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My Take
Over 150 marketers representing companies small to large 
were asked about their preferences for unsolicited contact by 
advertising agencies. Brands in this survey include Hallmark, 
Disney, Lenovo, Macy’s, Brinker, Hilton, Sony, and more. My 
sincere thanks to all the marketers who kindly shared their 
thoughts about the practice agency new business. 

There is a lot of research and analysis about new business 
development practices. I’ve seen it all and would be happy to 
send you the links in case you haven’t. This research is a little 
different. I wanted to hear it directly from active marketers. I 
wanted to ask them to tell me how they want and don’t want 
my agencies to engage with them. Because, I want the 
business development practices of my agencies to align 
better with the preferences of their future clients.  

You will find some informative data about the logistics of 
prospect outreach. You will also read unedited responses 
from marketers. These suggestions come from the people 
you want to win over and the brands you want to work with. If 
we let the customer guide us, the odds of success can only 
improve. 

I welcome your thoughts or disagreement. The more we share 
and collaborate, the smarter and more successful we will all 
be. The Association of Advertising Business Development 
Professionals says … well … there isn’t one. So, we will all 
have to work together to improve the practices of our 
profession. After all, new business is the future of your agency. 
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The survey was conducted among 155 senior level 
marketers representing a wide variety of B2B and B2C 
companies in diverse industries that I am connected to 
on LinkedIn. Within this group, 14% of respondents do 
not use an outside agency. 30% have 4 or more agencies 
under contract. 55% have 1, 2 or 3 agencies, most likely 
an AOR, PR and digital.
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There is no doubt when a marketer accepts the job, they 
also accept a barrage of unsolicited agency contact. I 
asked marketers to estimate how many NEW agencies 
attempt to contact them in a week. 7% report 11 plus 
agencies vie for their attention per week and 3% of 
those claim 20 or more. 56% get outreach from 3 - 10 
agencies and a lucky 37% get as few as 1 or 2. Cutting 
through the clutter and standing out have never been so 
important for an agency doing outbound prospecting. If 
you are targeting the 63% who get 3 or more contacts 
every week, you better make sure yours is different and 
persuasive. Otherwise, you are wasting your time. Learn 
how agencies do it. 

A few marketer comments: 
• But as far as blind fishing, we probably have 6-10 per 

week that are either direct solicitation or are simply 
sharing a case study to prompt recall of a future point 
when we are looking to change agencies. 

• Every time we get a PR mention, the floodgates open. 
When we hired our CMO, I fended off hundreds of ad 
agency sharks. 

• I try to respond to every inquiry because I used to 
work at an agency. Its gotten to be virtually 
impossible. Sorry. 

• Stop! Please stop.
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Unsolicited agency inquires each week? 
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Is outbound prospecting worth it? When asked how 
many agencies succeed in making a contact through 
unsolicited prospecting, the overall number isn’t bad. 
44% report never connecting with an agency, but 47% 
say they have.  

Think about it this way. According to Simple Sales 
Tracking, an average appointment booking rate from 
unsolicited calling is .03% with an average win rate of 
20%, which means you have to make 6,246 calls to make 
four new sales or 24 calls a day, every business day of the 
year. This does not take into account the cycles and 
seasonality of agency contracts, procurement 
procedures and fiscal year budgeting. 

A few marketer comments: 
• There are just too many contacts. I receive 25-40 third 

party company solicitations a day.  
• The relentless pursuit - multiple phone messages, 

emails, a LinkedIn request, etc. -- all in the span of a 
couple of days. 

These are tough statistics to overcome, and the trend 
does not favor agencies as success rates continue to 
decline. Agencies must stand out among the ever 
increasing competition, and they must find alternative 
ways to get the attention of and engage with marketers 
if they are to survive. Click here to learn more about this. 

Contact Success
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When asked to select their first choice of contact from 
advertising agencies there is a clear different among the 
typical agency practices. It is no surprise that the 
method 51% of marketers prefer is a referral from a 
friend, colleague or peer. Email was the first choice of 
28% and the rest fall to single digits. 

