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Welcome to 3Q Digital’s inaugural Growth Marketing Report!

A core value of our company, one that is embedded in our collective 
organizational culture, is to “Accept No Limits.” When we face a barrier, we don’t 
ignore it or get discouraged. We attack it head on and find ways to move forward 
and drive growth. Not just for the good of our business, but for the clients we 
serve day in and day out.

We saw clients reaching the point of diminishing returns faster and faster as the 
digital ecosystem evolved and the data landscape shifted, so we needed to 
design a new approach. But before doing that, we needed to get to the root of 
the problem and understand at a deeper level why things weren’t working as 
well as they should. So, we took a step back and examined everything: the way 
the entire digital marketing industry had changed, our successes, our strengths, 
our weaknesses, our competition, and our opportunities to elevate client growth 
through major industry changes. Most importantly we needed to understand 
how we could best help our clients thrive in such a dynamic and competitive 
space going forward.

After completing our analysis, we decided to revamp our entire approach. 
While performance media continues to be a major driver of digital marketing 
success today, it’s still just one component. Gaining a competitive edge, growing 
your audience, and increasing your customer base, revenue, and lifetime value 
requires a much more comprehensive approach in today’s complex marketplace.

Letter from CEO 
Rob Murray
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Brands today have been thinking too small. There are too many silos within their 
organizations, there is too much data that isn’t being utilized properly, and there’s too 
much of an emphasis on converting smaller and smaller audiences. Not only that, but 
the customer journey has become more fluid with new channels and entry points into 
the marketplace. It’s time to break through these barriers, accept no limits, and take a 
“growth marketing” approach.

Earlier this year, we rolled out the 3Q Digital Growth Model in response to the 
challenges both we and our clients were facing. This suite of digital marketing 
programs was designed to transform brands into market leaders by taking a holistic 
approach and identifying growth opportunities across the entire customer journey. 
Focusing on the bottom of the funnel, which has been the modus operandi in our 
industry for far too long, is no longer sustainable. We’re now leveraging the power 
of growth marketing to help brands think bigger and expand further than they ever 
thought possible.

While educating marketers on this matter is crucial for us to launch these 
revolutionary ideas out into the world, we know we can’t just tell people we’re right 
about this and expect them to listen. Communication is a two-way street and requires 
true partnership. Before we continued introducing the concept of growth marketing, 
we first needed to learn how brands think and feel about it, including what they 
understand about it and how they have been deploying it within their organizations. 
To that end, we recently conducted a survey of 400 marketing leaders on growth 
marketing, and this report is the result of that work. We came across some pretty 
interesting findings in our survey - read on to learn what we discovered!
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In closing, I just want to say how excited we are to be launching our bold vision 
of growth marketing. We’ve already seen success with many of the brands we 
work with, and we want to help them achieve even more. And if you’re a marketer 
that is finding it increasingly difficult to navigate such a complex and challenging 
digital world, I want you to know that we are here to help - every step of the way.

Sincerely,

Rob Murray
Rob Murray 
Chief Executive Officer, 3Q Digital
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Meet the Respondents A survey is only as insightful as its respondents. So to get a true 
understanding of how marketers are thinking, we targeted 400 
marketing leaders, with titles ranging from Senior Manager all the way 
up to CMO. These respondents have a holistic understanding of how 
their teams operate, know the challenges and opportunities their teams 
face, and are the ones making the most important marketing decisions 
day in and day out.

Beyond that criteria, we looked at companies in four specific industries 
(with equal representation across the retail, technology/Software-as-a-
Service, financial services, and healthcare sectors) located all over the 
United States. Respondents also needed to work at companies that had 
an annual revenue of at least $100 million and at least 100 employees. 
You can reference the following charts for a more in-depth breakdown 
of our audience.
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key takeawaysKey Takeaways
There is a lot of confusion in the marketplace 
around the definitions of performance 
marketing, growth marketing, and how the 
two differ from each other.

1 3

2 4Most of the companies we surveyed 
are taking a siloed approach and do not 
have a growth mindset.

More than half of respondents are established 
performance marketers, but have more work to 
do before they can sustain a successful growth 
marketing program.

