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Executive Summary

Marketing organizations are asking creative teams to produce more, faster, across more channels, while headcount and process have not kept pace.
Adobe's 2025 survey of more than 1,600 marketers found that 96 percent have seen content demand increase at least twofold in two years, and 71
percent expect it to grow more than fivefold by 2027 (Source: business.adobe.com). HubSpot's 2026 State of Marketing survey found 83.5 percent of
marketers are now expected to produce more content, and nearly three-quarters report their workload rose over the past year (Source:
blog.hubspot.com). These separately sourced surveys report rising content expectations alongside small in-house creative teams and broad
stakeholder coverage, but they do not measure a common demand-versus-supply trend: 72 percent of in-house creative teams still have nine or fewer

members (Source: blog.adobe.com), while a typical creative professional now serves ten or more internal stakeholders, and more than a third serve
50 or more (Source: blog.adobe.com).

This report finds the bottleneck is not primarily a talent shortage but a compounding set of process failures. Weak creative briefs are endemic: a global
BetterBriefs study found marketers rate their own briefs far more favorably than the agencies and designers who receive them do (Source:

20663496.fs1.hubspotusercontent-apl.net), and nine in ten marketers admit their briefs change after work has already started (Source: marketing-
interactive.com). Approval chains have grown unmanageable: Adobe found 89 percent of content must clear three or more approval stages, and 58
percent of marketers spend more than 40 percent of their time managing reviews rather than producing anything (Source: business.adobe.com).
Tooling is fragmented, with the average company cycling through nearly nine different visual communication tools and 83 percent of employees
resorting to unapproved software just to get work out the door (Source: canva.com) (Source: canva.com).

Generative artificial intelligence (Al) is reshaping, but not resolving, the gap. Adobe reports 99 percent of Fortune 100 companies have used Al inside

an Adobe application (Source: news.adobe.com), and Forrester modeled a 461 percent return on investment (ROI) from Al-enabled enterprise
creative solutions (Source: tei.forrester.com. Yet Bynder found only 37 percent of marketers experienced the productivity gains they expected from Al
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a year earlier (Source: bynder.com), and 69 percent of marketing teams now use multiple or unapproved large language models (LLMs), undermining

the very brand consistency creative operations exists to protect (Source: markup.ai).

The report examines four commonly described operational approaches: standardized intake and triage, design systems for repeatable work, formal
design operations (design ops) functions, and deliberate in-house/agency/ freelance capacity mixes. Vendor-published customer stories describe
organization-specific outcomes reported after these changes. Canva's FedEx case study reports a 77 percent decrease in brand-review submission
requests after the rollout of Canva and brand templates across 1,400 teams (Source: canva.com); its Expedia Group case study reports a 93 percent
reduction in design-review times and more than 7,800 design hours saved annually (Source: canva.com). monday.com's Canva customer story
reports campaign coverage grew from 9 markets to 56 after the team centralized intake in its platform (Source: monday.com). The reports do not
isolate the interventions, disclose comparable baselines, or compare alternatives, so they do not establish causation or general applicability.
Superside's 2026 survey of enterprise creative leaders found that 86 percent of respondents report their teams are at or over capacity (Source:
superside.com). This vendor-sponsored result indicates widespread capacity pressure among its respondents, but it does not by itself establish an
industry-wide condition or its cause.

Introduction and Background

Marketing teams have never had more channels to fill, and design teams have never been asked to fill so many of them so quickly. Every social
platform update, every new paid format, every campaign refresh, and every Al-generated first draft that still needs human polish lands, eventually, on
a designer's desk. The result is a familiar complaint across marketing organizations of every size: design is the bottleneck. Requests pile up faster
than they can be completed, "quick" tasks take a week, and creative leaders report their teams have been running over capacity for years, not
months.

This report examines why that gap has widened rather than closed, using survey data, vendor and analyst research, and named case studies
gathered as of July 2026. The pattern recurs across vendor-sponsored research, analyst studies, academic surveys, and customer case studies.
Adobe's research found that content demand has risen at least twofold for 96 percent of marketers over the prior two years, and 62 percent report a
fivefold increase or more (Source: business.adobe.com). A 2015 study by research firm IDC, commissioned by Adobe, had already found creative
teams producing ten times the content volume of prior years, showing this is a decade-long trend rather than a recent shock (Source:
blog.adobe.com).

