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Welcome to the 2021 Global Media Transparency Report

The ID Comms 2021 Media 
Transparency Report is one of seven 
ID Comms research projects that 
are undertaken every two years and 
explore the seven critical media 
behaviours of successful marketers. 

Transparency is the first topic in our 
series, with research conducted on 
a different topic every quarter. 

Our next topic will be talent, due 
to be published March 2022. 

ID Comms conducted this research between 
May and June of 2021, and received 56 
responses.

The respondents were comprised of Media, 
Marketing, and Procurement professionals with 
a range of global, regional and local market 
responsibilities. 70% were based in Europe, 21% 
were from North America, with the remaining 
participants coming from Middle East & Africa, 
Asia Pacific, Australia and New Zealand, and 
Latin America.  

The advertisers that responded to this survey 
represent a wide variety of brands in diverse 
categories including FMCG / CPG, retail, 
pharmaceutical, food and drink, entertainment, 
automotive, luxury, finance, energy, and 
telecommunications, with a combined global 
media investment in excess of $10bn.

All major agency holding groups and some 
independent media agencies are represented 
in this survey. The 7Ts® Global Research Project 
started in 2016 and has looked at the seven 
media behaviours of successful marketers: 
Transparency, Talent, Training, Terms, Thinking, 
Technology & Transparency.

Paul Stringer

Consultant
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Executive summary
-

1. Evolution in understanding  

Three quarters of the industry (73%) agree that 
advertisers’ approach to media transparency has 
evolved beyond just commercial factors (e.g. 
agency fees & media pricing)

2. Supply chain worries

Three-quarters of respondents say they do not 
have confidence in current levels of transparency 
within the digital supply chain 

3. Transparency roadblocks

More than half of respondents cite lack of 
visibility into agency trading practices and/or 
media owner trading agreements as their 
biggest roadblock to achieving better 
transparency

4. Governance & principles

To improve transparency over the next 12 
months, advertisers highlight the need for a 
robust programme of media governance and 
new principles for media buying

5. Access denied

Lack of access to platforms and data represent 
two major barriers to achieving greater 
transparency 

6. External regulation

More than half of respondents (59%) believe the 
media industry would benefit from stronger 
external regulation 

Media transparency remains a priority area for 
most advertisers, with the breadth and depth of 
concerns growing as more spend shifts to the 
digital environment. 

Key findings from the 2021 Media Transparency 
report are as follows:
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Transparency means more than just the money 
spent on media and agency fees

- Question 1: To what extent do you agree with the following statement: “Advertisers approach to media transparency has evolved beyond just commercial factors (e.g. media pricing and fees)” 

Strongly
Agree

Respondents are in firm agreement 
that advertisers’ approach to media 
transparency has evolved beyond 
commercial factors only. 

Nearly three-quarters (73%) of those surveyed 
either strongly agreed or somewhat agreed that 
transparency is no longer just about prices paid 
for media and the cost of agency fees.

Instead, concerns around transparency have 
widened to encompass new areas; most notably 
the digital ecosystem and supply chain, where 
several respondents highlighted the need for 
advertisers to take a more proactive approach.

As one marketer put it: “Media transparency 
issue will not go away with time. As the media 
ecosystem gets more and more complicated it is 
our responsibility to establish clear rules of the 
game and stick to them“
 

Somewhat
Agree

Neither
Agree nor 

disagree

Somewhat 
disagree

Strongly
 disagree

32%

41%

9%

13%

5%

Strongly
Agree

Strongly
Disagree

Question 1: To what extent do you agree with the following statement: “Advertisers approach to 
media transparency has evolved beyond just commercial factors (e.g. media pricing and fees)” 
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“Ultimately marketing 
need to be in a position 
where they can track the 
spend all the way through 
the journey - just like you 
would with any product. 
Unfortunately, that still 
seems a long way off”

-
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Three-quarters of all respondents have no 
confidence in the digital supply chain 

- Question 2: Across the following areas of media, please indicate your confidence in current levels of transparency:

Above all areas of media, practitioners are 
transparency in the digital supply chain 
ranks among practitioners top concerns. 

Three quarters (76%) of respondents say they are not 
confident in current levels of transparency in the digital 
supply chain, while zero percent say they are confident. 

