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Introduction
About the Report

This RSW/US report is based off of a recent survey conducted among marketing agencies 
across the North America.  Agencies surveyed were primarily mid-to-small size firms of all 
types – from full-service agencies to specialty firms.  The survey was conducted during the 
month of June 2026.

The focus of this survey is on the topic of agency brand positioning and AI. We, at RSW were 
interested in learning how well or not well marketing agencies felt about their agency brand 
positioning and how much and for what purpose agencies were using AI in the marketing and 
management of their own business and their clients’ businesses.

With the advancement of platforms like Claude and ChatGPT, we are seeing more agencies 
developing their own proprietary platforms designed to benefit their clients’ business and in 
many cases their own business, but we’ve seen little use of AI to help strengthen their own 
marketing and positioning of their agency brand.

At the beginning of this year, our AI team at RSW developed a model to help agencies change 
that. A model specifically designed for marketing agencies.

The AI Brand Compass model, created using 100’s of agency inputs and our 21 years of 
experience assisting agencies with their positioning and the marketing of their brands, is 
designed to help agencies create more authoritative and unique positionings and help them 
improve the searchability of their site by recommending specific content changes they can 
employ to improve their likelihood of being found. To learn more about our AI Brand Compass 
model, feel free to reach out to our Founder & CEO, Mark Sneider at mark@rswus.com. 

mailto:mark%40rswus.com?subject=
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Marketing agencies overall, don’t think the industry is very differentiated.  They see a lot of 
sameness in the marketing agency community, across the board.

Over 75% of agencies surveyed stated that the industry was either “somewhat” or “very” 
undifferentiated.

	� This is very consistent with what we see in the market and not surprising as most 
agencies do typically have overlapping services and most agencies talk about 
themselves the same way.

	� Particularly within the small-to-mid-size sector, most agencies boast a defined process, 
a broad range of services, and a senior-led team.

	� While much of the success that agencies experience is driven by the relationship they 
develop with prospects, and the success of the work they ultimately deliver to them, 
agency websites and agency positionings can contribute more to the overall success 
of an agency when prospecting, than they do right now.

	� When we reach out to prospects on behalf of our marketing agency clients at RSW/
US, we are trying to sell the unique value that our agency client delivers.  If the website 
doesn’t line up with what we’re selling, it’s of no or little value.  We’ve seen situations 
where the agency’s site isn’t up to speed, we see a prospect we’ve talked with visit the 
site, only to bounce off of it, as quickly as their getting there.

Marketing agencies & how they view positioning

How well-differentiated do you think marketing agencies are 
from one another, in general?
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How effectively is your agency’s positioning differentiated 
from the agencies you most often compete against?

While agencies claim to not see much difference between the thousands of agencies in the 
market today, it’s the opposite for their own firm.

When asked about their own agency, over 80% believed that their firm was “somewhat” or 
“very” different from the agencies they most often compete with.

	� It’s interesting to see this dichotomy as we’ve lived it for the past 21 years, walking into 
a relationship with an agency who believes that what they say and how they present 
themselves is unique to them…or the way they operate (e.g., “we’re more strategic”, 
“only senior level leadership works on your account”, “we’ve been on your side of 
the desk”)…name it and we’ve seen these same phrases find their way to too many 
agency sites.
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When you created your agency’s current positioning, did you 
(select all that apply):

It’s not surprising that so many marketing agencies feel like they’re different from other firms, 
but find the industry as a whole, not different at all.

Agencies are good about thinking about their positioning and do take the time to evaluate 
it versus other firms.  Problem is, the vast majority of agencies take a very insular approach 
to building their own agency’s positioning.  

	� 85% of agencies surveyed developed their agency’s positioning by doing it with the 
help of their own agency’s employees. Maybe they did a competitive review, maybe 
they “tested” it among the employees of the firm…but in every case, it’s just the agency 
looking at themselves and deciding what about their offering is different.

	� Getting outside support or testing positioning ideas among prospects is a good way 
to go. The problem with testing it among current clients is that their view of your firm is 
going to be typical of what most clients would say about their agency: they’re smart, 
hardworking, strategic, a great partner.  All good things, but all things any agency can 
say about themselves.
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How consistently does your positioning show up across 
key touchpoints such as website, LinkedIn, proposals, 
and marketing materials?