Second choice 
• 33% at a conference 
• 17.5% from email 
• 13% referral from a friend or colleague 
• 10% through social media 

Third choice 
• 25% at a conference 
• 17% through news articles 
• 13% from email 
• 11% in person 

The last choice of marketers for methods of contact is, 
by a wide margin, cold calls. Also, in-person sales calls 
and mail made it in the worst three.  

Last choice 
• 50% phone call 
• 14% in person 
• 11% by mail 

Preferred Methods
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I asked marketers what time of day they are most open 
to learning about a new advertising agency resource? 
Morning is preferred by 60% compared with the 
afternoon at 38%. Lunch time and after work are the 
least.  

There is a lot of data about best times to call and email. 
More recent data seems to conflict with these findings 
and data about calling is often different than emailing.  

One recent study showed that calling between 8am and 
9am is the most effective time that corresponds to my 
findings. The same study found that 4pm to 5pm was 
second most effective which doesn’t match. 

Another study shows that emailing on the weekend will 
achieve the best email open rate that doesn’t sync with 
my data. Another shows that emails sent at 11am get the 
best response, but marketers say different. Also, 
according to the same report, Tuesday is the best day 
followed by Monday and weekends are the worst.  

I couldn’t reconcile all the differences, so I asked what 
time works best. According to marketers, first thing in 
the morning is the best time for them followed by mid 
morning and mid afternoon. Never at lunch and don’t 
bother them at home. I can’t blame them. 
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You recall that 44% of marketers said that agencies don’t 
succeed in making contact yet according to this 
question, 38% said they have actually contracted with an 
agency that started with an unsolicited contact. Kudos to 
the 38% of agencies who found a way to achieve a 
meaningful connection and worked it successfully.  

For the rest of agency prospectors, 62% said that no 
unsolicited contact has every lead to a contract. 

My experience running business development shows 
that about 33% of new agency revenue comes from 
unsolicited contact while 33% comes from referrals (the 
number one preference of marketers) Follow this link to 
learn more from my blog post.  

My data shows that you can be successful prospecting, 
but you have to be very smart about it. You can see from 
these results how tough the customer is and how 
competitive the market is. If you don’t align with the 
customer’s preferences, stand apart from the herd and 
provide value in the way of new technology, deep 
market or customer insights, and a solid understanding 
of their business, you will quickly fall into the “NO” 
column. Follow this link to learn why your win rate isn't 
better.  

Does it Work
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No
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The best news of all is this. When asked if it is important 
to be made aware of new agency resources, the answer 
is an overwhelming YES. 51% said it is “very” or 
“somewhat” important while only 10% said NO “not 
really” or “not at all”. 26% said only when they are in the 
market for a new agency. 

Since marketers want to know, it is simply a matter of 
finding the best time and the best way to let them know, 
right? Not so fast. The real insight behind this is to know 
“what” specifically. If we catch our prospect at the right 
time through the right method, it has to be information 
they want to know, otherwise, why would they care. 

Nailing the logistics is important, as the data points out 
so clearly. Nailing the logistics and providing the right 
content is the one-two punch – the difference between 
the 38% who get a contract and the 62% who don’t.  

Trying to increase the success rate requires doing your 
homework to be sure your message is personally 
relevant, adds value and solves a problem. Read a few 
more thoughts about doing your homework here. 
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How do we know what a specific marketer thinks is 
personally relevant, adds value and solves a problem? I 
asked marketers to tell me their number one preference 
for what they want to know about a new agency 
resource. Their answers lined up nicely.  

Personally relevant - 20% say expertise in their industry, 
and 19% say expertise with their audience. 

Adds value - 18% want to know about new technologies 
that can impact success. 

Solves a problem - 20% want to know about agency 
client successes, and 12% want to see fresh creative 
ideas. 

A few marketer comments: 
• If I don’t immediately hear my challenges, my 

customers, my problems, you’ve lost me.  
• I don’t have time for chit-chat. Show me how you can 

help me. Give me something of value to know you by 
• Your agency is not relevant to me. Make it so 

Showing client work that isn’t specific to their industry, 
detailing proprietary approaches or processes, flashing 
awards and clever agency positioning all rank at the 
bottom of the marketer’s list. But for some reason, these 
are the things that often stand out in agency messages. 

