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Executive Summary
How difficult is it for data-driven digital advertising to deliver great creative? Many marketers 
find it challenging to merge the two, and according to a Sizmek survey of more than 500 
advertising decision makers, global marketers believe that digital growth in advertising has come 
at the expense of creative quality. As digital has advanced the marketing discipline with respect 
to targeting, reach, and frequency, those large, long-play creative formats that allow for great 
storytelling have fallen by the wayside.

While digital marketing is very focused on advancements in data, AI, and privacy, marketers still 
place an extremely high importance on the creative, and they are looking for ways to incorporate 
more creativity into their campaigns. In fact, 81% of marketers surveyed state that improving 
digital campaigns to show off their creatives more effectively is a high or critical priority over the 
coming year.

 

Key findings include: 

 } 67% of marketers agree that “Digital 
growth in advertising has come at the 
expense of the quality of creative.”

 } 91% of marketers are prioritizing the need 
to “Make digital ads more engaging to 
meet our brand goals” in the coming year.

 } 79% of marketers are prioritizing the 
need to “Increase our use of DCO” in the 
next 12 months.

 } 82% of marketers agree that “We 
get better ROI from DCO campaigns 
compared to standard display.”

 } 69% of marketers agree that “Our current 
DCO solution doesn’t utilize the creative’s 
aesthetics enough.”
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Marketers and Creative:  
What the Survey Reveals

Sizmek surveyed 522 brand marketers about their current marketing activities, 
priorities, challenges, and views across the spectrum of digital display marketing. 
The professionals surveyed ranged from vice president to managerial level across 
the United States and Europe. The group has a combined annual digital advertising 
spend of more than $500 million. Sizmek partnered with a third-party market 
research organization, Qualtrics, to achieve anonymous and impartial results.  
(For a full breakdown of the survey sample, please see the Appendix.)

The survey reveals just how much creative still matters to marketers and how much 
room there is for innovation in data-driven marketing.
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The creative lag  
in digital

As marketers and advertisers look to the future, it’s clear that the relationship between 
“creative” and “digital” will be integral to brands’ overall marketing strategies. As for how they 
will tactically achieve this, 91% prioritize making digital ads more engaging to meet brand goals. 
So as brand campaigns increasingly shift to digital, creative teams must innovate to maintain the 
same creativity and storytelling achieved with traditional channels. 

There are, of course, challenges in delivering engaging and impactful creative. More than half (58%) of marketers say they find it difficult to fully 
utilize their creative within standard ad formats. While banner and MPU ad sizes are designed to fit neatly within publisher content, they often do 
not allow for brands to create the conversations they desire.

67%
say “Digital growth in advertising  
has come at the expense of the 

quality of creative.”

79%
agree “GDPR will mean that  
the quality of creative will  
become more important.”

91%
agree “Creative is as  

important as the use of data  
in our digital campaigns.”

84% 
agree “AI means nothing  

without creative.”

Despite intense industry focus on data, AI, and privacy, marketers clearly still value creative.
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Engaging  
formats are a 

practical solution

For brands to achieve their creative goals, they must think outside the box. Tactical priorities 
for the coming year include boosting the engagement of ad creatives by using dynamic creative 
elements. Dynamic creative that optimizes to achieve personalization or creative sequencing is 
ideal for creating a coherent customer journey. 

Another key priority for marketers is to introduce or increase the use of interactive ad formats. 
About 83% of marketers agree that premium interactive formats such as animation, sliders, 
scratch and reveal configurations, and gamification deliver high engagement within digital 
placements. Often these formats fit within standard ad sizes, allowing not only for engagement 
and brand storytelling, but also reach, thanks to widely available inventory across publishers. 
More than half of marketers also plan to introduce or implement virtual reality capabilities in 
the near future.

http://showcase.sizmek.com/demos/hendricks-html5-immersive-skin/
http://showcase.sizmek.com/demos/hyundai-creta/
http://showcase.sizmek.com/demos/sprite-match-game/
http://showcase.sizmek.com/demos/mountain-dew-moto-extreme-game/
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DCO boosts engagement  
and ROI

Working with partners that allow creative professionals the ability 
to make a wide range of ads, from simple to complex, that are also 
completely customizable will help brands win in the future.