Marketers must look beyond channel investments 
to more integrated and holistic digital marketing 
programs. They need to implement the growth 
drivers that will help them take the next step 
in their journey to larger audiences, increased 
market share, and more revenue.
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the traditional 
marketing funnel 
is collapsing

Market Evolution – 
Performance to Growth

Something that became quite clear over the last year to us at 3Q 
Digital is that the traditional marketing funnel is collapsing - a reality 
that we addressed in-depth in a recent white paper. Search, social 
media, and eCommerce have exploded in ways that many didn’t think 
possible, and they are all interconnected and show up in different parts 
of the “traditional” funnel. However, brand and performance media are 
converging at the same time that the point of engagement and point 
of transaction meet, which has contributed to that collapse.

While there are more tools and technologies to reach consumers, 
brands have never been more disengaged. They are taking a siloed 
approach to the customer journey, creating broken experiences and 
a mid-funnel gap. Yet so many brands today continue to push the 
majority of their investments and activities into performance media 
tactics at the bottom of the marketing funnel or into brand marketing 
at the top, but don’t make an effort to effectively combine these.

Unfortunately, this approach focuses on consumers who are already 
aware of a brand and are effectively at the point of conversion. And 
while you may end up converting quite a few of those consumers, 
you’re chasing after smaller and smaller audiences over time and end 
up capping your true growth potential.
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It’s important to note that we are not saying that performance marketing needs to be 
abandoned - quite the opposite actually. What we are saying is that marketing leaders must 
consider the entire customer journey when devising their go-to-market strategy. What might 
seem like a minor shift is the key to growth marketing. And, if executed correctly, it will lead to 
limitless success for any brand bold enough to try.

There’s a big problem here though - marketers don’t really understand what performance 
marketing and growth marketing consist of. This is one of the findings that stood out most to 
us from our survey results.

Let’s get some clarity here and look at both of these terms, understand how they differ from 
each other, and then see how well marketers understand!
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performanceW H A T  I S 

Performance Marketing?
Performance marketing consists of activities and channels primarily at the bottom of the marketing funnel 
and emphasizes converting consumers who are already aware of a brand - not top of funnel initiatives to 
expand the total audience.

When we asked respondents if they knew the definition of performance marketing, 97% stated that they 
did. Respondents were then presented with the following six statements and asked to select all that apply 
to performance marketing. For clarity, we have identified which statements apply and which do not.

What Performance Marketing IS

• Specifically focused on all things search - organic (SEO) 
and paid (PPC and Social), conversion rate optimization, 
A/B testing, and driven by data and analytics - to reach 
consumers at the right moment in the right context.

• A repeatable process with continuous optimization, driven 
by short-term metrics like return on ad spend (ROAS), ROI, 
conversions, and revenue.

• Primarily bottom of the marketing funnel activity that 
monetizes your audiences, pushing content geared towards 
conversions and revenue and achieving marketing goals 
that are not necessarily tied to business goals.

• Expression of the brand’s customer experience, and not 
the entire journey.

What Performance Marketing IS NOT

• The combination of demand creation and demand capture 
to engage people, motivate behavior, and generate  
intent buying.

• Focused on all stages of the marketing funnel, including 
brand building, demand creation, and demand capture.
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13%

Only 13% of respondents got 
five or more answers correct

As you can see, only four of these six statements were actually applicable 
to performance marketing. And even though 97% of respondents said they 
knew what that term means…

• Only 13% of respondents selected five or more correct definitions, 
with 1% selecting all the right answers.

• 89% selected two or more incorrect definitions.
• 21% selected more incorrect definitions than those that 

were correct.
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growth
Compared to performance marketing, growth marketing takes a full funnel approach to continuously 
expand the size of a brand’s audience over time. There is more of an emphasis on measuring how 
marketing activities perform across channels, and marketing strategies and tactics are clearly connected 
to higher-level business objectives.

When asked, 96% of respondents stated they understood what growth marketing actually entails. So in the 
same fashion as before, we presented respondents with the following six statements to better understand 
their knowledge level. For clarity, we have identified which statements apply and which do not.

W H A T  I S 

Growth Marketing?

