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O
ur world is being shaken up on the 
regular with new technologies and 
entirely new paradigms of interaction, 
coupled with increased expectations 
and demands from consumers. So it’s 
little surprise that both advertisers 

and agencies are still grappling with what these 
changes mean and their implications for how they 
work with them—and work together. 

The big multinational agencies face growing 
competition from a fragmenting agency landscape, 
many of whom are quick to label the networks 
as slow-moving behemoths. On the other hand, 
smaller agencies face a perception they are inclined 
to overpromise in pursuit of a bigger slice of the 
action. Media owners are beginning to cater to 
advertisers directly with in-house agencies while 
some advertisers are taking care of themselves 
with improving in-house creative teams. And 
those clients who are seen to disingenuously put 
business up for pitch are just one reason agencies 
are occasionally withdrawing from the process 
altogether. 

MO’ AGENCIES, MO’ PROBLEMS? 
One of the lasting effects of the 2008 global 
financial crisis in New Zealand was the subsequent 
explosion in the numbers (anecdotally by a factor 
of ten) of creative services agencies and freelancers. 

If change is the sea we all swim in, then 
advertisers are the sharks who must keep 
swimming or die, says Lynda Brendish. But 
the last few years have thrown enough change 
at us to challenge even the best swimmers in 
the ad biz: YouTube, social media, Big Data, 
millennials, smartphones, the global financial 
crisis, the sharing economy, the freelance 
economy, #RedPeak … So what’s the lay of 
agencyland? And is there a right model for 
These Difficult Times? 

SWIM WITH THE 
SHARKS OR SLEEP 
WITH THE FISHES
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Pitching costs agencies time and money (some 
large agencies can easily invest half a million in 
one pitch) and that often comes at the expense 
of existing clients. And for clients, rather than 
seeing the best talent, they’re more likely to see a 
self-selected pool of agencies that can afford or be 
bothered to pitch, leaving with no real idea of what 
it would be like to work together. It’s no wonder 
agencies are starting to opt out of pitches. 

Matt Dickinson, managing director at True, says 
it decided to do away with pitching about four 
years ago after deciding the process took away too 
much resource and was often disingenuous—and 
business was humming along without it anyway. 

“Pitching in the traditional sense of looking at a 
big strategic problem, spending a lot of time and 
handing over a lot of IP, it’s a beauty pageant and 
that’s the process we’re not really interested in.” 

Open Communications managing director Matt 
O’Sullivan says pitching is “outmoded”. “Even if 
you’re an agency on fire and doing really well, you’ll 
still only win some of your pitches. For every project 
you undertake you’re losing hand over fist on the 
next one. The agencies doing really well are the 
ones that don’t pitch.”

“If some agencies are saying no it’s a brave 
decision, but it’s a good decision,” says ANZA’s 
chief executive Lindsay Mouat. “You really have 

to question the value in a full scale pitch with the 
investment being spent by the agencies. It’s a cost 
to business, it’s a cost to their existing clients. Is 
that the best way of determining a new agency 
partner when that’s required?” 

Hunter’s Simon Hakim, another agency that’s 
ditched the pitch, says “throw us a brief” instead. 

“A small brief might be a way to test our thinking, 
test our creative ability at a very small financial risk 
for the client.” 

And for those that are going to a full pitch, Mouat 
has this advice: “Bring in some external expertise 
to help through the process, it’s a really worthwhile 
investment with a better outcome.”  

IF THE FRAGMENTATION 
OF THE MEDIA LANDSCAPE 
IS MIRRORED WITH AN 
EQUALLY FRAGMENTED 
ARRAY OF AGENCIES, THINGS 
BECOME VERY COMPLEX AND 
UNWIELDY VERY QUICKLY, 
AND MANY CLIENTS ARE 
DISCOVERING THIS.
Brian van den Hurk

 LIFE’S A PITCH AND THEN YOU DIE 

long-time relationship with Wieden + Kennedy 
in favour of an in-house team (with the not-at-all 
creative moniker ‘InHouse’). 

One of the reasons behind the rapid 
fragmentation and specialisation of the agency 
world is the rise of digital and all the myriad 
iterations that entails. “Digital technology is 
the new core discipline in the advertising fold,” 
writes Bentley. And that’s meant traditional 
agencies have resourced up in digital, and entirely 
new digitally-centric agencies have sprung forth 
to service the market. So wherever you look, 
there’s someone claiming digital/mobile/social 
“expertise”. And that can lead to some confusion 
about what exactly constitutes a digital ‘expert’. 

Part of the issue, as digital agency Gladeye’s chief 
executive Tarver Graham points out, is that it’s easy 
to build a website “but does it do the right thing?” 
He says there’s an often missed distinction between 
digital creative and digital technology. “They’re 
different sets of skills but both equally relevant.” 