69%

Which of the following are likely to be your organization’s top 
marketing initiatives in the next year? (High/Critical priority)

Are you using DCO in your 2018 digital media execution?

say “Our current DCO solution doesn’t 
utilize the creative’s aesthetics enough”

Dynamic creative optimization (DCO) is already a widely used tool, 
with 82% of global marketers currently employing DCO in their 
digital media executions. In recent years, brands have seen the value 
of one-to-one marketing that dynamic solutions facilitate, giving 
a personalized touch when communicating with customers and 
delivering ads that are hyper-relevant. Brands have also seen the 
benefits of using DCO for creative optimization, allowing for ads to 
evolve automatically and use the best-performing creative.

87% of marketers who have used DCO agree that they get better ROI 
from DCO compared to standard display. Looking to the coming year, 
79% of marketers plan to increase their use of DCO.

79%

73% 82%

13% 5%

62%

Increase our use of  
dynamic creative 

optimization No / Not sure

Introduce or 
increase use of 

interactive ad 
formats

Yes

Introduce or 
implement VR 
(virtual reality) 

capabilities



© 2018 Sizmek Inc. All rights reserved. 8

Not all DCO is 
created equal

DCO is a capability that has a lot of moving 
parts, and it requires different brand 
departments to work together. Depending 
on the technology, DCO can also require 
significant technical knowledge and skill to 
set up and run. Some DCO solutions require 
more time to implement than standard display 
campaigns, calling for intricate taxonomies to 
be set up and programmed.

These are a few of the reasons that 66% of 
marketers say that their organizations find 
it challenging to implement DCO solutions. 
Among those who are not currently 
using DCO in their annual digital media 
plans, cost to implement (53%), lack of 
knowledge to implement (37%), and taking 
too much time to set up (24%) are the top 
three barriers reported.

What is the main reason you are not using DCO?

53%

37%

24%

19%

4%

3%

Cost to implement

We don’t have the 
knowledge to implement

Takes too much  
time to set up

Difficult to prove  
uplift in ROI

We don’t think it delivers 
good user experience

Other
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Having it all:  
Personalization with brand flair

DCO’s early adopters typically used it for direct response campaigns in the retail and travel 
verticals, which focused on retargeting. They also had large product catalogs and required a 
scalable creative production and targeting solution like DCO. Many purpose-built technologies 
tied directly to programmatic media emerged around these very specific use cases, which, while 
effective and easy to set up, were too templatized to meet brand goals. 

Also in the early days, brand advertisers did not see an immediate need for DCO because they 
were accustomed to producing only a few message variations and did not have the breadth of 
relevant data points available that they do today. They were typically more resistant to creative 
personalization and experimentation after spending so much upfront work deciding on the “right” 
message. Plus they just didn’t have the creative tools to deliver pixel-perfect personalization. 

Now, marketers want to maintain fine control over their brand’s core messaging, values, and 
aesthetics, while allowing for new consumer insights and connections to be nurtured through 
creative concepting, personalization, and optimization that dynamic ads enable. This is why a 
key priority for 85% of marketers is to improve their brand’s personalization capabilities within 
their ads, instead of relying on traditionally one-off concepts.

To go one step further, marketers want to use their owned first-party (CRM) data to feed 
into their creative executions, strengthening the relationships they have with customers and 
closing the loyalty loop. Looking to the future, 76% of marketers wish to leverage AI in DCO for 
improved experiences.

85%

76%

76%

prioritize the need to 
“Improve our personalization 
capabilities within creatives.”

prioritize the need to  
“Use our first-party (CRM) 

data for DCO.”

prioritize the need to 
“Leverage AI in our creative 

(DCO) capabilities.”
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Europe

Creative  
and DCO:  

United States 
vs. Europe

When comparing creative execution between the United States and Europe, the greatest 
difference comes in marketer’s usage and attitudes toward dynamic creative optimization. 