What has not scaled at the same rate is the machinery around design: how requests enter a team, how they are prioritized, how many people must
approve a single asset, and how many different tools a creative team must reconcile before anything ships. Creative operations, often shortened to

"creative ops," and its close cousin design operations ("design ops") are the disciplines that have emerged specifically to manage this gap. Design
ops was hamed in 2014 by Dave Malouf, borrowing structure from the software discipline DevOps, and it graduated from an informal practice into an
industry function with its own summit by 2017 (Source: designops.tools). The Nielsen Norman Group (NN/g), a widely cited usability and design
research firm, defines it as "the orchestration and optimization of people, processes, and craft in order to amplify design's value and impact at scale"
(Source: nngroup.com), and frames the core problem bluntly: "Designers are often too busy to design" (Source: nngroup.com). This is consistent with
one of the earliest definitional framings of the discipline: design agency Clearleft described design ops in 2017 as "the practice of reducing operational
inefficiencies in the design workflow through process and technological advancements" (Source: clearleft.com), a framing that has held up for nearly a
decade of subsequent survey data.

This report is organized around the specific mechanisms driving the gap between marketing demand and design supply, the data quantifying it, real-
world cases of organizations that closed it, and what the growth of generative Al is likely to change and not change about the underlying constraint. It
draws on more than 40 distinct sources, including original survey research from Adobe, Asana, HubSpot, Gartner, Forrester, Wrike, Bynder,
Superside, Screendragon, Cella, and the CMO Survey (a long-running academic survey run with Duke University's Fuqua School of Business and the
American Marketing Association), alongside named case studies from Canva, FedEx, Expedia Group, inDrive, M Booth, Fitbit, LJ Hooker, and
Monumental Sports and Entertainment.
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Key Drivers of the Design Bottleneck

Content Demand, Headcount, and Budgets Are Under Concurrent Pressure

Recent surveys report increased content expectations, while separate research describes small creative teams and constrained marketing budgets.
Those sources do not measure a common demand-versus-supply trend. HubSpot's 2026 State of Marketing survey of more than 1,500 marketers
found that 83.5 percent are expected to produce more content than before (Source: blog.hubspot.com), and 25.7 percent say their workload increased
significantly over the last year, with another 47.4 percent reporting a moderate increase (Source: blog.hubspot.com). A 10Fold survey of business-to-
business (B2B) marketers found 91 percent are increasing content output in 2025, and nearly half say they are producing three to five times more
content than in 2024 (Source: 10fold.com.

The available capacity indicators are not directly comparable to the demand surveys. Most in-house creative teams remain small: 72 percent operate
with nine or fewer members (Source: blog.adobe.com), yet 85 percent of creatives serve ten or more internal stakeholders, 60 percent serve 20 or
more, and 38 percent serve 50 or more, according to a 2018 study of more than 400 in-house creatives published via Adobe (Source:
blog.adobe.com). More recently, the 2026 CMO Survey, run jointly by Duke University's Fuqua School of Business and the American Marketing
Association with 308 marketing leaders, found marketing headcount growth has slowed sharply, declining more than 50 percent from the prior year's
rate (Source: cmosurvey-new.fuqua.duke.edu). Gartner's 2025 CMO Spend Survey found marketing budgets have flatlined at 7.7 percent of overall

company revenue, a level well below historical norms (Source: gartner.com). Notably, martech's share of that flat budget has also fallen, from 26.6
percent in 2021 to 19.4 percent, a five-year low, even as most chief marketing officers (CMOs) say they intend to keep investing in it (Source:
chiefmarketer.com). Adobe's own data shows the scale of output most organizations must now sustain: 70 percent of marketers say their organization
creates at least 1,000 creative assets per year (Source: business.adobe.com).

Approval Bloat and Stakeholder Sprawl

Even where design capacity exists, work rarely moves in a straight line from brief to delivery. Adobe's survey found that a single piece of content can
now require between 51 and 200 people to create, review, approve, and activate (Source: business.adobe.com), and 89 percent of marketers say
content must clear three or more formal approval stages (Source: business.adobe.com). More than half of marketers, 58 percent, say more than 40
percent of their time is spent managing reviews and approvals rather than producing anything (Source: business.adobe.com).

A Hightail-commissioned study of marketers at large brands identified this directly as the top cause of missed creative deadlines, finding that having
too many individuals involved in the review process, not workload itself, was the primary driver of delay (Source: insights.hightail.com). An agency
production executive interviewed for that report described the effect plainly: projects accumulate "so many different layers of people that need to put
their stamp on things" before anything can ship (Source: insights.hightail.com). Ziflow's 2023 State of Creative Workflow Report, produced with the
American Marketing Association, found that three to five revision rounds typically occur before a project can be considered finished (Source:
ziflow.com), and creative professionals frequently have to spend time simply explaining to external stakeholders how to give feedback in the first place
(Source: ziflow.com). Only 28 percent of creative professionals in that survey devote over half their working day to actual creative tasks, with the rest
consumed by administrative overhead (Source: ziflow.com). Adobe Workfront's Global Marketing Report reaches a similar figure from a different
angle: creatives spend just 19 percent of their time on the highest-value work they were actually hired to do (Source: business.adobe.com).