That distinction is echoed by Andrew Hawley, 
the managing director of Touchcast. “Many 
agencies are great at emotionally involving 

That’s one of the conclusions of a 2014 industry 
“health check” report undertaken for CAANZ by 
Lew Bentley, owner-principal at industry consulting 
firm Headlight. Others suggest the proliferation of 
indie agencies is a result of unchallenged creatives 
taking the next logical step in their careers in 
founding their own businesses, something agencies 
like Special, Barnes Catmur & Friends, Shine, True 
and many others have all done successfully. 

Both explanations are likely causes, and 
either way the outcome for clients seems to be 
positive. As Lindsay Mouat, chief executive of 
the Association of New Zealand Advertisers 
(ANZA), points out, while the need for marketing 
communications agencies is unchanged, “client 
needs have never been more diverse”. These needs 
are in constant flux and driven by such demands as 
the need for 24-7 content, supply chain pressures, 
the disruptive influence of e-commerce and mobile, 
audience fragmentation and shrinking or static 
budgets. But that makes it hard to generalise about 
what exactly clients are looking for in an agency. 
“What it is possibly pointing to is that we’re seeing 
an ever increasing range of services and agency 
offers. I hope we’ll see more differentiation rather 
than sameness in agency landscape so that you can 
find the solution you want.” 

Bentley’s CAANZ report, which is based 
on surveys and interviews with ad industry 
professionals and insiders, notes that the industry 
fragmentation has resulted in greater collaboration 
between agencies as clients move away from a 
single agency of record (AOR) and towards a 
roster of complementary agencies instead. This 
trend has been spearheaded by some pretty high 
profile brands abroad. Best Buy, Frito Lay, and 
Fiat Chrysler in the US have all done away with 
the AOR, while department chain Target ended its 

digital campaigns, but my point of view is that 
digital transcends to user experience and systems 
designs,” he says. “When we hear more traditional 
agencies purporting to be experts, well they 
certainly are in one sense, but digital is far broader 
than campaigns and a bit of experiential.”

Anecdotally the trend away from the AOR is 
similar in New Zealand, though not on as large 
a scale. But FCB chief executive Brian van den 
Hurk says the size of the New Zealand market 
doesn’t really allow for a model where clients select 
agencies just for particular projects. 

“This is different from the US market where a 
client’s size means every project is of a sufficient 
scale and budget that an agency will pitch for it, but 
the math doesn’t stack up to make it worthwhile for 
an agency in New Zealand.” 

There’s another side to the equation too: 
complexity. It’s what van den Hurk says is behind 
the trend “reversal” back towards something more 
closely approximating an AOR model, something 
FCB promotes through its integrated model across 
creative, media and PR (and it also gives clients one  
agency to blame if things go awry). 

“If the fragmentation of the media landscape 
is mirrored with an equally fragmented array 
of agencies, things become very complex and 
unwieldy very quickly, and many clients are 
discovering this,” he says. To be fair, those 
that have done away with the AOR have done 
so precisely because it means the degree of 
specialisation required across all the disciplines 
is very difficult to find in any one agency. But van 
den Hurk is right: playing ringmaster to an agency 
roster isn’t always easy. As Bentley says: “In some 
ways we’re a massively oversupplied market and 
massively fragmented. Clients are much richer for 
it, but, crikey, how do you put it all together?”  »
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In a piece on LinkedIn, Tom Goodwin, SVP of 
strategy and innovation at Havas, reckons where 
marketing went wrong was aligning with media 
channels and creating more verticals. “How do 
you structure for print, press, TV, digital, mobile 
when we’re watching TV on iPads, listening to the 
radio on our phones and reading the newspaper 
on desktops … Media doesn’t mean media any 
more, because most media isn’t paid for. Who looks 
after this non-media, media? Digital isn’t a thing, 
everything is digital. Organic social doesn’t exist 
any more, all social is paid for, so that makes it 
advertising? Everything we make is content, when 
does it become content marketing? We are set up for 
failure as an industry.”

SETTING AGENDAS
The issue of fragmentation is made all the more 
difficult when there are competing agendas 
among the agencies at the table. Bentley says he’s 
seen agencies overpromise. “There’s a natural 
competition for the dollar which provides some 
challenges. I can see the pluses in bringing in 
specific expertise in certain areas but it’s not an 
easy business model to operate,” says Mouat. 
“It can work but it’s probably about setting 
expectations up front—being very clear around 

how decision-making is going to work. It’s not that 
it’s a model that can’t be effective because clearly 
it can. But unless it’s done very honestly and in a 
mature way, it’s very difficult to manage.” 

