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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Over the past five years, the prevailing narrative has 
been that marketing roles have changed, marketers 
are being asked to do more and marketing leaders 
are being held accountable for more bottom-line 
business results. To find out if that’s really the case, 
Target Marketing conducted a survey called the 
“State of Marketing Leadership 2018.” This report 
explores the results of that research. 

The results reveal marketing departments that 
are responsible for more than ever, measured on 
bottom-line contribution to their organizations 
and interacting with the C-suite, sales and product 
teams. Yet, there is widespread dissatisfaction in their own marketing performances, 
resources and team size. 

The increasing responsibility for strategy and big-picture accountability calls for marketers 
to be full partners in the organization’s business, data and technology strategy. Marketing 
leaders can no longer approach their departments as silos responsible only for brand 
messaging and lead generation. Today, marketing leaders must focus on business results, 
measurable marketing contribution, and C-suite and cross-departmental relationships. 
In addition, there are areas of the business — like product development and customer 
experience — where marketers should be trying to gain more influence, because they are 
essential to the success of your marketing. 

Based on these findings, there are four steps all current and aspiring marketing leaders 
should take to be successful in the new marketing environment:

 1. Lean in and drive change at the corporate level

 2. Embrace accountability and metrics

 3. Own the technology and data you need to succeed

 4.  Tackle the big issues in your internal and external strategy that hold the marketing 
department back
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I. THE CHANGING MARKETING DEPARTMENT
How much can one department change in five years? While anecdotally we knew that many 
marketers felt like their roles were changing, we wanted to quantify and identify those changes, 
and explore how the new role of marketing leader compared with the previous one. To find that 
out, we sent this survey to members of the Target Marketing audience through March and April 
2018. The results came overwhelmingly from management-level individuals: 41 percent classified 
themselves as “executive,” 26 percent as “upper management” and a combined 92 percent as 
“supervisor” or above. 

The extent to which they reported their roles as changing and the strength of that signal 
were surprising.  

We asked, “How have the responsibilities of marketing leaders changed in your organization 
over the past five years?” The answer options ranged from “no change,” to “changed completely 
(including elimination of roles and creation of new ones).” The results are presented in Figure 1.

A full 86 percent of respondents say marketing roles have changed in just the past five years, and 49 
percent chose the most extreme options: They have changed greatly or completely — including the 
elimination or creation of roles. 

This leads into one of the clearest findings in the research: What marketing leaders are being asked 
to do, and the way that role is viewed in the company and by outsiders, is very different than it was 
just five years ago. Marketing, as a department, is on the front line of digital transformation and all the 
things that means for how companies interact with their customers. The people in this role, or who 
hope to hold this role, cannot be content to shepherd along their departments; they have embrace 
these changes and aggressively push the company to take advantage of them.

FIGURE 1
Have the roles and responsibilities of marketing leaders 
changed in your organization over the past 5 years?

Yes, they have changed completely (including 
the elimination of roles or creation of new ones)

Yes, they have changed greatly

Yes, they have changed significantly

Yes, they have changed somewhat

No, they have not changed

Q: Have the roles and responsibilities of marketing leaders changed in your organization over the past 5 years? n=218

27%

22%

19%

14%

18%
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In other words, marketers cannot afford to view change as a circumstance being thrust upon 
them, and marketing leaders must be the change agents helping to drive their company’s 
evolution. If you can’t do that, your marketing department is going to be left behind, and that 
will have a significant negative impact on the health of the company overall and its ability to 
connect with customers. 

Beyond just the scope of change, we asked marketers how their roles have changed, and 
about the tasks for which they have more or less responsibility. Figure 2 details how these 
responsibilities have shifted for 11 key areas, spanning revenue and budget responsibility 
through personnel management, creative, thought leadership, and innovation. And, as you can 
see, the answers have a whole lot of “more” and not a lot of “less.” 

FIGURE 2
How have the roles and responsibilities changed?

Innovation

Metrics and reporting

Technology need identification, 
selection, integration, etc.