Weak Briefs and a Broken Intake Process

Much of the review churn traces back to how work enters the system in the first place. A global study by BetterBriefs found that while both marketers
and agencies agree briefs are important, the perceived quality of recent briefs is genuinely poor, with the report noting flatly that the perceived quality
of the last three briefs written or received "is concerning" (Source: 20663496.fs1.hubspotusercontent-apl.net). The same body of research observes

that it is "difficult to produce good creative work without a good marketing brief" (Source: 20663496.fs1.hubspotusercontent-apl.net), a gap

compounded by the fact that marketers consistently rate their own brief-writing more positively than the agencies and designers receiving those briefs
do. A 2025 BetterBriefs follow-up survey of 1,034 marketers and agency staff found nine out of ten marketers admit their briefs change after the work
has already been briefed in, guaranteeing rework downstream (Source: marketing-interactive.com).

A 2018 survey of more than 400 in-house creatives, published via Adobe, found that the brief and intake process was cited as the single biggest
bottleneck in creative workflow by 42 percent of respondents (Source: blog.adobe.com). Cella's 2022 In-House Creative Industry Report, a
benchmarking survey of in-house teams, found that most creative requests arrive with no advance notice at all, submitted as needed rather than
planned (Source: insights.cellainc.com, and the report notes that almost half of respondents document all of their workflow processes (Source:
insights.cellainc.com). Lytho's ongoing Creative Operations Report series has separately tracked how this kind of stakeholder friction reshapes
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creative organizations, noting that its researchers "identified how in-house creative and marketing teams evolved and restructured" in direct response
to these intake and communication pressures (Source: |ytho.com). Without a structured intake mechanism, every request becomes a fire drill, and
every fire drill competes for the same limited hours.

Tool Fragmentation and Version Control Chaos

A less visible but equally significant driver is the sheer number of disconnected tools creative work now passes through. Canva's 2025 State of Visual
Communication Report, based on a survey of 2,475 professionals conducted with Harris Poll and Neuro-Insight, found the average company burns
through nearly nine different visual communication tools (Source: canva.com). The same report found teams spend more than 21 hours a week on
outsourced design support in fragmented-tool environments (Source: canva.com), and that 83 percent of employees admit to using unapproved tools
outside official company systems just to get work done (Source: canva.com).

Fragmentation compounds into version control chaos. One creative-ops vendor analysis observed that in the absence of a real system, "the file
naming convention has become the version control system" for many creative teams, with predictable results for brand consistency and rework
(Source: air.inc). Ad Age, reporting on a 2023 Canva-commissioned survey, found that 75 percent of creative and marketing professionals say the
volume and complexity of creative assets have increased (Source: adage.com), while a striking gap in cross-team satisfaction emerged: just 25
percent of creatives say they are "very satisfied" with how well other teams in their organization follow brand guidelines (Source: adage.com). When
brand assets live across nine tools with no shared source of truth, every non-designer producing "quick" content independently becomes another

source of rework for the design team to eventually clean up.

Understaffing, Generalist Overload, and Burnout

The structural gap between demand and headcount produces a predictable human cost. Superside's 2025 "Overcommitted" survey of more than 200
enterprise creative leaders found that most report feeling burnt out, and 78 percent say their teams are similarly overburdened (Source:
businesswire.com). Superside's 2026 follow-up, surveying more than 300 enterprise creative and marketing leaders, found 86 percent report their
team is either at or over capacity, a striking figure suggesting the gap has not narrowed (Source: superside.com). Screendragon's 2023 State of
Creative Operations survey similarly found that 58 percent of creatives feel their team is under-resourced (Source: blog.screendragon.com), even as

only 34 percent of creative teams use any resource management software to plan capacity (Source: blog.screendragon.com).

This shows up starkly in reception data. Creative Boom's 2026 industry survey of 882 creative professionals found 69 percent say they experienced
burnout in the past year, and mid-career creatives, the people typically managing project queues without authority to say no, report the highest rate at
77 percent (Source: creativeboom.com). Roughly a third of respondents are considering a job change, and 7.5 percent say they intend to leave the
creative field entirely (Source: creativeboom.com). This sentiment is echoed anecdotally in community forums: on Reddit's r/graphic_design
community, a widely discussed post described being the sole in-house designer covering "brand design, logo design, video editor, motion design, web
design, marketing" for an entire organization (Source: reddit.com), while another widely upvoted thread described routinely having "to make at least
three versions of every single thing we produce” for stakeholders who, in the poster's words, "treat design like it's nothing, like it's just pressing
buttons" (Source: reddit.com) (Source: reddit.com). These forum posts reflect individual sentiment rather than statistically representative data, but they
are directionally consistent with the formal survey findings above.