What Growth Marketing IS

• Long-term, full-funnel strategy to grow a larger and 
highly-engaged audience to help reduce churn and 
increase the lifetime value of each individual customer - 
attracting, engaging, retaining, and turning customers into 
brand champions.

• Broader cross-channel measurement connected to the 
health of the business and higher-level business 
objectives and strategies.

• Leveraging broader company goals to plan digital  
media strategy.

What Growth Marketing IS NOT

• Combination of brand awareness and demand creation to 
engage people and motivate behavior.

• Delivering valuable customer experiences, seeking new 
ways to add useful information, build relationships, and 
foster loyalty.

• Specifically focused on bottom funnel activity, pushing 
content geared towards conversions and revenue.

2021 Growth Marketing Report 13



This time, only three answers were actually applicable to the term and 
there was even more confusion among respondents.

• Only 10% of respondents got five or six answers correct, with 
only 1% selecting all of the right answers.

• 56% got more than two or three wrong answers.
• 35% got more answers wrong than correct.
• 81% did not understand that growth marketing requires using 

broader company goals to plan media strategy, and less than 
half (46%) think it includes cross-channel measurement 
connected to the health of the business and higher-level 
business objectives/strategies.

81%

81% did not understand that growth 
marketing requires using broader 

company goals to plan media strategy
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key takeawaysKey Takeaway #1
The chart on the next page illustrates clearly what performance marketing 
and growth marketing include and how they differ. We found that even among 
senior marketing leaders, there is quite a bit of confusion on what defines these 
terms. If those folks don’t even know how these approaches differ, it’s almost 
impossible for them to engineer a sustainable and successful growth marketing 
strategy. Our takeaway here is that much more education needs to be done 
in this area so that more brands can start expanding their audiences and 
capitalizing on the revenue opportunities they have missed in the past.
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Characteristics Performance Marketing Growth Marketing

Includes all things search -- organic (SEO) and paid (PPC and Social), conversion 
rate optimization, A/B testing, and driven by data and analytics -- to reach 
consumers at the right moment in the right context.

Includes continuous optimization driven by short-term metrics like return on ad 
spend (ROAS), ROI, conversions, and revenue.

Includes bottom of the marketing funnel activity that captures demand.

Includes measuring brand lift, reputation, recommendations, and satisfaction and 
overall brand impact on the bottom line.

Includes demand creation and demand capture to engage people, motivate 
behavior, and generate intent buying.

Involves a long-term, full-funnel strategy, leveraging data, analytics, and 
technology to grow a larger and highly-engaged audience. 

Includes measuring market share gains and churn reduction while increasing 
the lifetime value of each individual customer - attracting, engaging, retaining, and 
turning customers into brand champions.

Includes broader company goals to plan digital media strategy and cross-channel 
measurements connected to the health of the business.
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Prevalence of the Growth 
Marketing Mindset

Going into this survey, we wanted to understand how many companies 
had a “growth mindset.” But what does that mean exactly?

Brands that have a growth mindset tie their marketing strategies and 
day-to-day activities closely to business objectives across the broader 
business. Their marketing investments span the entire marketing 
funnel (across both brand and performance) and data is collected, 
monitored, and used to optimize activities.

Marketing
investment is full

funnel

Measure at least 
one performance 
marketing metric

Measure at least 
one growth

marketing metric

Growth
Mindset

1. Brand reputation, recommendations, and satisfaction

2. Market share gains and preference compared to competitors

3. Loyalty and retention metrics, like churn rates and lifetime customer value

4. Brand “lift” including brand awareness, perception, and intent to buy

5. The brand's impact on the bottom line

1. Tracking performance of specific channels and   
    activity-based metrics, like clicks and conversions

2. Marketing funnel metrics and multi-touch attribution

3. Tracking spend and return on investments in media
     placements and advertising

2021 Growth Marketing Report 17



key takeawaysKey Takeaway #2
Most marketing leaders we surveyed do NOT have the structure in place to 
achieve an effective growth marketing program. In fact, less than 1 in 5 did.