Data

Business strategy

Thought leadership

Brand strategy

Creative

Communication with  
other departments

Revenue and budget 
responsibility

Personnel management

Caption: Q: How have the roles and responsibilities changed? n=218

32% 33% 31% 3%

31% 36% 3%29%

30% 47% 4%19%

29% 36% 3%30%

28% 40% 3%27%

27% 39% 31%

23% 36% 35% 5%

25% 38% 32% 4%

20% 43% 35%

15% 39% 3%43%

10% 32% 50% 6%

n  Much more responsibility

n  More responsibility

n  No change

n  Less responsibility

n  Much less responsibility

What we see in Figure 2 is that all of these responsibilities are increasing for most marketers (except 
personnel management, where “only” 42 percent reported increased responsibility, and 50 percent 
reported no change). For all of the other categories, responsibility increased dramatically in just five 
years’ time, and that trend shows no signs of slowing down in the near future. 

1%

1%

0%

1%

2%

1%
2%

1%

1%

1%

1%

1%

1%
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What’s more, very few of our respondents reported that 
any responsibilities were decreasing. Those colors are nearly 
absent on the far right of the bar graph. The movement 
in marketing roles and responsibilities has all been in one 
direction: increased responsibility and workload. 

This goes hand-in-hand with being responsible for 
change. As the center of digital transformation, 
marketers are acquiring responsibility for many areas 
that have not traditionally resided in the marketing 
department. Often, these new responsibilities require a 
shift in marketing personnel skillsets, adding talent with 
new skills or reimagining old roles to include them. Or 
marketers lean more on different kinds of automation 
to help fill the gap. Either way, it calls for a marketing 
leader who can envision these changes and make those 
essential adjustments.

Looking at where these increases sit, technology has 
expanded the most: 77 percent of respondents say they 
have “much more” or “more” responsibility for that area 
than five years ago. That’s followed by responsibility for 
business strategy (68 percent), metrics and reporting (67 
percent), thought leadership (66 percent) and data (65 
percent). All of these are taking up more or much more 
time than just five years ago. 

Gartner famously predicted that CMOs would spend 
more money on technology than CIOs in 2017 (last year). 
While there’s no guarantee that specifically came to 
pass, you can see the effect this trend has had in the 
numbers in Figure 2. More time and money are going into 
technology, metrics and reporting, data, and the business 
strategy to tie them all together. This year, Gartner 
reports that marketing analytics is the largest spending 
slice in 2018 marketing budgets at 9.2 percent. 

When asked why these roles are changing, marketers’ 
answers focused on changes in the environment and 
corporate expectations. “Marketing to new generations 
requires more digital and more creative ideas,” said one 
respondent. “Retaining the customers we have requires 
more rewards and creativity, too.” Other answers 
included “More sales pressures. Digital scares most of 
the leadership”; and “Change in leadership, new mission 
statement and goals for social media instead of sales.”

Marketing, as 
a department, 
is on the front 
line of digital 
transformation 
and all the things 
that means for 
how companies 
interact with 
their customers.
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II. STRATEGY, 
TECHNOLOGY AND 
ACCOUNTABILITY 
DOMINATE  
LEADERSHIP TIME
So we know there’s been change. 
But what does the role of marketing 
leader entail today? We asked what our 
responders spend their time on, where 
they spend their budgets, who they 
interact with and more. 

Marketing strategy still takes up the 
largest portion of a marketing leader’s 
time at 32 percent. But after that, time 
is spread out in a number of double-
digit slices, starting with technology (14 
percent) and personnel management (13 
percent). Then communicating with the 
C-suite seems to occupy a big portion of 
time at 12 percent — a trend we’ll explore 
later in this report. Marketing leaders are 
definitely spending more time strategizing 
with and answering to the executive team 
than in years past.

Figure 4 (Page 7) breaks down what 
aspects of marketing strategy these 
leaders are responsible for, and we see 
that digital strategy is actually taking up 
more time than anything else, including 
brand strategy. At 76 and 75 percent 
respectively, these account for far more 
time than other responsibilities. The 
customer journey is third at 59 percent, 
followed by direct response, public 
relations and events. 

These priorities reflect the changes we 
saw in the previous section. Customers 
have moved their interaction with brands 
online, and that requires a different set of 
priorities than offline marketing. Marketing 
leaders at many brands are still catching 
up to these changes. “Since everything 

FIGURE 3
What aspects of marketing 
management do you spend 
your time on?

n  Developing  
Marketing Strategy

n  Technology

n  Personnel 
Management

n  Communicating with 
the C-suite

n  Budgeting and 
Accounting

n  Public Thought 
Leadership

n  Other

32%

14%

13%

12%

11%

10%

8%

Q: What aspects of marketing management do you spend your 
time on? Please estimate the percentage of your working time 
you spend on each task. n=218
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digital is ‘trackable,’” said one respondent, “there is added pressure to be able to synthesize 
data and turn it into actionable insights; particularly as budgets are waning, it puts more 
pressure on making smart decisions up front.” 

