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Introduction

This report posits that while large-scale production models have their place, a paradigm shift is underway. The industry's most 

culturally resonant, commercially effective, and critically acclaimed work is increasingly originating from a new vanguard of 

independent agencies and the collaborative networks they form. 

This emerging model is not predicated on competing with holding companies on price or scale, but on offering a fundamentally 

different value proposition: one where deep specialization, senior talent, and creative bravery are the primary currencies. It 

argues that the most potent marketing is built by people, not places, and that the industry's most valuable people are architecting 

new structures to deliver superior work directly to brands. This analysis will provide the evidence for this shift, deconstruct the 

talent and business models driving it, and offer a forward-looking perspective on why this independent renaissance represents 

the future of advertising excellence.

The modern advertising landscape 

is defined by a fundamental tension. 

On one side stand the global holding 

companies, vast networks built on a 

promise of integrated services, global 

reach, and industrial-scale efficiency. 

On the other, a burgeoning ecosystem 

of independent agencies, specialized 

creative houses, and freelance talent 

champions a model of bespoke 

creativity, agility, and differentiation. For 

brand leaders and Chief Marketing 

Officers (CMOs), navigating this divide 

has become a critical strategic 

challenge. 

The pressure to deliver measurable 

growth with constrained resources is 

immense, forcing a re-evaluation of where 

true value lies. As brands seek to cut 

through an increasingly saturated 

media environment, they are 

confronted with a core question: Is the 

most effective source of business impact 

found in scaled efficiency or in 

breakthrough creativity?



This is not a marginal gain but a significant shift in the 

distribution of creative recognition. 

The festival's most prestigious honors further underscore 

this point. Germany's Service plan was named 

Independent Network of the Year, while Canada's Rethink 

and Australia's Bear Meets Eagle On Fire also received 

top honors as Independent Agencies of the Year in 

various categories.

This concentration of top awards among independent 

players indicates a sustained level of high performance 

across diverse disciplines and geographies, challenging 

the long-held assumption that creative dominance is the 

exclusive domain of established global networks

The work itself provides the most compelling narrative. 

The campaigns winning these top honors are not defined 

by massive budgets but by the acuity of their insights, the 

humanity of their storytelling, and the excellence of their 

craft.
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The New Vanguard: A Data-
Driven Look at Independent 
Creative Supremacy

The assertion that independent agencies are at the forefront 

of creative excellence is not merely anecdotal; it is a 

quantifiable trend substantiated by the industry's most 

rigorous benchmarks for success. 

An examination of recent global awards reveals a consistent 

pattern: small, agile, and creatively-led shops are not just 

competing with their larger network counterparts, they 

are frequently outperforming them, capturing the highest 

accolades for their ingenuity, craft, and impact. This 

section presents the empirical evidence of this 

independent ascendancy, using data and in-depth case 

studies to demonstrate that creative supremacy is 

increasingly decoupled from agency size and corporate 

structure.

The 2025 Cannes Lions International Festival of Creativity 

serves as a powerful testament to this trend. In a clear 

signal of growing momentum, independent agencies 

secured 24.1% of all Lions awarded, representing a notable 

1.7-point increase from the previous year. 



1.1

Case Studies

Case Study 1: GoDaddy x Quality Meats – Humanising 
B2B with "Airo"

For decades, business-to-business (B2B) marketing has 

been characterized by a sterile, feature-focused approach. 

The 2025 Creative B2B Grand Prix winner at Cannes, 

GoDaddy's "Act Like You Know" campaign for its Airo 

platform, created by the independent Chicago agency 

Quality Meats, decisively overturned this convention.6 The 

campaign featured acclaimed actor Walton Goggins 

launching a believable, albeit quirky, novelty eyewear 

business to demonstrate how GoDaddy's AI-powered tools 

simplify the process for small businesses to establish an 

online presence.

The campaign's brilliance lay in its rejection of a direct sales 

pitch. Instead of listing Airo's features, it told an entertaining, 

character-driven story that showed the product's value in a 

relatable, human context.This playful and poignant approach 

drove significant engagement and successfully humanized 

GoDaddy's B2B narrative.The Cannes jury president for the 

category, Wendy Walker, noted that the campaign stood out 

for its "boldness, confident execution, and pure B2B 

creativity," adding that it proved "B2B can be bold, 

entertaining, and brilliantly effective".