As we mention above, a growth marketing mindset must include a full-funnel 
approach, which only 25% (100) of our respondents stated they used. Of 
those 100 respondents, 75 also measure at least one brand marketing and one 
performance marketing metric. That means only 18% of all respondents (72 of the 
400 total surveyed) actually have a growth mindset. Unfortunately, this is holding 
those marketers and their brands back - they need to think bigger, break through 
internal barriers and create a sustainable, long-term marketing model.
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3Q Digital’s Growth Marketing 
Maturity Index (GMMITM)

Heading into the survey, we identified the following five key “pillars” that contribute to a growth marketing mindset.

Growth Marketing Maturity Index and GMMI are considered trademarks of 3Q Digital.

Strategic Approach: Assesses the level to which a 
marketing team has created a comprehensive, long-
term gameplan with the goal of achieving a sustainable 
competitive advantage in the market.

Data Management and Activation: Assesses the 
level to which a marketing team tracks, stores, and 
operationalizes data to gain insights and improve 
outcomes throughout the marketing funnel and 
customer journey.

Management Buy-In: Assesses the value that senior 
management within the organization places on digital 
marketing, along with how willing they are to support 
those efforts.

Resources and Structure: Assesses the level of 
sophistication of a marketing team’s in-house skills and 
expertise and their level of agency support.

Integrated Customer Experience: Assesses how a 
marketing team optimizes its strategy and tactics to 
meet customer expectations and needs across the entire 
marketing funnel.

1 3

2 4

5
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Every brand out there in the market today is unique. They each have their different 
strengths and weaknesses, different industry threats, untapped areas of opportunity, 
and various leadership styles and priorities. Each of the pillars above represent a 
distinct characteristic of a brand’s approach to marketing, and we wanted to get a 
sense of how our respondents were performing in each category to understand how 
advanced they are in their growth marketing journey.

To do this, we surveyed our respondents with multiple choice questions related 
to each of these pillars. These questions enabled us to understand how well the 
respondent was performing (also known as their maturity level) in each area, and we 
assigned a specific number score to each of those pillars based on the answers they 
gave. These scores ranged from 1-5 (1 being the lowest and 5 being the highest).

After the respondent answered those questions, their scores were collected, totaled, 
and entered into the proprietary 3Q Digital Growth Marketing Maturity Index 
(GMMI™). The GMMI identifies five separate “levels” that indicate how mature a 
company is in its growth marketing efforts.

One important note here is that respondents could be more mature in some pillars 
and less so in others, while still having a relatively high score. However, some areas 
are so interdependent - data management/activation and integrated customer 
experience, for example - that it is difficult to score low in one category and high in 
the other. For these purposes, we chose to rank respondents by the sum of their 
responses, because that is ultimately the clearest indicator of their true maturity level. 
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3Q's GMMI Diagram

Verbal support but 
inadequate resources.

No strategy.

No/limited tracking or 
measurement. Siloed data.

No/limited support.

No specific digital marketing 
skills in-house. No agency 
support.

No integration plans.

Outlining plan with 
prioritized activities.

Volume-based KPIs. 
External data. No connected 
measurement tools.

Below-average digital 
marketing skills in-house. 
Project-based, single
agency support.

Articulating a clear strategy.

Defining objectives aligned 
to vision and strategy.

Quality-based KPIs. Some 
owned data. Single-channel 
optimization. Connected 
measurement tools.

Executive sponsorship and 
increased investment.

Average level of specialized 
digital marketing skills 
in-house. Project-based,
multiple agency support.

Capturing, analyzing, 
and distributing 
actionable insights.

Implementing, managing, and 
measuring to plan. 
Connected to higher-level 
business objectives.

Value-based KPIs. Integrated 
data and attribution models 
to inform media strategy.

Active executive champions 
and appropriate investment.

Above-average digital 
marketing skills in-house 
(dedicated resource to each 
specialty). Multiple agencies 
on retainer.

Building mechanisms to 
continuously optimize 
based on insights.

Optimizing an agile 
approach to re-evaluating 
and course-correcting.

Lifetime value KPIs with a 
single view of the customer. 
Insights driving action with 
AdTech improving outcomes.

Executives are an integral part 
of strategy development. 
Budget flexing based on 
impact and results.

Advanced blend of digital 
marketing skills in-house. 
Single agency on retainer.

Industry-leading, 
innovative experiences.

