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To my late father, Ed Mitzen, who made me cry at the 
 dinner table when I was ten years old, teaching me a 
 valuable life lesson I never forgot.




 


INTRODUCTION


THE PITCH


The first time I was involved in a real advertising pitch, I was a client getting pitched. It was years before I ever started an ad agency, when I was a marketing manager tasked with selecting an advertising agency to launch a new medication for asthma.


We had five agencies come in and present to us. I remember sitting in our conference room, full of nervous energy. See, I didn’t know how to make an ad, and I hoped I would be able to evaluate the agencies by how effective they could be at driving results for my brand. After all, success in my role as a marketing manager relied on the performance of the agency I selected to launch this product.


At the time, I was unaware that the traditional pitch process I was about to undergo was flawed and would not meaningfully help me vet potential agencies’ performance capabilities for my brand. I didn’t realize how little the pitches would actually show me about the internal culture of my new agency partner or how important its culture would be to drive its performance, and ultimately, my brand’s success.


The first agency arrived in a parade of suits and ties. The people introduced themselves, each with a seemingly loftier title than the last. I remember wondering, How are there so many vice presidents at this company? Who will actually work on my account? Whom should I pay attention to?


While an outsider may expect a pitch from an advertising agency to be entertaining (especially if they have watched the popular TV show Mad Men), any marketing leader knows that agency pitches are more often death by PowerPoint.


That’s how that first pitch went. Eighty-something slides rushed through in ninety minutes. The next pitch was very similar. Power suits. PowerPoint slides. Vice presidents.


The third, the same. Of course, there were subtle differences. Some agencies mounted boards around the room and turned them around like Vanna White on Wheel of Fortune to reveal their creative mock-ups. Some had paper handouts, some had disks with more information, but it was all variations of the same process.


Every agency started with its background. Then the team would cover the same issues: Here’s what you asked us to present. This is our research. Here are our strategic takeaways. This is where we recommend positioning the product. Here are four or five creative examples of how we could roll this out to your customers and a tactical plan that summarizes how we’ll be in market. At that point, they were usually running out of time and turning hastily to “Thank you; do you have any questions?”


I remember wondering, What should I be looking for? Am I choosing the best presenters? Or who has the best strategy? Am I trying to see which creative sample I like the most, even though we haven’t been involved in any of the creative discussions yet? I had no sense of the heartbeat of any of the agencies, and truth be told, I didn’t know how important their internal culture, or lack thereof, would be to my success.


At the end of the day, I made a decision based on—I hate to say it—the people I liked most in the room and who I felt had the best mock-up creative work. In hindsight, now that I’ve worked as a marketing director and founded two successful advertising agencies over the past twenty years, I will tell you that I’ve never been part of a pitch where the creative presented in the pitch actually went to market.


I’ve also realized just how ineffective the traditional pitch process is. Isn’t it bizarre that you meet a few groups of people for two hours each, one after the other, after which you’re supposed to decide who you will trust to launch your product and work side by side with you for the next several years?


More often than not, because most marketing executives simply don’t know what truly drives performance in advertising agencies, the pitch process turns into a two-hour personality contest played out over creative and strategy presentations. Often you haven’t worked with these agencies before, so in a way, you’re getting married with a contract before you even date. After all, what can you get from a two-hour pitch besides charisma and some inkling of an agency’s strategic and creative thought process?


Wouldn’t a better process give you real insight into the big questions that can make or break your success with a firm, such as, What are their people like to work with? Will they be true partners and challenge us or just do whatever we ask them? A year from now, will the people in the room still be involved with my business or even working at the same agency? Are they ethical, hard-working people I want to be in the foxhole with?


At the time of my first pitch, I wasn’t aware of all that could change once I signed. I simply assumed I was choosing the people I’d be working with for the next three or four years. I didn’t realize that the internal culture of the agency was hidden from me, and the people presenting to me didn’t accurately reflect what it was like to work with that agency. I wasn’t aware that the charismatic creative director in a room full of vice presidents was due for a promotion and would be off my account in three months and onto bigger fish. I didn’t know the account director who shook my hand at the start of the deal was already looking to jump ship to another agency because the work environment was so toxic.


At the time, I was focused only on what I thought mattered: the creative and strategy in the pitch and the personalities and reputations of the presenters.


I’ve since moved over to the other side of the table by starting my own ad agencies and running them for many years, and I’ve learned so much that can help marketing directors be better informed than I was about how to evaluate and manage their ad agencies.


A PROVEN WAY TO EVALUATE AND MANAGE AD AGENCY PERFORMANCE


I’m writing this book to help marketing directors pull back the curtain on agency culture, so that they can drive positive performance to produce great work sustainably for years to come.


Over the last twenty years, I’ve successfully built two advertising companies that have grossed over $500 million in combined revenue as a result of a positive culture with a foundation of respect, empathy, and giving back.


All the lessons I will share in the coming pages rest on this foundation: a positive culture is the key to driving performance and growth. A positive culture must have its roots in empathy. I don’t just mean empathy for your customers, which is clearly a prerequisite for successful advertising. I mean empathy to your employees and to your communities, which in turn creates an internal culture that powers performance.


