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FORWARD—DAN ROSENTHAL CONTENTS 
How many clients get great work and great 
service from their agency every day of the week? 

Not nearly enough.

I hope that these pages will help you better 
understand and assess the strength of your 
agency relationship and, if necessary, help 
you decide if it is time to choose a new one.

If you have any questions, please email me at 
drosenthal@rosenthalpartners.com

Thanks.

Dan
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Every relationship needs to be reassessed 
every now and then. Now’s a good time to 
ask yourself how things are really going.

Before we begin, think about what you
want from an ad agency? How well is your 
current agency meeting those expectations?
Jot down the top fi ve things you want from 
your agency.

1
TOP FIVE LIST + SATISFIED        

✔ UNSURE
– UNSATISFIED

WHAT I WANT:                                           HOW I FEEL:
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IF THERE 
ARE ANY 

CONCERNS 
ABOUT THE 

AGENCY 
RELATIONSHIP 

—IF THE 
HONEYMOON 
IS OVER – IT’S 

TIME TO THINK 
ABOUT A 
CHANGE.

A good client-agency relationship can last 
for years, raising your visibility, corporate 
stature and professional success. Of course, 
a bad agency relationship can set you back 
for years. 

The right agency will always challenge you 
to do more. The better the thinking, the 
more effective the results. The greater the 
risks, the greater the rewards. The last thing 
any client needs is a bunch of head-nodders. 
The harder your agency pushes, the farther 
you will go. If you are the one doing the 
pushing, something is wrong.

If the daily experience with your agency 
leaves you with a nagging feeling that won’t 
go away, you need to take a hard look at 
the relationship. The thought of switching 
agencies can be scary, but the prospect of 
failing is much more so. 

If we don’t change direction soon, we’ll end up where we’re going.

— PROFESSOR IRWIN COREY 

TIME TO START DATING AGAIN? 
(HOW TO KNOW IF YOU NEED A NEW AGENCY)
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A FULL 

SERVICE 
AGENCY IS 

BETTER THAN 
A SPECIALIST 

IF YOU 
CONSIDER 

THE VALUE 
OVER TIME.

When considering an agency, make sure 
their capabilities encompass not only short-
term demands, but also the needs of the 
entire marketing mix over the next couple 
of product cycles. A full service agency is 
best equipped to build a fully integrated 
approach solving immediate needs like sales 
or distribution together with the long-term 
benefi ts of establishing and growing a brand. 

When sales are down, it’s natural to want to do 
something fast. Focusing on direct marketing 
efforts alone will pluck the lowest hanging 
fruit for an immediate spike, followed by a 
predictable decline causing an increase in 
spending to achieve the same results. Then, 
the higher branches will have to be harvested. 
Those are much harder to reach and convert 
without compelling or innovative means, 
such as comprehensive branding, consistent 
messaging, innovative targeting, tracking, 
research and more. 

If short and long-term plans are put in place 
from the start, the effort becomes more 
effective over time. In addition, a single 
resource handling sales generation and brand 
building is much easier to manage and 
hold accountable, not to mention a more 
effective way to integrate tactics across all 
the channels.

It is like the seed put in the soil — the more one sows, 

the greater the harvest. —ORISON SWETT

WANTED: SI/M/F/AA
(DETERMINING WHAT KIND OF AGENCY YOU NEED)
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PITCH TEAMS 

ARE NOT 
CLIENT 
TEAMS.

Many agencies, especially the larger ones 
with the greatest resources, put their best 
people on every pitch. Often that means 
leaving the B-team to handle the new account. 

Marketers meet and fall in love with the hired 
guns and believe those people refl ect the caliber 
and experience in the rest of the agency. 

Here’s the reality:

• Small agency – what you see is what you get. 

•  Medium agency – the impressive pitch team 
is replaced by less expensive day-to-day people 
so the pitch team can keep on pitching. 

•  Large agency – same as medium agencies, 
although the day-to-day team will probably 
be a little better caliber if the business is 
desirable. 

Ask yourself these questions:

Does your account team include anyone who 
was on the pitch? 

Have you seen or heard from anyone on the 
pitch team since the pitch? 

Does the experience or credentials match 
what you were promised? 

If you are wondering, “who are these people 
I am working with?” you may be working 
with the wrong people.

BEST BEHAVIOR
(THE PITCH IS THE BEST THE AGENCY WILL EVER BE)

Expect more. —UNKNOWN
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The best measure of a man’s honesty isn’t his income tax return. It’s the zero 

adjust on his bathroom scale. —ARTHUR C. CLARKE

TRUTH OR DARE
(NO ONE LIKES TO TALK ABOUT HIS OR HER FAULTS)

CAN YOUR 
AGENCY BE 

HONEST?

There are many questions you should ask 
an agency concerning experience, practices, 
staffi ng, billing, culture, case studies, etc. 
There are a few you might not think to ask 
or some you might hesitate to ask. It’s time 
to fi re away. 

These questions will uncover the true character 
of the people you are considering:

“What services or tactics don’t you do well? 
How do you compensate?”

“Tell me about a client you wouldn’t include as 
a reference?”

“If we decide you are not a good fi t, who would 
you recommend for us?”

If your agency can answer these questions 
to your satisfaction, chances are they won’t 
let you down when tough situations come up 
down the road.
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It is not because things are diffi cult that we do not dare;it is because we do 

not dare that they are diffi cult. —SENECA

THE LONGEST JOURNEY BEGINS
WITH THE FIRST STUMBLE
(START THE RELATIONSHIP ON THE RIGHT FOOT)

GET THE 
BASICS RIGHT 
– RIGHT FROM 

THE START. 

