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Earlier this year, the IPA Client Relationship Group 
believed it was time to review the state of the relationship 
between agencies and clients.

It was acknowledged that this is not the first time a review 
has been carried out. In fact, The Marketing Society, ISBA, 
and even the IPA have all commissioned studies to review 
the state of the agency-client relationship. All the previous 
research concluded that the relationships between 
agencies and clients could be stronger. 

This time the purpose of the review is to spark a debate 
to move the industry forward and to identify practical 
steps to improve understanding on both sides.

This is a short summary of what was discovered.
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T H E 
A G E N C Y-C L I E N T 
R E L AT I O N S H I P

The modern agency and client landscape 
is evolving at a faster pace than ever, with 
many different client and agency models 
being mooted as the way forward. Whilst 
there is much literature written about the 
pros and cons of these new models, very 
little is being addressed around the agency 
value proposition. 

‘Do I need a content agency, a lead agency, 
an integrated or social media agency?’ or 
indeed ‘How many agencies do I need?’ are 
what clients are asking. This is not always 
the right start point. 

At the IPA, we believe that if the advertising 
community are to be taken seriously, we 
need to connect at a higher level inside 
client organisations, at a more strategic 
level. We need to focus more on the 
commercial outcomes of our work. There is 
a growing sense that we are slipping further 
away from this goal. To start, we need to 
redefine the value we bring and answer the 
fundamental question – Why? 

LEIGH THOMAS
Chair, IPA Client Relationship Group / 
CEO, Dare
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T H E B R I E F

We are all experiencing change. In order to 
adapt to this new environment, agencies 
need a better understanding of evolving 
client needs and the role of marketing inside 
client businesses. 

The competitive set of agencies is widening 
and the traditional boundaries are blurring. 

The IPA were interested in exploring how 
different clients are responding to change in 
different ways. They wanted to understand 
more about how clients view the advisory 
landscape and also what new and evolving 
needs and challenges they face, when 
working with agency partners.

In addition, they wanted to understand the 
new models they are using to organise 
and integrate their advisory partners and 
agencies. 

Following this work, it is clear that unless 
agencies step up and respond more 
consistently to clients’ growing needs, there 
is a chance clients will continue to build 
what they need in-house, or look elsewhere.
 
There needs to be a real commitment to a 
new shared agenda and vision of the future.

VANELLA JACKSON
Global CEO, Hall & Partners 

T H E 
N E W 
W HY
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D O  W E  N E E D     A  ‘ N E W  W H Y ’ ?

I N  S H O RT, 

A R E A G E N C I E S 

D E L I V E R I N G 

VA LU E TO 

C L I E N T S? 
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D O  W E  N E E D     A  ‘ N E W  W H Y ’ ?
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Hall & Partners are a strategic brand 
consultancy powered by data and insight. 
Everything we do at Hall & Partners is 
about helping to create commercially and 
emotionally rewarding brand relationships, 
closing the ‘relationship gap’ between 
people, brands and business.
 
We recognise there has been a significant 
amount of work on this topic previously. 
Nevertheless, we hope this review will be a 
catalyst to bring all this work together, so 
that collectively agencies and clients can 
create a new vision of how agencies can 
deliver value in this ever-changing world.

BRANKA OROSNJAK
Managing Partner, Europe, Hall & Partners

I N V O LV I N G
H A L L & 
PA RT N E R S
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G
O
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Understand clients’ evolving view of the 
agency and advisory landscape

Identify clients’ driving needs and how these 
are changing what clients are looking for 
from their agencies

Explore the current nature of the relationship 
and whether agencies are seen to deliver

Identify a new why. A call to action for 
agencies to recognise the potential to play 
a broader role within businesses, delivering 
clearer value to clients
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Reviewed previous work on this topic: 

ISBA’s Evaluating Creative Agencies, and 

Future Foundation’s The Future of Marketing 

and Agencies 2015. We also spoke to 

ISBA, The Marketing Society, the AAR and 

Oystercatchers.

W H AT W E D I D

Discussion with the IPA Agency Group01

Senior marketing clients24

Agency CEOs and leaders24

A S E R I E S O F I N T E R V I E W S
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T H E  C L I E N T S
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T H E  A G E N C I E S
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While there are always good and not so 
good relationships, there is clear evidence of 
a widespread breakdown in between agency 
and client communication. 

Many of the conversations were highly 
charged, expressing frustration and 
emotion. Both sides tended to point the 
finger of blame at each other. 