The culture I’ve built at Fingerpaint has earned us an extremely high rating on Glassdoor compared to most of our competitors. We grow 30–40 percent year after year, with happy employees and happy customers. But of all the numbers that measure the impact of the agencies I’ve founded, I’m most proud of this one: in more than twenty years as a CEO in an industry notorious for layoffs and staff turnover, I have never laid off a single person.
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Here’s the thing—even after this many years running ad agencies, I still don’t know how to make an ad. I don’t know how to use InDesign and Photoshop. I’m not a creative genius or strategic maestro. Our staff actually teases me about it. But I absolutely know how to find the best people and how to treat them so that they will be happy and create great work for our company, for one another, and for our clients.


If you read on, I will share with you a proven way to select an ad agency and to manage the relationship effectively. I will take you behind the curtain to reveal why the usual approach that most businesses take to selecting and managing their agencies is not optimal and how evaluating and supporting a proper culture is the key to business success.


If you’re a marketing director and you spend millions of dollars a year with agencies, but you don’t really understand how they work internally and don’t feel like you’re in a position to drive the best work from them, then read on, and I’ll show you how they operate and how you can enable your team for success so that you accomplish what you set out to do with your agency partner.


If you work in advertising or own your own shop and feel like the culture needs big improvement, I’ll show you ways you can take it to new heights. By improving your culture to be more inclusive, collaborative, and positive, your creative work will also soar.


After reading this book, you’ll know what to expect when you walk into the conference room to meet the various agencies pitching you. You won’t wonder what is important, as I did once upon a time. You’ll know how to select and nurture a partner that will produce great work for you for years to come. You don’t have to be an ad person to get great work from your ad agency. I’m the perfect example of that.


Of course, choosing an agency with an empathetic, productive culture is just the beginning of a successful partnership. Once you’ve chosen the agency, I will show you how to foster a productive working relationship with it that leads to great work. By using the lessons in this book to align yourself with a positive ad agency culture, you’ll be well on your way to driving performance and growth for your brand.






 


CHAPTER ONE


WHY IS IT SO DIFFICULT TO SELECT AN AD AGENCY?


“We’ve always done it this way.” That’s the reasoning behind the approach most marketing departments use to evaluate ad agencies. It’s also the most dangerous phrase in business. “We’ve always done it this way” has proven to be the Achilles heel of many established industry titans that fell to younger, more innovative companies. It’s led to enormous losses of money, time, and opportunities in the marketing and advertising world, as companies have followed a pitch process that simply does not give them the tools to effectively evaluate their crucial advertising partners.


While some companies have attempted to improve it, there’s a fundamental issue in the heart of the current pitch process: it doesn’t enable clients to learn the culture of each agency, to understand how the agency works, or to truly get to know who will actually work on their account.


Most marketing directors have no idea what makes a good agency and a bad one, and agencies currently win business in a truly archaic fashion. Clients give agencies a creative assignment, and agencies present how they would strategically solve the problem.


Typically, clients will have one or two marketing executives oversee a pitch, and they will provide each potential agency with a detailed overview of the market. They’ll share market research and strategic plans and host phone calls with the agencies to answer questions ahead of the pitch.


Very rarely will clients provide a budget ahead of time. It’s bizarre because you’d expect they’d say, “We have $5 million to spend; show us how you would spend it,” and then evaluate the teams based on their use of the available funds. Instead, they want to protect those numbers, so there’s often a cat-mouse game that’s played, where they’ll say, “Tell us what you think it will cost to do the job.”


This is problematic, of course, because an agency can build a plan for a variety of budgets. Think of it like buying a car—you can buy a Ford or a Ferrari, depending on budget. But without the budget, it’s a guessing game: Should an agency present the blueprint for a Ferrari to a client, when they may only have the budget for a Ford? Or should they build a Ford and present it to someone expecting a Ferrari? Either way, expectations will not be met.


There’s a very cookie-cutter approach to the pitches. Most clients expect case studies, an overview of research, a strategic review, four to five creative concepts, and a full tactical plan with pricing and a timeline. For all that, they generally allot two hours to each agency. With all that content to cover, it’s difficult to dive deep on any single subject and impossible to thoroughly examine an agency.


To try to get a sense of the agency and who will work on their account, clients usually send a list of rules for the pitch for agencies to follow, such as these:


• Only people who will be part of the core working team are allowed to attend.


• Each agency is allowed no more than six people.


• Present the company background, history, and accolades.


• Give a brief overview of services and capabilities.


• Provide management and key personnel bios.


• Show examples of previous work.


• Create new positioning statement and core messages.


• Present four creative campaigns.


• Provide a top-line tactical plan that will be executed according to proposed strategies and detail budgets.


These prompts create an expectation that clients will evaluate agencies based on sample creative and strategy, the talent of the agency people in the room, and the agency’s overall reputation.


Given that prompt, agencies have two hours in a conference room to present. Most clients will stack these appointments back to back, so they can meet four to six agencies over a couple of days. The current process really only provides insight into what each agency has done for past clients, its experience in a category, and a glimpse of how it thinks creatively.


