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INTRODUEGTION

SELECTING AN AGENCY PARTNER

IS A COMPLEX ENDEAVOR. ADHERE

TO THESE PRINCIPLES TO ASSIST

YOU IN YOUR AGENCY SEARCH.

ncreasingly, executives have the opportunity to choose from among

many public relations firms qualified to serve them. To help differentiate

among capable competitors and find the agency that will be the best fit
for their organization, many executives conduct formal agency searches.

There are different ways to conduct an agency search. Recognizing that a
variety of approaches may be used to arrive at a satisfactory conclusion, the
Council is providing guidance to current and prospective clients to assure
searches are conducted in a productive and reasonable manner.

The Council has developed these guidelines for conducting a search for a
public relations firm because of the time, commitment and cost involved for
both clients and firms. The principles and practices identified here reflect
the perspectives of a diverse group of advisors familiar with this subject,
including corporate communication officers, search consultants and public
relations agency executives.

These principles and practices now stand as the industry standard.
The Council is committed to assuring member firms abide by and uphold
this standard in their businesses.
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GUIDI
PRI

G
CIPLES

CLIENTS AND AGENCIES SHOULD

BE GUIDED BY THEIR CORPORATE

VALUES THROUGHOUT THE

SEARCH PROCESS.

The best public relations firm searches:

Employ clear and transparent processes.

Clients should be open about the objectives of a search, the expectations
for a public relations firm and the process they will use to select an agency.
With a full understanding of the nature of the search, agencies invited to
participate should carefully assess whether they have the interest, resources
and capacity to meet the client needs before proceeding.

Are fair and reasonable to all parties.

In agency searches, clients often seek to make meaningful comparisons
among a range of capable firms. Clients should assure that processes are
fair and reasonable and participating agencies should not seek unfair
advantage through any means.

Show mutual respect for the time and creative investment required.

Both clients and participating agencies invest significant time and
resources in an agency search. Agencies should respect clients’ desires to
efficiently manage the search process and interact with them according to
established parameters. Clients should be sensitive to the fact that agencies
are compensated on the basis of their time and should consider the time
involved to respond when making requests.

Enable participants to begin to form relationships.

Effective client/agency relationships begin during the search. Clients should
seek to get to know prospective agency partners during the process and
agencies should look for ways to give the client a sense of what it would be
like for them to work together.

Challenge agencies to demonstrate value.

Public relations firms can make a meaningful contribution to achieving results
for their clients. Clients should share key goals during the process and agencies
should be prepared to illustrate how they can help achieve those goals.

Are conducted with integrity.
Clients and agencies should be guided by their corporate values through-
out the search process.

By following these principles, clients and agencies can form relationships
that will endure.

GUIDING PRINCIPLES




BEST AN

WO CTICES

REFER TO THESE BEST AND

WORST PRACTICES AS YOUR

AGENCY SEARCH PROGRESSES.

ased on the experiences of the clients, agencies and search consultants

who contributed to the development of the Guiding Principles, the

Council of Public Relations Firms has identified Best Practices to be
incorporated in the overall agency search process as well as during specific
stages of the search. Worst Practices are inconsistent with the Guiding Principles
and should be avoided.

[. THE SEARCH PROCESS

The following practices apply throughout the search process.

BEST PRACTICES

Align requirements of the search with the size and scope of the account.
Agencies are generally prepared to invest necessary resources to compete
for a new client. Disclose the anticipated size of the account at the outset
of a search and seek to assure the participating firms the investment you
require is proportional to the potential return.

Clearly outline the steps and the timetable involved.
Communicate with all agencies the process you will follow and the dead-
lines for each phase of the process.

Manage the process according to the ground rules.
Once you have outlined the ground rules for the competition, make sure
they are consistently applied throughout the process.

Define the criteria for selection.

Inform agencies what you will be considering in making your final selection.
From the beginning, articulate basic requirements such as desired agency
capabilities, locations and firm size, as well as any potential conflicts, to
enable firms to determine if they have the qualifications to participate.

Allow sufficient time for a quality response.

Have a clear sense of the time likely to be required for an agency to
respond to your requests, and consider this in setting deadlines. In general,
allow more time to respond to any questions that are specific to your interests
and may not be readily answered using existing material.

BEST AND WORST PRACTICES




Consider compensating agencies for administrative expenses associated
with the search.

When a search process requires agencies to incur significant expenses to
participate, consider providing participants with a standard fee to cover or
offset these expenses. Examples of expenses that agencies may incur in a
search include: travel to client meetings and presentations and miscellaneous
administrative costs to produce and submit proposals. This compensation
does not cover the creative ideas proposed by firms unless clearly stated
by the firm.

Proactively manage media relations.