This achievement is made more significant by the fact that it 

was GoDaddy's first-ever Cannes Lion, won on its debut 

entry - a testament to the immediate impact of partnering 

with a specialized, independent shop known for its creative 

prowess. Quality Meats, a small agency, brought a 

perspective unburdened by traditional B2B tropes, focusing 

instead on high entertainment value to deliver a business 

message. 

The success of the "Airo" campaign provides a clear 

example of how an independent agency's creative freedom 

can unlock transformative results, even in the most 

conventional marketing categories.

In-Depth Case Study 2: Telstra x Bear Meets Eagle On 
Fire – Winning with High-Touch Craft

In an advertising landscape increasingly saturated with AI-

generated visuals and digital gloss, the campaign that 

captured the 2025 Cannes Film Craft Grand Prix did so by 

championing the tangible and the human. The "Better on a 

Better Network"campaign for Australian telecommunications 

giant Telstra, conceived by Sydney-based independent 

agency Bear Meets Eagle On Fire, was a celebration of 

meticulous, soulful craft. 

The campaign consisted of 26 distinct stop-motion films, 

each telling a charming, idiosyncratic story about rural 

Australians and their need for a reliable network. To bring 

this vision to life, the agency used 56 unique, handcrafted 

puppets and cast 42 authentic voices from regional 

Australia, creating characters ranging from larping 

Tasmanian devils to teenage goth cockatoos. 

This low-budget, high-touch approach resulted in a 

campaign that was, in the words of Film Craft Jury President 

Ali Ali, a "breath of fresh air" that felt "tactile, intimate, and 

deeply human". The campaign earned not only the Grand 

Prix but also multiple Gold Lions in both Film and Film Craft, 

cementing Bear Meets Eagle On Fire's status as a global 

creative force and earning it the title of Independent Agency 

of the Year for Craft.

The success of the Telstra campaign demonstrates a crucial 

point: in a world rushing toward automated content creation, 

true differentiation often lies in the opposite direction. The 

painstaking, imperfect, and deeply human quality of the work 

is what made it stand out. This commitment to creative 

excellence over industrialized production is a hallmark of 

specialized independent houses, which are structurally and 

culturally oriented to protect and nurture this kind of high-

craft execution.
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People, Not Places: 
Deconstructing the Modern 
Talent Model
The advertising industry's primary asset has always been its 

talent. However, the traditional structures designed to house and 

manage that talent are undergoing a seismic shift. 

The most skilled and sought-after creative professionals are now 

increasingly opting out of the conventional agency career path, 

choosing instead the autonomy and flexibility of independent 

work. 

This exodus is creating a new talent paradigm: one where the 

most groundbreaking work is executed by individuals and small 

teams operating outside the walls of large networks.

Consequently, holding companies find themselves in a 

paradoxical position, often relying on this external, independent 

workforce to deliver their most creatively demanding projects, 

while simultaneously building vast, internal production studios that 

risk prioritizing scale and efficiency over the very creative 

excellence they seek.

The Rise of the Independent Creative
The freelance economy within the creative sector is not a fringe 

movement but a mainstream migration of top-tier talent. This 

"brain drain" from traditional, permanent roles is fueled by a 

combination of dissatisfaction with the old model and the allure of 

a new way of working. Research reveals a significant disconnect 

between freelancers and the organizations that hire them, with 

one in two freelancers reporting that they do not feel supported by 

their employers.Furthermore, a notable 22% of creatives chose to 

go freelance specifically because of negative experiences in a 

permanent role, a figure that rises among disabled individuals.

The motivations for this shift are clear. Freelancers are drawn to 

the independence (61%), project diversity (61%), and 

opportunities for remote work (62%) that this career path offers. It 

is a recalibration towards a professional life that values autonomy, 

purpose, and well-being over rigid corporate structures. These 

independent professionals bring fresh ideas and specialized skills 

that are often unavailable in-house, allowing them to adapt to 

diverse brand voices and client needs with agility.

This dynamic has profound implications for network agencies. 

While these large organizations may house brilliant creative 

directors and strategists, they often lack the internal 

executional capacity for rapid, high-quality delivery, 

especially on specialized or craft-intensive projects.

Historically, they have turned to external production 

companies to fill this gap. Today, they increasingly rely on a 

flexible pool of high-end independent contractors - the very 

talent that has left the traditional system - to execute their 

most critical and award-winning campaigns.

This reliance validates the central thesis of this report: the 

creative power lies with the people, not the place, and even 

the largest "places" must hire the best "people" from the 

independent market to achieve excellence.