Below the 50 percent mark, we see channel distribution, customer service, product 
development and pricing. That’s interesting, because many of these responsibilities are 
directly tied to the ones for which a majority of marketers are responsible. Product features 
(development) and pricing are both essential to the customer experience and brand positioning. 
Customer service and channel distribution are both essential to the customer journey. 

So while marketers are gaining more responsibilities, you have to ask: Are marketing leaders 
not gaining enough responsibility for the factors that directly impact the brand and customer 
experience? So many of the responsibilities marketers have are reliant upon these things that 
are mostly beyond their control that it seems like seeking more responsibility is the only way to 
ensure the success of roles marketers already have. 

We also asked what marketing leadership KPIs are tied to, and the results are very much in-line 
with the broader business responsibility we’re seeing so far. 

FIGURE 4
What aspects of marketing strategy are you responsible for? 

Digital Strategy

Brand Strategy

Customer Journey

Direct Response Strategy

Public Relations

Events

Channel Distribution

Customer Service

Product Development

Pricing

Other

76%

75%

59%

56%

51%

50%

44%

41%

40%

36%

11%

Q: What aspects of marketing strategy are you responsible for? (Select all that apply.) n=218
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This question was not a “select-all,” so respondents had to choose what one factor they are 
most held accountable for. For more than a quarter of them (27 percent), that’s straight revenue, 
and it’s followed by lead generation and nurturing (15 percent), meeting company goals (13 
percent) and profit (12 percent). 

Altogether those KPIs account for 67 percent of marketing leaders answering this survey. 
They are all tied directly to the company’s ability to make revenue or reach corporate goals. 
Shockingly few respondents listed Net Promoter Score, the catchall brand metric that attempts 
to isolate what influencers think of your brand. 

Marketers are being evaluated based on their contribution to business goals and the bottom 
line. And to some extent, that makes sense. After all, if your organization is trying to be 
customer-first, doesn’t that mean, internally, it needs to be marketer-first? And doesn’t that 
make marketers responsible for performance with those customers?

However, as many marketers have learned the hard way, this focus on bottom line KPIs cannot 
be allowed to shift the focus of your marketing to constant direct sale messaging. Customer 
relationships lead to bottom-line success, not the other way around. 

FIGURE 5
What are marketing leadership KPIs currently tied to?

Revenue

Lead Generation and Nurturing

Meeting Company Goals

Profit

Other (please specify)

Productivity

Response Rate/Conversions

Social Media Performance

Brand Perception

Driving and Managing Change

Staffing and Personnel performance

Net Promoter Score

27%

15%

13%

12%

10%

6%

4%

4%

4%

4%

2%

0%

Q: What are marketing leadership KPIs currently tied to? n=218
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This is where it’s important to embrace marketing metrics and shape them to tell the stories of 
how customer relationships lead to revenue. 

Marketing leaders who cannot prove to the leadership team that building solid customer 
relationships leads to bottom-line success are vulnerable to being pressured to implement 
strategies that bring short-term bottom-line success at the expense of long-term growth. While 
many marketers vilify short-sighted CEOs when this happens, marketing leaders must realize 
that they control this story. 

If long-term customer relationship strategies lead to sustained growth and profits, you need to 
implement measurement and provide metrics that prove this relationship to the C-suite.

FIGURE 6
Roughly what percentage of your marketing  
budgets is spent on each of these categories?

Digital Marketing

Media Spend

Personnel

Technology Spend

Creative Development

Other

22%

7%

15%

15%

20%

20%

Q: Roughly what percentage of your marketing budgets is spent on each of these categories? n=218

With those KPIs in mind, we asked a couple of questions about how marketers are allocating 
their resources. In Figure 6, we can see where marketers are putting their budgets, and Figure 7 
(Page 10) shows the activities that are handled by the marketing department vs. those handled 
by other departments or outsourced. (Note that the last portion of the bar in Figure 7 is “NA,” 
meaning that percentage of companies is not allocating resources to that activity. Large 
portions of our respondents are not participating in radio or TV advertising.)