The Generative Al Paradox

Generative Al is often framed as the fix for the capacity gap, and the enterprise adoption numbers are large. Adobe reports that 99 percent of Fortune
100 companies have used Al within an Adobe application (Source: news.adobe.com), and describes an IBM pilot in which Adobe Firefly cut content
costs by 80 percent and compressed ideation timelines from weeks to just two days (Source: news.adobe.com). A Forrester Total Economic Impact
study modeled a composite $10 billion enterprise running 300 campaigns a year requiring more than 550,000 assets, and found a mid-range 461
percent ROI from Firefly-enabled creative solutions (Source: tei.forrester.com. Canva's Magic Studio Al suite logged more than 24 billion total uses
over the past year (Source: sacra.com), contributing to a base of more than 265 million monthly active users and over 31 million paid users by the end
of 2025 (Source: techcrunch.com). The CMO Survey found generative Al adoption in marketing activities surged 116 percent year over year through
early 2025, now deployed across 15.1 percent of marketing activities (Source: cmosurvey.org), and Al use across all of marketing has effectively
doubled since 2022, now powering 17.2 percent of marketing efforts (Source: cmosurvey.org).

Gartner's 2026 CMO Spend Survey found CMOs now allocate an average of 15.3 percent of marketing budgets to Al initiatives, but only 30 percent of
organizations report the maturity needed to scale those capabilities (Source: businesswire.com). Gartner's 2025 survey found that where Al delivers
ROI, it does so mainly through time efficiency, cited by 49 percent, and cost efficiency, cited by 40 percent, rather than pure output capacity (Source:
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gartner.com. Bynder's 2026 State of Digital Asset Management (DAM) research found that expectations have outrun reality: 46 percent of marketers
expected Al to boost team productivity in the prior year, but only 37 percent actually experienced those gains (Source: bynder.com).

Al adoption is also creating a new governance bottleneck rather than eliminating the old one. A Markup.ai survey found 69 percent of marketing teams
use multiple or unapproved LLMs to generate content, a direct threat to consistent brand standards (Source: markup.ai), even though 64 percent of
marketers cite improved content quality and consistency as the primary reason their organization adopted Al in the first place (Source: markup.ai. A
survey from the Interactive Advertising Bureau (IAB) with Aymara found more than 70 percent of advertising executives have already encountered an
Al-related incident in their advertising efforts (Source: iab.com), and of those, 40 percent had to pause or pull ads and more than a third dealt with
brand damage or public relations issues as a result (Source: iab.com). Half of United States (U.S.) consumers, per a separate Gartner survey, say
they would rather patronize brands that avoid using generative Al in consumer-facing content at all (Source: businesswire.com. Taken together, Al is
compressing the time to produce a first draft, but it is simultaneously multiplying the number of variants, drafts, and unapproved outputs that a
shrinking design and brand-governance function must still review, meaning the approval bottleneck described above may be shifting rather than
shrinking.

Implementation Considerations and Process Changes

The following four approaches recur in practitioner guidance and vendor-published customer stories; the available evidence does not establish that
they close a measured demand-versus-supply gap or that any combination is generally superior.

Standardized intake and triage. Asana's own guidance recommends building "a standardized intake form with branching logic to capture the right
information every time" a request is submitted, so that incomplete or low-priority requests are filtered before they consume a designer's time (Source:
help.asana.com). Wrike's case study of the San Francisco Chronicle found that once intake was centralized, roughly 40 percent of incoming work
could be resolved through templates rather than bespoke design (Source: casestudies.com). Asana's separate State of Marketing Collaboration
research, drawing on survey insights from 830 marketing professionals and extensive social listening data, points to the same conclusion from the
collaboration side: structured, cross-functional intake reduces the friction that otherwise turns every request into an ad hoc negotiation (Source:

asana.com).

Prioritization frameworks. Marketing operations consultancy Pedowitz Group recommends applying structured scoring models such as RICE (an
acronym for reach, impact, confidence, and effort) to marketing and creative backlogs, describing it as useful "for campaigns, experiments, landing
page tests" where competing requests must be ranked objectively rather than by whoever escalates loudest (Source: pedowitzgroup.com). This is the
mechanism most directly aimed at the "reduce design request queue" problem: a visible, criteria-based queue reduces the informal negotiating and
escalation that otherwise consumes creative leads' time.

