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Company leaders know that now, more than ever, they 

need the power of digital marketing to grow revenue. But 

many also say they’re having a hard time finding the right 

talent to make it work. To keep up with competitors that 

are getting it right, CEOs, CMOs, and HR leaders will need 

to understand the complex demands of digital marketing 

roles, the distinctive nature of digital talent, and the best 

approach to finding and nurturing that talent.



A highly detailed survey conducted 

with more than 100 senior marketing 

executives at the close of last year 

uncovered, among many other things, 

three stark facts. First, only 16% of 

respondents reported that they are 

very satisfied with their effectiveness 

at responding rapidly to growth 

opportunities (figure 1). Second, 60% said 

that when it comes to digital marketing 

their companies are behind the curve 

(figures 2 and 3). Third, 71% reported that in 

order to address their companies’ gaps in 

digital marketing capabilities they would 

have to look outside for answers, either 

by hiring in new talent or by depending 

on ad agencies or other external 

partners for help (figure 4). Clearly, their 

difficulty addressing their digital talent 

needs is holding back the ability of their 

companies to grow. 

How did so many companies come to such an impasse? 

Most simply failed to realize that the demand for digital 

marketing talent, even now, far outstrips supply. As a 

result, they didn’t move fast enough to identify their 

needs or to secure talent. They didn’t understand market 

pricing for talent, and today they often neglect to track or 

map external digital talent. Many sought ‘plug and play’ 

talent solutions – they suddenly recognized that they 

needed a digital marketing leader and they hastily stuck 

someone in the role. Digital marketing positions were 

ill-defined and few distinctions were drawn between the 

various digital marketing competencies. Little effort was 

devoted to devising career paths for digital marketers in 

the organization, and many traditional companies thought 

little about how to integrate digital talent into an ‘analog’ 

culture, or move the culture toward a digital mind-set.

Most importantly, digital marketing was regarded as 

a tactic or ‘new media’ rather than as a critical pillar of 

strategy or customer engagement. Yet digital has long 

been the fastest-growing marketing channel and has 

increasingly become one of the most powerful – its 

revenue-generating potential having most recently been 

demonstrated in the last presidential election. As a proven 

way to connect with customers, it’s an indispensable 

component of growth strategy and companies that are 

unable to find and nurture the people to implement the 

strategy will fall farther behind. 

figure 1

How satisfied are you with your company’s effectiveness at responding more rapidly to growth opportunities 
source: Digital Marketing Standard, Heidrick & Struggles and Digital Scientists, 2009

Very satisfied

16% 10%51% 33%
Somewhat satisfied Not satisfied

“the most efficient, measurable 

and cost-effective way to 

tap new revenue streams is 

through digital channels”
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The Power of  
Digital in a Downturn
Falling behind in digital marketing is particularly perilous 

in today’s brutal economy. As conditions worsen, many 

companies have put branding strategies and other 

long-term marketing activities on hold while they seek 

short-term revenue. Nevertheless, they know that the 

only viable way forward is to incrementally grow revenues 

by attracting new customers while retaining existing 

customers and upselling, and cross-selling to them. 

By far, the most efficient, measurable and cost-effective 

way to tap those revenue streams is through digital 

channels. So while other marketing activities remain in 

a holding pattern, digital marketing continues to grow 

in importance, both as necessity and opportunity in the 

current business environment. 

figure 2

When it comes to digital marketing, which one best describes you, personally? 
source: Digital Marketing Standard, Heidrick & Struggles and Digital Scientists, 2009

I’m right where I should be

53% 25% 21%
I'm behind the curve

I’m at the cutting edge and 
a bit frustrated with the 
pace of further advances

1

I'm not a believer

figure 3

When it comes to digital marketing, which one best describes your company? 
source: Digital Marketing Standard, Heidrick & Struggles and Digital Scientists, 2009

We’re behind the curve

60% 24% 13%
We’re right where we should be

We’re at the cutting edge 
but a bit frustrated with 
the pace of further advances
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We're not a believers

figure 4

How will you address capability gaps? 
source: Digital Marketing Standard, Heidrick & Struggles and Digital Scientists, 2009