I applaud agencies for making the effort to set themselves apart from other firms. It’s no easy 
task to do it in this space and just taking the step of making the effort is a good thing. 

And on a positive note, most agencies are smartly broadcasting their positioning across 
platforms while maintaining a consistent presentation on each one.

	� Over 80% said “usually” or “always” when asked “How consistently does your 
positioning show up across key touchpoints such as website, LinkedIn, proposals, 
and marketing materials?”

	� We’re big believers in redundancy here at RSW/US. It takes anywhere from 7-14 
touches just to get a prospect to take notice…and as they notice you, you want them 
to see consistency in how you talk about your firm and what that prospect ultimately 
sees as they travel from your site, to LinkedIn, to Instagram, to your blogs.  Reinforcing 
your positioning consistently is an important step in the world of new business.
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Al-mediated searches – what it means for your agency website

To what degree are you aware of the emerging standards for 
Al search visibility?

Are you currently helping any of your current clients optimize 
their websites for Al-mediated search?

60% of agencies are “very” or “extremely” aware of the emerging standards for AI-mediated 
search, which is great…but it appears that despite their knowledge of the standards, they 
aren’t implementing it on their own sites.

…but they are helping their clients accomplish this end.
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Only 11% of agencies feel like their websites are “very optimized” for AI-mediated search 
platforms when prospects are using platforms like Claude or ChatGPT to search for their 
services.

How well is your agency’s website optimized for Al-mediated 
search (e.g. AEO, GEO)?

	� This is yet another case of the “Cobbler’s Children Syndrome” where agencies 
(rightly) spend more of their time helping their clients and far less of their time helping 
themselves.

	� It’s how and why we started our outsourced agency new business firm, RSW/US.  
Agency principals simply don’t have the bandwidth or the inclination to dedicate time to 
supporting a new business effort beyond pulling in leads via networking and referrals.

	� In our 2026 New Year Outlook report released in Q1 this year, we unearthed a couple 
interesting things about the sources for agencies’ new business. Once-reliable 
sources like networking and referrals were on the decline, outbound outreach was 
remaining relatively stable, and search was on the up.  Not significantly, but somewhere 
in the neighborhood of 20% of agencies said their new business came from marketers 
finding them online.

	� Being ready with a solid, well-differentiated positioning and a solidly optimized site 
that reinforces that positioning at all points on the site (not just on your home page) is 
going to better help AI-mediated platforms like Claude and ChatGPT find out about 
your agency brand.

https://www.rswus.com/survey/2026-rsw-us-new-year-outlook-report/
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Generative Engine Optimization for Agencies:
What Google’s Official Guide Changes (and What It Confirms)
At this point, it’s worth pointing you to this post on our site around the topic.

From the post, Generative Engine Optimization for Agencies:

In August 2025, our VP of Sales, Lee McKnight Jr., published our first take on generative engine 

optimization for agencies and what it meant for business development strategy.

Since then, Google published its own official guide on optimizing for generative AI search, and it’s 

worth revisiting what he laid out in light of what Google is now telling us directly.

Some of it confirms what we (and the broader SEO community) had been saying and some of it 

pushes back on tactics circulating as GEO best practices.

All of it’s useful for agencies trying to figure out what to implement for business development purposes.

Head over to the post for the full breakdown on what Google recommends, and what it doesn’t, 
but the main takeaway is this: 

SEO best practices continue to be relevant because generative Al features on Google 

Search are rooted in its core search ranking and quality systems.

And finally, worth noting are a few comments from Lee’s post on LinkedIn from agency 
principals:

https://www.rswus.com/generative-engine-optimization-for-agencies/


AI & Positioning Survey Report   | 11

Al & usage by Agencies & their Clients

How would you rate your agency’s use of Al in internal 
business practices?

AI has been a huge assist to many businesses, making processes more productive, timelines 
better streamlined, and solutions far more within reach.  Agencies are by no means strangers 
to AI.  It’s beaten them up, as marketers try and take some of what agencies did for them, in-
house.  It has also been a huge help for all the reasons above and more.  

