for new agencies focused on delivering new 
thinking within niche areas under the broad umbrella of “digital marketing”. 
  

According to Clutch.co, there are over 
16,000 digital agencies in the US alone. 

  
The broad definition of digital marketing is the use of digital channels such 
as websites, mobile, search, display, social media, email and any other 
digital channels to promote products and services. While those channels 
are the main ones, there is a longtail of channels that fit within the “other” 
category including PR, influencer, affiliate, podcasts, ebooks, games, 
SMS/MMS and more. For further reading check out the Top 10 Types of 
Digital Marketing. 
  
With over 1,500 digital agency customers, SEOptimer is in a unique place 
to analyze the digital agency industry. Our team also has experience 
working agency-side and understand the complexities in running an 
agency. This guide covers common considerations when starting a digital 
marketing agency. 
  

What is a digital agency and what do 
they do? 
  
The definition of a digital agency is a company that provides creative, 
strategic and technical development of screen-based product and services 
to clients. Andrew Bailey, CEO of The&Partnership describes an agency as 
“a group of excellent people collaborating around a difficult challenge and 
finding solutions that drive the clients’ business”. The main reason they 
exist is that most clients lack the resources to execute digital marketing 
themselves. Because the potential remit of digital agencies is wide, there 
are many specialized skills that clients can tap into without the need to 
employ all these specialists in-house. While there is a recent trend for 
brands to move more marketing functions in-house, there will always be a 

https://www.seoptimer.com/blog/types-of-digital-marketing-promote-business/
https://www.seoptimer.com/blog/types-of-digital-marketing-promote-business/
https://theandpartnership.com/?ref=seoptimer


 

role for agencies to pick up work where clients simply don’t have the 
resources or capabilities. 
  

Andrew Bailey, describes an agency as ña 
group of excellent people collaborating 
around a difficult challenge and finding 
solutions that drive the clientsô businessò. 

  
Most agency founders freelance or consult with clients before actually 
forming an agency. Our previous guide outlines what its like to work as a 
digital marketing freelancer. This is a very common pathway and provides a 
great preview of working directly with clients. Freelancers who accumulate 
a large workload may find themselves organically morphing into an agency 
once they start hiring other freelancers to help them. 
  
Work-wise there’s not many differences in the output working as a 
freelancer or as a small agency founder. The real differences come in when 
the business starts to scale and as you hire more people. Some things 
remain the same. The standard way a client works with an agency at the 
start of the relationship is to run a thorough onboarding process. This is the 
first step toward achieving the best agency-client collaboration. The 
onboarding process ensures that both agency and client are clear on 
business goals, roles and responsibilities, target audience, comms 
expectations, deliverables, timings, overall strategy and reporting. B2B 
agency, New Breed Marketing have put their onboarding process online: 
  

https://www.seoptimer.com/blog/freelance-digital-marketing/
https://www.newbreedmarketing.com/solutions/growth-acceleration-workshop?ref=seoptimer


 

 
  
After onboarding is complete, its time to actually get started on the work. 
This is almost always driven by the brief which is a business document 
that outlines the business problem the client wants to solve. The agency 
then responds to the brief usually with multiple ideas potentially at different 
levels of budget, complexity, etc. The brief is the north-star and every 
decision made about the work needs to help drive the business objective 
outlined in the brief. 
  
Once it’s decided what the work involves, more people potentially get 
involved (both agency-side and client-side) whether that be moving pixels 
around to create digital assets, writing content, booking ads, cutting code or 
shooting video – all these people start spending time working on the work. 
There are usually rounds of review which enable the client to provide 
feedback on the work until its delivered or the project is complete. 
  



 

What kind of digital agency should 
you start? 
  
If you visit any digital agency website, there will likely be a “Services” tab in 
the main menu which broadly outlines what services the agency can 
deliver. The absence of services here is important to note because most 
agencies can’t execute all aspects of digital marketing – there’s just too 
much for most agencies to do. 
  
In creating your own agency, you need to play to your strengths. Most 
agency founders have worked their way up through other agencies or 
freelanced for several years gaining invaluable experience, industry 
knowledge and built connections with peers and clients. Importantly they’ve 
seen what has worked and what hasn’t worked in other agency 
environments. Maybe they’ve seen opportunities by observing client 
problems or challenges and perhaps witnessed shortcomings in agencies 
to tackle these problems directly. This has likely contributed to the rise in 
smaller agencies focusing on niche marketing disciplines or targeting 
specific industries. They can outmanoeuvre larger agencies because of 
their focus and ability to hire specialists within focus areas. 
  