In other words, managing an agency roster 
isn’t for casuals. Those who do it well, says Open 
Communications owner and managing director 
Matt O’Sullivan, are typically the “new breed” of 
marketer: creative, involved problem-solvers who 
really partner with their agencies. That’s a change 
from more traditional ways of working, where 
clients hand off briefs to an agency and send them 
off to solve it—and no agency sounds particularly 
keen about this kind of arm’s length relationship. 
O’Sullivan notes both types of client still exist, 
classifying them by those who want to outsource 
solutions and those who are part of the solution. 

The preferred relationship is a much more 
collaborative one. Agencies all over say they work 
best for clients when they work with them. “The 
key thing in working alongside a business is to 
be in amongst them,” says Richie Connell, Plato 
Creative’s strategy director. The Christchurch-
based agency services clients all over the country 
and Connell says they’re on planes regularly to 
client locations. “It’s a conscious decision to get 
involved in the day-to-day where we can.”

Agencies are also more often being brought in 
high up on strategy and decision-making, as is the 
experience of Juanita Neville-Te Rito, chief executive 
at retail agency Hotfoot, which, like NZ Marketing, is 
part of the Image Centre Group. Neville Te-Rito says 
it’s the agency’s ongoing strategic insight that clients 
partner with them for. The creative, she says, can be 
brought in as-and-when it’s needed, but clients are 
looking for partners to sit at the table and “have a 
point of view”. 

This idea of agency-client partnerships gets 
bandied about a lot, and many agencies say they 
spend a lot of time and effort getting to understand 
how a client’s business works to deliver the creative 
solutions they need. “Forget about advertising, let’s 
go to the nuts and bolts and talk about how we can 
help as a creative and strategic partner to get you 
there,” says Simon Hakim, the Melbourne-based 
managing director of Hunter (who, full disclosure, 
this writer has worked with on a freelance basis), 
a trans-Tasman agency helmed in New Zealand by 
executive creative director Matt Gibbins. When one 
Hunter client won a prestigious industry award in 
its category, Hakim says the two companies had 
such a close working relationship it felt like the 
win was a shared accomplishment even though 
the award wasn’t presented for creative work. 
And a close relationship is so important, not even 
just as some sort of nebulous feel-good measure 
but as an essential component to success. Bentley 
says his report assessed the qualities of successful 
campaigns and “by far and away the standout 
insight” was how important a healthy working 
relationship was. “It breeds a climate of trust and 
being free to explore creative solutions and strategic 
solutions without mistrust.” 

CLOSE ENCOUNTERS 
That close working partnership can make it cut that 
much deeper when clients bring in procurement 
for cost-cutting or otherwise abruptly alter the 
relationship without a collaborative approach. 
“Don’t talk about the value of partnership with us 
if you’re going to turn around and evaluate us on a 
rate card when things get tough,” says Hakim. It’s 
a sentiment that pretty well sums up the feelings 
of agencies around the country (and also the 
world, judging by the 99 million Google results for 
“problems with procurement”). 

The bean counters are usually brought in by 
the client at the beginning of an agency’s bid for 
new business, but sometimes also during the 
relationship to “re-evaluate”. Their involvement 
doesn’t have to be contentious but the feeling is 
that all-too-often they force the nebulous magic 
of creativity into widget-sized boxes to make 
comparison easier. “Procurement wants to drive 
things from an efficiency point of view,” says 

Tom Goodwin, SVP of 
strategy and innovation at 
Havas, charts the changes 
to the agency model over the 
years and offers his matrix 
solution. His other solution 
involves choosing agencies 
based on time, splitting it  
into visionary agencies, 
brand agencies and 
performance agencies. 

 THE CHANGING AGENCY MODEL 
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Bentley. “They like to measure apples with apples 
so they bring things back to things like head hours 
or a quote to deliver a magazine ad, and they’ll 
try and homogenise across different agencies to 
compare. But agencies aren’t tables and chairs and 
plants and machinery and you can’t quantify them 
like they are.”  

“There’s still budget out there for good thinking 
and good strategic communications,” says Connell. 
“We don’t focus so much on cost but on the value we 
can deliver. We work with the client on the end goals. 
It’s not really about money, it’s about outcomes.” 

That said, many agencies acknowledge the part 
procurement does have to play can be a valuable 
one. There are the procurement departments 
who “get it” and focus on value rather than price, 
and FCB’s van den Hurk says procurement adds 
“discipline” to agency selection. Touchcast’s 
Hawley says the eminently measureable nature 
of the digital world means its relationships with 
procurement tend to be good ones. It allows clients 
to tap into its systems and see what is being worked 
on in real time, and the team talks with some 
procurement departments as frequently as weekly. 

