THE 2013 RSW/US
AGENCY-MARKETER
BUSINESS REPORT

Issues related to agency selection
criteria used by marketers, the
importance of agency specialization,
the impact of digital agencies, among
other topics discussed

Background
The 2013 RSW/US Agency-Marketer Business Report was completed by 124
senior level Marketers and 130 Agency Principals from Agencies of different
types/sizes during January, 2013. The purpose of the survey was to glean
insights relative to Marketer and Agency expectations for 2013.
Additional questions were supplied by Adweek that involved agency selection
criteria. Results to these questions provide some interesting insights that
should help both Marketers and Agencies as they move through the selection
process.
And in this day of specialization, also some interesting findings relative to
expectations that Marketers have as it relates to the need for specialization and
what level of specialization is required in order to be an expert in a category.
Our hope is that the following key findings and implications from this study are
of value to you as you formulate your plans as you move throughout 2013.
The Agency sample came from the RSW/AgencySearch database of marketing
service companies ranging in size from under $5M in capitalized billings to over
$100M. The disciplines of each Agency varied from full service advertising to
digital, to marketing consultancies.
The Marketer sample came from our RSW/US database of over 30,000
marketing decision maker contacts. Client company size, location, and size
varied.
In an attempt to add value and help you improve your own efforts as you work
your way through 2013, we have prepared an overall executive summary for
ease of reference and perspective/implications relative to some of the key
results in the study.
If you would like to reproduce any of our findings in any format whatsoever,
please give us a call (513-559-3111) or email us. If you would like to discuss
any of the information below, please feel free to reach out: lee@rswus.com.
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Executive Summary/Overall Survey Implications

Our first series of questions come from the team at Adweek
These questions explore how important different criteria rank when Marketers
review Agencies.
What Agencies think Marketers SHOULD use and what Agencies think Marketers
ARE using to evaluate them are two different things. Agencies think Strategic Insights
and Creative Ideas should be most important, but believe that Marketers are actually
placing equal emphasis on category experience, chemistry, and creative ideas.
Agencies - How Marketers SHOULD Judge Agencies

#1 and #2 Most
Important Criteria:
"Strategic Insights"
& "Creative Ideas"

#3 Most
Important:
"Chemistry"

Note: The lower the rating (above), the higher the relative level of importance when
evaluating Agencies.
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Agencies also think Marketers should place the least amount of emphasis on cost, but
believe they are actually placing the least amount of emphasis on account services.
Agencies - How Agencies think Marketers ARE Judging Agencies

Agencies think Marketers are placing more
emphasis on "Category Experience",
"Cost", and less on "Strategic Insights"
than they actually SHOULD.

Note: The lower the rating (above), the higher the relative level of importance when
evaluating Agencies.
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Interestingly what Agencies think Marketers SHOULD use as criteria when
evaluating Agencies is very close to what Marketers ARE using as their ranking
criteria.

Agencies - How Marketers SHOULD Judge Agencies

#1 and #2 Most
Important Criteria:
"Strategic Insights"
& "Creative Ideas"

#3 Most
Important:
"Chemistry"

Note: The lower the rating (above), the higher the relative level of importance when
evaluating Agencies.
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Marketers are evaluating Agencies the way Agencies want them to. While
Agencies would potentially like to think that most, if not all Marketers only think
about price and other less meaningful measures, it appears that how Agencies think
Marketers SHOULD judge them, is exactly (or at least close to) how Marketers
actually are judging them.

Marketers - What they ARE Using to Judge Agencies

Same #3:
Chemistry
Same #1 and #2
Most Important

Implications: At the end of the day, Marketers are buying your strategic
thinking and creativity. This is what we hear from our agency clients, it's what
we see on the AgencySearch side of our business when we talk to Marketers
involved in searches, and it's what Marketers tell us in this survey - as noted on
the previous page.

Note: The lower the rating (above), the higher the relative level of importance when
evaluating Agencies.
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Marketing and Category Specialization
The next grouping of questions shed some interesting light on the growing area of
market and category specialization. There are a lot of folks in the market professing
the importance of specialization - and it is important. The question is: How much is
necessary in order to accomplish what you need to accomplish in trying to win the
hearts and minds of Marketers? Some claim you need to go 100% against a sector.
We've said no from the start of our business and Marketers seem to support this, as
noted in the sections that follow.
Let's start with a look at how Agencies view specialization
62% of Agencies state that specialization is more important today than it was 3-4
years ago. As we'll see in a minute, Marketers don't feel that things have changed
as dramatically - maybe because they have always felt it was an important variable
when evaluating firms - and Agencies are just now starting to feel the competitive
pressure to specialize.
Agencies