Media covering the public relations industry follow client/agency relation-
ships very closely. Develop a plan for managing media relations during the
search process and assure that participating agencies are aware of, and pre-
pared to abide by, the plan.

WORST PRACTICES

[I. THE INITIAL SCREENING PHASE

Clients should consider the following practices during the initial phase
of a search when they are identifying the agencies they would like to
participate in the search process.
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Offering unfair advantage to any competitors.

If an incumbent agency or other competitor has an advantage going into a
competition, disclose this to other agencies. This may influence their choice
to compete for the account.

Conducting a search for any purpose other than agency selection.

An agency search should not be used as a means for improving perfor-
mance of an incumbent agency, for obtaining creative concepts and ideas
without compensation, for stimulating market interest or for identifying
candidates for in-house public relations positions.

Mandating periodic searches in agency agreements.

As mentioned above, an agency search should be initiated only when
there is an express intent to retain a new agency. Contract terms may,
however, call for periodic performance evaluation in order to identify
means for strengthening the client/agency relationship and enhancing
agency performance.

Changing requirements without a rationale.

Once the requirements and the process have been established and agencies
are committed to participate, clients should not make changes unless
absolutely essential.

PRINCIPLES AND PRACTICES

BEST PRACTICES

e Define the budget and the scope of work.
If you are uncertain how much you will invest in public relations, consult
with others before beginning a search to gain a sense of budgets required
to accomplish objectives such as yours.

¢ Identify yourself and your needs.
To assure qualified agencies accept your invitation to participate in a
search, provide them with essential information about your organization
and its needs. Be clear about your requirements and expectations for a
public relations firm.

* Request only information necessary for initial comparison.
In the early stages of the process, minimize requirements you place on
agencies. Consider designing your initial request for information so that
an agency could reasonably prepare a response in a short period of time.

* Keep your long list to eight agencies or less.
The more agencies invited to participate in a search, the more challenging
it is for clients to compare and contrast firms in a meaningful way.
Agencies are also likely to view a competition among many agencies to
be less fair and reasonable than a focused competition. To help prepare the
list of firms to consider, the Council’s “Find-A-Firm” searchable database
may be very helpful (www.prfirms.org).

WORST PRACTICES

¢ Failing to provide adequate information.
In some cases, clients seek to conduct the initial phase of a search without
disclosing the name of the client organization or other information agencies
feel they must consider in deciding whether to participate in a search.
If you are unable to disclose essential information at the outset of a search,
it may be worthwhile to reassess the purpose, timing or process for your search.

BEST AND WORST PRACTICES 8



[TI. THE CAPABILITIES PHASE

During this phase, clients narrow the field of competitors by identifying
the agencies on the long list with the best capabilities to meet their needs.
In some cases, this phase is combined with the initial screening phase.

[V. THE FINAL PHASE
To enable them to choose among finalists under consideration, clients
often ask agencies to complete an assignment. In some cases, this
phase is combined with the capabilities phase.

BEST PRACTICES

BEST PRACTICES

e Brief agencies on your organization and your needs.
Give agencies the opportunity to hear directly from you about your organiza-
tion and its goals and the role of public relations in supporting these goals.
Briefing agencies individually is preferable to briefing them as a group.
In individual meetings, agencies will be more forthcoming with questions
and comments, and clients will get to know them better.

e Offer agencies the opportunity to learn about you from other sources.
If you have established relationships with advertising agencies, brand
consultancies or other marketing services firms, consider allowing agencies
to contact them for additional information and insight.

e Enable agencies to bring capabilities to life.
To enable agencies to best tailor their capabilities to your needs and interests,
have a meeting to discuss capabilities.

e Get to know the agency teams.
Create occasions to meet personally with the agency teams to get to know
them and get a sense of what it might be like to work together. Consider
visiting the agency; you'll learn a lot by observing their work environment.

e Have an open discussion about conflicts of interest.
Consider the scope, geography and nature of the assignment to determine
real versus perceived conflicts. Use confidentiality agreements to ensure
strict confidentiality for client information.

WORST PRACTICES

* Reviewing capabilities without interaction.
For written materials, agencies must distill capabilities, case studies and
other information to assure the materials will be easily understood.
Unless they have an opportunity to interact with you, however, agencies
may inadvertently fail to include or elaborate on aspects of their work
that are of interest to you.
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Limit finalists to 2-3 agencies.

In many searches, clients discover that each of the finalist agencies has the
capability to fulfill their needs. As you ask agencies to further differentiate
themselves by completing an assignment, participating in critical meetings
and/or visits and even socializing with them, be conscious of the time and
other resources they will need to invest at this stage. Agencies are more
willing to make necessary investments when there are only one or two
competitors at the final stage.

