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The State of Media

Measurement 
How 120 senior marketing leaders connect spend to revenue, plan with

confidence, and prove marketing impact to finance.

49.2%
report only surface-level alignment

between marketing metrics and

finance KPIs

40.8%
override their planning tools when

recommendations conflict with

leadership expectations

48.3%
already use AI for real-time budget

reallocation and optimization



EXECUTIVE  SUMMARY

Marketing has the tools. The connection to
revenue is the gap. 

Marketing is being held to a higher standard than ever. Finance wants to see how every dollar

connects to revenue, profit, and growth. However, most measurement tools were built to report

what happened, not to connect investment to financial outcomes or where their next dollar works

the hardest. 

In June,  we surveyed 120 senior marketing leaders on how they plan, measure, and defend their

marketing spend. What we found is that marketers know what they need to prove, but the metrics

they report, the tools they rely on, and the time it takes to produce results haven't kept pace with

today's expectations.

Nearly half of marketers already use AI to adjust budgets in real time. Most say they would rather

report revenue and incremental lift to the board than traditional marketing metrics. The teams

making the most progress aren't collecting more data. Instead, they 're using systems that

continuously measure outcomes, update forecasts, and support better decisions.

49.2%

have only surface-level

alignment with their finance

team on business KPIs

40.8%

cite cost and resources as the

biggest barrier to adopting

MMM or incrementality testing

40.0%

say lack of real-time insight for

in-flight optimization is their

biggest blind spot

51.7%

track both funnel ends but

struggle to connect brand

awareness to conversions

50.0%

say analysis and modeling

consumes more time than any

other step in the cycle

48.3%

use AI for real-time

programmatic budget

reallocation; 45.8% for

predictive modeling

THE  TAKEAWAY

The tools have matured faster than the trust. The marketers winning 2026 budgets are the ones

reporting in finance's language.
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METHODOLOGY  &  SAMPLE

Who we asked

We reached out to 120 senior media and marketing leaders at the end of Q2. The sample splits

evenly between brand marketers who buy in-house and agency leaders who plan on behalf of

clients. Percentages are of the full sample (n=120) unless noted; figures may not sum to 100 due to

rounding.

RESPONDENTS

120 senior leaders

Brand: 50% Agency: 50%

BUDGET  OUTLOOK  FOR  2 0 2 6

67.5% expect budgets to grow

42.5% expect a slight increase, 25.0% a

significant one. 25.8% expect flat budgets; only

6.7% expect a decrease.

Total 2026 marketing budget
“What is your total marketing spend budget for 2026?” (n=120)

Less than $5M 43.3%

$5M – $10M 23.3%

$11M – $25M 15.0%

$26M – $50M 12.5%

$51M or more 5.8%

Agency respondents most often plan for retail (56.7%), tech (50.0%), and finance (43.3%) brands; brand-side

respondents skew retail. Multi-select questions are flagged where they appear.

THE  TAKEAWAY

Two in three teams expect bigger budgets in 2026 — and the pressure to prove those dollars

are working is growing just as fast.
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01 THE  PROBLEM

Marketing and finance are speaking different
languages
Only 28.3% of advertisers say finance evaluates marketing on the numbers that matter — profit,

pipeline, or customer lifetime value. For everyone else the relationship ranges from conditional

acceptance to open friction: 49.2% describe alignment as surface-level, 15.0% say finance treats

marketing strictly as an expense, and 7.5% report constant debate over the validity of attribution data.

Only 28.3% of marketers say finance evaluates their work based on business outcomes like profit. For

everyone else, marketing and finance are not fully aligned. Nearly half (49.2%) say finance accepts

marketing metrics but still ask for stronger evidence that marketing is driving efficient growth. 

That disconnect affects planning. When planning tools recommend allocations and spend  that

doesn't match leadership expectations, 40.8% of marketers override the recommendation. Another

quarter say their tools don't account for changes in the market, while 25.8% say the data is too old to

make confident decisions. 

Alignment between marketing metrics and finance KPIs
“How would you characterize the alignment between your marketing measurement metrics and your finance team's

business KPIs?” (n=120)

Surface-level — finance accepts

marketing metrics but demands strict

proof of efficiency

49.2%

Perfect alignment — finance evaluates

on profit, pipeline, or CLV
28.3%

Total misalignment — marketing is

viewed strictly as an expense
15.0%

Frequent friction — we constantly

debate attribution validity
7.5%

71.7% fall short of true alignment. Agency leaders report total misalignment more often than brand

marketers (18.3% vs 11.7%).

Why marketers override their own planning tools
“When your media planning tools provide recommendations, what is the most common reason you deviate?” (n=120)

Conflicts with leadership expectations

or executive preference
40.8%

Tools miss external market shifts or

competitive pressure
25.8%

Data inputs or historical baselines feel

outdated
25.8%

Turnaround for updates is too slow to

react in real time
7.5%



The metrics leadership sees are the ones marketers trust least

Marketers are questioning the value of the metrics they are expected to report. Click-through rate and

return on ad spend are viewed as the most overrated metrics, yet they remain among the metrics most

commonly reported to leadership. 