62% of Agencies say
"Specialization is More
Important"
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Our next question asks Agencies if they have a specialty (and to define specialty
however they want). 83% said "yes", which is not terribly surprising given the
amount of conversation in the market that suggests it's important to do it - and the
fact that it's almost always the number one question asked by Agency Search
recruiters and/or Marketers when considering an Agency.
Agencies

8

We next asked if the specialty was an industry specialty (e.g. healthcare), a media
specialty (e.g. digital), or both? 84% had an industry specialty or an industry and a
media specialty. It is not terribly surprising for an Agency to have one or both given
the highly competitive nature of today's market and the need to present expertise in
a space to give the Marketer confidence you can get the job done for them. The
million dollar question is, just how much is enough to be considered an expert?
Agencies

84% of Agencies have
Industry Specialization
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We then asked Agencies how many industries they specialize in. 84% of Agencies
said they had two or more areas of specialization. This is healthy. While I believe
it's important to talk the "game" when you're discussing your experience with a
prospective client, you don't need to throw all your eggs in one basket to make this
work (as we'll see later - directly from the Marketer's mouth).
An RSW/US Experience Worth Noting:
We represented an Agency in the Midwest that had a focus exclusively in the
service space. It was great for us because the focus made the sale of the Agency
easy. We opened doors, he closed business...all seemed good.
One day an independent consultant entered the picture. He convinced him that he
needed to focus even more - to really become the expert in something even more
specific than "general services" and needed to dial down to a specific, highly
technical service sector. He agreed and in essence had to start all over. New blog,
new site, new collateral, and new set of prospects (that proved much less robust in
numbers). Not only did the narrowness of this focus greatly limit the opportunities,
but the sector chose didn't have a history of heavy spending, so he had trouble
making a buck. Not a good place to be.
Agencies
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We then turned to the Marketer to get their point of view on specialization
77% of Marketers state that it is either somewhat or very important to hire an
Agency that has some degree of specialization...so clearly it's an issue central to
the selection process for Marketers.
Marketers

77% of Marketers say
"Specialization" is
Important
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As noted earlier, there are fewer Marketers that feel the need for specialization is
greater today, than it was 3-4 years ago. This is likely a function of Marketer needs
not changing (always feeling that some level of specialization is important), but
Agencies realizing that as things get more competitive, they need the category
experience to help just "get them to the table" in a review or conversation.
Marketers

Fewer Marketers (47%) than
Agencies (62%) believe
specialization is more
important today than 3-4
years ago.
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The most interesting part of this series of questions has to do with what Marketers
think Agencies need to dedicate to a specialization in order for it to "qualify" as a
specialty.
59% of Marketers state that Agencies only need to have 50% or less of their
Agency focused on their category in order to be considered a specialist in their field.
This is certainly good news for those Agencies trying to turn their Agencies upside
down to only focus on a single category.
A question that often comes up when we talk with Agencies is how to represent a
specialty on a website. "If a prospect comes to my site and sees that I'm not 100%
focused on their space, will I lose out on an opportunity?". Clearly the answer is
"no". Having tabs that guide prospects down the appropriate paths, having easy
ways to sort creative work by category, and offering perspective in blogs that
speaks to the different fields of specialization are all ways to show a prospect that
you care about his/her space.
Marketers
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As noted on the next pages, Marketers provided open-ended responses to help
dimensionalize why they either did or didn't feel it was important for Agencies to
specialize.
Reasons why Marketers DON'T want to place too much emphasis on
specialization include:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Adds different perspective to business
Advertising methods are changing too rapidly
Strategy should cross specialties
More important to get ideas across industries than within industries
I see too many agencies in our vertical get stuck in the same ideas
Specialization is not forward looking

Reasons why Marketers DO want specialization include:
•
•
•
•

Agencies can be more focused and strategic when they're specialized
I don't have time to train "beginners" in my space
We don't have the time or money to waste.
We need experts in our industry who know it intimately

Implications: At the end of the day, I personally believe that if you can make the
Marketer feel like you know their category (no matter your level of experience in their
space), they will feel good about you. Recently wrote a post based on my past two
Agency Searches we ran. In both cases, clients told us that they selected the winning
Agency because they "felt like they were already ramping up". The winning Agencies
tailored their presentations to the Marketer, they showcased their knowledge of the
space, and they shared smart, strategic thinking applied from the Marketer's and other
industries. In both cases, there wasn't any marked advantage that the winning Agency
had over the other Agencies in terms of category experience. They just came to the
table with a smarter, more creative, more strategic, and more energetic approach.
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The Economy and Its Impact on the Agency and Marketer World
Our next series of questions also comes from the team at Adweek. When asked,
Marketers state that their biggest potential impediment to growth in 2013 is a
general uncertainty about the economy. 65% of Marketers in our survey stated that
"uncertainty" was the biggest driver, followed by commodity costs (17%) and lack of
consumer confidence (12%).
Marketers

Implications: This is not new news. We felt it as we rolled into 2009 and only in
the early part of 2010 did we start seeing some kind of give from Marketers. While
2011 and 2012 have proven to be a much more robust year for Marketers and
Agencies (as evidenced by more of our clients closing business and more of their
clients dialing up their spend), there still is (and probably will be for the near
term)...uncertainty. And with this uncertainty comes more conservatism in spending
than normal.
As we look to some of the following questions, we'll see a pattern. Agencies feeling
a little more optimistic than Marketers, but a general good feeling among both
groups - both in terms of marketing investment and general investment in business which bodes well for the economy and advertising spending.