Design assignments to enable agencies to demonstrate strategic thinking.
Agencies generally respond well to assignments that challenge them to
show how they would analyze a business problem. Whether focused on a
hypothetical situation or a real challenge the client is facing, such assign-
ments can offer meaningful insight about how an agency works.

Assess creativity by reviewing comparable cases and /or examples of how
a proposed strategy could be executed.

Acknowledge that creative concepts and ideas are valuable intellectual
property for agencies and assure any requests for creative concepts are
limited and well focused.

Consider compensating agencies for their work on an assignment.

If the assignment is related to a real challenge you are facing, offer compen-
sation for the agency response. In cases where no compensation is provided,
make it clear that any sample ideas and concepts presented remain the
property of the agency. It is inappropriate to ask agencies to relinquish

rights to concepts presented in a search as a condition of participation.

Seek to simulate the client/agency relationship.

Recognizing that the search process is an artificial one, look for ways to get
a sense of the kind of working relationship you would have with agencies.
This may be accomplished through a joint work session, through your
interaction with the agency throughout the process and other means.

BEST AND WORST PRACTICES 10



Talk to agency references.

Ask finalist agencies to provide client references. Talk to references for
insight that can add another dimension to your analysis and inform the
final decision.

WORST PRACTICES

V. THE AGENCY SELECTION

The following practices apply to the end of the process, when clients
have made a final choice.
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Designing assignments to employ agency services.

It is inappropriate to ask agencies to provide public relations services
without compensation as a requirement for an agency search. For example,
inappropriate assignments to assess media relations capability might
include: analyzing target media, developing press material or pitching a
client story to the press.

Requiring agencies to develop concepts for public relations programs.

In some cases, clients request that agencies develop creative platforms
and tactical recommendations for full public relations programs during the
search process. In general, this is considered beyond the appropriate scope
of a search. On the other hand, agencies may choose to go beyond the
express requirements of a search to enhance their competitiveness. In such
cases, when agencies voluntarily develop and share program concepts,
they retain rights to these concepts unless otherwise agreed in advance.

PRINCIPLES AND PRACTICES

BEST PRACTICES

Always report the outcome of a search.

Once a search is initiated, it is important to report the outcome even if the
search ends without an agency selection, is reconstituted or delayed
beyond the initial deadline.

Notify finalists of results prior to announcement.
Personally contact each of the finalist agencies to inform them of the outcome
of the search and agree to the plan for announcing results in the media.

Provide substantive feedback to finalists not selected.
Agencies that have participated in a search through the final phase would
like to learn from the experience even if not selected.

WORST PRACTICES

e Using creative concepts or ideas presented by competitors not selected.

In cases where creative concepts are presented during a search process,
those concepts and ideas should remain the property of the agency.

In some cases, clients decide following a search that they would like to
use ideas or concepts presented during a search. Under these circumstances,
clients should negotiate proper compensation with the agency that presented
the ideas or concepts.

BEST AND WORST PRACTICES 12



WORST PRACTICES

VI. FINANCIAL DATA AND ANALYSIS

Requests for financial data and analysis may be made at various stages
of the process. The following practices apply to any such requests.

¢ Requiring specific financial data agencies are unable to disclose.
Some clients express skepticism when agencies cite policies prohibiting
disclosure of certain types of financial data and either pressure them to
violate the policies, penalize them for not providing data or continue to
seek it through alternative means. This exhibits a lack of trust and disrespect
BEST PRACTICES for agencies and signals that it will be extremely difficult for these clients
to establish a productive relationship with any firm.

e As appropriate, collaborate with procurement/sourcing staff to define
essential information they are seeking for decision-making.
When procurement or sourcing executives are involved in the selection of
your public relations firm, begin the dialogue with them early in the process
to gain clarity about their needs. Make sure they understand the public
relations agency business model and the nature of the professional services
provided by public relations firms. Request only information that is relevant
to the search and the selection of the most appropriate partner firm.

* Requesting individual salary amounts.
It is never appropriate to request salaries of individual agency staff.

¢ Respect legal requirements and company policy influencing agency
disclosure of financial data.
Public relations firms that are public companies or are owned by public
companies must abide by laws governing public disclosure of financial infor-
mation on agency performance. Firms have established company policies to
assure compliance with these laws. If agencies indicate they are unable to
provide specific financial information you request, ask that they propose other
metrics you may use in assessing the agency. For example, other indicators of
agency vitality may include: strength of management, account wins/losses,
average length of client relationships, offices opened/closed, achievements,
awards and areas of innovation, and information about how the size and
scope of your account would compare to those of other clients.

e When comparing agencies in terms of pricing, compensation and related
issues, seek information specific to the proposed account.
For comparative purposes, provide finalist agencies with a specific work
scope and total budget and ask that they describe the proposed staffing,
labor hours and expenses associated with that scope of work. If you require
more detailed financial analysis, such as the basis for agency billing rates,
request this information on an account basis as well, e.g., aggregated salary,
overhead and estimated profitability for an account of this size and scope.

e Enter compensation negotiations after making your agency choice.
Effective compensation agreements, equitable to both client and agency,
require full disclosure of sensitive and confidential financial and other data.
These discussions should take place after an account has been awarded,
not during the search process.