External partners and agencies

45% 26%
Hire new talent

29%
Develop internal talent

“successfully meeting the 

talent challenge in digital 

marketing requires work in 

three areas: organizational 

thought leadership, talent 

mapping, and recruitment”
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The Way Forward
Based on our experience consulting with leading 

companies, successfully meeting the talent challenge 

in digital marketing requires work in three areas: 

organizational thought leadership, talent mapping, and 

recruitment. In each area, CEOs, CMOs, and heads of 

HR will need to understand the implications of digital 

marketing – and then act accordingly. Fundamentally, that 

means: 

• Determining how digital marketing matters in 

the organization. How will the embrace of digital 

marketing affect the organization’s design, dynamics, 

and career paths? 

• Understanding digital marketing skills and tracking 

the people who have them. What competencies are 

required for each specific digital discipline? Who has 

them and where are those people? 

• Knowing what to ask – and what to promise – digital 

talent. What should you look for in digital marketing 

talent? What should you offer in the way of career 

possibilities? 

While organizational thought leadership, talent mapping, 

and recruitment are of course important in filling any role 

in an emerging business discipline, it is the specifics as 

they apply to digital marketing and its practitioners that 

make all the difference. Leaders who understand those 

specifics will be far better positioned to ensure that digital 

marketing makes the maximum possible contribution to 

their companies’ growth.

Determining how 
digital marketing 
matters to the 
organization 
Leaders should first consider what the embrace of digital 

marketing means to the organization: what kind of talent 

is needed at what level, and the challenges of making 

it work for the long term. There is no one-size-fits-all 

solution. Different organizational designs may be required 

for different distribution models: 

• Retail 

In-house digital marketers, whose backgrounds are 

often in database marketing, are usually positioned 

high in the marketing organization. The challenge is 

to find people who can translate business goals into 

effective digital strategies. 

• Sales force organizations 

The digital marketing leader needs to think about the 

entire business ecosystem of customer engagement 

– sales, service, CRM, e-commerce. Unfortunately, it’s 

often difficult to attract top talent for this model and 

to find people who can integrate into a sales-oriented 

organization. 

• Franchisee/broker/dealer organizations 

Digital marketers are often embedded with functional 

groups, rather than in the marketing hierarchy. That 

means finding someone who can work in a heavily 

matrixed organization. 

• e-Business/direct 

In these models, where digital marketing in some 

sense is the business, the challenge is to find top digital 

talent with high-level business skills. 

With an understanding of the organizational implications 

in hand, it is then possible to do career mapping for digital 

marketing roles. It’s not enough simply to put digital 

talent into boxes on the org chart; it’s also important to 

understand what career paths in the organization are open 

to that talent. How will they move up in the organization? 

What kind of development experiences will be required 

and provided along the way? How will that career path 

intersect with the company’s long-term strategy?

“assessing and nurturing 

digital talent requires a 

high level of digital literacy 

on the part of HR leaders”
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Career mapping should include a probing consideration 

of how the requisite talent will be integrated into 

the organization’s culture. The issue is particularly 

challenging for large, traditional ‘analog’ companies 

only just beginning to embrace digital. Top digital talent 

often comes from digital agencies or media companies, 

e-commerce portal companies, and other cutting-edge 

enterprises where the culture is likely to be freewheeling 

and the jobs have paths for advancement. After working at 

one of the hottest digital consultancies or ad agencies, top 

digital talent can find the culture of traditional companies 

a shock. The career path should therefore offer not only a 

route upward, but also a challenging and exciting journey 

along the way. 

Understanding and 
tracking digital skill 
Assessing and nurturing digital talent requires a high 

level of digital literacy on the part of HR leaders. Some 

years ago, education expert Marc Prensky memorably 

distinguished between ‘digital natives’ and ‘digital 

immigrants.’ Digital natives, who grew up with the internet 

and all manner of digital devices, ‘speak’ digital like a 

native. Digital immigrants, who first encountered digital 

technology and media later in life, ‘speak’ digital as a 

second language, often badly. For HR leaders who may be 

digital immigrants, the first step toward digital literacy is 

to understand that digital talent and digital functions are 

highly specialized.