Interest
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In Their Own Words
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I asked marketers to put it in their own words. Here are a few 
examples of what they said. 

What kinds of things peak your attention during an 
unsolicited contact from an agency? 

Referrals 
• Referred by someone I know, specific examples of projects.  
• When someone I know or a close competitor has worked 

with them.  
• They have peer recommendations from other companies 

within our industry.  
• Using a referral from someone I know and trust.  

Results 
• What has worked for others (how, why). What works with 

consumers. Why are new marketing initiatives needed?  
• Results, not awards or dazzling graphics or videos.  
• Highlights of success story that is relevant to our business  
• Past success in my area of need. 
• Quantifiable results from trusted industry sources.  
• Innovative, ROI-based examples of how they've helped 

other clients. 
• Case studies, real world examples of their work with 

metrics.  

Know my business 
• If what they say they do is similar to our needs.  
• Reference to my business or an existing relationship. 
• Using actual case study examples of success that are 

relevant to our business as a way to demonstrate the 
value of their service offering.  

• Knowing my business. 
• Relevant work experience; business model/fees.  
• Personalized understanding of our business and 

addressing our concerns without having us provide 
information. 

• Knowledge of our business and needs and environment.  
• Relevant thought about my business. 
• They've identified our pain points and have a specific 

solution.  
• Those who have clearly done some homework to know a 

bit about me, my company, etc.  
• Similar clients.  
• Understanding of the industry/category. Understanding of 

the core customers of my category.  
• Success stories that might translate to our business.  
• A VM or email that doesn't ask for a response. Just an 

update on agency work or agency news, personalized.  
• Awards, other clients supported, something unique.  
• A desire to understand needs first.  
• Listening.  
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In Their Own Words
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continued…  

What kinds of things peak your attention during an 
unsolicited contact from an agency? 

New technology, innovation 
• Innovation, digital or social focus on patient engagement  
• Finding new ways to be in front of where consumers are, 

and demonstrate a savvy way to achieve results in a fresh 
manner.  

• Learning about new technology that can improve my ROI. 
• Showing how new technologies have helped others in my 

category. 
• I want to know what the impact of the technology is on 

what I am tasked with. 

Creativity 
• I appreciated creativity and interesting tactics to get my 

attention, but unless there is relevant content, it's soon 
forgotten.  

• Creativity. Well done work examples. Case studies. 
• Outstanding creative. Imaginative video. Great case study.  
• Creativity.  
• Creative samples. 
• Good creative of course - but a business vs. advertising 

approach.

Value 
• I break for anything that can help me 
• Telling me something I don’t know  
• When an agency shows me a case that solves the 

problems I face, not from some unrelated category, but 
relevant to my business, my customer. 

• I value learning about new approaches or new 
technologies that are applicable to my market. 

• In three sentences or less tell me why I should care 
• What unique things they have done for like clients, KPI's 

and cost. 
• If I see something I can benefit from I’ll call back. 
• I had 10 messages today from vendors, not a one had 

anything that interested me. If just 1 offered something I 
would have replied. #fail 

• Something new, innovative, surprising 
• Its obvious you are an ad agency so cut to the point and 

tell me the value of my time to talk to you. 
• I have no time. I appreciate getting to the point first. 
• Tell me what you can do for me and then I’ll decide if I 

want to know who you are and what you do 
• All these agencies blend together. Give me something to 

remember
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In Their Own Words
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What is the most aggravating thing about an unsolicited 
contact from an agency? 

Too much BS 
• The amount of BS emails they send.  
• Vendors not being able to clearly articulate the relevance 

and benefit of their service offering to our business in 
straightforward language. 

• Outrageous claims of results, sales, whatever, makes my 
eyes roll. 

• Agencies with too-clever claims of being human or seeing 
into the soul. Give me a break. 