Design systems and self-serve templates. Rather than routing every asset through a designer, organizations may use design systems and
templates for repeatable work. Figma's case study of online used-car marketplace CARS24 found that its internal design system, called "Lego,"
powers more than 70 designers and 120 developers across the company (Source: figma.com), and the company attributes to it a nearly 30 percent
reduction in engineering costs alongside accelerated product releases (Source: figma.com). Canva's FedEx customer story reports a 77 percent
decrease in brand-review submission requests after the company rolled out Canva and self-serve brand templates to 1,400 teams (Source:
canva.com). A Canva customer, Camp Bow Wow, said its corporate branding team spent less time on custom creative requests (Source: canva.com).
These vendor-published accounts do not isolate the effect of templates or establish comparable results elsewhere.

A formal design ops or creative ops function. Cella's 2022 In-House Creative Industry Report found that 68 percent of in-house creative teams
report using a digital asset management (DAM) system (Source: insights.cellainc.com), a foundational tool for the kind of centralized, repeatable
operations a formal ops function typically owns. Airbnb's design team documented the creation of a dedicated DesignOps function in 2016 explicitly to
reduce coordination overhead as the design organization grew, observing that "every little overhead in the transfer of information compounds" across
a larger, more specialized team (Source: medium.com), with the function intended to “provide agility to the whole product organization through
centralized tools, systems and services" (Source: medium.com). Pinterest's design team similarly documented re-architecting its design process and
engagement model, working with an outside boutique agency to redesign how design work was scoped and delivered as its organization added more
specialized roles (Source: pinterest.design).

Capacity model: in-house, agency, freelance, or hybrid. A recurring question for marketing leaders is not only how design work should flow, but
who should perform it. Table 1 below summarizes the primary trade-offs among the four common capacity models, drawn from salary, survey, and
benchmarking data collected during this research.
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The data does not establish that one capacity model is categorically superior. The cited FedEx and Expedia Group case studies report reduced review
burden after enterprise-template rollouts, but these organization-specific, vendor-published results do not independently show that hybrid models
outperform in-house, agency, or freelance arrangements across organizations. Notably, IHALC's 2025 survey of 80 senior in-house leaders across the
United Kingdom (UK) and EMEA (Europe, the Middle East, and Africa) found headcount has broadly grown rather than shrunk, with 52 percent
reporting an increase over the prior 12 months (Source: ihalc.com), yet only half of those teams have a formal service-level agreement (SLA) in place
before starting work (Source: ihalc.com), suggesting headcount growth alone does not resolve the bottleneck without accompanying process
discipline. That same survey attributes lingering strain to "the high volumes of ad hoc work requests that IHAs continue to deal with" (Source:
ihalc.com), reinforcing that intake discipline, not just staffing, is the binding constraint.

Robert Half's 2026 Marketing and Creative Salary Guide adds a budget-side data point: 80 percent of marketing and creative leaders express concern
about affording the talent the market demands (Source: roberthalf.com), which helps explain why hybrid, template-driven models are gaining traction
over simply hiring more in-house designers.

Data Analysis and Evidence

The scale of the demand-supply gap is illustrated by surveys and research reports from vendors, analysts, and academic institutions. Because their
sponsorship, samples, and methods vary, these findings show recurring reported pressures rather than independent causal proof. Table 2 below
summarizes the most load-bearing quantitative findings gathered for this report.
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SOURCE
(PUBLISHER/SPONSOR)

SAMPLE YEAR KEY FINDING

96% saw content demand increase at least 2x in two years; also
1,600+ marketers 2025 anticipate content demand to grow more than 5x between now