19

More Agencies (than Marketers) feel like the political inertia in Washington will
impact the advertising community in 2013. 52% of Agency principals feel concerned
about the impact our friends in Washington will have on advertising as compared to
only 44% of Marketers who feel this same way.
Agencies

52% of Agencies and 44% of
Marketers feel Political
Inertia will impact marketing
activities in 2013.

Marketers

Implications: While it is certainly a concern that so many on each side aren't feeling
great about the wrangling in DC, it is encouraging to see that Marketers aren't as down
about the situation as their Agency counterparts. So while it might slow things
somewhat, hopefully we'll continue to see a continuation of the slight uptick many
Agencies are already facing today.
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Fortunately, any impact that the lack of action in DC may present, isn't going to take
its toll on Agencies to nearly the level that they believe (as we'll see when
comparing the responses below to Marketers' responses on the next page). 68% of
Agencies believed that the impact would manifest itself in a slowdown to the start of
spending and increasing pressure on Agencies to reduce costs.
Agencies
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Not so say Marketers. While it could affect overall dollars spent, Marketers are
more likely to see themselves re-allocating spend into more efficient media like
digital before they put the squeeze on Agencies or cut their spending outright.
Marketers

Implications: If the economy is impacted to some degree, and you don't have a
program to capitalize on what Marketers say would be a slowdown in spending or
re-allocation of spending to react to an economic stall, you need to get on it.
This frankly means two things: 1) you need to be out there finding new business to
help diversify your portfolio; and 2) you need to have your agency well positioned to
support changes in how marketers are spending. And you need to be proactive in
helping them get there...and assess the effectiveness of where you take them.
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But all this said, the business investment outlook still feels pretty good to both
Marketers and Agencies. Both groups expect to invest "somewhat-to-heavily" in
their businesses. 87% of Agencies expect to drive more investment in their
business (we suspect in areas like technology and new business). And while the
numbers are lower for Marketers (57%), the fact that there is an air of re-investment
bodes well for the advertising community and economy as a whole.
Agencies

87% of Agencies say
they will likely invest in
their business.

Clients

57% of Marketers say
they will likely invest in
their business.

Implications: The boldness of Agency investment suggests that there is a
renewed willingness to get more aggressive in efforts to support existing business
and win new business. An old CEO of mine used to say "you can't save your way to
salvation" and that's what appears to be happening here - a recognition that if
Agencies are going to gut this out, they need to make the investment to succeed.
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The higher order enthusiasm for business investment among Agencies (relative to
their Marketing counterparts) is also reflected in their anticipated investments in
personnel. 69% of Agencies expect to increase headcount somewhat or
significantly - as compared to only 26% of Marketers feeling the same way.
Agencies

Clients

Implications: This is good news and not so good news for Agencies. Good news: 1)
Fewer marketers means less time to get stuff done, which can mean a greater need for
outside support; and 2) Less investment in personnel could mean more spending (or at
least not reduced spending) in other areas like marketing support. Bad news: 1) Fewer
marketers means a group of more scattered and harder to manage Marketers for
Agencies; and 2) Fewer Marketers means fewer people moving around that create
more networking and referral opportunities for you.
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In terms of marketing spending, it appears that 2013 will bring the same or slightly more
spend from Marketers than it did in 2012. 66% of Marketers expect to spend the same
or slightly more in 2013, which is certainly better than where we've been in the past.
The divide between Marketer and Agency expectations isn't as great as some of the
previous questions, so good to see Agency expectations are in line with what Marketers
see as their likely spend activity in 2013.
Agencies

Clients

66% of Marketers
expect to spend same
or more in 2013.

Implications: While it is good to see a consistent level of enthusiasm for 2013,
Agencies need to be cautiously optimistic as they take steps into the new year. While
Marketers seem to be more positive about things like business, personnel, and
marketing investment, the enthusiasm is still tempered to a degree - which means while
Agencies should make the investments to keep their agencies on the forefront of
technology and new business, they need to be cautiously optimistic in their approach.
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No surprises here...Marketers see the biggest increases in non-traditional platforms
(digital, social, SEO). 67% of Marketers see spending either somewhat or significantly
increasing for "digital marketing/media", whereas only 25% of Marketers expect
increases in "traditional marketing/media".
Marketers

67% and 52% of Marketers
expect more spending in
digital and social media,
respectively.