Regardless of whether or not procurement is a 
problem, their involvement highlights the ongoing 
discussion around remuneration. The problem still 
to be solved is that agencies are in the business of 
ideas and the value of those ideas can be difficult 
to put a number on. The execution of ideas on the 
other hand, the deliverables and the production 
elements that go into them such as time and 
materials, is much easier to bill around and yet 
it’s the least valuable part of the value chain. Step 
in value-based billing, which sets pricing around 
the value an agency adds to its clients’ businesses, 

 CHOOSE YOUR  
 OWN AGENCY 
Thoroughly 
confused about 
selecting your next 
agency? We asked CAANZ  
chief executive Paul Head for  
some advice. 

FIRST BE CLEAR ABOUT WHY YOU NEED 
TO CHANGE 
It can be an expensive and disruptive process 
for both client and agency. Be really clear about 
what you want in an agency partner. This is 
easy to say but harder to pin down. The trick is 
to understand what is most important to your 
organisation: is it simply low cost, is it values 
alignment, is it a strategic partnership or a more 
transactional relationship? It’s easy to answer 
yes to all these questions but ask yourself what 
the actual behaviours of your organisation are. 
Ask yourself when the last time was that your 
organisation actually bought a challenging piece 
of creative. If the answer is never or not recently, 
this tells you something. 

THINK ABOUT PROCESS
It might be more effective to give an agency a 
project and see how they do rather than going 
to a full pitch. If you go to pitch, do you really 
need a full creative work up when a strategy 
presentation will probably do? My view is that 
if you aren’t going to give a live brief and plan to 
actually run the work, don’t ask for creative. A 
large agency can easily invest $500,000 or more 
in a full creative pitch. If you ask four agencies 
to pitch the cost to the industry could be north of 
$2 million. 

DEVELOP A CLEAR SCOPE OF WORK
It’s not wasted time as you will need a scope 
of work to have meaningful commercial 
negotiations with your preferred partners.   

BE CLEAR IN YOUR OWN MIND ABOUT 
WHAT YOU WANT
And be transparent with the agencies involved. 
Have a clearly defined process and stick to it. 

ASK FOR HELP
Most clients don’t pitch that often. Ask for 
help or at the very least refer to an online best 
practice guide for appointing an agency.

rather than on cost. “In my view [value-based 
models are] where the industry is heading, but 
it won’t be a short term change,” says Paul Head, 
chief executive at industry body CAANZ. “The 
challenge is that measures of value need to be 
clearly articulated at the start and measurement is 
often problematic for clients.” 

Head also notes, as did others, that unless there 
is complete control it’s difficult to determine how 
much of the failure or success of a campaign is 
attributable to the agency, even more so when 
multiple agencies are involved. 

In the meantime, the reality is that for all the 
promise of value-based billing, retainers and 
time of staff models are still quite common. Most 
agencies are in the position of offering different 
billing models to different clients, sometimes with 
performance incentives, sometimes not, depending 
on the size and scope of the project. “I think there 
is a degree of comfort with a retainer or project fee 
basis. People understand how that works,” says 
Mouat. “On the one hand that’s a positive, on the 
other hand you still have to question are we paying 
for the right thing?” 

AGENCIES AREN’T TABLES 
AND CHAIRS AND PLANTS  
AND MACHINERY AND YOU 
CAN’T QUANTIFY THEM 
LIKE THEY ARE.
Lew Bentley

 CONTENT IS KING 
If advertising is all about demand fulfilment, 
content marketing is all about demand generation. 
And the democratisation and fragmentation 
of media in a new digital world has provided 
marketers with an array of new options in this 
regard, whether it’s PR companies that specialise 
in the placement of positive ‘spin’ in appropriate 
media, creative agency partners who are filling the 
digital pipes with content platforms, or publishers 
offering their services directly to brands. However, 
as this nascent realm has gained steam, a greater 
degree of sophistication is being demanded and 
this has led to the establishment of specialist 
content marketing agencies and divisions. And 
in New Zealand, there’s now Hubbub, a sister 
company to successful, independent, Kiwi-owned 
ad agency, Federation.

Hubbub’s managing partner, Tony Mangan, a 
content marketer with over 11 years’ experience 
working at top agencies and in-house in London and 
New Zealand on brands such as Samsung, Visa and 
Microsoft, suggests that clients looking to improve 
their content marketing should ask some important 
questions when appointing such an agency. 
Are you a specialist in content marketing?
•  Do you have the personnel with proven, world-
class, content-marketing skills?
•  Do you have access to top-rated creative 
resources?
•  Do you have global best-practice software that 
can measure and analyse performance?
•  Are you able to provide dashboards for clients to 
measure campaign effectiveness?
•  Do you have research capabilities that can 
provide rich content for multimedia dissemination?