A Critical Analysis of the Centralized Production 
Model
In response to client pressures for greater efficiency and 

a desire to capture more revenue, the world's largest 

advertising holding companies have made a significant 

strategic bet on centralization. WPP (with Hogarth), 

Omnicom (with Omnicom Production), and Publicis 

Groupe (with its PX platform) have moved to 

consolidate their global production capabilities into 

massive, integrated internal studios. 

The stated goal of these initiatives is to streamline 

creative workflows, leverage data and artificial 

intelligence, and deliver personalized content for clients 

at unprecedented scale and speed. 

This strategy is a logical attempt to increase revenue 

streams that might otherwise flow to external vendors 

and to meet client demands for "faster, cheaper, and 

better" work. However, this industrial model of content 

creation is not without its critics and inherent risks. 

Industry commentary and anecdotal evidence suggest 

that these centralized studios can become hubs for 

high-volume, lower-stakes work. 

One perspective shared by industry professionals is that 

these entities, such as Hogarth, are often relegated to 

executing the "humdrum work" for sister agencies, acting 

as a "printing press" while the "big, sexy film and 

ideation stuff" is developed elsewhere.

This can foster a culture of overwork and exploitation, 

where talented individuals feel they are in a career cul-

de-sac rather than a place for creative advancement.

The model is frequently perceived as a "budget" option, 

designed more to protect the holding company's balance 

sheet than to deliver best-in-class creative for the client.32 

This focus on cost and volume can be a "disservice to 

their client" on flagship projects that demand top-tier, 

bespoke craft, as the incentive structure prioritizes margin 

over creative excellence.

This leads to the "sea of average" phenomenon described 

in the initial query: a vast infrastructure optimized for 

producing adequate content efficiently, whose overall 

reputation is burnished by a few standout, award-winning 

campaigns. These exceptional projects are often the work 

of a small, elite team operating within the larger structure 

or, tellingly, are executed with significant help from the 

very external, independent talent the model is designed to 

supplant.

This strategic pivot by holding companies toward 

efficiency and scale creates a clear bifurcation in the 

market. As they double down on an industrial production 

model, they risk ceding the high ground of differentiated, 

emotionally resonant, and award-winning creativity. 

This opens a significant strategic opportunity for 

independent agencies and collaborative networks that are 

structurally and culturally designed to deliver precisely the 

kind of unique, high-craft work that centralized systems 

struggle to produce.
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The Collaborative 
Network: A Future Built  
on Special ized Super-
Teams

As the advertising landscape fractures into specialized 

disciplines, the notion that a single agency can be the 

undisputed best at everything has become untenable. 

In response, a new, more modular and powerful 

operational structure is gaining traction: the 

collaborative network. This model involves a formal or 

informal alliance of specialized independent agencies 

working together to provide a comprehensive, 

integrated solution for a client. 

Far from being a mere workaround for smaller players, 

this approach represents a sophisticated evolution of 

the agency model, capable of delivering holding group-

scale services without the bureaucracy and with a 

higher concentration of elite talent.



3.1

The Collaboration Trend is Real and Driving Results
The move toward inter-agency collaboration is not a future-facing hypothesis; it is a present-day reality that is delivering significant 

business value. A recent study of the UK market found that an overwhelming 90% of independent agencies are actively 

collaborating with others, signaling a definitive shift away from the traditional one-stop-shop model.

This trend is fueled by tangible results. Over half (52%) of collaborating indies report winning new business directly from these 

partnerships, while a similar number (51%) have successfully expanded their service capabilities. Furthermore, more than a third 

(36%) state that they perform better in pitches by partnering with agencies that offer complementary skills, allowing them to 

present a more robust, end-to-end solution. A quarter have even gained access to new global markets through these alliances.35 

The evidence is clear: this model allows a curated group of specialists to offer the breadth of a holding company with the agility 

and senior focus of an independent, effectively delivering "holding group-scale services, without the red tape".

The Unmatched Value Proposition for Brands

When executed correctly, the collaborative model offers brands a superior alternative to the traditional single-agency or holding 

company relationship. The value proposition is built on four key pillars:

Access to Best-in-Class Specialists: Instead of relying on a single agency's potentially uneven capabilities across different 

disciplines, a brand can assemble a "dream team." This means engaging the A-team from a top creative boutique, a leading data-

analytics firm, a specialist PR agency, and a cutting-edge media shop, ensuring excellence in every facet of the campaign.

 Direct Engagement with Senior Talent: A defining feature of the independent agency world is the direct involvement of 

founders and senior leaders in client work.39 In a collaborative model, clients gain access to a roster of seasoned experts, 

rather than navigating the multiple layers of junior and mid-level management typical of a large network agency. This ensures 

deeper strategic alignment and greater accountability.

