
Financially considerate marketers
get better staff allocation from their agency

Financial empathy
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Key findings
1. Marketers who are rated highly by their 

agencies for their financial regard, in 
turn rate their agencies 20% higher for 
agency staff allocation.

2. This suggests that clients who adopt a 
fair approach to agency remuneration 
perceive better value from the 
relationship with their agency.

3. Agreeing a scope of work that is clear 
and adhered to is the foundation of fair 
financial treatment.

‘Equality in a relationship 
means that each person’s 
interests and desires are 
respected and met to  
a reasonable degree,  
as opposed to just one 
partner’s needs dominating 
the relationship.’

A popular dating website

The theory focuses on determining whether the 
distribution of resources is fair to both partners in 
a relationship. Although this principle originally 
envisaged individual employees, we believe it 
also applies to teams – either within the same 
company or, as this report will discuss, between 
client and agency teams.

The drive to reduce agency costs is often 
seen as a hallmark of marketing procurement 
success. But is this self-defeating? 

We decided to investigate this issue by analysing 
the Aprais database of more than 23,000 
client-agency evaluations we’ve conducted 
worldwide over the past 20+ years. 

Our aim is to understand whether a marketer’s 
regard for its agency’s remuneration has an 
impact on the service the agency delivers.

1 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Equity_theory

Equity Theory1 was first developed 
in the 1960s by J. Stacy Adams, 
a workplace and behavioural 
psychologist.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Equity_theory
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The methodology

We focused our analysis on three fundamental 
issues:

• Agency staff allocation: We wanted 
to confirm that marketers who 
believe their agency provides good 
quality and depth of resource also 
have a positive view of the agency’s 
overall performance, and that this 
positivity was also reflected in positive 
evaluations of the main disciplines of 
agency service.

• Financially considerate marketers: We 
then needed to determine whether 
a marketer’s regard for its agency’s 
remuneration has a positive impact on 
the service the agency delivers.

• Marketers’ feelings about service: Finally 
we had to determine how clients who 
were scored highly by their agencies in 
terms of financial empathy felt about 
the staff allocation and resourcing they 
received from their agency.

Agency staff allocation

Our first challenge was to create a single score 
to represent the marketer’s view of ‘good 
quality and depth of resource’ from the agency.

To achieve this we sorted through related 
questions from our bank of more than 10,000 
questions to select those that relate specifically 
to staff allocation (see examples on the next 
page).

Then we compared these scores with those of 
the same marketers/same evaluation at the 
discipline level.

This allowed us to deduce that those marketers 
who believe their agency provides good quality 
and depth of resource also have a positive view 
of the agency’s overall performance, and that 
this flows through to a positive evaluation of the 
main disciplines of agency service.
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Examples of questions used 
(marketer evaluates agency)

• Allocates good depth and quality of staff to 

work with our team

• Allocates outstanding creative people to 

the account

• Applies sufficient depth and quality of staff 

to work with client team

• Applies sufficient depth and quality of staff 

to work on our business

• Assigns high-quality, experienced personnel

• Works within budget to provide sufficient 

depth and quality of staff based on project 

scope of work

By plotting marketer evaluation scores of their 
agency’s overall performance against marketer 
scores in response to the group of questions 
related to the ‘quality and depth of resource 
applied to their business’, we found a high 
degree of correlation*.

This correlation extended to the key agency 
disciplines as shown in the chart opposite.

* The high degree of correlation is not surprising because 
the questions included form part of the scoring for these 
disciplines (excluding production)
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Source: Aprais database

Quality and depth of resources by discipline

The best vs the rest

This chart shows the gap between client scores of agencies they considered to have good quality and 
depth of resource to their business. Green dots represent the average score of the top 10% and red 
ones the average of the bottom 10% of agency scores. The numbers are the gap between these two. 
scores and indicate the degree of difference between the best and the worst. 

This shows that marketers who believe their agency provides good quality and depth of resource also 
have a positive view of the agency’s overall performance, and that this flows through to a positive 
evaluation of the main disciplines of agency service.



© Aprais 2021 | www.aprais.com6

Financially considerate marketers

Our next challenge was to determine whether a marketer’s consideration 
for the agency’s compensation has a positive impact on the service the 
agency delivers.

To achieve this we sorted through related questions in our question 
bank where agencies rate the way clients view their compensation (see 
examples opposite). Then we compared these scores with those of the 
same marketers/same evaluation at the overall discipline level.

The clustering of data points in the heatmap graph below reveals the 
general correlation of scores between clients who show consideration for 
the agency’s financial health and the agency evaluation scores of the 
same client.

It is apparent that as a client’s financial empathy with the agency 
increases, the agency score of the client increases too.