Overall, there was a universal acceptance 
that the agency client relationship could be 
better. Whilst many agencies are committing 
significant time and resource to evolving 
their ways of working, several felt they 
lacked a clear navigation plan. 

These sentiments reflect previous work 
carried out by The IPA, ISBA and The 
Marketing Society. 

The opportunity is for an open debate on 
how to rebuild the relationship and create a 
shared agenda to deliver new value.

W H AT 
W E 
F O U N D 
O U T
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W H AT W E 
H E A R D F R O M 
A G E N C I E S

F E E L I N G L E S S VA LU E D 

S T R U G G L I N G TO D E L I V E R 

B E T T E R,  FA S T E R,  C H E A P E R 

D R I F T I N G D O W N S T R E A M 

TO G E T H E R

C O L L A B O R AT I V E 

C O M P E T I T I V E N E S S 

N OT G E T T I N G R E WA R D E D 

FA I R LY

01

03

02

04

05
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Almost everyone we spoke to felt that 
agencies are less valued by their clients 
than they used to be.

In some instances this is expressed 
emotionally in terms of declining levels of 
trust and respect.

There is also a belief that they are less 
connected to the conversations going on 
inside the business and less involved in the 
broader issues. 

Several suggested that clients are holding 
back, not opening up, or sharing the wider 
agenda.

There are obviously a few exceptions, 
where people feel they have established 
strong, working partnerships. However, 
even in these instances there is a general 
acknowledgement that agencies are more 
inclined to be put in a box, away from the 
heart of the business.

1F E E L I N G 
L E S S 
VA LU E D
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The pressure to deliver faster is palpable. 
Everyone realised this as a key issue. Clients 
were seen to want it all and want it now, 
demanding an acceleration of delivery. 

The growing presence of procurement is 
seen as driving cost down, increasingly 
at the expense of ability to deliver. The 
relentless drive to deliver faster and faster 
is seen as threatening the essence of what 
makes agencies valuable. However, there 
is a recognition that clients themselves 
are under increasing pressure and an 
acceptance, that together they are facing a 
spiral of decline.

2S T R U G G L I N G 
TO D E L I V E R 
B E T T E R, 
FA S T E R, 
C H E A P E R



20

The focus on speed and “always on” 
responsiveness is seen as taking its toll 
on long-term strategy and thinking. The 
marketing conversations are increasingly 
seen as focusing on short-term tactics and 
sales, rather than long-term relationship 
building. 

There is a recognition that marketing’s own 
role is shifting and evolving. However, as yet, 
many feel they are no longer involved in the 
broader business decisions. 

They believe that there is a general drift 
down and away from central, top table 
issues.
3

D R I F T I N G 
D O W N S T R E A M
TO G E T H E R
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“W E’R E N O LO N G E R 
C O N N E CT E D AT C E O L E V E L. 
W E N O W W O R K W I T H M I D-
L E V E L M A R K E T E R S W H O 
L A C K A C C O U N TA B I L I T Y 
A N D S I G HT O F T H E TO P-
TA B L E A G E N D A”
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Every agency said they are being 
encouraged to work more collaboratively. 
However, they believe it is challenging to do 
so without clearer guidelines, principles and 
models being set by their clients. They talk 
of the need to set the right environment for 
collaboration.

Several criticised the lead agency as being 
too controlling. Many identified the key 
issue being that everyone tries to claim they 
can do everything, without respecting the 
specialisms other agencies could provide. 
Inevitably, pressure on their own sales 
and margins, was identified as the key 
driver of this behaviour and also a difficult 
conundrum to resolve.
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The laser focus on costs has led to a feeling 
that agencies are no longer rewarded fairly 
for their work. 

Reduction of costs is playing a bigger 
part of the conversation. Agencies believe 
there needs to be a new way to value the 
commercial contribution of their work, in 
order to justify their margins. 

There is growing openness 
to performance-driven 
rewards and payment.