Laggard Challenger Performer Transformer Disruptor

Strategic
Approach

Data 
Management 
& Activation

Management 
Buy-In

Resources
& Structure

Integrated
Customer
Experiences

LEVEL 1: Scores 6-10LEVELS

PILLARS

LEVEL 2: Scores 11-15 LEVEL 3: Scores 16-20 LEVEL 4: Scores 21-25 LEVEL 5: Scores 26-30

The diagram below includes details on what types of unique characteristics make 
up each of these levels.

3Q’s GMMI Diagram
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The following chart illustrates the percentage of our survey respondents that fell 
into each category within the GMMI.

57% 
Performers

1%
Laggards

27%
Transformers

10%
Challengers

5% 
Disruptors

Laggards
Only 1% of respondents were classified 
as “Laggard,” and all came from the 
financial services industry. 

Challengers
10% are “Challengers,” evenly 
distributed across all four industries 
(retail, SaaS/tech, financial services, 
and healthcare).   

Performers
57%, the majority of respondents,  
identified as Performers and were 
spread across retail, SaaS/tech,
and healthcare.

Transformers
27% of respondents are 
“Transformers” and 40% of these 
came from the SaaS/tech industry. 

Disruptors
5% are Disruptors - those who have 
reached the top tier - and are 
represented by all four industries.
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Key Takeaway #3
More than half of respondents fell into the middle of our GMMI - the Performer 
level. At this level, performance marketing is more than likely well established, 
but they need to begin combining it with brand marketing efforts. They 
need a forward-thinking, holistic strategy that relies on data and advanced 
analytics. Otherwise, they’ll experience diminishing returns where incremental 
investments in established channels becomes less efficient at driving additional 
revenue. A strong growth marketing program is well within their reach - they just 
need to take the next step.

key takeaways
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The Rise of Growth Drivers The impact of COVID-19 was felt throughout the world in 
2020, and the digital marketing and advertising industry was 
no exception. However, now that the world is working its way 
to recovery, the marketing leaders we surveyed said they’ll be 
opening back up their wallets.

eMarketer Data 
Findings are inline 
with the survey result
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As evidenced by the chart on the left side on the previous page, the respondents we surveyed 
decreased the percentage of company revenue that they allocated to digital marketing from 2019 
to 2020, from 8.3% to 7.6%. However, that number jumped up to 9.5% this year, and will continue 
to grow in 2022 and the years beyond. eMarketer found a similar trend showing that brands plan 
to continue to increase their budget for digital marketing initiatives and activities through 2023.
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Top 5 Investments

But what are these marketers allocating those dollars toward? And how does that compare to what they spent on in the 
past and where they plan to in the future?

The chart below outlines the top five digital marketing investments from 2019-2023, and what percentage of respondents 
will be allocating budget to these activities. You’ll note that Analytics and Strategy/Planning are at the top of the list and 
are increasing over time - a trend we were excited to see and something we will dig into further a bit later in this report.

SEO spiked in 2020 (likely due to an explosion in eCommerce with worldwide lockdowns) - but looks to generally remain 
flat over the next couple of years - while CRO and Creative will see more sustained growth. With the rise of social media 
marketing, creative should be a larger investment area to help rise above the noise and push commerce in these channels.
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Additional Observations

• Paid social, eCommerce, affiliate marketing, and influencer 
marketing will continue to grow over the next couple of years.

• Programmatic and connected TV channels will see ebbs and 
flows, but will overall remain flat from 2019-2023.

• Mobile advertising grew by approximately 10% from 2020 
to 2021, will continue to rise in 2022, and will stay generally 
flat in 2023.

• SEO and CRO both remain extremely popular, while SEM/
Paid Search/PPC will dip from 25% in 2019 all the way 
below 15% in 2023.
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As we dug into these survey results, one question that really intrigued us was 
whether or not investments into digital marketing were also correlated with a higher 
level of growth marketing maturity.
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Brands that fall into the first and second levels of the GMMI typically have to spend more as they begin to ramp up their digital marketing 
efforts. Once they’ve advanced to level 3, they have most performance marketing programs in place. This results in repeatable processes, 
lower costs, and some success. However, these brands have also hit a “comfort zone.” They don’t push the limits for more, don’t do 
anything to break out of the box, and as a result, end up seeing diminishing returns on their investments.

