Hire The Goose That Lays The Golden Eggs - 

How To Conduct A Winning Agency Selection Process

By John S. Fareed, ISHC 

Today there is greater pressure than ever before on hospitality marketing professionals to be held accountable for the success or failure of their properties, management companies, and brands; and, as ever, to meet their projected sales goals while staying within budget.

If budgeting more than $200,000 towards the marketing of your company, you should seriously consider the hiring of an advertising agency, or a "marketing communications" firm, as they are more accurately termed today. As a marketing partner, an agency can work wonders with one's budget and become a major asset for your sales and marketing team.

However, finding the agency that is best suited for your particular needs can be a challenging task. A management review of an agency search process can easily take 150 to 200 hours of valuable time over a period of 12 to 18 weeks. This is because, as in any partnership, finding an agency - "the right agency" - is an important yet risky process. There is no "one-size-fits-all" approach to achieving success in this key area. For example, it is difficult for an outsider to know "who is hot; and who is not" among agencies, and who would possess the best resources and experience for your particular site or brand. It is also important to keep in mind that some firms might do a much better job of selling themselves during the interview process than what their actual, long-term work would be like.

Thus the responsibility is on you, the client, to have an effective selection process that works - in order to find which agency is the very best candidate to represent your company or project.

Begin with a reliance on your marketing instincts: Look around for the ads and advertising campaigns that appeal to you, then call the company and inquire who their agency is. You can also check your own company's correspondence files. It is possible that several prospective firms have already made an effort to introduce themselves. Trade associations are another good source for ad agencies, and the American Hotel & Lodging Association, Hospitality Sales & Marketing Association International, or Travel Industry Association of America can provide a list of established firms with knowledge of the hospitality industry. Additionally, you can check with regional Chambers of Commerce and Convention and Visitors Bureaus; utilize the Internet; or simply look in the Yellow Pages.

Follow those moves by creating a list of qualified candidates, usually between five and ten firms.

Spend some time collecting information on each of the candidates (And try to avoid the "usual suspects" syndrome. That is, learn about all the possible candidates, not just the biggest or most well-known.) Give them a call and request their brochure, web address, work samples, a list of clients, and, if possible, references. This information will help you narrow the candidates to a short list.

Prior to compiling your short list, take the time to consider the needs and issues that are most important to you. Ask yourself some important questions, including: Do you need the agency to handle specific projects only, or do you want a full-service firm? Does it matter if the agency is conveniently located? Do you want an agency with media-buying capabilities, or will you handle that separately? Do you want to pay the agency a flat fee or a percentage of your budget? How important is it to have regular access to the principals of the agency you choose?

After your research-which can be an enjoyable creative process, by the way - narrow the list of candidates to about five firms that you believe would be best suited to your needs. Invite the selected agencies to give you a capabilities presentation. This will give you an opportunity to meet the individuals who drive their agencies and to get a sense of their credentials, perceptions, and corporate cultures. Be sure to have been specific in your expectations for this early meeting. Look for the right balance of agency size and resources, a good personal chemistry, and an amenable professional and "cultural" match.

Take the time to get to know the agency's team. And do not overlook the importance of checking references.

Prior to the agency presentations, prepare yourself and the in-house team you will have assembled. (With these representatives from your company, be selectively inclusive, and careful not in inundate a prospective agency with colleagues not directly involved in the marketing process.) Have agreed upon goals in mind before you begin the process. Define your marketing budget parameters. And most importantly, be able to describe exactly what the marketing must accomplish.

During the capabilities presentation, you will want the agencies to answer and respond to the following questions:

What is the agency's creative philosophy? (Does their philosophy produce solutions driven by the client's marketing needs?)

Does the agency have knowledge and practical understanding of the hospitality industry, your competitive situation, and an insight into your target markets? (Do they understand the relationship between the sales department, reservations and the front desk? Can they define, ADR, RevPAR and yield management?)

What hospitality clients has the agency represented?

At this point - what do they know about you?

How large are the agency's other accounts? (If they're a large firm, ask about account staffing, and the agency's ability to commit. If a smaller agency, ask directly if your account will overwhelm the agency.)

Is the agency's account management team experienced and congenial? (Who specifically will be working on your account as the key players? Are they seasoned professionals, or relative neophytes? Do they have good internal resources or are they utilizing a number of freelancers? How well do they work together as a team?)