• Who cares if you are the number one whatever in a 
category I don’t care about. Stop talking about you 

Self-promotion 
• If you send information in an email that I find interesting or 

timely promoting something new AND NOT promotion 
about you.  

• They have no idea what our needs are. They sell their 
widget vs. trying to understand what we need first.  

• All about them and how great they are and how lucky I am 
to be on their call list. 

• Tell me why I should care, not how great you are. 
• After five straight minutes about them I hang up.

Don’t know my business 
• Not knowing anything about our business.  
• Lack of real knowledge about what our business is 

focused upon, showing no research or work was done 
prior to contact  

• When they do not take the time to learn about my 
organization - they want me to give my time to learn 
about their agency but they will not even spend 5 minute 
researching mine to see if we could even be a good fit.  

• They have no idea what my needs are or what my 
company does  

• Lack of relevance and go to market strategies  

Don’t do their homework 
• Do your homework. Know the company that you are 

speaking with. It is so, so frustrating to speak with an 
agency who really wants to set up a meeting to present 
why you need to work with them, and they haven't even 
done their homework on knowing what brands you have 
in your company portfolio. Make certain that the work that 
you do has relevance and of interest to the company you 
are trying to pitch.  

• Lack of category/industry/market research prior to calling.  
• When they quickly demonstrate they haven't a clue about 

me, who I work for or what I do.  
• Lack of understanding of my business! They go right into 

a pitch without learning much about me or my company. 
Do your homework! 
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In Their Own Words
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continued… 

What is the most aggravating thing about an unsolicited 
contact from an agency? 

• The ones who haven't bothered to look at our social media 
pages, our website, my LinkedIn page - please don't 
bother me. 

• Lack of preparation and insufficient knowledge about my 
specific group  

Too persistent 
• Today's business developers act as if an email ENTITLES 

them to an answer. I wasn't looking in the first place!  
• There are just too many contacts. Not specific to agencies, 

but I receive 25-40 third party company solicitations a day.  
• The relentless pursuit - multiple phone messages, emails, a 

LinkedIn request, etc. -- all in the span of a couple of days.  
• Relentless follow up despite no response. Then a note 

designed to make me feel guilty. Really?  
• To be pushy as if I am losing out on something by not 

talking with them.  
• The phone calls. Constant cold calling. Unsolicited Calls by 

appointment setters! Call bombing! I will call you back if I 
am interested...please do not call me repeatedly.  

Courtesy and Respect 
• Wanting only 15 minutes of my time. Really that is all it 

takes to build a relationship and sell an agency?  
• There is an unending number of reach outs, they all are 

the same. They request me to do some work to learn 
about them. Make it easy for me to learn more.  

• The mass outreach to multiple contacts within our 
organization vs. doing their homework on the best single 
contact to reach out to.  

• They assume I know who they are and why they are 
contacting me.  

• So many don't take into consideration we are retailer. 
There is no time in December that will EVER be good to 
reach out - too much else going on during peak season - 
so don't even try  

• A junior person contacting the CMO, plus they know 
nothing about our business.  

• Calling during the day and going into their sales pitch 
without consideration for what the person may be in the 
middle of.  

• It's an intrusion to my schedule and they don't respect my 
time and my priorities.  

• They haven't even done their homework on knowing what 
brands you have in your company portfolio. Make certain 
that the work that you do has relevance and of interest to 
the company you are trying to pitch. 
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In Their Own Words
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My personal favorite. A poem. 

We don't not like receiving unsolicited contact 
from ad agencies. We don't not like them, Spam 
you am. We do not like them in a boat or with a 
goat. We do not like them while stung with bees or 
up in a tree. We do not like them Spam you am.  
        - anonymous 
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End Notes
There is no shortage of opinions from marketers about 
advertising agency new business development practices. 
And their opinions are not very flattering. In our zeal to find 
that next great client, agencies so often forget the rules, cut 
corners, ignore experience or go after everything. Which may 
be one reason agency new business success rates are so low.   