It is quite likely this is the result of a combination of 
factors including inaccurate data, hidden fees and 
undisclosed trading deals - all of which are reducing 
the effectiveness and efficiency of money spent on 
digital advertising. 

Other areas of concern are more familiar, and include 
media trading / buying practices and fees paid for 
media services, with few signs that confidence 
has improved in the five years since this research 
began. 
 

The digital supply chain

Media trading / buying practices 
including rebates / AVBs, markups and 

group buying / share deals

Fees for media services (including ad 
tech costs)

Media planning recommendations

Media vendor relationships

Media quality (including brand safety, 
ad fraud and viewability)

Media contracts

Media performance and reporting

Agency resource management and 
delivery

Advertiser business performance

Question 2: Q2 - 2. Across the following areas of media, please indicate your confidence in current levels of 
transparency:

Not 
Confident

Somewhat 
Confident

Confident

76%

59%

35%

35%

24%

24%

24%

24%

24%

6%

24%

6%

12%

24%

18%

18%

24%

30%

30%

41%

35%

53%

41%

59%

59%

53%

47%

47%

53%
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“Transparency feels like an 
'ever-changing' game. One 
set of standards are 
established and agencies 
look at alternate ways to 
manipulate client funds to 
generate additional 
income. I don't particularly 
blame them for this, as so 
many clients seem to 
remain intent on battering 
agency fees as low as 
possible” 

-
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Media trading practices are seen as the biggest 
roadblock to achieving better transparency 

-

As in 2016 and 2018, media trading practices 
remain a critical roadblock for advertisers 
wishing to achieve better transparency. 

More than half of respondents (63%), and nearly three-quarters 
of advertisers (71%) highlighted media trading practices as a 
major concern. 

As far as five years ago, issues relating to media trading - 
including management of AVBs and media vendors deals - were 
highlighted as areas to address. The lack of progress 
made in this area over the last few years is disappointing, and 
suggests that advertisers and agencies remain locked in a 
‘cat-and-mouse’ game over media pricing and fees. 

New roadblocks have also emerged, namely the lack of data 
from walled gardens and access to platforms, which ranked 
second and third respectively. Extracting valuable insights from 
major platforms such as Facebook and Amazon has been a well- 
documented challenge for marketers. Moreover, the general lack 
of transparency across the entire digital supply chain means 
brands are still struggling to obtain accurate and consistent data 
on advertising performance. 

Question 3: What are the biggest roadblocks you face to achieving better transparency (select up to three):

Lack of visibility into agency trading practices 
and/or media owner trading agreements

Lack of data from walled gardens

Lack of access to platforms, data visibility and 
granular reporting

Lack of visibility into fees paid for media services 
(e.g. agency fees, fees paid for technology and 

other unknown fees)

Lack of data matching capabilities between 
vendors

Substandard contracts

Lack of information / insight sharing between 
parties (e.g. advertisers-agencies)

Ad fraud, brand safety and viewability data

Poor internal media behaviours

Lack of audit access rights

Other

More strategic

Relevant benchmarks

Built for the programmatic age

Transparent and data driven

90%

50%

45%

25%

Phasellus ut hendrerit velit. Morbi convallis enim tincidunt metus bibendum tincidunt. Vestibulum mollis ligula id lacus laoreet iaculis. 
Aliquam arcu leo, tempus in metus sit amet, tempor consequat purus. Integer imperdiet sagittis elit, eget tristique.

Question 3: What are the biggest roadblocks you face to achieving better transparency (select up to three):

63%

49%

35%

27%

25%

24%

18%

18%

14%

14%

2%
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“Agencies are reliant on non- 
transparent revenue and are 
prepared to enter into legally 
binding contracts with the 
intention of breaching 
obligations. The introduction 
of financial penalties for 
breaching transparency in 
relation to secret revenue 
generation would be effective. 
[This would need to be] 
reinforced by annual forensic 
media auditing. Markups on 
media costs can be detected 
by reconciling invoices to 
advertisers with monies paid 
by the agency to media 
vendors”

-
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Improving access rights and media governance is a key 
priority for more than half of advertisers

-

Amongst the many routes to achieving better 
transparency, improved access rights and a 
robust programme of media governance are 
two critical priorities for advertisers over the 
next 12 months.  

