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Best  practice guidelines to help advertisers succeed in  
the art and science of agency selection



Our ten guidelines

1. Ask yourself first if you’re sure you 
want or need to change agency  

2. Make the pitch preparation phase a priority

3. Think outside the box

4. Make transparency a golden rule for 
all parties in the RFP process

5. Define the rules of engagement from the start

6. Brief agencies well, with qualitative 
content and clear expectations

7. Set challenging, realistic, measurable, 
and commercial goals

8. Build the foundations of a two-way relationship 
by positively engaging with Agencies

9. Encourage agencies to demonstrate 
creativity and delivery

10. Make the process streamlined and agile

Introduction
The relationship between an advertiser and its 
media agency of record is one of the most important 
for brand owners to get right. But the process of 
an agency review can be incredibly challenging, 
resource-intensive, and time-consuming.

As one of the world’s leading, independent, media and 
marketing consultancies, Ebiquity advises advertisers 
on more media agency reviews than any other 
company. Since January 2016, we have run more than 
200 national, multi-market, and global pitches. Media 
billings of contracts awarded under our guidance 
in this period have totalled more than $12bn.

Based on this market-leading experience, the 
Ebiquity team has brought together ten, best-
practice guidelines to help advertisers succeed 
in the art and science of agency selection. We 
know that these guidelines deliver the right 
outcome for advertisers – the right partner for 
today and tomorrow, with the right contract.

With transparency high on the agenda for 
advertisers, agency evaluation today goes well beyond 
assessing commercial promises. Gone are the days 
of old-fashioned creds and one-size-fits all solutions. 
Advertisers want agency partners who can tailor their 
offering to meet their diverse and evolving needs.

To accompany these guidelines, we have produced 
our own Code of Conduct for independent 
consultants that work with advertisers to navigate 
the increasingly complex media and marketing 
ecosystem. You can download the Code of Conduct 
here. Please feel free to email Paul Burgon at  
Paul.Burgon@ebiquity.com with any further queries. 

http://www4.ebiquity.com/code
mailto:Paul.Burgon%40ebiquity.com?subject=Ebiquity%20-%20Code%20of%20conduct
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1.
Ask yourself first if you’re sure you 
want or need to change agency

Be clear as to why you’re looking to review agencies. 
This is particularly true of your media agency of record, 
as this is one of the most important partnerships an 
advertiser has with a third party. Motivation matters. 
But so, too, does commitment. Agency review and 
pitch management are time-consuming, costly, and 
serious undertakings that should not be entered lightly. 
Asking yourself “Are we sure?” helps you to reflect on 
what’s involved and what it implies, because it may 
be that a simple renegotiation or changing how you 
manage the current agency are preferable options.

This first step is designed to ensure you are 
pitching for the right reasons and not taking a 
commodity attitude towards media and media 
agency partnerships. Be sure to allow enough time 
and resources to conduct the process properly.

Guidelines

2.
Make the pitch preparation 
phase a priority

First, understand what knowledge, skills, and expertise 
you have in-house to run a best-in-class agency 
selection process with confidence. If you are new to 
it, or haven’t run a process like this recently, consider 
what knowledge gaps you need to fill and whether 
you’d like to engage with an independent consultant 
who can help. Your goal is a better outcome for your 
brand and business, and you may find real value in 
engaging advisors to help run a professional and 
robust process. To help you understand the role an 
independent advisor can play – and the standards 
they should adhere to – see our Code of Conduct 
for independent media and marketing consultants. 

Make sure you involve all the key stakeholders 
from the first to the last day. As media diversifies 
and becomes more complex – and as marketing 
increases its reliance on technology and customer 
insights – include stakeholders from across your 
business. This ensures that all elements of the 
customer are included in considerations of what 
you require from an agency. If relevant, include 
representatives from: media, marketing, IT, digital 
e-commerce, customer experience, and insights – 
not to mention procurement, finance, and legal.

It’s also crucial to make sure there’s a clear and 
agreed agenda about what you want to achieve. 
The Ebiquity Agency Selection Framework, is 
designed to map out the process and timescale 
and align all stakeholders behind common, shared 
objectives. See figure 1. Prepare scoring grids at this 
stage, so that you can assess agency commitments 
to meet your business objectives, like-for-like. Make 
sure you agree on the decision-making process.

❝
Reviewing agencies is a major undertaking 
and shouldn’t be entered lightly or with 
insufficient time, energy, and resource.

Celine Largy
Marketing Director 
L’Oréal France

http://www4.ebiquity.com/code


Design and prepare the necessary content for 
the Request For Proposal (RFP), and set out your 
ambitions for the process properly. This needs to 
reflect your requirements regarding: organisational 
structure both client and agency side; connections 
planning; tools, technologies, and platforms; your 
preferred remuneration model for your agency; 
measurement and return on investment; and, the 
contract. You should consider how you are going to 
achieve an aligned position on all of these. We find 
that well-facilitated workshops work well here. 

Understand the impact that changing your agency 
partner could have on the system solutions the 
incumbent agency uses and on the data they 
hold on your behalf. Be aware that media and 
advertising platforms require time to ramp 
up, so it will take time to regain performance 
levels if you do decide to change agencies.