Set expectations before you begin to avoid 
that first stumble. Understanding, honesty 
and trust are the most important ingredients 
of a successful client-agency relationship.  

Tell your agency what you expect in terms 
of accountability, communication, hierarchy 
and problem resolution. 

After the basics are covered, tell them:

1.      I expect complete honesty. We are on the 
same team, in good times and bad. There 
is nothing you can tell me that will cause 
you to be fi red. 

2.  If you have a problem with me or my   
decisions, tell me. Not my boss, not my 
department. (refer to #1)

3.  If we have a problem, and I don’t know 
about it fi rst, or you go over my head, I will 
fi re you. Honest.
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When you hire people that are smarter than you are,  you prove you are 

smarter than they are. —R.H. GRANT

THE RIGHT STUFF
(HIRE AN AGENCY THAT IS SMARTER THAN YOU AND ADMIT IT)

YOUR AGENCY 
IS YOUR ALLY, 

NOT YOUR 
ADVERSARY. 

USE THEM 
WISELY.

To be successful, your agency team has to 
be smart. They should have knowledge, skills 
and experience not found in your company. 

You didn’t hire them to be your friends. You 
hired them to solve your marketing problems. 
Don’t be upset when they challenge your 
ideas and assumptions. Their job is to fi nd 
the solutions that you can’t see. If they don’t, 
why have them around?

Beware of arrogance, but look for assertiveness. 
Assertiveness drives innovation and uncovers 
new possibilities. Assertiveness requires 
conviction and courage. Do everything you can 
to nurture and encourage this in your agency.
 
As a true partner, your agency will carry your 
agenda into battle, be it the boardroom, 
distributor council, stockholder meeting, or the 
employee cafeteria. Use them wisely to fi ght 
the hard battles. That’s their job. That is their 
expertise. That is why you hired them. A good 
agency makes you a good corporate manager.
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Never criticize a man until you’ve walked a mile in his moccasins. 

—NATIVE AMERICAN PROVERB

WALK IN MY SHOES
(MUTUAL RESPECT, EMPATHY, TEAMWORK, AND OTHER CLICHÉS)

UNDERSTAND 
HOW AN 
AGENCY 

MIGHT FEEL 
ABOUT A 

CLIENT—AND 
VICE VERSA.

How you might feel as an agency person.

• You are an outsider

• Expectations are sky-high

• You are a big expense

• You may be taking away someone’s work

• You are constantly challenging the status quo

• You are always intruding

How you might feel as the client.

•  You are always challenged by
twenty-somethings

• Your budgets are always being questioned

• Your results are always being scrutinized

• Everyone is an expert at advertising

• No one understands what you are doing

• Never a “job well done”



9
He who hesitates is not only lost, but miles from the next exit. 

—UNKNOWN

ROAD SIGNS
(ALWAYS LOOK FOR THE SIGN BEFORE IT’S TIME TO EXIT)

SYMPTOMS 
WILL SURFACE 

BEFORE AN 
AGENCY/

CLIENT DEAD 
END.

•  You never see the head of account 
management. And, you think that’s a good 
thing, or you think that’s a bad thing.

•  You meet a different creative team for 
every assignment. 

•  You want a different creative team after 
every assignment.

•  You meet a different account person every 
other month.

•  You want a new account person every 
other month.

•  Your account person always argues with you.

•  Your account person never argues with you.

•  You spend most of your time
questioning invoices.

• There are more excuses than results.

• Your deadlines move time and again.

• Reporting is sloppy, late or incomplete. 

• You are the last to know.

• Antacids become a staple of your diet.
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YOU’RE FIRED
(WHEN IT IS TIME TO MOVE ON)

IS YOUR 
AGENCY 

RELATIONSHIP 
WORKING? 
ASK YOUR 

AGENCY.

When you suspect circumstances are beyond 
repair, set a meeting with the head of account 
management—just the two of you. 

Meet in private. No distractions. No interruptions. 
Close the door. Sit next to each other.

Tell her you have only one simple question: 

“Do you think the agency is doing a good job?” 

She will say yes. Or, yes but… Or, considering 
everything, yes…. 

Look directly into her eyes and take in the 
body language. 

You will know if it’s time for a change
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CONCLUSION
(CHECK LIST REVISITED)

These pages may have clarifi ed your thoughts 
or confi rmed your intuition about your current 
agency relationship. Maybe you discovered 
some new questions. Perhaps none of this 
seems relevant to your situation.

Look back at your list. If there are any you 
and your agency have some work to do, but 
the relationship is probably worth salvaging. 

On the other hand, if there are any - on the 
list, it’s time to make a change. 

Finally, if your list is all + congratulations! 
You are in the happy minority.

According to the WSJ, only 37% of advertisers 
are satisfi ed with their agency performance. 
If you are not, you are not alone.

What is your satisfaction with your current 
agency relationship?

+ SATISFIED        
✔ UNSURE

– UNSATISFIED



…END NOTE More than $250 billion was spent on advertising 
in 2004. Considering the business, career and 
personal stakes, shouldn’t more marketers 
be asking how to get the most out of this 
expenditure—and out of their agency?

At Rosenthal Partners, we believe that the 
true measure of success is the quality of the 
client-agency relationship and the business 
value it creates.

This book is the preface of a successful 
client-agency relationship, but is in no way 
conclusive. It highlights a few questions to 
initiate a conversation along the road to a 
better relationship, better work and greater 
success with your agency.

Thanks for joining the dialogue.
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