Most digital agencies categorize themselves under one of the following 
categories below. This is mostly useful to clients when they are searching 
for agency partners: 
  

Full-Service Agencies 

Larger digital agencies tout themselves as “full-service”. This means they 
can literally execute any digital marketing activity no matter what the client 
brief is. If these agencies don’t have the people necessary to execute work 
on-hand they immediately hire specialists or plug talent gaps with 
freelancers. By saying ‘yes’ to every brief they’re able to charge a premium 
for this flexibility. AKQA is a prolific full-service digital agency 

https://www.akqa.com/?ref=seoptimer


 

headquartered in San Francisco with 2,200 staff globally across 29 
locations around the world: 
  

 
  

Website & App Development Agencies 

These agencies specialize in the design, build, deployment and ongoing 
maintenance of websites and mobile apps. This is a highly competitive field 
with a diverse composition of agencies. On the low end, these can be 
freelancers / sole traders who do everything themselves or large 
development shops who hire hundreds of specialists and work on 
big-budget projects. And then there’s everything in between. Unified 
Infotech is a leading development agency in New York who have delivered 
over 1,500 digital projects: 
  

https://www.unifiedinfotech.net/?ref=seoptimer
https://www.unifiedinfotech.net/?ref=seoptimer


 

 
  

Branding / Creative & Design Agencies 

Branding and creative agencies focus on the way a brand looks, feels, 
behaves and communicates. These agencies typically deliver brand 
guidelines documents and also visual assets which serve as a definitive 
reference on how any client work should look and feel. When clients work 
with multiple agencies to perform different projects, branding agencies are 
usually engaged first to define the brand guidelines. They are sometimes 
referred to as the “brand custodians” or the “lead agency” when a client 
works with multiple agencies. Ideo is a highly respected design consultancy 
founded in Palo Alto, with over 700 people in offices around the world: 
  

https://www.ideo.com/?ref=seoptimer


 

 
  

Search / SEO Agencies 

SEO agencies are tasked with optimizing their clients’ organic search 
engine rankings. It goes without saying, SEO agencies rely on tools like 
SEOptimer every day! Victorious are a leading SEO agency in San 
Francisco who won Search Engine Land’s Global SEO Agency of the Year: 
  

https://www.seoptimer.com/
https://victoriousseo.com/?ref=seoptimer


 

 
  

Media Agencies 

Media agencies are also referred to as PPC (Pay Per Click) agencies and 
focus on booking paid media (ads). Depending on the agency, sometimes 
they can deliver the creative that sits in the ad otherwise they typically are 
responsible for running the ad campaign which involves research to 
uncover the best channels to reach the target audience, putting together 
media plans, booking the ads (also known as trafficking), setting up 
targeting, running ongoing optimization and reporting. Digital media 
agencies can book ads anywhere such as: 
  

● Search ads like Google Ads and Bing Ads – also known as SEM 
(Search Engine Marketing) 

● Social media ads like Facebook Ads, LinkedIn Ads, Twitter Ads, etc 
● Display ads – also known as banner ads which appear all around 

the web (this can also be referred to as Programmatic ads when 
multiple ad exchanges are utilized) 

● Native ads – also known as Discovery ads which are advertorial 
content pieces usually seen on news sites 



 

● Any other digital advertising methods like affiliate advertising, ads on 
digital panels or other closed ad buying platforms also referred to as 
DSPs (Demand Side Platforms) 

  
Mindshare is a global media agency based in New York and part of the 
massive GroupM network: 
  

 
  

Social Media Agencies 

Social media agencies deliver strategy, content, community management 
and optimization across social media channels like Facebook, Instagram, 
LinkedIn, Twitter, Snapchat and YouTube. This can include emerging 
channels like TikTok and Byte. Social media agencies usually deliver both 
organic and paid work which can potentially cause overlaps if clients work 
with media agencies too. We Are Social is a leading global social media 
agency headquartered in London: 
  

https://www.mindshareworld.com/?ref=seoptimer
https://wearesocial.com/?ref=seoptimer


 

 
  

Performance and CRO Agencies 

Performance or CRO (Conversion Rate Optimization) agencies are usually 
discipline-agnostic meaning they utilize any parts of digital marketing to 
increase ROI based on client business objectives. This usually means a 
mix of search and social leaning heavily on paid media but it can literally 
include any activity on any digital channel with the sole purpose of driving 
marketing performance. Papertoaster is a renowned performance agency 
based in Singapore who have productized their offering into growth 
products: 
  

https://papertoaster.com/?ref=seoptimer


 

 
  