One thing that jumps out from Figure 7 is how many of these activities are handled by the 
marketing team. The only activity not being handled by the marketing team in most companies 
is web development. (TV and radio advertising are being handled by marketing in most of the 
companies engaging in them.) We see 70 percent of marketing teams handling their own social 
media, 70 percent handling their own brand creative (much to the chagrin of agencies who’d 
like to do that work for them), 59 percent doing their own website analytics and 52 percent 
handling their own customer data. 
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The activities most often handled by another department in the company are customer data (40 
percent), website development (31 percent), lead nurturing (28 percent) and channel integration 
(27 percent).

Few marketing leaders reported outsourcing. Where they do, website development (19 
percent), brand creative (12 percent), digital advertising (10 percent) and website analytics (10 
percent) are the most likely marketing duties to be outsourced.

That raises a question: If the results so far are indicating that marketers are responsible for more 
work than ever, then why aren’t they outsourcing more of it? 

FIGURE 7
Are these activities handled within the marketing team, by 
another internal team or by external vendors?

Campaign Management

Brand Strategy

Campaign Creative Development

Email Marketing

Campaign Deployment

Social Media

Brand Creative

Lead Generation

Campaign Analytics

Direct Mail Marketing

Digital Advertising

Lead Nurturing

Website Analytics

Channel Integration

Customer Data

Website Development

Radio Advertising

TV Advertising

Q: Are these activities handled within the marketing team, by another internal team (for example, IT or Data Management) 
or by external vendors? n=218

n  Marketing Team n  Other Internal Team n  External Team n  N/A

78% 8%11%

84% 4%8% 4%

80% 6%10% 4%

4%

76% 4%16% 4%

74% 7%15% 4%

70% 8%19% 3%

70% 12%13% 4%

68% 5%21% 6%

66% 5%21% 9%

64% 7%11% 18%

64% 10%16% 10%

61% 4%28% 6%

59% 10%25% 6%

52% 27% 19%

52% 4%40% 4%

46% 19%31% 4%

25% 6%9% 60%

22% 7%9% 62%
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III. WHAT THEY REALLY  
THINK OF THEIR MARKETING
Surprisingly — given the robust technology options now 
available to marketers, their increasing responsibility for it, 
and their ability to measure the impact of their efforts and 
map KPIs more than ever before — many marketers in our 
survey are not satisfied with the results or evolution of their 
marketing strategies. 

A full 57 percent of answers in Figure 8 say marketing 
strategy is behind where it should be, a third (34 percent) 
of respondents think it’s where it needs to be and only 9 
percent say it’s ahead of the mark.

When asked how satisfied they are with the performance 
of their marketing (Figure 9), these leaders are similarly 
tepid. While 50 percent or more report they are satisfied 
or higher in each category, if you give them a score of 1 
to 5 — extremely not satisfied (1) to extremely satisfied 
(5), with satisfied being an even 3 — the average for each 
section comes in below satisfied. The highest average is 
2.98 for customer retention. Even from just looking at the 
chart, we can see that more marketers are answering 1 or 
2 (not satisfied and somewhat satisfied) than 4 or 5 (very 
satisfied and extremely satisfied).

FIGURE 8
Do you feel like  
your marketing 
strategy is ‘ahead’  
or ‘behind’ of where it 
needs to be?

n  Ahead of where it should be

n  Where it should be

n  Behind where it should be

34%

9%

Q: Do you feel like your marketing strategy is 
“ahead” or “behind” of where it needs to be? n=218

57%

FIGURE 9
Overall, how satisfied are you with  
the performance of your marketing?

Q: Overall, how satisfied are you with the performance of your marketing? n=218

Direct Sales

Customer Acquisiton

Customer Retention

Accountability and 
contribution to the bottom line

Brand Impact

10%

7%

6%

5%

4%

27%

22%

16%

11%

10%

27%

34%

40%

36%

36%

23%

27%

29%

33%

30%

13%

10%

9%

15%

20%

n  Extremely Satisfied

n  Very Satisfied

n Satisfied

n  Somewhat Satisfied

n  Not Satisfied
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We asked why they felt their marketing strategy was ahead or behind, and one answer stood out: 
“There is always something new happening in the digital space, and if an organization doesn’t adapt, it 
will not have the ‘first mover’ advantage. Lagging behind is no option.” 