The answer to this problem? Growth drivers.
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Within a marketing context, channels are the different “mediums” that brands use to attract 
and convert their customers. On the other hand, growth drivers are a way to amplify the 
effectiveness of those channels and significantly improve the performance of the broader 
digital marketing program.

A widespread problem affecting brands today is that they continue to spend more and 
more money on specific channels. Brands that want to break out of the mold and push 
past their existing performance levels need to change their approach and diversify their 
investments in a well-balanced mix of brand and growth drivers that will help them build 
a more strategic, holistic plan that leverages data and analytics, ties back to a company’s 
overall business objectives, and can be optimized over time. It’s important to note that we’re 
not recommending brands disregard channels - rather to leverage growth drivers to identify, 
prioritize, and optimize the right ones for your unique business.

Channel Dominance Growth Drivers

• SEM/Paid Search/PPC 
• Paid Social
• Search Engine 

Optimization 
• Shopping, Marketplaces, 

and Retail Media Networks
• Programmatic Advertising 
• Connected TV

• Over the Top Media 
• Organic Social 
• Email Marketing and 

Automation
• Emerging Media 
• Display, Retargeting, and 

Remarketing

• Creative
• Conversion Rate 

Optimization
• Mobile User Acquisition
• Audience Mastery
• Measurement & Attribution 
• Advanced Analytics 
• Strategy and Planning 

• AdTech
• Influencer Marketing 
• Affiliate Marketing 
• Predictive Intelligence
• eCommerce
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This is something backed up by our research. As evidenced by the charts 
below, brands that allocate more dollars to key growth drivers like strategy/
planning and analytics see a marked improvement in their growth marketing 
maturity scores and begin to achieve more.
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Strategy and Planning

Top Growth Drivers with Notable Increases in Investment from Performers to Transformers

Investment demand per 2021 data. Because only 1% of respondents fell into the Laggards category, their results are not 
statistically significant. We have de-emphasized their results to not skew overall findings.

40% of Performers-level 

respondents said that they invest 

in Strategy and Planning in 2021.
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We also noted the brands that had higher scores within our GMMI also had 
higher investments in SEM, influencer marketing, emerging media, and AdTech.

Investment demand per 2021 data. Because only 1% of respondents fell into the Laggards category, their results are not 
statistically significant. We have de-emphasized their results to not skew overall findings.
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Key Takeaway #4
As we’ve mentioned before, investing in specific marketing channels can only 
take you so far - you eventually hit a point of diminishing returns. Additional 
marketing budget allocations should target growth drivers like strategy/
planning, advanced analytics, disruptive creative, and the right AdTech to build 
a more successful marketing program. Brands need to stop dumping endless 
amounts of money into channels and begin to develop complementary growth 
drivers that will help them perform better in their existing channel investments. 
Marketers will also be able to better justify these investments by demonstrating 
incremental revenue increases.

key takeaways
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Conclusion In today’s complex and dynamic marketplace, companies that want 
to expand their audiences, grow market share, and increase revenue 
need to look for every possible edge. For forward-thinking marketing 
leaders, it’s clear that the answer is growth marketing. But where do 
you start?

The first step is to take our survey to see where you fit into the 
3Q Digital Growth Marketing Maturity Index! After completing the 
survey, you’ll receive a baseline assessment of where you currently 
stand, understand where you’re performing well and falling short, and 
learn what you can do to build a sustainable and successful growth 
marketing program that takes your brand to the next level.

TAKE OUR SURVEY
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About Us
3Q Digital is one of the world’s largest independent digital growth marketing 
agencies. Verified by TechCrunch as an Expert Growth Marketing Agency, it has built 
an impressive portfolio of clients in a range of verticals through paid media, business 
strategy, decision sciences, creative, SEO, and content. 3Q Digital has ranked in both 
Ad Age’s and Inc.com’s Best Places to Work lists in 2020 and 2021, and was also 
recognized on Adweek’s Fastest Growing Agencies list in 2019.

https://3qdigital.com/

https://3qdigital.com
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