The problems agencies face acquiring new clients are well 
documented. Yet, the solution is much easier than agency 
leaders think. It really boils down to fundamental marketing - 
the thing most agencies do so very well for their clients but 
can’t seem to do for themselves. Listen to the customer. Ask 
them how they want to be engaged and what they want to 
know. In return, they said they would listen. If the timing is 
right, the approach is respectful, and the interaction is 
relevant, adds value and solves a problem, you’ve got a 
conversation that can lead to a client. 

Of course there are always exceptions. Many agency owners 
relate winning a client without any category experience or 
product knowledge. It does happen, occasionally. Unless you 
want your new business success to be “occasional” the data 
proves a much higher probability for success if you follow this. 

I’ve worked with many agencies, and most are frustrated by 
new business. I’ve worked with many marketers, and most are 
frustrated by agency new business tactics. There has got to 
be a better way. Go back to page one and read this over 
again and again. Your prospects are telling you in no 
uncertain terms, how new business can work for both of you. 
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Putting this data into action. Results certainly can vary by 
industry, channel and customer base however if you cover 
these three steps you will be far better off than 60% of the 
other agencies vying for that marketer’s time.  

1. The first step is to do your homework. Make sure you know 
the market, the company, the products and the challenges 
the marketer may face. You don’t have to be an expert, but 
you do need to know enough to position your services in a 
way that is relevant to them. Write down three facts about 
their market such as the market leader, the market trend and 
future vision - all available from the Google. 

2. Before contact, write down three things that may be of 
value to the prospect such as a research study, an example of 
some other brand successfully overcoming similar challenges 
or a new technic that applies to their audience. 

3. Show how you’ve solved their problem. Gather three cases 
that address their specific circumstance and/or their target 
audience and/or their channel. Practice who to talk about 
them using specific references to their problem. 

Of course, you have to balance prep time with prospecting 
time. If you focus your efforts in a category, industry or 
channel, the prep time gets faster with every prospect.  

Thank you for taking the time to read this report. I hope you 
found it relevant, valuable and will find inspiration to solve 
some of your new business problems. 
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Lets Grow! It’s been my world for more than 15 years. Not as 
a consultant but in the trenches perfecting my approach. 
There are lots of business development resources available to 
you today. I offer agency growth consulting in a proven and 
reliable approach that has generated millions of dollars for 
small and medium sized agencies.  

The agencies that I’ve worked with share many of the same 
challenges – no time, limited resources, inadequate tools, no 
content, too many misses. My approach is simple, efficient 
and effective. I first optimize the agency brand to be 
competitive in today’s market. I then identify and model 
prospects that best fit your service offering. And finally, I 
define and deploy a marketing program so that the right 
prospects know you and have an interest in your services 
when their time comes. 

As a business owner, you have the responsibility to drive cash 
flow and growth, and want to see the results of your 
investment right away. I get it. I’ve lived it. I’ve answered to 
the CEO every day. That is why I implement a multi-faceted 
process that looks for new revenue across three fronts: new 
clients, organic growth and agency networking. My process 
enables growth across these three sources equally. It is a 
comprehensive program using a focused common sense 
application of proven steps that increase your rate of success.
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John Heenan | agency growth consultant

My services are structured with 
the end in mind. I set the 
process up so that whatever I do 
can be internalized whenever 
you feel you have the staff and 
knowledge to be successful on 
your own. I establish the plan 
and then execute, optimize and 
track the results. I train staff to 
keep the momentum going. 
Once the program is running
smoothly and I become more familiar with your agency, I can 
add value in a variety of additional ways to advise, augment 
and fill any gaps for future growth, at your discretion.  

I develop agency growth programs that accelerate revenue 
through brand focus, prospect alignment and client 
acquisition. I do it in a practical and proven approach 
combining in and outbound prospecting, organic growth and 
leadership networking. Because winning new clients is the 
future of every agency. 

Email me: john@jheenan.com 
Learn more: http://www.jheenan.com/about.html 
Happy clients: http://www.jheenan.com/endorsements.html 
Connect: http://www.linkedin.com/in/jheenan 
Follow: @jheenan
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