Ensure you have an agreed definition of “savings” 
acceptable to all stakeholders and consistent 
with internal protocols before moving forward.

3.
Think outside the box

The Big Six global media agency groups have 
consolidated. Consider if you want to invite an 
agency group to tender for your business and if you 
want them to propose the most suitable agency 
based on your brief. Otherwise, you can choose an 
agency from their network. You should get a full 
understanding of what the overall holding group 
can offer beyond just media. If you choose to work 
with independent consultants, they can provide 
an overview of the current agency landscape the 
agencies that align to your brands mission and ethos.

With the media and marketing ecosystem ever 
increasing, marketers have more media management 
models to adopt. There is no one size fits all approach, 
and many are advertisers are using the process of 
agency review to assess their current model to ensure 
they’re set up for the future. It may be that you 
opt for diversity and a range of partners to deliver 
different components of your media and marketing 
outreach. Or it may be that you choose to consolidate 
your agency partners, to streamline communications 
and manage their output more effectively.

With a growth of digital specialists, however, some 
advertisers are considering smaller or specialist 
agencies which may have the talent and expertise 
they’re looking for. Assess which tasks being 
pitched really need a solution at scale and which 
need a smaller, more dynamic, and agile team.

For more details visit our Viewpoint paper, The Art & Science of Agency Selection.

1. Strategic consultancy 2. Pre-pitch preparation 3. Active pitch 

Customisable for each client’s requirements

Business strategy, objectives and requirements

Internal organisation 
model

Agency  
model

Brief
Agency  
selection

Agency  
management

Define success

Figure 1. Ebiquity agency selection framework
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https://www.ebiquity.com/news-insights/viewpoints/the-art-and-science-of-agency-selection/
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4.
Make transparency a golden rule 
for all parties in the RFP process

Make the scoring grid for assessing the agencies 
tendering for your business clear and concise. It should 
be fact-based to minimise subjectivity in judgement. 
The grid should also allow you to compare and contrast 
agency capabilities at every step of the process.

You must be honest with agencies about what you’re 
really looking for. To do this, you should share the 
relevant sections of the scoring grid with them so that 
they know how you’re judging them. Scoring criteria 
usually include a mix of strategy, capabilities, and 
promised improvements in media pricing and other 
costs. You need to decide on and weight scoring for 
of each section. Independent consultants can help 
you prioritise and clarify your transparency needs 
for the agency and weight these accordingly.

Regarding the balance between talent and cost, 
be clear that you’re not looking for a textbook 
answer to your brief, but rather you’re looking for 
the right agency to meet your business objectives. 
This process is about the people you want to work 
with, not just the work produced during the pitch.

Talk to the agencies at each step of the process 
so they have a chance to readjust and realign.

5.
Define the rules of engagement  
from the start

Prepare and sign a three-party NDA, between 
yourself as the advertiser, the agencies participating 
in the tender process, and independent consultants 
– assuming you’re using one. This will ensure that 
all information from all sides remains confidential 
and is used solely for the purposes of review.

Make key contract terms a pre-requisite and send 
these to the agencies very early in the process. 
Contracts should be firm but fair. Use industry 
standard documents such as the ANA or ISBA 
Best Practice Contract Template and Guidelines. 
This approach will promote transparency and 
accountability, while at the same time enabling 
agencies to propose fair, clear, and transparent fees.

The ANA and ISBA model contracts are fair and have 
very little that requires amendment or pushback. 
They also leave the opportunity for an agency that 
does not agree to the terms to pull out early in the 
process. Involve your legal counsel from the start.

Define your preferred remuneration model – including 
performance-related compensation – early. Agencies 
need to be absolutely clear as to how they will be 
remunerated and incentivised. This will also help 
them innovate beyond the traditional media KPIs and 
allow them to measure their performance based on 
your business success, as one of your key partners. 
We have observed a trend towards value-based 
remuneration, however consider various options to 
determine what is right for you. Your independent 
consultants can help you determine the pros and cons 
of each, and to design the right remuneration model.

If you are seeking 100% transparency for all media 
transactions from your agencies, be prepared to 
remunerate them properly for the talent required 
to work on your business and to deliver the brand 
and business results you’re looking to achieve.



6.
Brief agencies well, with qualitative 
content and clear expectations

The quality of your RFP content has a major impact 
on the response delivered by the agency. While 
insisting on confidentiality about your business, you 
nevertheless need to provide context and background 
to ensure all agencies have the same information 
on which to base recommendations. Be precise and 
state your expectations of the agencies clearly.

Briefing provides you with the opportunity to 
explain where you are – for instance – in terms of 
digital maturity, your key challenges, how fast you 
are progressing driving a data-driven marketing 
organisation, or what role does innovation play 
within your company. Also, make sure you describe 
clearly what your perfect partner looks like both 
today and tomorrow. Ideally, brief in person and 
fairly to all agencies. Independent consultants 
can help you run the briefing process.