Adobe content-demand

survey :
and 2027 (Source: business.adobe.com)
. 83.5% expected to produce more content; 73.1% report rising
HubSpot State of Marketing 1,500+ marketers 2026
workload (Source: blog.hubspot.com)
82% spend at least 25% of time managing projects rather than
Wrike Agile Marketing Survey Creative professionals 2016 creating (Source: wrike.com); only 48% always hit deadlines
(Source: wrike.com)
. . ) ) Over 90% of companies experience project delays (Source:
Wrike Creative Survey Report Creative professionals 2018 .
wrike.com)
Screendragon State of 100+ creative 2023 58% feel under-resourced; only 34% use resource management
Creative Operations professionals software (Source: blog.screendragon.com)
Lytho Creative Operations . 3 out of 4 teams were restructuring, primarily for efficiency
In-house creative teams Q4 2022
Report (Source: lytho.com)
1,600 - .
. . . 73% created significantly less content than planned in 2020
Bynder State of Branding marketing/creative 2021 . .
. despite 72% confidence (Source: bynder.com)
professionals
Superside Overcommitted 200+ enterprise creative 2025 78% say teams are overburdened; only 13% of agency
Report leaders relationships called successful (Source: businesswire.com)
CMO Survey (Duke Fuqua / . Marketing headcount growth down over 50% year over year
308 marketing leaders 2026
AMA) (Source: cmosurvey-new.fugua.duke.edu)
CMOs, multiple Budgets flat at 7.7% of revenue; Al now 15.3% of marketing
Gartner CMO Spend Survey . . 2025/2026 ) )
industries spend (Source: gartner.com) (Source: businesswire.com)

Two patterns stand out from this table. First, recent demand-side surveys report increased expected output, while separate studies describe capacity
and budget constraints. Their different samples, dates, and methods do not establish a measured demand-versus-supply trend or a “scissors effect.”
Second, the operational statistics (Wrike, Screendragon, Superside, Lytho) are remarkably stable across nearly a decade: the finding that most
creative professionals spend the majority of their time on something other than creative work appears in a 2016 Wrike survey, a 2020 Adobe Workfront
report, and a 2023 Ziflow report using different samples and different sponsors, suggesting this is a durable structural feature of marketing
organizations rather than a temporary anomaly tied to any one company or economic cycle.

On turnaround time specifically, benchmarking data is sparser and less standardized than demand-side data, a gap worth noting honestly.
RoboHead's 2026 benchmark report, drawing on data from roughly 10,000 users across 300 creative teams, found that nearly every project type runs
over its originally requested deadline (Source: robohead.net), with some categories, such as educational and training content, averaging more than 65
days from brief to delivery (Source: robohead.net). Vendor-published estimates put simple freelance deliverables at 3 to 7 business days (Source:
penji.co), against stakeholder expectations of design being returned "in 1 to 2 days" (Source: penji.co), a mismatch between expectation and delivery
that likely fuels much of the frustration behind the "why is design always the bottleneck" question. No Tier-1 research body has published a
standardized, industry-wide benchmark for average design turnaround time by asset type, and figures should therefore be read as indicative rather
than definitive.
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Case Studies and Real-World Examples

Canva's Growth Marketing Team: Centralizing Intake to Scale Campaign Coverage

Even a company that sells design software struggled internally with the same bottleneck it now helps customers solve. Canva's own Growth Marketing
Creative team documented that before centralizing intake, its sole creative project manager had to push every request through nine manual steps
before production could even begin, tracked across a patchwork of Jira and spreadsheets (Source: monday.com). After moving to a centralized work
management platform for intake and prioritization, the team grew its campaign scope from 9 markets to 56, a more than sixfold increase in coverage
with the same operating model (Source: monday.com).

FedEx: Self-Serve Templates Cut Brand Reviews by 77 Percent

Canva's customer case study reports that FedEx rolled out Canva Enterprise across 1,400 teams in 45 countries and, within three months, saw a 77
percent decrease in requests submitted for brand-team review while design output increased (Source: canva.com). The case study says the central
brand team wanted to "spend less time doing Brand reviews and more time using our skill set" on strategic work (Source: canva.com). This vendor-
published account does not isolate the rollout's effects, provide an independent comparison, or establish that self-serve tooling will reduce review work
elsewhere.

Expedia Group: Closing the "No Dedicated Designer" Gap

According to Canva's customer case study, many of Expedia Group's marketing-adjacent teams had no dedicated graphic designer assigned to them
(Source: canva.com). The case study reports that, after adopting Canva Enterprise, the company saw a 93 percent reduction in design-review times
and saved more than 7,800 design hours annually across the affected teams (Source: canva.com). The vendor-published account does not isolate the
effects of the rollout, disclose comparable baselines, or establish results for other organizations.

inDrive: Taming a 6,000-Task Backlog

Ride-hailing company inDrive's marketing and creative function had, at one point, more than 6,000 tasks piled into a single folder, scattered across
email, spreadsheets, and Trello, with no centralized view of workload or priority (Source: casestudies.com). After centralizing intake and adding
workload dashboards and proofing tools in Wrike, the company reduced repeat work and production time by roughly a fifth to a quarter (Source:
casestudies.com), alongside a two-to-threefold reduction in the emails and meetings needed to coordinate work.