PR & Comms Agencies 

PR (Public Relations) agencies focus on promoting clients products and 
services in the press – usually mainstream news publications and other 
high-traffic properties. They maintain close relationships with journalists, 
writers and editors and continually pitch story ideas with the aim of crafting 
them in such a way that they receive editorial interest. Their success is 
judged by how many “hits” (ie mentions) they can generate for their clients. 
Some comms agencies specialize in internal comms (for large 
corporations) or corporate comms too. Weber Shandwick is global PR and 
communications agency with a heritage in the Asia Pacific region: 
  



 

 
  

Content Marketing / Inbound Agencies 

Content agencies, also known as inbound agencies, focus on creating 
content. They are storytellers at heart and craft the best written, visual and 
audio content to engage customers and drive sales. The term inbound 
relates to inbound marketing where customers seek out a brand usually as 
a result of content they have consumed as opposed to outbound marketing 
which is where the customer is interrupted with ads or a sales pitch. 256 
Content is a leading content agency in Dublin, winners of Content 
Marketing Institute’s Agency of the Year Award: 
  



 

 
  
Then there are a few other niche agency types such as: 
  
Influencer Marketing Agencies – these agencies behave like a traditional 
talent agency except they represent influencers! Clients work with these 
agencies by briefing them about their project objectives, target audience 
and budget. The agency then searches their roster of influencers on 
Instagram, YouTube, Snapchat, TikTok, etc and recommends talent from 
their network. They then work with the influencer to create content and are 
the conduit between the influencer(s) and the client. 
  
Community Management Agencies – these specialist agencies focus on 
community management on social media. This includes comment 
moderation, upholding the discussion policy, replying to questions and 
generally fulfilling a customer service role. They can triage customer 
service requests through to experts on the brand side or deal with requests 
directly. These agencies are popular for higher-risk clients like 
Government, alcohol brands, finance brands, etc who need 24/7 
community management. They typically take over social accounts outside 
of business hours starting at 5pm and managing them through until 9am 
the next morning when the client takes over during their work day. 
  



 

Industry-focused Agencies – some agencies deliver multiple services 
above but do so within a particular category or vertical. For example, a 
digital agency that works exclusively with real estate agents or law firms or 
fashion brands – you name it! If you do a quick search you’ll likely find 
agencies that exist in most categories. Their big advantage over other 
agencies is that they have in-depth category knowledge and usually have 
extensive experience within that category. 
  
B2B Agencies – B2B agencies work purely for business to business 
clients. In other words, clients who sell to other businesses. These 
agencies use LinkedIn heavily and rely on known B2B lead generation 
tactics like content marketing / inbound marketing and event marketing. 
  
B2G Agencies – B2G agencies work purely for business to Government 
clients. In other words, clients who sell to Governments. These agencies 
rely on relationships developed in Government and help guide their clients 
through Government procurement processes, tendering and applying on 
service panels. 
  
Kyle Rachi, CEO at Proposify says “too many design and marketing 
agencies have no clear value proposition beyond ‘we do good work’ and 
they don’t target any particular industry or serve a vertical market, believing 
they should work for any business that wants to hire them. Don’t make that 
mistake. The way to get good clients who pay top rates is to target a 
specific niche so that you don’t have to compete as a generalist”. 
  

How do digital agencies make 
money? 
  
Darren Woolley, CEO and Founder at TrinityP3 suggests there are three 
major business models of digital agencies. Some utilize just 1 model 
however most utilize a mix depending on client budgets and expectations: 
  

1. Project Fees: this is the most common model where the 
project fee is determined based on an hourly or day rate for 



 

individual pieces of work. Over the last few years, this model 
has become the norm. 

2. Retainers: typically this is a monthly fee broken down into 
billable hours of certain members of the agency (based on the 
agency’s rate card) plus overheads and profit margin. This 
model was the most common in the 2000’s but crunched 
budgets and brands pulling more work in house has led to less 
retained clients. 

3. Commission: a percentage (typically 10% and upward) 
charged on top of third party charges such as paid media or 
production. This can also be a revenue-based commission 
charged by performance agencies who take a cut of sales. 

  
In 2019, Credo surveyed 271 agency founders around the world to find the 
average hourly rate of digital marketing consultants and agencies. They 
found that the worldwide average hourly rate was $148.13. 
  

 
source: Credo 
  
Nearly a third of all agencies charge somewhere between $101-$150 per 
hour on average. However, there’s a lot of detail hiding in that average 
such as country, agency type and agency size. By doing a quick country 
split, between the United States and the United Kingdom we can see an 
interesting difference: 