In our survey 60%+ of agencies state that they are using AI for internal business practices.  We 
use it here at RSW, to make list building more robust, more complete, and faster.  We use it to 
identify buying signals among the prospect companies we are pursuing for our clients so we 
can better prioritize our outreach. And we use AI to assist in the development of more ownable 
and compelling positioning, and in the optimization of a site’s content to better searchability.

A note on your positioning when it comes to AI.

Agencies,bless them, like marketers, like to pounce on the shiny objects, and AI is no exception.

Not to take anything away from the efficacy of AI, but we’ve seen the latest round of copy 
updates on agency sites that seem to wallpaper it with all things AI, and when that happens, 
yet again, these firms start to look the same.

It can feel like a Catch-22: you’re told to differentiate, you try, and you get called out for the 
effort. But the real issue isn’t differentiating with AI, it’s leading with multiple facets of AI on 
your site without anything to back it up.
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How would you rate your agency’s use of Al in the work you do 
for clients – in general?

And finally, while agencies appear to be pretty well immersed in the world of AI to the benefit 
of their own business, they don’t seem to be using AI as often or as much with their own 
clients…which is not a surprise.  Marketers don’t want agencies relying on it, and agencies 
aren’t interested in becoming reliant on it.

While 60% of agencies state that they are using AI for themselves, only 40% say they are 
using AI “a lot” when conducting business for their clients.
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Overall Conclusions
Positioning is a central tenant that should not be ignored or taken lightly by agencies.  
Particularly given sources like networking and referrals are slowing in their offerings of fresh 
prospects and approaches like outbound outreach and AI-search are on the level or rising 
in importance.

Problem is often what an agency thinks is unique is a lot of the same stuff other agencies 
are using – also thinking that their approach, process, way of talking about what they do it 
different…and most times it simply isn’t.

So the solution: get some objective outside perspective to help.

And at the same time you shore up your positioning, think about how you can get more people 
to your site to see it.  We’ve identified the “5 pillars of effective positioning” and the “10 rules 
for AI search success”.  Good places to start as you journey down the AI-mediated path.

https://www.rswus.com/eBook/the-rsw-us-agency-identity-guide-5-pillars-of-effective-positioning-and-10-rules-for-ai-search-success/


Your positioning
has a new audience.

FOR MARKETING AGENCY LEADERS

To learn more about RSW/US’s Al-Brand Compass model, 
visit our site: www.rswus.com.

WHAT YOU GET

AI-Brand 
Compass

100+

10

4
Agency sites in 
training model

GEO/AEO best 
practices audited

Positioning 
archetypes 
mapped

02

03

01

Know 
exactly 
how AI 
reads 
your 
agency —
and how 
to change 
it.

Most agency 
websites were built 
to impress people. 
Today, the first filter 
is a machine. The 
Al-Brand Compass 
tells you what that 
machine is saying 
about you — and 
gives you the 
roadmap to close 
the gap.

We analyze your agency’s public-facing content and tell you exactly 

how AI systems are reading your positioning today — then give you 

a concrete roadmap to close the gap between how you’re currently 

perceived and how you want to be found by the clients you actually 

want.

Brand Positioning Diagnosis

Using an AI model trained on 100+ agency websites, we analyze 

your public content and show you exactly how AI search is reading 

your positioning — your archetype placement, scored qualities, and 

a plain-language summary of what a generative engine would say 

about you right now. 

AI Search Readiness Audit

We run your site against 10 best practices for GEO/AEO — the 

emerging standard for how agencies need to show up in AI-

powered search. Each practice is rated pass, partial, or gap, with 

specific guidance on what’s missing and why it matters.

Content & Messaging Recommendations (optional)

Specific rewrite recommendations for your homepage, services 

pages, blog strategy, LinkedIn presence, and prospect outreach — 

all aligned to close the gap between your current signal and your 

target positioning.

POSITIONING 
INTELLIGENCE 
MODEL

WHY IT’S DIFFERENT

	z Built specifically for 
agencies — not a generic 
SEO audit

	z Trained on real agency 
content, not generic 
web data

	z Shows the gap between 
current Al perception 
and target positioning

	z Addresses GEO/AEOthe 
standard most agencies 
aren’t ready for yet

http://www.rswus.com