If there’s one quote we got from the survey to summarize our findings, that’s it. Marketers need to be 
pro-change. More than that, you need to drive that change, help corporate leadership see the need for 
it, create the plan to use it and use data to prove those investments will pay off. 

For many other respondents who felt behind, the reasons came down to lack of money, lack of 
resources, or lack of vision. Many marketers operating in today’s environment — where they can access 
any tool or data they want — are struggling with either knowing what to do with it or knowing how to 
get their companies to buy into it. 

That’s why we see communication with the C-suite rank so high in the charts discussed previously. 
Marketers know this is part of their role, and many are struggling with that responsibility. But to be a 
successful marketing leader today, these are soft skills you have to master. 

While these executives’ opinions of their departments might be harsh, when it comes to their teams, 
they take a softer view. They express satisfaction with most areas of their capabilities in Figure 10.  

Diving deeper into Figure 10, we see that survey respondents were most satisfied with their teams’ soft 
skills. If we combine the “very satisfied” and “extremely satisfied” answers, four aspects come in over 
35 percent combined: flexibility (46 percent combined), resourcefulness (44 percent), creativity (39 
percent) and experience (36 percent). 

FIGURE 10
How satisfied are you with each of these  
aspects of your marketing department?

Flexibility

Resourcefulness

Experience

Creativity

Strategy

Project Management

Metrics and Measurement

Overall Expense

Data

Team makeup and skill balance

Caption: Q: How satisfied are you with each of these aspects of your marketing department? n=218

n  Extremely Satisfied

n  Very Satisfied

n  Satisfied

n  Somewhat Satisfied

n  Not Satisfied

21% 25% 32% 18% 5%

17% 27% 30% 21% 5%

16% 20% 32% 24% 8%

15% 24% 33% 22% 6%

8% 16% 26% 36% 14%

8% 17% 32% 27% 15%

7% 12% 27% 33% 21%

7% 14% 41% 26% 12%

6% 12% 31% 31% 19%

6% 18% 30% 34% 13%
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On the other end, hard skills came in with the most 
“somewhat satisfied” and “not satisfied” responses. 
Metrics and measurement totals 54 percent on the 
lower answers, followed by data and strategy (both 50 
percent) and then team makeup and skill balance (47 
percent).

Taken together, it appears that many marketing leaders 
see the personal virtues of their team members, but also 
see skill gaps leading to lack of balance. That makes 
sense if we think of marketing departments as entities in 
the process of change: Many teams will have people who 
excel at the classic, softer marketing skills (like creativity), 
but gaps where personnel makeup hasn’t caught up with 
the new skills these teams need (like data, metrics and 
measurement). 

This conclusion is buoyed by Figure 11, where we see that, 
by and large, marketers do not feel they have the number 
of personnel they need. Only 37 percent believe their 
teams are of adequate size or bigger, while 63 percent 
feel their teams are too small or smaller than ideal to do 
what they need to do. With five total answer choices, it’s 
easy to see in the chart that the bottom two (“too small” 
and “smaller than ideal”) dominate responses. 

Again, this raises the question from Figure 7: Why aren’t 
these marketers outsourcing more? When faced with 
these kinds of personnel shortages, allocating the work 
to an outside resource is often the best option. Yet, it’s an 
option our survey takers seem reluctant to embrace.

We asked why marketers thought they were behind, and 
the answers reflected systemic failure to acquire the 
resources their departments needed. The open response 
answers repeatedly cited lack of time, resources and 
personnel as holding the department back. As one 
respondent put it, there’s often “not enough resources or 
freedom to spend on programs.”

The lack of budget and authority to spend that budget 
with vendors both tie directly into the relationship 
marketing has with the rest of the company, especially 
the leadership team.

FIGURE 11
Do you feel like your 
marketing team is 
adequate size to do 
what it needs to do?

n  Too small

n  Smaller than ideal

n  Adequate Size

n  Bigger than it needs to be

n  Too Big

35%

21%

Do you feel like your marketing team is adequate 
size to do what it needs to do? n=218

43%

1%

1%



14

powered by

IV. THE RELATIONSHIP WITH OTHER  
DEPARTMENTS AND THE C-SUITE
As we saw earlier, the role of marketing, and especially the role of marketing leader, is coming more 
and more into the orbit of the business leader. Marketing KPIs are often the business KPIs, and 
marketing leaders spend significant time communicating with these other entities in the business. 