Enhanced Agility and Innovation: Unconstrained by the bureaucratic inertia and rigid processes of large corporate structures, 

collaborative networks of independents can operate with greater speed and creative freedom. They can pivot quickly to respond to 

market trends and execute bold, innovative campaigns with minimal delays.

Superior Value for a "Normal Price": The argument for this model is not about being cheaper, but about smarter budget 

allocation. The significant overhead, management layers, and shareholder profit margins built into a holding company's fee 

structure are replaced by a model where the budget is invested directly into elite, specialized talent. This results in a demonstrably 

higher quality of strategic thinking and creative output for a comparable, or even more efficient, overall investment.

This model effectively transforms a perceived weakness of independent agencies (their smaller scale) into their greatest strategic 

strength (their specialization and modularity). It offers brands a more sophisticated, client-centric way to assemble marketing 

expertise, mirroring the "plug & play" platform approach that large holding companies like Publicis Groupe champion in theory 28, 

but delivering it through a more agile and talent-focused curation of external partners.
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Déjà Vu or a New Dawn? 
Historical Cycles and 
Future Trajectories
The rise of creatively potent independent agencies is a 

recurring theme in the history of advertising. 

For decades, the industry has followed a predictable cycle: a 

small, innovative shop produces groundbreaking work, 

achieves widespread recognition, and is ultimately acquired 

by a large holding company seeking to buy its creative 

prestige and market momentum. 

This historical pattern raises a critical question for the 

current moment: Are today's ascendant independents simply 

the next acquisition targets in a familiar cycle, or does the 

modern market environment signal a more permanent 

structural shift toward a decentralized, collaborative 

ecosystem?



4.1

The Historical Cycle: Innovate, 
Succeed, Get Acquired

The advertising industry was born from independent 

entrepreneurship. Pioneers like William Taylor in London (1786) 

and Volney B. Palmer in Philadelphia (1840) started as agents 

selling newspaper space.40 This model evolved with the founding 

of N.W. Ayer & Son in 1869, which established the blueprint for the 

full-service agency, offering planning, creation, and execution of 

complete campaigns.40 For much of the 20th century, these 

independent entities defined the creative landscape.

However, the latter half of the century saw the rise of the holding 

company and a powerful wave of consolidation. This established a 

well-worn path for the most successful creative shops.

Goodby, Silverstein & Partners: Founded in 1983, the San 

Francisco-based agency quickly developed a reputation for witty, 

intelligent, and groundbreaking creative, exemplified by its iconic 

"Got Milk?" campaign. In 1992, after a period with a minority 

stakeholder, the agency was acquired by Omnicom Group, which 

sought to add one of the country's hottest creative shops to its 

portfolio.

Deutsch Inc.: In December 2000, Interpublic Group (IPG) 

acquired Deutsch Inc., which The New York Times described at 

the time as the largest and last major independent agency. The 

acquisition was a clear move by IPG to absorb a formidable 

competitor and its valuable client roster.

Crispin Porter + Bogusky (CP+B): Known for its edgy, viral, and 

culturally disruptive work in the early 2000s, CP+B's meteoric rise 

was fueled by a 2001 partnership with MDC Partners, which 

acquired a significant stake in the agency. This investment allowed 

CP+B to scale and become one of the most awarded agencies in 

the world.

Droga5: Perhaps the most significant acquisition of the 

modern era was the 2019 purchase of Droga5, not by a 

traditional ad holding company, but by the consultancy giant 

Accenture. Droga5 was the epitome of creative prestige, and 

the deal, estimated at nearly $475 million, "rumbled the 

foundations of the category". It proved that creative 

excellence was a highly valued, acquirable asset for a new 

class of buyer, fundamentally reconfiguring the competitive 

landscape.



4.2

Why This Time Might Be 
Different: Assessing the 
Current Market

While history provides a compelling precedent for 

consolidation, several powerful forces unique to the current 

market suggest that the independent model is more 

sustainable and strategically advantageous than ever 

before.

First, the impact of artificial intelligence is reshaping agency 

workflows in a way that benefits independents. A Forrester 

report forecasts that AI will automate 7.5% of US agency 

jobs by 2030, but these losses will be concentrated in 

process-oriented and clerical roles, not creative ones. In 

fact, originality is the single most significant factor that 

lowers a job's automation potential. 