First, there are many forms of digital media: online, 

mobile digital, digital outdoor, interactive digital TV. 

Second, there are many distinct areas of expertise: search 

engine optimization (SEO), display, CRM, e-commerce 

monetization and merchandising, digital strategy, email 

marketing, online video, web design, and more. HR must 

understand these differences to avoid, for example, the 

mistake of making an SEO expert the head of digital 

strategy. With an understanding of those competencies, 

coupled with a clear understanding of the competencies 

the company needs for its digital aspirations, HR can help 

make informed, digitally literate personnel decisions. 

Digital literacy in both senses – general knowledge of 

digital competencies as well as a clear view of company 

needs – also provides the basis for tracking top talent and 

establishing relationships with those who have the right 

skills to meet the company’s needs now or at some point 

in the future. The company’s digital strategy may be in its 

infancy and no digital position may exist now, but given 

the shortage of digital talent, it’s never too early to begin 

tracking and contacting talent that might be needed in 

the future. 

Asking and promising 
the right things 
Digital literacy also provides a basis for competency-based 

interviewing of candidates, which zeroes in on specific 

digital initiatives that candidates have managed and 

how they managed them. They should be able to clearly 

articulate the business, marketing or customer interface 

problem, the solution developed to address the problem, 

and the milestones achieved and the obstacles overcome 

along the way. Was the initiative on time and on budget? 

If it was intended to grow revenue, what were the results, 

ROI? Care should be taken to find out what the candidate 

personally contributed to the initiative– merely having 

had indirect ownership of a project reveals little about the 

candidate’s actual ability. 

“the challenge is to 
offer highly desirable 
candidates a situation 
that will increase the 
likelihood that they will 
join the company for 
the longer term”
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“companies that get these things right – 
organizational thought leadership, talent mapping, 
and digitally-literate recruitment – can reap significant 
benefits in the short, medium, and long terms”

It’s equally important to ask questions that address the 

issue of the candidate’s fit with the company’s structure 

and culture. For example, if the organization is highly 

matrixed, organized in rigid functional silos, or relatively 

flat, discussions should explore the candidate’s ability 

to drive results in the specific structure. Another critical 

question is whether the candidate intends to become 

a meaningful part of the company – to enter fully as a 

partner in, and enabler of, the company’s growth strategy. 

Unfortunately, both when digital was a minor, marginal 

part of marketing and now that it’s integral, some very 

talented digital people have regarded themselves as 

misunderstood, singular individuals who owe allegiance 

only to the discipline. The vetting process should certainly 

be designed to screen out such candidates, who are not 

only unlikely to make a significant contribution to the 

larger business, but who are also unwisely limiting their 

career prospects. 

Digitally literate CEOs, CMOs, and HR leaders will also 

understand the salary bands in various digital fields, 

enabling a realistic calculation of the level of reward that 

will be required to attract the appropriate talent. Much 

digital talent has commanded inflated salaries due to 

high demand and low supply, and many digital marketers 

have been shareholders in high growth companies, 

which inflated their comp with value-creation events in 

the company. Digital talent entering a large corporate 

environment will need to be educated about how 

compensation works and how wealth accumulates there. 

In looking at résumés, company leadership should know 

also that 18-24 month job hops aren’t unusual for senior 

digital people. They are constantly being recruited for 

more interesting jobs, at more interesting companies, 

for higher compensation. The challenge is to offer such 

highly desirable candidates a situation that will increase 

the likelihood that they will join the company for the 

longer term. That’s where the career mapping for digital 

roles can be decisive. Although the mapping should have 

been done for all digital roles, it can be further tailored, 

where appropriate and where there are opportunities, to 

be made more specifically attractive to a top candidate. In 

a field where top talent is much in demand and the supply 

limited, companies that want to harness the power of 

digital marketing must do all they can to demonstrate that 

they are digital-friendly without settling for anything less 

than the specific competencies – now and for the future 

– that they need for success.