13 | PRINCIPLES AND PRACTICES BEST AND WORST PRACTICES 14



RATIONS FOR
LUATING AN

NSULTANT

I[F YOU CHOOSE TO ENGAGE A
SEARCH CONSULTANT TO ASSIST
WITH THE AGENCY SELECTION
PROCESS, LOOK FOR CONSULTANTS
WITH A SOLID UNDERSTANDING
OF THE PUBLIC RELATIONS

DISCIPLINE AND THE INDUSTRY

f you choose to engage a search consultant to assist with the agency
selection process, clients should consider the following before choosing
a consultant:

e Understanding of the public relations business.
Search consultants may conduct searches for agencies in multiple marketing
disciplines or may specialize in public relations or other fields. Look for
consultants with a solid understanding of the public relations discipline
and the industry. Consultants who are familiar with the business model
for public relations firms will be in a better position to advise you so you
maximize the value of your investment in public relations.

Process for managing an agency search.

There are many different approaches to conducting an agency search. In
reviewing the process consultants recommend, ask whether they follow the
Guiding Principles outlined in this booklet. If they are not familiar with the
guidelines, direct them to the Council web site (www.prfirms.org) so that they
can review this booklet and give you their perspectives.

Conflicts of interest and the appearance of conflicts.

Some search consultants also consult with agencies, providing such services
as educational seminars or analyses of agency new business systems and
processes. Such relationships are considered by some to be a conflict of

interest on the theory that accepting fees from agencies may create a bias
towards those agencies during a search. If a consultant provides services
to both clients and agencies, ask what protections they have in place to
assure agency relationships do not represent a conflict or otherwise bias
your search.

¢ References from agencies who have participated in searches they’ve managed.
In addition to checking references of other clients in the public relations
field, ask for contacts at agencies that have participated in previous searches
with the consultants you are considering. If a search process managed by
the consultant was considered fair and reasonable by all parties, even
those agencies that were not selected are likely to appreciate and value
the role of the search consultant.

Finally, ask for examples of searches facilitated by the consultant that

have resulted in long-term relationships between clients and their agencies.
The most important role of a search consultant is to assure clients have
information they need to choose an agency partner with whom they can
form a relationship that will endure.

CONSIDERATIONS FOR A CONSULTANT 16




RESOUREES

MANY ADDITIONAL INDUSTRY

RESOURCES EXIST TO

FURTHER ASSIST YOU IN

YOUR AGENCY SEARCH.

COUNCIL OF PUBLIC RELATIONS FIRMS

The Council of Public Relations Firms offers the following resources to assist
clients in selecting and working with a public relations firm. Booklets may be
purchased or downloaded free from the Council’s web site; other resources
may be found on www.prfirms.org.

Hiring a Public Relations Firm: A Guide for Clients.
This booklet outlines an approach to conducting a search for a public
relations firm.

Working with Your Public Relations Firm: A Guide for Clients.
Beginning with the selection of a public relations firm, this booklet describes
ways to formalize the relationship and establish rules of engagement.

Find-A-Firm Database.

Accessed through the Council web site, this database offers a simple
means for identifying agencies that have the basic capabilities you are
seeking. It offers clients the ability to efficiently search the universe of
member firms according to various criteria. In addition, the database
provides information on firm capabilities and links to agency Web sites.

Standard Documents.

The Council has created the following documents for use by clients and
firms: The Agency Client Agreement, Confidentiality Agreement, Conflict
and Exclusivity Guidelines, and Client Pitch/Joint Venture Submission
Agreement. These can be found at www.prfirms.org.

RESOURCES 18




ADDITIONAL RESOURCES

e A Marketers Guide to Conducting an Agency Search.
This booklet offers a step-by-step guide to conducting a search. In addition,
it features the Association of National Advertisers (ANA) and the American
Association of Advertising Agencies (AAAA) Best Practices in Agency
Search and Selection Process and ANA/AAAA “Rules of the Road” for
Agency Search Consultants.

Choosing and Working with Your Public Relations Firm, Thomas L. Harris,
National Texbook Company Trade, 1992.

This book places emphasis on assessing your real public relations needs
before initiating a search. It also provides useful tools for clients including
checklists, sample questionnaires and evaluation sheets.

Check out www.prfirms.org for more information about member firms as well
as for information about other resources available from the Council of Public
Relations Firms.

Produced by Dittus Communications: www.dittus.com
A Member of the Council of Public Relations Firms
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