Implications: We've been saying this for the last 5 years...if you're not deep into the
social/digital space, you better get moving and get into it. Frankly, if you've waited this
long, it might be too late.
More and more digital, social, SEO firms have been reaching out to us at RSW/US to
help support their business, which suggests more are springing up every day. We
regularly see these firms encroach on the full service agency's world, so if you don't
partner or play in it yourself, you're likely to get hit and it's going to hurt.
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This increase in competitive activity is confirmed by both Marketers and Agencies when
asked the simple question: "Is the space more competitive?". 68% of Agencies and
63% of Marketers say the business of advertising has gotten much more competitive.
Agencies

Clients

Implications: With larger firms vying for smaller pieces of business they never would
have considered in the past...with public firms under increasing pressures to deliver
higher levels of profitability...with start-up agencies popping up with a ever-increasing
pace...with marketers considering higher orders of specialization from their firms...and
with Agencies getting more and more aggressive in their attempts in trying to win new
business...it's no wonder that both Marketers and Agencies feel like this world of
advertising isn't the "fraternity" it once used to be. Sorry men of mad!
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Interestingly Agencies seem to feel that this increase in competitiveness is playing out
in Marketers' consideration sets. Marketers don't quite see it the same way. Only 34%
of Marketers think that they have been in more situations where multiple agencies are
being considered for their business (as compared to 3-4 years ago). This compares to
59% of Agencies feeling this same way. So either Marketers aren't good at math or
Agencies are feeling the heat even when the heat isn't on - or maybe they're being told
the heat is on, but in reality it isn't. Don't know...but regardless, the competitive
pressures seem to be real and increasing for Agencies.
Agencies

Marketers
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Part of what could be driving this feeling of a higher level of competitiveness is the fact
that Agencies expect the number of new business opportunities to increase in 2013
relative to 2012. 60% of Agencies state that they expect the activity in 2013 to increase
relative to last year.
Agencies

Implications: This is a two edged sword for Agencies. Good news is there are more
opportunities. Bad news, more Marketers are opening up parts or all of their business
for new Agencies. Not only is the pursuit of new business critical for Agencies as they
roll into 2013, but so is the need to treat every client assignment like it's the first day of
the relationship, every day. We recently had a Marketer come to us on the
AgencySearch side of our business who had been with their Agency for 15 years and
simply felt like they had fallen asleep at the digital/social wheel...and they needed a
change. Don't let this happen to you.
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If you don't get more aggressive in your pursuit of new business, the Agency down the
street will beat you to the punch. 82% of Agencies state that they plan on getting
somewhat or much more aggressive than they did last year. In past surveys, Agencies
talked about a variety of different tactics they planned on using to heighten their level of
prospecting activity, from trade shows, to inbound marketing, to hiring internally or
externally to support a program.
Agencies

82% of Agencies say they will get
"somewhat" or "much more"
aggressive when it comes to new
business in 2013

Implications: If you don't have anything in the plan for 2013, you need to consider some
kind of program to protect yourself. We've seen too many Agencies with too few pieces of
business representing too large a piece of their pie - suddenly lose a piece of business
and scramble. Or the other scenario we often see is Agencies putting off the pursuit of
new business because things are too good. Just as quickly as things can be too good,
we've seen things turn on Agencies and again, they need to scramble to make up lost
ground. Don't put yourself in this position.
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The Impact of Digital Agencies
Our final series of questions centers around digital firms and the threat that they
do/don't pose to full service firms - and - what if anything they themselves need to do
(e.g. offer traditional services) in order to survive long-term. We started by asking
Agencies and Marketers if they felt that digital firms were a threat to full service
agencies. The majority of both Agencies and Marketers only see digital firms as being
a small threat to full service firms.
Agencies

Agencies and Marketers think
digital-only firms are a small threat
to full service Agencies

Marketers
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We then asked if a digital firm also offered traditional services - if that changed the
"threat level" to any degree. While not a dramatic shift in how Agencies and Marketers
think digital firms would impact full service firms, but there's clearly a shift, with more of
both groups feeling that it would prove a more significant threat to full service agencies.
Agencies

Marketers
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And finally, when asked how important it is for digital firms to offer traditional services in
order to survive long-term, 79% of Marketers (and 75% of Agencies) feel it was either
somewhat or very important. These findings are consistent with past surveys we've
conducted and continue to suggest that the talents that once were unique to digital
firms only, are now more easily transferring to traditional, full service Agencies - and
consequently are becoming less unique.
Marketers

79% of Marketers think that the
future of digital-only firms is in
jeopardy if they don't offer
traditional services.

Implications: Digital-only firms won't go the way of the dinosaur, but they will
face challenges in finding new business if they aren't capable of looking at a
marketer's challenge in a more holistic, fully integrated manner.
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