Beyond media planning and buying capabilities, 
ask agencies to be clear about their specialisms 
and capabilities in the following areas: connections 
planning, data analytics, econometrics, sponsorship, 
search, content creation, social media, and 
sponsorship. This will help them to demonstrate – 
and you to judge – their current and future capabilities.

Be honest with yourselves and the agencies you’re 
briefing. If you know you have challenges – on 
internal organisation and process, or broader 
business issues – find the right way to put them 
on the table. You are much more likely to find 
the right agency if they really understand what 
it’s like to work with you and your team.

 

7.
Set challenging, realistic, measurable, 
and commercial goals

When asking agencies to demonstrate their 
value, ask them to detail how they would both 
improve on current costs and optimise planning. 
Ask them to demonstrate where they truly can 
add value. Require them to put rigour behind the 
promises they make around optimisation, including 
clear evidence and rationale of the benefits 
their approach will bring to your business.

Include a concise savings methodology in the exercises 
you set for agencies, so you are clear on what they 
are committing to. This will prevent agencies from 
providing too many caveats that could distort 
comparisons with the other agencies tendering.

Your independent consultants can help verify 
whether commitments are realistic. They can 
also help set up a rigorous measurement and 
verification framework that puts all parties on 
the same page when it comes to performance.

Ask the agencies to submit sensible prices and not 
over-promise to win the business as the prices at 
pitch will be the foundation of the commercial, 
contractual relationship. Ask whether lower prices 
will compromise quality. Agency recommendations 
should establish minimum quality indicators.

Take care to consider what agencies commit to on 
digital media, given its trading and measurement 
specificities. Digital media commitments should 
be based on the value delivered by each link in 
the transactional chain, not just the price.

 Ask agencies to demonstrate the ROI delivered 
by implementing the proprietary tools they 
recommend. Agencies should be accountable for 
the incremental value delivered by these tools.

Consider whether you need to be more specific 
about tech costs and planning tools. This might 
require you to see the tools in action before you 
can decide whether they’re right for you.
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8. 
 
 
Clients, put your best foot forward. You want 
agencies to be motivated and passionate about 
winning your business and the impact they 
can deliver longer term. Do not underestimate 
the role that you will have in ensuring the best 
agency talent is drawn to your business. 

Meet as many people who will deliver the work on your 
account day-to-day, including junior members of staff. 
Be sure you don’t meet a senior, over-polished pitch 
team who come for presentations but whom you’ll 
likely never see again or have only limited contact with.

Ask for pragmatic rather than flashy presentations. 
Create opportunities to meet during the pitch 
process, including informally; this is how you learn 
what your potential new partners are really like. 
Encourage agencies to challenge the brief and share 
initial ideas early so you gain additional insight into 
their thinking. This can make a real difference in 
the quality and relevance of how they respond.

Build the foundations of a two-way relationship by positively engaging with agencies

9.
Encourage agencies to demonstrate 
creativity and delivery

Provide an open case study or question to allow 
agencies to provide creative planning ideas. Agencies 
across several disciplines can now compete for 
planning briefs. The pitch is an opportunity for media 
agencies to demonstrate their engagement planning 
capabilities and this can be a key differentiator. 

Organise live tests – for example on programmatic 
media trading – where agencies have a budget and 
are judged on campaign optimisation and outcomes.

Have your in-house specialists meet the agency 
teams to understand how they work.

Test their tools and platforms and be sure you 
check references from other, current clients.

An independent consultant can help you devise ways in 
which agencies can respond best and so demonstrate 
best-in-class approaches and methodologies.

10.
Make the process streamlined and agile

Streamline the process with a clear agenda 
and milestones to limit disruption.

Is a Request For Information (RFI) actually 
necessary? Only send an RFI if there’s some missing 
information beyond the industry data provided 
by RECMA, COMvergence, or WARC – or if it’s an 
established part of your internal procedures.

In preference to RFIs, we find that chemistry 
meetings are often a better way to understand 
agencies’ personality, vision, and if they have 
solved similar challenges for other advertisers.

Tissue meetings and collaborative workshops 
are becoming increasingly popular.

Communication is key at all stages of the 
process. Corporate communications need to be 
planned to manage both internal and external 
stakeholders, including specialist and trade media. 
There’s nothing like a major national or global 
brand pitching its media account to stimulate 
interest from journalists and bloggers.

Always provide a full debrief to all agencies once the 
agency review and selection process is finished.
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Working with 70 of the world’s top 100 advertisers 

650+ employees in 14 global markets including London, Paris, Madrid, New York, Sydney, 
Shanghai and Singapore

Listed on the London Stock Exchange (AIM:EBQ) 

 
  
 
Media   
Achieve higher media performance through best-in-class media management 
and transparency

Analytics   
Build evidence-based marketing programmes rooted in data and analytics

Tech
Design the right technology ecosystem to drive higher value from digital investments 

  

Our ambition is to help brands harness the power of data, 
analytics, and technology to improve marketing outcomes

With 18 offices globally, we offer full coverage of the world’s largest advertising markets: 

Our consultants and experts work with market-leading local and global brands across three  
key areas:

https://www.ebiquity.com