Usually, after the pitches, companies will call references or have an online reference submission, which means we at the agency reach out to our references to have them populate a form online. Let’s face it: agency references are just like the references you put on a resume—they’re good friends who will say how great you are. It may not be your three top customers or the most relevant customers to the client. The reference check, like the rest of the pitch process, has a fundamental problem: no matter what prompts you give or what specs you ask for in a creative demonstration, you can’t get a sense for the heartbeat of an agency through a two-hour presentation.


KEY ISSUES


There are two key issues with the current pitch process:


1. Companies do not spend enough time deeply getting to know the agency’s people.


2. The metrics companies use to evaluate agencies are not effective.


Two hours is simply not enough to vet an agency. While asking for very specific things to streamline that process may seem to help, it doesn’t actually work. Here’s what happens on the agency side for each pitch:


One person quarterbacks each pitch and chooses the team to bring to the pitch. The pitch itself is practically theater. At a two-hour presentation, agencies know that winning or losing is as much about if the client likes the people presenting as it is about capabilities. The pitch doesn’t give any insight into the heartbeat of the agency, into what it values, and into the team members who will ultimately work on the project.


The strategy and the creative presented is important, but sadly, a lot of times pitches simply become personality contests. This happens because the pitch window is short, and the creative is often pretty similar. There’s this sea of sameness that rises from the cookie-cutter approach to agency selection.


The other thing agencies do to try to win business is highlight past work in a pitch—even if it’s from another department. For instance, a large global agency’s consumer department created the iconic green slimy Mucinex mascot. For years its health-care team presented it to clients as an example of the agency’s health-care work—even though it was created by a completely separate business unit. The client doesn’t know that a different division of the company created that work, so they may expect that the people they’re hiring will be the creatives who worked on that assignment, which is not the case. It’s very common for global agencies to use campaigns they’ve created for consumer brands as samples for their health-care teams, even though the teams do not work together.


Even creative work done specifically for the pitch is not a true test of the crucial abilities an agency needs: to be able to solve a problem in collaboration with the client. All the agencies start without the client’s deep knowledge of what does and doesn’t work for the product and create their pitches in a vacuum, with no input from the client, so it doesn’t simulate how you will actually work together in the future.


No matter how you slice it, sample creative done without client collaboration is not a good indicator of future success. As a result, many companies choose their agency based on the people in the room. If they’re duds or not polished, they can have the best ideas in the world and get overlooked.
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Knowing this, agencies bring their best presenters to the pitch. Most of the time, clients ask for six people to present. Usually, agencies bring two senior creative people, who oversee every brand in the company. They approved the creative materials in the pitch and can present them well, but they weren’t the ones in the trenches doing a lot of the thinking. The head of the agency, like myself, will also usually be present for a pitch but will not be involved in the day-to-day strategic and creative discussions for the client. Agencies also usually include a strategy executive, who monitors multiple clients. Finally, two midlevel account people, who will be the day-to-day contacts for the client, join the presentation.


As a client, you can ask for only presenters who will be allocated mostly to your business, but it’s simply not realistic. If an agency is running properly, it doesn’t have six talented people sitting around waiting for your business to come along. If it did, it would mean the agency either just got fired from another account or the company is not good at managing its resources.


The other problem with asking to meet your team in a pitch is that it takes time to build out the appropriate team for each project. The strategy of what will be done on your account and the timeline of when it will be done still has to be defined before a team can be assembled for the project.


Let’s say the first year of a project is strategy and creative concept development. That means that you may not see the web development team for another year, so they won’t be allocated to your business at the time of the pitch, but they will absolutely be critical to the agency’s success or failure on your account, which means you should evaluate them before choosing a partner.


From an agency perspective, it also needs its best presenters to win business, and there is no actual contract holding the agency to use those presenters on any particular client’s business. So, if an agency has great presenters that can think on their feet when questions come up, the agency will bring them to every pitch—but it can’t have them work on every account.


The pitch process simply does not do a good job of connecting the client with the people who will actually work on the account. Approximately twenty-five people will contribute to a $5 million account—you can’t meet them all in a two-hour pitch, especially if you limit attendance to six people. As a result, in a traditional pitch, clients never see the art directors and copywriters who will drive the performance of their brand. There are very talented people behind the scenes—writers, editors, graphic designers, digital developers, media strategists, and project managers who aren’t department heads in a pitch but who are absolutely critical to the execution of the strategies.


Success or failure for a client comes down to the other twenty people who aren’t in the pitch. How talented are they? Are they happy? Are they motivated? Are they ethical? Are they good listeners? Do they think the agency is a good place to work? Is there a lot of turnover?


When I was a marketing director, I didn’t realize how much of my success with that agency would be tied to people I did not meet at the pitch, and most marketing directors today don’t either, because they’ve never worked in an ad agency. They choose the best people in the room. The problem is, six months down the road, the team often gets swapped out, so the people you met are no longer working on your business, which is very common. Or some key people from the pitch leave the company, and you’re left holding the bag.
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