When asked which single metric best demonstrates marketing's impact, most marketers chose a

revenue measure, either total or incremental revenue. 

Most overrated metrics
n=120, bars scaled to chart maximum

Click-through rate 25.0%

ROAS 23.3%

Brand lift /

sentiment
22.5%

CPM 15.0%

Last-touch

attribution
8.3%

Reach /

impressions
5.8%

The one metric they'd report to the board
n=120, bars scaled to chart maximum

Total revenue 36.7%

Incremental

revenue / sales lift
25.8%

Customer lifetime

value
20.0%

Cost per

acquisition
14.2%

Share of voice /

brand equity
3.3%

BRAND  MARKETERS

Most overrated: brand lift (33.3%). Board metric

of choice: total revenue (43.3%).

AGENCY  LEADERS

Most overrated: CTR (35.0%) and ROAS (33.3%).

Board metric: incremental revenue (35.0%).

THE  TAKEAWAY

When marketer's plans conflict with leadership's expectations, the

board wins. Four in 10 marketers revise their plans to match leadership's

direction, instead of evidence. 
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02 THE  EV IDENCE :  MEASUREMENT

Confident on paper, blind in flight
Marketers are generally confident in their measurement approach, but that confidence fades when

they're asked to explain specific decisions. Fewer are confident they can clearly justify why each

channel receives the budget it does. 

The biggest gaps are the ones tied directly to outcomes. Marketers say they lack a real-time view of

campaign performance, can't separate long-term vs. short-term impact, and don't fully understand

cross channel effects.

53.3%
very confident their framework captures the true

ROI of the media mix

40.8%
very confident they can explain why each channel

gets its budget — the confidence gap

The biggest blind spot in current measurement
“Which of the following describes the biggest blind spot in your current measurement setup?” (n=120)

Lack of real-time or agile insights for in-

flight optimization
40.0%

Difficulty proving long-term brand

equity vs short-term sales
27.5%

Inability to measure cross-channel

interactions and overlap
27.5%

Inaccurate data from cookie

deprecation and privacy rules
5.0%

Agencies feel the speed problem hardest: 45.0% name real-time insight as the top blind spot vs 35.0% of

brands. And the need is real — 68.3% need updated insights weekly or faster to optimize their mix.

THE  TAKEAWAY

ROI confidence is high until the follow-up question. Without real-time, cross-channel

insight, the story doesn't survive contact with finance.
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Two ends of the funnel, no bridge between them

Most teams measure both brand performance metrics. The challenge isn't collecting the data, but

connecting the two. Many teams track awareness and conversions, but can't clearly show how one

leads to the other or how channels work together to drive results. 

Connecting brand awareness to conversions
“How well does your analytics setup tie top-of-funnel awareness to bottom-of-funnel conversions?” (n=120)

Very well — unified model: 35.0% Track both, struggle to connect: 51.7% Measured in silos: 7.5%

Direct response only: 5.8%

65.0% lack a unified view of the funnel — they track both ends but can't reliably connect them.

The hardest cross-channel dynamics to measure
“What is the hardest channel interaction or cross-channel dynamic to accurately measure today?” (n=120)

CTV × paid search × digital audio 31.7%

Paid social × search / direct traffic 30.0%

Retail media networks × paid search 23.3%

Creator / influencer × paid social 12.5%

No mechanism to evaluate cross-

channel interactions
2.5%

A telling split: agencies struggle most with CTV (41.7%); brand-side marketers with retail media networks

(30.0%).

THE  TAKEAWAY

Marketers fund what they can measure. Until awareness visibly connects to conversions,

brand investment stays the first thing cut.
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03 THE  EV IDENCE :  WORKFLOW

Modern methods, manual burden
Marketing mix modeling is now the single most-used allocation methodology (30.0%), ahead of multi-

touch attribution (27.5%) — and brands lead the shift, with 35.0% on MMM. But adoption is throttled by

economics: cost and resource constraints are the top barrier (40.8%), and half of all teams say the

modeling itself eats more time than any other step.

Primary budget-allocation methodology
“What is your primary methodology for allocating budget across your media mix?” (n=120)

Marketing mix modeling (MMM) 30.0%

Multi-touch attribution (MTA) 27.5%

Last-touch / last-click platform metrics 20.0%

Media lift / incrementality experiments 15.0%

Intuition and historical spend patterns 7.5%

Brands lead on MMM: 35.0% vs 25.0% of agencies — agencies still lean on MTA and last-click (56.7%

combined).