5FA I R LY 
R E WA R D E D
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W H AT 
A G E N C I E S 
WA N TA C C E S S TO T H E W I D E R PA RT S O F T H E 

B U S I N E S S

I N V O LV E M E N T I N B R O A D E R S T R AT E G I C 

D I S C U S S I O N S

S PA C E TO D E L I V E R C R E AT I V E E X C E L L E N C E 

A N D B U I L D LO N G-T E R M VA LU E

C L I E N T S TO E S TA B L I S H C L E A R P R I N C I P L E S 

A N D M O D E L S F O R C O L L A B O R AT I O N

C L E A R K P I S  A N D I N C E N T I V E S F O R 

C O L L A B O R AT I O N

N E W R E WA R D M O D E L S A N D FA I R  PAY M E N T 
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W H AT W E 
H E A R D F R O M 
C L I E N T S

A G E N C I E S S E E N A S S E L L I N G, N OT L I S T E N I N G 

N OT U N D E R S TA N D I N G T H E I R  W O R L D 

N OT U N D E R S TA N D I N G T H E N E W W O R L D 

N OT U N D E R S TA N D I N G T H E I R  C U S TO M E R S 

N O LO N G E R D E L I V E R I N G T H E TA L E N T N E E D E D 

N OT C O L L A B O R AT I N G E F F E CT I V E LY

01

03
02

04
05
06

Overall, the response from clients was more negative than positive.

Obviously, there were some great partnerships and relationships 
cited. However, the overwhelming response was that agencies are 
missing what clients now need.
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One of the first things clients say is that 
agencies are poor listeners. They describe 
their agencies as always being in sell mode. 

They talk about how there was no space in 
meetings for real discussion, as everyone 
was competing for airtime. This problem 
has been exacerbated as marketing needs 
have expanded across multi-disciplines and 
channels. The agencies have responded 
by trying to sell more things, rather than 
providing more wise counsel. 

The overwhelming request is for agencies to 
listen more.

1S E E N A S 
S E L L I N G,  
N OT L I S T E N I N G
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Clients describe how dramatically their 
world has changed. They explain how 
advertising has become a smaller and 
smaller part of what they do. 

They also claim that agencies do not 
recognise the commercial realities and 
pressures they are operating under.

Increasingly, they are thinking about building 
strong connected customer experiences. It 
is less and less about advertising. 

Bringing together all the specialist skills they 
need is a consistent challenge. 

They believe most agencies are behind 
on understanding how far their world has 
shifted. The feeling is that agencies remain 
focussed on the creative, rather than 
becoming the proactive business partners 
they are looking for. 

They want agencies to acknowledge how 
far the world has changed and to innovate, 
bringing new ideas and ways to help clients. 
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The key challenge clients face is how to 
navigate the complexity of the new world; 
bringing together all the necessary skills to 
solve problems and create, new distinctive 
solutions. 

The general belief is agencies are not as 
advanced as their clients in seeing how 
far the world has shifted; nor are they fully 
aware of the technology available. 

It is no longer just about TV, nor is it just 
about advertising or digital communications.
What clients want is agencies to help them 
navigate the complexities, creating a rich 
tapestry for people to experience. Clients 
believe some agencies are slow to accept 
the new reality, still responding in traditional 
ways.
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“S H O R E D I T C H 
M I C R O C O S M. P E O P L E 
A L L C O M I N G O U T O F 
T H E S A M E W O R L D, 
W I T H N O I D E A A B O U T 
T H E R E A L W O R L D.”
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Clients have become experts in 
understanding their customers. They have 
more exposure to data, their own access to 
customer communities and more control 
over research. 

By contrast they believe agencies have 
become less attached to customers, and 
less able to offer real world insights. 

While they recognise the great talent of 
agencies, there is a request for more self-
awareness and respect for customers. 

Agencies were accused of becoming more 
and more remote from customers, locked 
into a “Shoreditch hipster” view of the world. 
While this, some will argue, has always been 
the case, clients are less prepared to accept 
it. 

4N OT U N D E R-
S TA N D I N G 
T H E I R 
C U S TO M E R S
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Many discussions turned to talent. The value 
agencies offer has always been in the talent 
and skills of their people. However, many 
clients feel agency people no longer have a 
disproportionate share of the talent. They 
are seeing a broader range of great talent 
from a wider group of advisory businesses. 

The new talent they are looking for extends 
from innovative IT, through to smart data 
and analytics. Clients are also, in many 
instances, building this talent in-house. The 
general view was that agencies no longer 
have a monopoly on talent, or exclusively 
attracts all the sexy, bright new things. 

5N O LO N G E R 
D E L I V E R I N G 
A L L 
T H E TA L E N T 
N E E D E D
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Clients want and need agencies to 
collaborate more. They are frustrated by 
agencies claiming they can do everything 
and constantly pitching for a bigger share 
of the pie. They recognise the value of 
specialist skills, external thinking, and the 
inspiration agencies bring. However, they 
talk about how agencies can undermine this 
value through poor collaboration. 