How does the agency define "brand building"?

Even informally, can they present sound strategies in the relevant areas of market research, public relations, direct marketing, and media planning?

Does the agency possess strong research and analytical tools? (Can they collect and turn consumer data into marketing insight?)

Can the agency provide direct and "One to One" marketing services? (Have they ever produced or managed a direct mail or targeted E-mail campaign, and if so, what sort of response rates did they garner? Do they offer fulfillment services?)

What about data base building, management, and mining? (Do they have the technical ability to help you develop a comprehensive data base tool? Can they train your staff to collect and record valuable guest information?)

Does the agency understand the Internet? (Do they have the expertise needed to harness the Internet on behalf of your brand? Can they build and manage your web site? Do they understand Internet advertising?)

Does the agency have strong public relations practitioners? (Have they developed long-term relationships with various media? What kind of results have they achieved for their existing clients? How are they utilizing the Internet as a public relations tool?)

Is the agency flexible about compensation agreements? (Do they work on an hourly or retainer basis? Will they work on a performance-based compensation plan? Do they guarantee their results?)

Two important questions for you are:

Even at such an early stage, does the agency present clear and simple creative solutions?

And the most important question of all for you: Does the agency demonstrate an intense interest in your account, even a passion for it? To the point - do they really want your business?

Asking the right questions before, during, and after the interview process will help you narrow the range of what you should be looking for and help clarify how to evaluate what you will have seen. Ad agencies expect these questions today, and you, as a prospective client, should expect any firm you interview to readily and directly address all of them.

Sometimes the strength of an agency and its effectiveness exists less in their formal, technical ability and more in their creative personal relationship with you, the client. If you do not enjoy working with the people with whom you are dealing, or do not feel like you can communicate with them openly and effectively; even the best practical capabilities may be wasted.

In short - "we all want to do business with people we like."

Remember to give real consideration to the size of an agency. No matter how much you like a firm, if they are too large or too small, they may not be able to meet your goals. For example, if you are a small client in a larger agency, you risk getting lost or being assigned junior talent. Make sure that you are always paid the respect and attention accorded to any agency's largest account.

On the other hand, if you are a larger account for a small agency, you could encounter other problems. You risk becoming "the tail that wags the dog." The agency may be afraid to challenge you for fear of losing your business, and they might not feel free to do their best creative work. Whenever this is the case, everyone suffers. Ultimately the agency you select should be large enough to achieve your goals, yet small enough to provide the level of personal attention required.

Also, beware of the old "bait-and-switch" routing, where the principal of the agency makes the original pitch, then once you have signed on, your account is turned over to the newly hired college graduate. You want and deserve access to the most talented and experienced of the agency's senior management team. Additionally, you want easy access to the most competent "day-to-day" professionals who are the agency's real contributors, not just assistants or messengers.

If still uneasy with the details and responsibilities of the client/agency relationship, consider doing a very specific single project with an agency. That way you, the client, and the agency can get to know each other better before signing a "press hard, you're making three copies" long-term contract.

Once a final decision has been made to go with one agency, be sure and notify the other firms which participated in the selection process, preferably with a personal call to the principals. It is a helpful and professional gesture to share with them some detail regarding how the selection was made and why their agency was not chosen. This useful protocol will provide feedback that will assist them in making future presentations for other business. It also buys goodwill for you, the client, who may at some point have to go back to the runner-up agencies of other projects, or in the event that the finalist does not achieve the desired results.

Get a signed contract from the selected agency. Some clients and agencies are willing to develop a contract or a letter of agreement while the work is underway, but do not allow too much time to go by without having a signed document with which both parties are comfortable.

Should you sign an agreement with a marketing communications firm and later discover that you are unhappy or incompatible - "Don't panic!" We all make mistakes. Most agency contracts contain clauses that allow both parties to satisfactorily part company. Then, using your hard-earned experience, you can choose another marketing partner to help you achieve your goals, and to "put the heads in the beds."

At a time when we are all talking about working in "Internet time", economic uncertainty, while looking to get the most of every dollar, the temptation to cut corners during the agency search is stronger than ever. This can lead to huge disappointments in the future - and a greater waste of time and resources overall if you are forced to start again from scratch with a new agency six months later.

Clearly, the wisest course is to take the time to develop and apply the right system and relatively "failsafe" procedures in order to find the right agency from the start.
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