All of that leads to one conclusion: Relationships with other departments and the executive 
team are more important than ever for today’s marketing leaders. So what do those 
relationships look like? And how do marketers feel like they’re treated in their companies? 

Figure 12 gives us an idea of how marketing leaders feel their departments are treated, and the 
results are not encouraging. A total of 53 percent feel their departments are not respected or 
funded adequately within their companies. However, we also see that a combined 47 percent feel 
they are respected and funded adequately. (And of course, no one thinks they’re “overrated and 
over-funded.”) 

Let’s look at that majority on the negative side of the spectrum. When we looked at the open 
response answers as to why marketers felt behind, we saw comments like these:

 •  “Our capabilities are respected, but marketing in general is not and digital marketing is an 
afterthought.”

 •  “Leadership discounts the contributions to revenue made by [the] older marketing team. 
Misinformed and uneducated on brand strategy, importance of social media, and the LAOV 
(lifetime average order value) of a returning customer vs. new customer.”

 •  “Marketing is one of the first things to be cut when budgets are tight. More focus need[s] 
to be put on the importance of the marketing efforts and how they impact the overall 
business.”

FIGURE 12
Is the marketing team respected and  
funded adequately in your company?

Overrated and over-funded.

Very respected and well-funded

Respected and funded adequately

Somewhat respected and underfunded

Not at all respected and poorly funded

9%

10%

0%

43%

38%

Q: Is the marketing team respected and funded adequately in your company? n=218
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On the other hand, for those who feel respected, you can 
almost feel the love: 

 •  “Marketing budget is one of the largest budgets in the 
company, and [the] marketing team is acknowledged 
by all functions of the business.”

 •  “We could not complain so far, as our team works 
cohesively and we all know the company goals and 
mission. We have team-building meetings monthly and 
we all strive to attain the company KPIs.”

 •  “[The] digital world is changing rapidly and getting 
everyone onboard, which requires the investment 
of time for learning and execution at their end, gets 
challenging at times. As it’s critical from [an] overall 
organization perspective, CMOs get to connect with 
all the functions and when the brand gets recognized, 
everyone feels to have contributed and hence the 
marketing function gets the respect from all.”

Every industry has a different business model, and some 
of those rely more on marketing departments than others. 
But a marketing department that is aligned with corporate 
goals, proving value with solid metrics and contributing 
to the bottom line, is going to feel more like the latter 
comments than the former. If you’re struggling with 
respect and/or budget in your own company, one of our 
respondents offered a recipe for change:

“The marketing budget was in need of an increase, but 
the amount needed was originally denied by a previous 
director. I have gotten the budget to where we need 
through incremental changes and increases, while showing 
the benefit of each incremental change.” 

That’s the way a marketing leader in 2018 needs to 
approach this kind of issue. If corporate leadership has not 
bought into providing the funding and respect your team 
needs to help reach business goals, then you need to find 
a way to convince them, even if it’s one small concession at 
a time, followed by strict reporting to prove the ROI of that 
concession. That’ll help win the next one. 

Marketing’s status within the company and ability to 
command budget are explicitly tied to the marketing 
leader’s relationship with other departments and ability to 
convince them of marketing’s value. 

“The marketing 
budget was 
in need of an 
increase, but the 
amount needed 
was originally 
denied by a 
previous director. 
I have gotten the 
budget to where 
we need through 
incremental 
changes and 
increases, while 
showing the 
benefit of each 
incremental 
change.”
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With that in mind, we asked who these marketing leaders are spending their time with (Figure 
13), and how challenging those relationships are (Figure 14, Page 17). 

In terms of communication inside the company, marketing leaders talk extensively to corporate 
leadership and sales (both over 60 percent), followed at some distance by the product team (43 
percent) and IT (40 percent).

These three departments — the executive team, sales and marketing — are the sides of the 
revenue triangle inside companies. Marketing leaders need to recognize their place in this 
revenue structure and the importance of their efforts to the continued health of the company 
and its bottom line.

However, when we asked how “challenging” those relationships could be, Figure 14 reveals that 
two of those three are among the most difficult relationships for marketing leaders. 