United States

3 in 4 (73%) of marketers responded that 
their organization is currently using DCO 
in their media execution and 68% plan to 

leverage AI in their DCO capabilities

68% 78%

European marketers are also more open to new creative technologies, with 77% prioritizing 
connected TV and 65% prioritizing VR capabilities over the next year, with U.S. responses 
coming in at 66% and 57% respectively. Another slight variation between the regions: 88% 
of U.S. marketers show a strong priority in increasing engagement within standard ad formats 
compared to just over three quarters (77%) in Europe. 

9 in 10 (87%) marketers responded that their 
organization is currently using DCO in their 

media execution and 78% plan to leverage AI 
in their DCO capabilities
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Conclusion
Creative innovation has always been at the heart of building relationships with customers 
through advertising. The explosive growth of digital marketing and data-driven targeting has 
opened up new doors to personalization and reach, but marketers acknowledge that creative 
has not always kept pace. 

Marketers now want better ways to incorporate the creative aesthetic of their brands into 
highly personalized, data-driven campaigns. Engaging and innovative ad formats, the right 
DCO solutions, and the right partnerships will be the keys to achieving this goal. 

One of the original creators of rich media nearly 20 years ago, Sizmek’s long history with 
creative innovation and dynamic creative optimization provides agencies and brands with 
unparalleled creative tools and services to ensure their creative inspires. With Sizmek, you can 
create programmatic-friendly rich media ads in your choice of flexible authoring environments 
or leverage Sizmek’s team of design and development professionals to assist you. For 
personalized creative at scale, Sizmek’s DCO tools offer you the broadest possible range of 
personalization options, with data integration for unlimited targeting, enhanced accuracy, and 
total personalization control over your messaging.

To learn more about how Sizmek can help you get the most out of 
your creative, data, and media, contact your account representative  
or a Sizmek pro.

About Sizmek 

Sizmek is the largest independent buy-side advertising 
platform that creates impressions that inspire. Sizmek 
provides powerful, integrated solutions that enable data, 
creative, and media to work together for optimal campaign 
performance across the entire customer journey. Our AI-
driven decisioning engine can identify robust insights 
within data across the five key dimensions of predictive 
marketing—campaigns, consumers, context, creative, 
and cost. We bring all the elements of our clients’ media 
plans together in one place to gain better understanding 
for more meaningful relationships, make every moment 
of interaction matter, and drive more value across the 
entire plan. Sizmek operates its platform in more than 70 
countries, with local offices in many countries providing 
award-winning service throughout the Americas, EMEA, 
and APAC, and connecting more than 20,000 advertisers 
and 3,600 agencies to audiences around the world.

https://info.sizmek.com/contact.html
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Appendix:  
Survey Demographics
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Which best describes your position at your organization?Which country do you live in?

Vice President (VP)

C-level

Head of a department

Director

Manager

France

Germany

United Kingdom

United States

79 12%

27%

21%

105

184
22%

18%

154
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Using your best estimate, how much does your organization 
spend on digital media per year (USD)?

Which of the following best describes the industry to which 
your company belongs?

Financial services, banking, and insurance

Less than $100,000

$100,000 to less than $500,000

$500,000 to less than $1 million

$1 million to less than $5 million

$5 million or more

FMCG / CPG

Automotive

Retail

Travel, tourism, hospitality

Telecoms and consumer tech

10% 7%

32%

22%
22%

31%

9%

19% 10%

29%

9%
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Using your best estimate, what is your organization’s annual 
revenue (USD)?

Using your best estimate, how many employees work for your 
firm/organization worldwide?

Less than $1 million

$1 million to less than $100 million

$100 million to less than $1 billion

$1 billion to less than $5 billion

$5 billion or more

2-99 (Small)

100-999 (Medium)

1,000-4,999 (Large)

5,000-19,999 (Very large)

20,000 or more (Global)

6%

29%

29%

30%

10% 14%

27%
23%

32%