M Booth, Fitbit, LJ Hooker, and Monumental Sports: Creative Ops Across Agencies, Product Launches, and
Franchise Networks

Communications agency M Booth's 30-person creative department was fielding 400 to 500 design requests a month from more than 30 digital
strategists, tracked manually by copying information between Basecamp and spreadsheets (Source: monday.com). After consolidating that workflow
onto a single work management platform, the agency reported an 80 percent cut in the average time needed just to assign a design task to a designer
(Source: monday.com), alongside a 49 percent increase in overall creative deliverables. Fitbit offers a parallel case from inside a product company: its

marketing and creative teams once tracked every product-launch asset in a complex manual spreadsheet, a process the company's own creative
operations leadership said contributed to missed deadlines and chronic overtime (Source: wrike.com). After hiring a dedicated Director of Creative
Operations and adopting Wrike's timeline tools, Fitbit reported cutting project-management time on timeline building and management by at least 50
percent (Source: wrike.com).

Two further cases reinforce the same pattern outside the technology sector. Real estate franchise network LJ Hooker, which operates more than 400
franchises, identified brand and messaging inconsistency as its top marketing problem, with the company stating plainly that "our number one issue
was brand and messaging inconsistency" before standardizing on Canva Enterprise (Source: canva.com). After rolling out brand templates network-
wide, the company found that "social posts are created 93% faster," compressing a 45-minute task to roughly 3 minutes, and one franchisee reported
saving more than $70,000 annually by bringing design in-house rather than continuing to pay for external creative support (Source: canva.com).
Monumental Sports and Entertainment offers a smaller-scale but equally instructive example: a four-person in-house design team, after centralizing its
workflow in Wrike, produced more than 640 creative assets in a single quarter, a volume that would have been unmanageable under the ad hoc,
spreadsheet-driven processes documented elsewhere in this report (Source: casestudies.com).
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The eight vendor-published case studies describe differing combinations of centralized intake, templates, workflow tools, and operational ownership.
Their reported outcomes are organization-specific and do not independently isolate any intervention, establish a common causal mechanism, or show
that the same changes will produce the same results elsewhere.

Implications and Future Directions

The data assembled in this report points toward several possible developments over the next 12 to 24 months. Gartner reports that marketing budgets
remained at 7.7 percent of company revenue in its 2025 survey (Source: gartner.com), while the 2026 CMO Survey reports marketing headcount
growth slowed by more than half (Source: cmosurvey-new.fuqua.duke.edu). Because these surveys measure different populations and constructs,

they do not establish a design-demand gap or show that process redesign, design systems, or automation outperform hiring. Those approaches are
practitioner options that organizations may assess alongside staffing needs.

Second, the market for creative-automation and creative-operations software is expanding to meet this need. Market research firm Mordor Intelligence
projects the creative automation software market will expand from an estimated $2.18 billion in 2025 to $5.51 billion by 2031 (Source:
mordorintelligence.com), a figure that should be read as a third-party market-sizing estimate rather than a vendor or regulatory filing, but which is

directionally consistent with the adoption and spending data cited elsewhere in this report from Adobe, Gartner, and the CMO Survey. That growth
trajectory is also consistent with the demand-side pressure documented earlier: with 91 percent of B2B marketers increasing content output and
nearly half producing three to five times more content than the prior year (Source: 10fold.com, the tooling market has an obvious structural tailwind
independent of any single vendor's marketing claims.

Third, generative Al's role will likely bifurcate. The FedEx and Expedia Group case studies attribute their reported review reductions to Canva
Enterprise rollouts, centralized brand assets, and approved templates; they do not establish that Al caused those outcomes. Where they are adopted
informally, the Markup.ai finding that 69 percent of marketing teams use multiple or unapproved LLMs (Source: markup.ai) and the IAB finding that
over 70 percent of advertising executives have already had an Al-related incident (Source: iab.com) both suggest Al is currently adding review burden
in ungoverned environments rather than reducing it. Organizations that treat Al tooling as another unmanaged intake channel, rather than folding it
into the same design-system and brief-quality discipline used for human-created work, should expect the approval bottleneck to worsen rather than
improve.

Fourth, the human capital dimension deserves attention independent of tooling. With Creative Boom finding 69 percent of creative professionals
reporting burnout in the past year (Source: creativeboom.com) and mid-career creatives, the people most often responsible for managing request
queues, reporting the highest rate at 77 percent (Source: creativeboom.com), organizations that address only tooling and process without addressing
workload distribution and stakeholder discipline risk high attrition among the most experienced people best positioned to fix the problem. Finally,
IHALC's survey of senior in-house leaders reports that 52 percent of respondents increased headcount over the past 12 months (Source: ihalc.com).
The case studies describe operational changes alongside their reported outcomes, but they do not compare those changes with staffing alternatives.