Examples of questions used 
(agency evaluates client)

• Client arranges regular reconciliation/ 

review against the scope of work

• Engages in timely, constructive 

compensation terms of business discussions

• Scope of work and agency fees are agreed 

and signed off in a timely manner

• Shows willingness to listen to agency’s point 

of view in compensation discussions

• Swiftly and clearly communicates any 

changes to scope of work

• Timely provision of business metrics that 

impact the agency’s compensation

• Understands the agency’s need for fair 

compensation

• Works with a compensation/remuneration 

model that is fair to the agency

Source: Aprais database
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Marketers’ feelings about 
service

The final step in our investigation was to look 
at those clients who were given high scores by 
their agencies for their fair approach to agency 
remuneration, and determine the degree of 
benefit they felt they received. In other words: 
does a marketer’s consideration for its agency’s 
compensation have a positive impact on the 
service the agency delivers?

The graph below shows the correlation between 
the ‘client financial empathy’ scores from step 1 

and the client rating of ‘agency staff allocation’ 
scores from step 2. 

Interestingly, although we have more 
than 23,000 evaluations to analyse, not all 
relationships measure both compensation 
and staff allocation. Nevertheless, as the chart 
below shows, we have sufficient data points to 
identify reasonable correlation between the 
two and conclude that clients who display more 
empathy for their agency’s compensation are 
more satisfied with the levels of staff allocation 
to their business. 

Source: Aprais database
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Adams’ equity theory re-applied

In this report we have established that marketers who adopt a fairer attitude toward agency 
remuneration get better resourcing from their agency. The remaining question is, how much better?

As mentioned at the beginning of this report, Adams’ Equity Theory was originally applied to individuals 
within a company. However, we believe that the fundamental principle of ‘fairness’ can be applied 
more broadly to include client-agency teams and, in this instance, the client’s attitude toward fair 
compensation for the agency.

The charts below compare the average scores given by marketers with the most consideration (top 
10%) for the agency’s fair remuneration with the least (bottom 10%) consideration.

The result is a 15-point difference in scores between the two approaches. Seen another way, marketers 
who display more financial empathy with their agency partners are 23% more satisfied with the agency 
staff allocation to their business.

This interval shows there is a real 

(statistically significant) gap 

between high-performing clients 

and low-performing clients.

Source: Aprais database
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Leading by example

The 5 August 2020 issue of Ad Age carried 
a story about some extraordinary acts of 
financial empathy by leading US marketers, 
toward agencies. The article said, ‘Despite the 
pandemic bringing out the worst in some people 
and the continuing push by marketers to stretch 
payment terms with their agencies, random acts 
of decency are popping up by some marketers 
who are speeding payments to smaller shops.’

‘Moving [small and medium-sized enterprises] 
to extended terms doesn’t feel in line with our 
Mutuality Principle, given the negotiating power 
imbalance.’ 
Mars Corporation

Unilever publicly announced in March 2020 that 
it was offering more than $500 million in cash-
flow relief, ‘including early payment for our most 
vulnerable small and medium-sized suppliers to 
help them with financial liquidity.’

Agency News !

RANDOM ACTS OF DECENCY
EMERGE AS MARKETERS SPEED
UP PAYMENTS TO SMALLER SHOPS
Clorox, Unilever and Mars have capped terms at 60 days for
small shops, but unlike with other philanthropic acts,
marketers are loathe to tell the whole world
By Jack Ne .  Published on August 05, 2020.

Credit: Sharon McCutcheon via Unsplash

Despite the pandemic bringing out the worst in some people and the

continuing push by marketers to stretch payment terms with their

agencies, random acts of decency are popping up by some marketers

who are speeding payments to smaller shops.

Actually, the acts aren’t entirely random. They appear to have become

de facto permanent policy for some marketers, without an expiration

date linked to the end of the pandemic or related economic downturn.

But the softened terms for now only come from a handful of packaged-

goods marketers and aren’t being o ered to holding-company shops

whose parents have plenty of cash, or the means to get it.

Consultants identify Unilever, Mars and Clorox Co. as companies that,

since March, have notified marketing-services shops, either formally or

informally, that they will cap payment terms at 60 days for small and

medium-size agencies and other suppliers. Procter & Gamble Co. has

said it will consider expedited payments on a case-by-case basis. All of

the marketers have previously shifted payment terms more broadly to

as long as 90 to 120 days.

And there is indeed some randomness. The companies haven’t

pinpointed exactly where they draw the line on “small and medium-

sized,” so you only tend to know you qualify if you’re told.

Also, unlike with other areas of philanthropy, this is one where

companies have no interest in telling the whole world about their good

works. Spokespeople for Unilever, Clorox and Mars either declined to

comment or didn’t respond to requests for comment.

Related articles

Tensions rise as even cash- lush brands drag out payment terms to 120 days or
more

Jack Ne

Mars Seeks 120 Day Payment Terms From Vendors

E.J. Schultz

Payment terms for agencies keep going up and shops are losing leverage,
according to a new survey

E.J. Schultz

Ad Age Sta

John Gleason, principal of A Better View Strategic Consulting, says

Unilever, Mars and Clorox appear to have been considering the 60-day

cap before the pandemic but implemented it after it began.