Barrier to advanced measurement
n=120, scaled to maximum

High cost & resource

constraints
40.8%

Lack of clean,

centralized data
30.8%

Slow turnaround

times
20.0%

Leadership

resistance
8.3%

Most time-consuming step
n=120, scaled to maximum

Analysis & modeling 50.0%

Data aggregation &

cleaning
28.3%

Stakeholder

alignment
14.2%

Execution & plan

adjustment
7.5%

THE  TAKEAWAY

MMM is now the default methodology — but until modeling stops being a cost center,

adoption stalls at the invoice.
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The tradeoffs teams are wrestling with

Biggest challenge for analytics teams right now
“Which tradeoff represents the biggest challenge for your analytics team?” (n=120)

Software vs services — SaaS platforms

or manual data scientists
35.8%

Granularity vs privacy — user-level data

vs compliance
29.2%

Speed vs rigor — fast insights vs

validated accuracy
23.3%

Brand vs performance — long-term

building vs immediate conversion
11.7%

The starkest brand/agency divide in the study: 48.3% of brands are weighing software vs services, while

38.3% of agencies wrestle with granularity vs privacy.

How often teams need fresh insights
n=120, scaled to maximum

Daily / real-time 27.5%

Weekly 40.8%

Monthly 20.8%

Quarterly 7.5%

Annual planning

only
3.3%

68.3% need insights weekly or faster.

Why plans miss their forecasts
n=120, scaled to maximum

Budget spread too

thin across

unmeasurable

tactics

33.3%

Model built on low-

quality or

incomplete data

27.5%

Creative didn't

match channel

dynamics

25.0%

External factors

disrupted the

forecast

14.2%

How teams justify new channels and change plans mid-flight completes the picture. New-channel

bets are justified with incrementality tests (32.5%) or predictive modeling (30.8%) — but 27.5% still rely

on publisher-provided case studies. Mid-campaign, the most common trigger for change is an

updated forecast from the core model (37.5%) — yet a quarter of all plan changes (25.8%) are triggered

by a sudden budget shift or cost-cutting directive from leadership, not by evidence.

THE  TAKEAWAY

Teams aren't choosing between good and bad — they're rationing rigor across speed, depth,

and privacy.
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04 THE  EV IDENCE :  AI

AI is already in the workflow — trust is the frontier
Nine in ten teams already apply AI somewhere in measurement and analytics. The leading uses go

straight at the speed problem: real-time programmatic budget reallocation (48.3%) and predictive

modeling of media-mix scenarios (45.8%). The concerns that remain are about trust — keeping

proprietary data private and seeing inside the model.

How teams use AI in measurement today
“How is your marketing team leveraging AI within measurement and analytics?” (multi-select, n=120)

Real-time programmatic budget

reallocation & optimization
48.3%

Predictive modeling & simulating

media-mix scenarios
45.8%

Automating data cleaning & ingestion

across platforms
40.0%

Not currently using AI for measurement

or analytics
9.2%

Primary concern about AI in measurement tools
“What is your primary concern regarding the integration of AI into media measurement tools?” (n=120)

Data privacy — keeping proprietary

performance data safe
41.7%

Black-box algorithms — no visibility into

how ROI is calculated
24.2%

Over-optimization — AI shifting budget

too aggressively short-term
21.7%

Implementation friction — cost and

legacy-system integration
12.5%

Agencies worry more about black-box models (30.0%); brands about over-optimization (25.0%).

THE  TAKEAWAY

The frontier isn't AI adoption — it's trusted AI: automation paired with models leadership can

see inside.
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05 WHAT  TO  DO  ABOUT  I T

Close the gap from the finance side in
Three moves follow directly from the data — each one turns a documented failure point into a working

advantage.

1
Report in revenue, not proxies

Marketers themselves would choose total revenue (36.7%) or incremental revenue (25.8%)

to prove value — and rate CTR and ROAS as the most overrated numbers in the boardroom.

Move board reporting to revenue-denominated outcomes finance already trusts, and let

platform metrics stay in the engine room.

2
Bring leadership inside the model

40.8% of plans are overridden to match leadership expectations, and a quarter of mid-

campaign changes are cost-cutting directives. Scenario planning that executives can see

— and interrogate — turns the model from a black box into a shared decision surface, so the

debate happens before the budget moves.

3
Automate the modeling burden

Half of teams say analysis and modeling is their biggest time sink; cost and resources are

the top adoption barrier; 68.3% need insights weekly or faster. Always-on, software-driven

MMM collapses the cost and the cycle time at once — the same logic driving the 48.3%

already using AI for real-time reallocation.

THE  TAKEAWAY

Alignment isn't a metrics problem — it's an operating model. Change the language, the

visibility, and the cadence, and the finance conversation changes with it.
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“Marketers have a preferred set of tools they use for

media planning and measurement, but their biggest

barrier to success lies within their own organization. To

create more harmony between marketing and

finance, organizations need to align on metrics that

prove the full value of that investment while also

investing in tools that can better optimize for

outcomes.”

Bradley Keefer
Chief Revenue Officer, Keen Decision Systems

ABOUT  KEEN  DECISION  SYSTEMS

Keen is a next-generation marketing mix SaaS platform that ties

investment decisions to real business outcomes — combining

historical measurement with predictive planning. On average,

Keen customers see a 25% improvement in brand performance

within the first year.

keends.com info@keends.com LinkedIn

Get a demo
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