More than half of advertisers (59%) rated these activities as 
important to improving transparency. Meanwhile, 93% of 
respondents selected improved access rights and media 
governance as one of their top three priorities over the coming 
year. 

Other key priorities include establishing clear media buying 
and reporting principles and co-creating contracts and legal 
frameworks using the latest best practice guidance.

By contrast, in-housing operations ranks bottom in order of 
prioritisation, most likely because of the complexity involved in 
bringing media capabilities in-house, rather than because 
advertisers do not see this as a legitimate means to improving 
media transparency. 

Question 4a: What should advertisers and agencies be doing to increase levels of transparency in the industry
Question 4b:  From the areas selected in the previous question, please rank the top priorities for your business over the next 12 months

Priority Area

1

2

3

4

5

Establishing access rights and a clear and robust programme of media 
governance (e.g. service evaluations, auditing)

Establishing clear media buying and reporting principles to be adhered to 
by the agency

Co-creating contracts and legal frameworks using the latest best practice 
guidance and / or expert counsel

Partnerships / coalitions with trade bodies to set new standards

Provide incentives and fair agency remuneration

Question 4a: What should advertisers and agencies be doing to increase levels of transparency in the industry
Question 4b:  From the areas selected in the previous question, please rank the top priorities for your business over the next 12 months
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“Having worked in the 
sector for a number of 
years now, I'm 
increasingly of the view 
that regulation of the 
activities of media and 
creative agencies is the 
only way to get 
consistent and lasting 
change”

-
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More than half of people believe transparency 
would improve significantly with regulation 
from an external body

-

To achieve a step-change in media transparency in 
the future, many people now believe external 
regulation is required. 

More than half of respondents (59%) either strongly agree or agree 
that transparency would improve significantly if media activities were 
regulated by an external body. Around a quarter (23%) of respondents 
are undecided, while around a fifth (19%) disagree. 

That a majority now favour outside regulation illustrates the growing 
sentiment that transparency is becoming harder to achieve as the 
media environment grows ever more complex. 

Respondents highlighted a couple of examples where they believe 
regulation has helped, such as the Sapin Law in France and the new 
laws passed in Mexico to persecute non-transparent practices. 

One respondent suggested we are approaching the point where a 
full market review is required, “to ensure the long-term interests of 
publishers and advertisers are protected”. 

 

 

Question 5: To what extent do you agree with the following statement: “Media transparency will improve significantly if the industry is regulated by an external body”

26%

33%

23%

14%

2%

Strongly agree

Somewhat agree

Neither agree nor 
disagree

Somewhat 
disagree

Strongly disagree

Question 5: To what extent do you agree with the following statement: “Media transparency 
will improve significantly if the industry is regulated by an external body”
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“Transparency will or 
should occur when 
advertisers only spend 
in areas that are 
transparent. If we invest 
in areas that lack 
transparency then we 
are only reinforcing bad 
behaviors”

-
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Conclusion
-

Those brands wishing to take control over the 
situation speak about the need to strengthen 
media governance and develop new best 
practice principles. Whether this is enough to 
drive lasting change is debatable. 

Indeed many advertisers now believe that we 
have reached a point where transparency will 
only markedly improve with stronger external 
regulation. 

It is likely that this would need to begin with a 
full review of current practices, and on a scale 
hitherto unseen. For this reason, it is more likely 
that the status quo will remain. However, that 
should not dissuade practitioners from striving 
for closer collaboration. 

Our latest research into media transparency 
reflects a mixture of old and new concerns.

Evidently, the growing complexity of the digital 
supply chain is negatively impacting advertiser 
confidence. Yet it hardly seems likely that this will 
do anything to stem the flow of ad spend to 
online media.

At the same time, we see many historic concerns 
relating to non-transparent behaviours around 
media trading, which continue to undermine 
confidence. 

It is no wonder, then, that advertiser sentiment is 
a mixture of confusion, frustration and concern. 

Rather, improving media transparency should be 
viewed as a collective responsibility, whereby 
everyone plays their part in building a more 
responsible and sustainable media value chain. 

Enjoyed this report? To read the previous ID 
Comms 7Ts Global Media Reports please visit: 
https://blog.idcomms.com/topic/7ts

https://blog.idcomms.com/topic/7ts
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