Mars announced the move in a March 5 message that said: “Moving

[small and medium-sized enterprises] to extended terms doesn’t feel

in line with our Mutuality Principle, given the negotiating power

imbalance,” adding that the 60-day cap applies in Canada and the U.S.

and would take e ect March 23.

Unilever publicly announced in March that it was o ering more than

$500 million in cash-flow relief, “including early payment for our most

vulnerable small and medium-sized suppliers to help them with

financial liquidity.” The company told agencies in April about its 60-

day cap on payment terms, Gleason says, though it has declined

numerous requests from Ad Age to clarify details.
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Clorox similarly notified small and mid-sized shops in April about its

own 60-day cap on payment terms, Gleason says. Nancy Hill, principal

of The Agency Sherpa consultancy, confirms the policies

communicated by Unilever and Clorox.

“I’d like to think that this is a sign that there’s humanity left in the

ecosystem,” says Hill, former president of the 4A’s, “and that

marketers are realizing that what they do can hurt the smallest of us.”

She adds that she doubts payment leniency will be applied to holding

companies at any point, and that marketers “don’t necessarily want to

make it seem like a policy.”

Hill notes that other companies that haven’t issued any kind of

statement to agencies, such as P&G, may still be willing to pay faster as

needed, which is often necessary because small shops simply don’t

have the cash reserves that big ones do.

An executive with a marketing-services shop noted that P&G also o ers

factoring loans negotiated with a third-party lender at attractive

interest rates of under 1 percent, below what small firms generally can

get on their own.

“What I’m saying to people is that you should certainly ask, because if

you don’t ask, it may not happen,” Hill says.

Even when a company’s finance or procurement departments won’t

bend on payment terms, there may be some hidden flexibility, Dan

Je ries, founder of Je ries Consulting, said during a workshop at the

Ad Age Small Agency Conference on Monday. In some cases, he said,

marketing executives may let small agencies invoice a month early—in

advance of work being completed—“to turn 60 days into 30 days.” This,

however, is decidedly not policy, and likely frowned upon by finance

and procurement departments.

The generosity isn’t limited to marketers, by the way. Curiosity, a small

Cincinnati agency, recently prepaid a production company for a project

that hadn’t even been booked yet, essentially to help keep a key partner

afloat during lean times, says Greg Livingston, partner and chief

operating o cer.

Proof Advertising, Austin, has in some cases o ered fee reductions or

extended payment terms to clients in hard-hit sectors like travel, said

Ly Tran, associate partner and chief media o cer, during the Ad Age

Small Agency Conference on Monday.

But consultants caution any agency considering kindness that some of

the marketers currently seeking fee or payment term relief aren’t

particularly hard hit by the pandemic or recession. And 4A’s president

Marla Kaplowitz noted in June that many “temporary” concessions

granted at the outset of the Great Recession became permanent when

it was over, so they should be noted in writing as temporary in

contracts.
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How clients get optimum agency resources

The perception of fairness is pivotal in any healthy human relationship. An 
absence of fairness will aggravate a relationship, whereas the promotion 
of fairness will bring benefits, as the findings in this report have illustrated. 
Marketers who show empathy for the fair compensation of their agency will 
benefit in terms of their evaluation of staff allocation from their agency.

As with most business agreements, a strategy where both parties win works 
best in the long run.

In the context of agency appointments, this begins with a carefully and 
realistically defined scope of work, to which the agency must respond with 
a transparent proposal. Get this step wrong and the relationship will suffer 
and, with it, the work.

Advice for agencies

1. Be transparent about the relationship between fees and the resources 
they buy – especially access to senior-level agency personnel. 

2. When reviewing agreements at the outset of a relationship, 
ensure your team contains at least one trained and experienced 
negotiator. Don’t confuse the skills of ‘selling’ and ‘negotiating’. 

Advice for marketers

1. When seeking cost savings from the agency, work together with them 
to optimise work processes and reduce the number of stakeholders 
rather than reducing the input of key staff. 

2. Negotiate agency agreements in two stages:

• Alignment within the client company on their needs: First, 
marketers need to decide the scope of work being sought and 
their requirement for the ongoing involvement of the agency’s 
senior management. Second, marketing and procurement 
teams discuss and create a workable fee package. 

• Only then should the client-agency negotiation take place.
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About Aprais

At Aprais we help companies doing business with each other, improve their business relationships. We 
are the global leader in building stronger business relationships.

Over the past 20 years, we have measured, monitored and improved client-agency and client-
supplier relationships for many of the world’s leading companies. By benchmarking results from more 
than 23,000 evaluations, we identify problems that limit client-agency value. Once identified, we help 
change team behaviour through robust action planning, mediation, training & workshops to unlock 
business potential.

We are the industry experts in building stronger relationships that can generate business value for you. 
Our strict confidentiality and impartial objectivity engender trust among all involved.
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