There’s good and bad news in this chart: It’s encouraging to see four departments where the 
relationships appear to mostly be non-challenging. 

However, the leadership team, product development, technology and sales are by far the most 
challenging departments marketers have to work with. We also saw earlier how each of these 
have tremendous impact on the responsibilities of the marketing department, and now we know 
that three of them — leadership, tech and sales — are the people marketing leaders spend most 
of their time talking to. 

FIGURE 13
What departments do you interact with the most?

Leadership Team

Sales

Product Development

Technology

Accounting/Financials

Administrative

HR

Other (please specify)

68%

11%

17%

23%

30%

40%

43%

64%

Q: What departments do you interact with the most? (Select all that apply.) n=218
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Why is that? There are natural friction points between marketing and all of these departments. 

Sales is the classic “frenemy” of marketing; they love when marketing leads turn into sales, but 
marketing is also the easiest scapegoat when sales teams struggle. Building strong, accountable 
communication between these departments is essential for any marketing leader. 

After sales, IT and marketing butt heads over the tech stack, with IT teams often taking the 
blame when marketing departments can’t bring on the technologies they want or get them 
to work like they should. The C-suite can enable or disable any marketing initiative and is the 
entity most likely to demand accountability for its marketing investments. The product team 
and marketing will often conflict for reasons similar to the IT team: They either agree with what 
marketing thinks they need the product to be, or they don’t.

This is a tricky political situation that marketing leaders must be prepared to address. Marketing 
is positioned to bring significant value to all of those departments, but it’s all too easy to be 
seen as a luxury, or worse, as a cost center that’s always begging for more money without ROI 
to prove the value of those investments. 

Marketing leaders must see these essential challenges as opportunities to promote the value 
of the marketing department’s activities and prove ROI. This is as important to the future of 
your department, and your own career, as any decision you make about creative, advertising or 
technology. Either you build the technical and data capability you need to win these arguments, 
or you surrender to being a beggar in the C-suite.

FIGURE 14
How challenging are your  
relationships with these departments?

Q: How challenging are your relationships with these departments? n=218

HR

Other

Administrative

Accounting/Financials

Leadership Team

Product Development

Technology

Sales 29% 35% 18% 15% 3%

46% 31% 15% 5% 3%

34% 34% 17% 11% 4%

71% 9% 14% 4% 2%

32% 27% 24% 13% 4%

67% 19% 8% 3%3%

38% 33% 15% 8% 5%

71% 14% 9% 3% 2%

n  Not at all challenging

n  Somewhat challenging

n  Challenging

n  Very challenging

n  Extremely challenging  
(and perhaps problematic)
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V. CONCLUSION: 4 STEPS FOR  
MARKETING LEADERSHIP SUCCESS IN 2018
It truly is a different era for marketing leaders. They are taking on more responsibility. But 
marketing leaders also wield more power and have greater opportunity to impact the future of 
their companies and perhaps a stronger path to the CEO’s chair. Here are four steps you should 
take for the good of your department and your own career.

1. It’s Time for Marketers to ‘Lean In’ 

Forgive me for borrowing the title and message from Nell Scovell and Sheryl Sandberg’s book 
“Lean In: Women, Work and the Will to Lead,” but some elements of their advice apply to 
marketing leadership. At leadership levels, marketing is no longer just about brand strategy. 
Today, marketing is tasked with growing the business, meeting corporate goals, building 
technology and data capabilities, the customer experience and representing the customer 
inside the company, and the marketing strategy and brand position. 

The responsibilities may sound daunting, but they come with fantastic opportunities. Marketers 
have never been so well-positioned to impact the company’s bottom line, and to move up in the 
leadership structure. This is an era when CMOs can become CEOs. But you have to lean in to do that. 

Be ambitious and lead an ambitious marketing department. Sit at the table by building 
relationships across departments and with business leadership. Make the corporate goals a sincere 
part of your own goals. Show the whole company that the marketing department will be essential 
to getting where your company needs to go, and keep innovating new ways to help get there.

2. Embrace Metrics and Accountability  
As Tools to Win Over the Company

More than ever, marketing needs to be accountable to the bottom line. We’re moving from an 
era when the marketing department was seen as a cost center to an era when you need to be 
seen as a revenue center. That means embracing metrics that prove your marketing investments 
are paying off on the bottom line and helping reach broader corporate goals. 