This technological shift allows independents to leverage AI-

powered tools for production and data analysis, freeing up 

their human talent to focus on their core strength: "intelligent 

creativity," the uniquely human ability to combine strategic 

problem-solving with imaginative ideas. Forrester also 

predicts that the rise of AI-powered content production 

solutions will decelerate the trend of brands taking work in-

house, as they can more effectively outsource these tasks to 

specialized partners who have deeper expertise in 

leveraging generative AI.

Second, there is a palpable shift in client-agency dynamics. A 

2024 survey revealed that 68% of marketing leaders are 

planning to review their agency partnerships, with nearly half 

(48%) citing "delivery issues" as the primary reason for 

terminating a relationship. This widespread dissatisfaction 

with the status quo creates a significant opportunity for new 

models - like the agile, collaborative independent network - 

that are built to be more responsive, transparent, and 

accountable.

Finally, the market is experiencing a renewed search for 

differentiation. As digital marketing becomes increasingly 

automated and commoditised, brands recognize that true 

growth comes from distinction. The pendulum is swinging 

back toward creativity as the primary engine of business 

impact. 

CMOs are under pressure to reposition marketing from a cost 

center to a profit driver, and they understand that unique, 

emotionally resonant, and culturally relevant creative is the 

most powerful tool to achieve this. This environment places a 

premium on the very qualities that independent agencies are 

best equipped to provide.

The acquisition of Droga5 by Accenture, rather than by a 

WPP or Omnicom, was a watershed moment. It 

demonstrated that the competitive landscape for acquiring 

creative excellence is no longer a closed loop of ad holding 

companies. 

Today, global consultancies, private equity firms, and 

technology companies are all active players.48 This 

diversified buyer landscape paradoxically empowers the 

strongest independents to remain independent for longer. 

They now have a wider array of options for capital and 

strategic partnership that fall short of a full sale to a direct 

competitor, potentially breaking the historical cycle and 

allowing a robust independent ecosystem to flourish on its 

own terms.



3.3
Conclusion: The Strategic 
Imperative for Brands
The analysis presented in this report leads to an 

unmistakable conclusion: the advertising industry is in the 

midst of a structural transformation, driven by a 

fundamental shift in how creative value is generated and 

delivered. 

The evidence from the industry's most prestigious awards 

demonstrates that independent agencies are consistently 

producing the most innovative and effective work. This 

creative ascendancy is powered by a new talent model, 

where the industry's best and brightest are choosing the 

autonomy and specialization of independent work over 

traditional network careers. In response, a powerful new 

operational structure - the collaborative network of 

specialized independents - has emerged, offering brands a 

more agile, expert-driven, and impactful alternative to the 

legacy holding company model.

For brand leaders, this evolution presents a critical 

strategic choice, one that transcends the simplistic 

dichotomy of "big versus small." The decision is no longer 

about the size of an agency's logo, but about the 

fundamental value proposition a brand seeks from its 

marketing partners. The choice is between two distinct 

philosophies: efficiency or differentiation.

The Centralized Holding Company Model offers 
a compelling proposition of scaled efficiency. 
Through integrated production hubs and advanced 
technology platforms, it can deliver high volumes of 
content quickly and cost-effectively. This model is well-
suited for brands with extensive, ongoing needs for 
standardized marketing assets where consistency and 
cost management are the primary objectives.

The Independent and Collaborative Model offers 

a proposition of bespoke differentiation. It provides 

direct access to elite, specialized talent and is 

structurally designed to foster the creative bravery, 

meticulous craft, and cultural intelligence required 

to produce truly breakthrough work. This is the 

optimal investment for brands where creativity is a 

primary driver of business growth, and the goal is to 

build brand equity, create cultural moments, and 

achieve transformative commercial results.

The strategic imperative for brands seeking to win in 

today's competitive landscape is to recognize this 

bifurcation and align their partnerships with their core 

business objectives. For those whose success hinges on 

standing out, on creating deep emotional connections with 

consumers, and on leveraging creativity as a competitive 

advantage, the path forward is clear. They must actively 

embrace the independent ecosystem. This means seeking 

out specialized agencies, being open to building 

collaborative "super-teams," and investing in partners who 

compete not on price, but on the power of their ideas.

Ultimately, this report affirms a timeless truth of the 

advertising industry, now reasserting itself with new vigor: 

exceptional creative work is built by people, not by places. 

The most talented people are now architecting their own 

places, creating new models to work directly with brands 

and deliver the highest possible quality. For a brand, an 

investment in this model is an investment in differentiation 

itself - the most valuable and sustainable asset in the 

modern market.