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQSs)

Why is design always the bottleneck in marketing? Design is usually the last stop before a piece of content ships, so it inherits every upstream
delay: a late or vague brief, a slow approval chain, or a scope change made mid-project. As the Nielsen Norman Group frames it, the underlying issue
is often that "designers are often too busy to design" (Source: nngroup.com), spending most of their time on coordination and revision rather than
production. Combined with content demand rising at least twofold for 96 percent of marketers over two years (Source: business.adobe.com), the
visible symptom, a backlog of design requests, is really the endpoint of several upstream failures.

How can we reduce a design request queue? Common operational options include standardized intake forms with branching logic (Source:
help.asana.com), a formal prioritization framework such as RICE (Source: pedowitzgroup.com), and self-serve templates for low-complexity requests.
Canva reports that FedEx reduced brand-review submission requests by 77 percent after its template rollout (Source: canva.com); that customer story
does not establish the result for other organizations.

Is an in-house design team cheaper than an agency? It depends on volume and consistency needs. In-house salaries run roughly $52,000 to
$79,500 for a U.S. graphic designer according to Robert Half (Source: roberthalf.com), a fixed cost regardless of volume, while freelance and agency
work is billed per project but with lower reported satisfaction: only 13 percent of creative leaders who use agencies rate the relationship as fully
successful, per Superside's 2025 survey (Source: businesswire.com).
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How do you scale a design team for marketing without just hiring more designers? The most consistently documented approach in this report's
case studies is a design system or template library that lets non-designers self-serve low-complexity requests, freeing the core team for complex or
brand-critical work, as demonstrated by CARS24's Figma-based design system (Source: figma.com) and FedEx's and Expedia Group's template
rollouts.

Will Al close the creative capacity gap? Not on its own. While Forrester modeled a 461 percent ROl from Al-enabled creative tooling (Source:
tei.forrester.com, Bynder found only 37 percent of marketers actually experienced the productivity gains they expected from Al (Source: bynder.com),
and 69 percent of teams using multiple unapproved LLMs suggests Al is adding a new governance burden alongside its productivity gains (Source:
markup.ai).

What is the difference between creative operations and design ops? The two terms overlap heavily and are often used interchangeably, but
creative operations typically refers to the broader marketing production pipeline (briefing, review, asset management, and delivery across an entire
marketing organization), while design ops, coined in 2014 by Dave Malouf and modeled on the software discipline DevOps (Source: designops.tools),
more narrowly describes the operational layer supporting a design or product-design team specifically, including tooling, design systems, and process
standardization within that team.

How long should a marketing design request realistically take? There is no single Tier-1 industry benchmark, but the available data suggests
expectations and reality are badly misaligned: stakeholders commonly expect a design turned around in a day or two, while freelance and agency
vendors typically quote 3 to 7 business days even for simple projects (Source: penji.co), and RoboHead's benchmark data across 300 creative teams
found that nearly every project type runs over its originally requested deadline in practice (Source: robohead.net).

Conclusion

The surveys, vendor reports, and named case studies gathered here describe recurring reported pressure on design teams from rising content
demand, intake friction, approval chains, fragmented tooling, and capacity constraints. Operational redesign is a plausible practitioner response, but
the vendor-published case studies report organization-specific outcomes rather than independently proving that a particular intervention will work
everywhere. Adobe's survey reports that content demand grew at least twofold for most of its respondents over two years. Separately, the CMO
Survey reports slower marketing-headcount growth and Gartner reports flat marketing budgets, while IHALC's participating in-house teams report that
52 percent increased headcount over the prior 12 months; these differing surveys do not establish a single uniform headcount or demand-versus-
supply trend.

Generative Al is real and adopted at scale, but the data reviewed here does not support treating it as a substitute for operational discipline. At FedEx
and Expedia Group, the reported reductions in review burden followed Canva Enterprise rollouts with centralized brand assets and approved
templates; those case studies do not establish Al as the cause. Where they are adopted informally, new brand-consistency and governance risks may
add to existing review demands. For marketing and creative leaders facing this problem in the second half of 2026, a practical starting point is to audit
how requests enter the design queue, how many people must approve each asset, and how much repeatable work could be handled through
templates and design systems, alongside decisions about headcount and new Al tooling. The case studies profiled in this report report organization-
specific improvements following changes to intake, templates, workflow, and governance; they do not compare those changes with hiring or
alternative tools.

Tags: design bottleneck, creative ops, design ops, marketing design, creative operations, design request backlog, creative team capacity planning, in-
house design vs agency
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