Realizing the  
benefits at every turn
Companies that get these things right – organizational 

thought leadership, talent mapping, and digitally-literate 

recruitment – can reap significant benefits in the short, 

medium, and long terms. In the short term, adept digital 

marketing can help generate urgently needed incremental 

revenue. That in itself is no small consideration. For the 

medium term, under the most difficult market conditions 

in memory, such companies will be building a thoroughly 

battle-tested digital marketing capability that can far 

outdistance competitors when the inevitable upturn 

comes. For the long term, they will be building a core 

competence for the company in a marketing channel 

that will only loom larger in a thoroughly digitized world 

where growth will be more than ever a function of digitally 

connecting with customers. There is no better time to 

begin building that long-term generator of growth  

than now.   
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marketers. This talent shortage has placed a premium 

on finding best-in-class marketing and digital marketing 

leadership. 

To help companies address these critical human capital 

needs in digital marketing, the Heidrick & Struggles 

Digital Marketing practice provides comprehensive 

services in talent management and executive search. We 

are committed to staying at the forefront of the rapid 

evolution of digital marketing, maintaining thought-

leadership through such activities as our ongoing Digital 

Roundtables with top CMOs, our relationship with 

Forrester Research, and our forthcoming Survey of The 

State of Digital Marketing. We also maintain relationships 

with key digital marketing talent and benchmark them 

through a rigorous Digital Talent Scorecard, enabling us 

to identify appropriate talent quickly and confidently. 

The value of our approach can be seen most clearly in our 

work building out the leadership teams of some of the 

pre-eminent digital companies in the world, including 

Hewlett Packard, Bloomberg, Activision, Yahoo, Google, 

and Amazon. 

The Digital Marketing Standard surveyed over 100 senior marketing executives globally in a broad range of industries to 

explore the role of digital marketing in executing their marketing strategies and the organizational challenges they face 

in coming up the digital marketing curve.

To discuss the survey findings in more detail, you may contact:

The Digital Marketing Standard, 2009

Lynne Seid 

Leader, Digital Marketing Sector 

Heidrick & Struggles 

+1 212 551 0935 

lseid@heidrick.com

John M Abele 

Global Managing Partner,  

Marketing and Sales Officers practice 

+1 216 357 2135 

jabele@heidrick.com

Tom Klein 

Chief Scientist and Managing Partner 

digital scientists, llc 

+1 404 228 1551 

tom.klein@digitalscientists.com
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In today’s intensely revenue-focused environment, 

customer engagement has become a primary marketing 

strategy. Through customer acquisition efforts, loyalty 

programs, and up-selling and cross-selling current 

customers, marketers seek to broaden and deepen 

relationships with customers. Increasingly, senior 

marketing officers want to deploy more digital resources 

against these engagement strategies, given the reach 

of digital marketing and the ability to measure results 

more finitely than in any other medium. They also see 

great potential for leveraging customer information and 

customer relationship management derived from digital 

marketing by integrating it into the business ecosystem. 

But as their companies evolve from traditional marketing 

models and elevate digital marketing to a key position 

in their businesses, a major stumbling block stands in 

the way: a lack of digital talent. Marketers increasingly 

cite their difficulty in developing and acquiring the 

digital talent they need to formulate growth-generating 

programs. A large majority of senior executives, who feel 

that today’s Chief Marketing Officer (CMO ) should be 

proficient in digital marketing, echo the concerns of the 

Digital Marketing Sector
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Connecting leaders around the globe is what Heidrick 

& Struggles does best. For over fifty years we have 

been building deep relationships with the world’s 

most talented individuals on behalf of the world’s most 

successful companies. Through the strategic acquisition, 

development and retention of talent we help our clients 

– from the most established market giants to the newest 

market disrupters – build winning leadership teams. 

www.heidrick.com