Clients recognise collaboration is a skill and 
are open to new ways agencies can deliver 
genuine and productive collaboration.

6
N OT 
C O L L A B O-
R AT I N G 
E F F E CT I V E LY
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“N OT J U S T T V. 
N OT J U S T A D V E RT I S I N G. 
N OT J U S T D I G I TA L. 
I T ’S  A B O U T C O N N E CT E D 
C U S TO M E R E X P E R I E N C E S.”
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C L I E N T N E E D S 
H AV E E V O LV E D 
D R A M AT I C A L LY

The lines between client functions are 
blurring. Marketing is getting involved more 
broadly; in setting company organisational 
strategy, defining purpose, creating new 
products and services, and adopting 
innovative new technologies. Their world 
has gone beyond creating communications 
to creating engaging, connected customer 
experiences. They are adapting and 
innovating fast. There is a thirst for new 
skills and imagination. They are truly open to 
where this comes from.

The agency conversation is still TV and 
digital, often confusing communication 
discipline with channel. Everyone claims to 
be able to deliver it all, without the specialist 
skill or vision for genuine integration.
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W H AT 
C L I E N T S 
WA N TG R E AT E R C O M M E R C I A L AWA R E N E S S

A B R O A D E R C R E AT I V E C O N T R I B U T I O N

B E YO N D C O M M S, M O R E F O C U S O N C U S TO M E R 

E X P E R I E N C E

C O M M E R C I A L C R E AT I V I T Y,  W I T H C L E A R R O I

B E T T E R I N T E G R AT I O N O F S P E C I A L I S T S K I L L S 

TO D E L I V E R T H E C O N N E CT E D E X P E R I E N C E 

M O R E D I V E R S E TA L E N T I N C LU D I N G 

T E C H N I C A L S K I L L S

G E N U I N E C O L L A B O R AT I O N
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N O 
N E E D
T O 
P A N I C

The industry has faced similar disruption 
on many occasions previously. The advent 
of television, digital communications 
and social media have all created similar 
moments of dramatic inflection. These are 
natural market forces at play, and agencies 
(and clients) have proven to be good at 
adapting and changing. We are just having 
to do it at an increasingly frequent pace.



40

T H E O P P O RT U N I T Y 
I S  TO H AV E A N 
O P E N D E B AT E A N D 
TO G E T H E R C R E AT E A 
N E W S H A R E D A G E N D A 
TO R E E N G I N E E R 
T H E A G E N C Y-C L I E N T 
VA LU E P R O P O S I T I O N
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A N E W S H A R E D A G E N D A TO 
R E-E N G I N E E R T H E A G E N C Y 
C L I E N T VA LU E P R O P O S I T I O N

G R E AT E R C O M M E R C I A L F O C U S A N D R E S P O N S I B I L I T Y

F O C U S O N LO N G-T E R M A S W E L L A S S H O RT-T E R M G O A L S

A RT I C U L AT E H O W P U R P O S E U N D E R P I N S C U S TO M E R 

E X P E R I E N C E S A N D G A LVA N I S E S N E W B E H AV I O U R

D E F I N E T H E C O L L A B O R AT I V E W O R K I N G M O D E L

E S TA B L I S H C L E A R A C C O U N TA B I L I T Y A N D P E R F O R M A N C E 

M E A S U R E M E N T/ R O I

B R O A D E N T H E D I V E R S I T Y O F TA L E N T

C R E AT E FA I R  R E WA R D M O D E L S A N D PAY M E N T S T R U CT U R E S
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S O M E 
C O N S I D E R AT I O N S 
M O V I N G F O R WA R D

C O M M U N I C AT I O N S O R TOTA L 

C U S TO M E R E X P E R I E N C E 

Focus on communications and the valuable role they 
play in creating demand
or
Work with clients to create value for the business 
in other ways by connecting the entire customer 
experience (which includes CVM, content and 
technology enabled product and service design)

LO N G-T E R M O R S H O RT-T E R M

Partner with a client on a long-term basis as a brand 
and commercial partner and get remunerated to do so
or
Get brought on board when a specialist is required, 
further down stream and focused on delivery, 
implementation and high impact solutions. Become a 
sought after micro-player

A G E N T O R A G E N C Y

Play a management consultancy type role helping 
clients to orchestrate and integrate the marketing mix, 
and specialist agencies (including client in- 
house agencies).
or 
Focus on delivering best in class, high impact specialist 
solutions.
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