This is also the key to unlocking greater budgets and justifying the expense of expanding your 
marketing team. Marketing leaders who can prove return on marketing investment have the 
tools to justify these requests. 

This measurement imperative starts with the point above: You need to build the relationships 
with other departments and business leadership to recognize what those metrics should be and 
how to use them to tell that story. Then you need to build the capability in your department to 
accurately measure performance and report those metrics — this is a technical capability you 
should incorporate into your marketing team. Finally, you need to lead the department in a way 
that delivers on those promises. 

If your metrics are clear, you’re able to measure them accurately, and you’re able to deliver 
success on those terms, then there will be no question about the ROI of your big ideas and 
associated budget requests.
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3. Technology and Data Are Essential  
to Marketing and Your Own Success

There are three key expenditures in marketing budgets 
today: personnel, media and technology. While many 
marketing leaders do not come from a technical 
background, you need to have enough of a background to 
make good decisions on how to build your stack to provide 
the capabilities your marketing department needs.

The best way to develop that capability is to spend some 
time in roles that are heavily exposed to new technology 
or data-driven decision-making. Spending some time 
on the e-commerce or digital marketing teams is one 
way to get that exposure. Another is to volunteer for 
technology selection or data development projects that 
come up in your company. Any project that helps you 
build the knowledge base it takes to make good tech stack 
decisions will pay off in the long-run.

This is also something you should consider in your career 
development. Many marketers who really get technology 
have done stints in companies that had tech-forward 
philosophies. It’s common for IT workers to choose 
companies in part based on the technologies they’ll get 
to work with. That’s something marketers need to start 
thinking about, as well: Aim for jobs that let you work with 
the tech you’ll need to know for tomorrow.

4. Tackle the Elephants in the Room

As you’ve seen, many of the marketers who responded to 
this survey believed their marketing was underperforming, 
and perhaps did not receive enough respect and funding 
from the company, as a whole. That’s not something a 
marketing leader should be content to live with. 

If you feel like your marketing is behind where it should 
be, or if you’re unhappy with its overall performance, or 
aspects of its performance, then you should make and 
execute plans to address those shortcomings. 

That likely starts with creating understanding between 
your department and others in the company. Ask 
colleagues in other departments how they wish marketing 
was contributing to their success. Find out how else you 
can contribute to overall growth. The scope or what 
marketing does for the company may need to change, but 

It’s all too easy 
for the marketing 
department to 
be seen as a 
luxury, or worse, 
as a cost center 
that’s always 
begging for more 
money without 
ROI to prove the 
value of those 
investments.
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that’s really what this whole report has been about. As a marketing leader, you need to drive 
change. But you need to make sure the direction of that change is the direction the company 
needs and wants to pursue. Sharing the same vision of what a marketing department should be 
in your kind of business is essential.

Beyond relationships, address the areas that stand out as underperforming. If you’re not 
satisfied with your acquisition marketing performance, invest in research to better understand 
what your target market wants. If you’re not satisfied with customer retention, talk to your 
customers and come up with a plan to improve the customer experience. If you feel like your 
marketing is behind where it needs to be, detail why that is, and make the personnel or vendor 
changes you need to fix it. If you can’t hire the people you need, work on proving ROI to win the 
budget you need from the C-suite to make those hires. 

It’s one thing not to rest on your laurels, but you definitely shouldn’t rest on these thorns.

METHODOLOGY
Target Marketing conducted this research via an online survey emailed to its audience 
during March and April 2018. Additional responses were solicited by promoting the 
survey in the Today @ Target Marketing newsletter and other Target Marketing channels. 

Overall, 218 marketers responded. Of those surveyed, 41 percent classified themselves 
as executives, 26 percent as upper management, 22 percent as middle management, 
3 percent as supervisor and 8 percent as practitioner/deployment/execution. Those 
responses came from companies with a diverse range of revenues, as follows: 14 percent 
greater than $100 million, 9 percent $51 million to $100 million, 28 percent $5 million to 
$50 million, 19 percent $1 million to $5 million, and 30 percent less than $1 million.

Among all marketers who responded, 44 percent worked in B2B settings, 20 percent in 
B2C and 36 percent in companies that marketed to both. 

Chart items may not total 100 percent, due to rounding.
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