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The decision to work with a digital agency can be make or break for a 

business. Choose the right agency, and you’ll be able to focus on other 

aspects of your business while the agency’s experts deliver on your goals. 

Choose the wrong one, and you could waste a lot of time and money.

In most cases, companies start by handling strategy, marketing, 

development, and design in-house, often with limited time and resources.  

As your business grows and new challenges emerge, eventually you 

start to wonder, “could my business grow faster with the help of a digital 

agency?”

Navigating the process of appointing an agency can take months of 

research, planning, and deliberation. Before stepping into the uncharted 

territory of a client-agency partnership, you’ll need to be confident that 

your agency can deliver and that you can work together to meet your 

aims and ambitions. 

At this stage, you probably have a host of questions. What should you look 

for in an agency and why? How can you help the agency understand your 

business? What should you expect from them in return?

This guide aims to identify and address these challenges and help you 

understand how to get the most out of the agency you choose. We’ll also 

tackle some of the most common mistakes companies make it when it 

comes to beginning to work with an agency, and we’ll provide alternatives 

that can help to drive outcomes.

Executive 
summary.
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What you will learn in this guide

 → How to identify the type of agency you need to tackle your specific 
challenges and achieve your goals.

 → What to look for in an agency and why it matters.

 → The mistakes to avoid as you embark on a client-agency partnership.

 → How to ensure that your team adopts the right approach to get the 
most out of your agency.

 → What your agency should be reporting on, and how they should be 
reporting it.

 → Methods to help you measure the effectiveness of your agency’s 
efforts and demonstrate return on investment.

Before stepping into the uncharted territory of a client- 

agency partnership, you’ll need to be confident that your agency 

can deliver and that you can work together to meet your aims  

and ambitions.
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Assessing your needs and expectations

Before you begin the search for a digital agency, the key stakeholders in 

your business should create a list of requirements that clearly identifies 

your needs and expectations. You’ll need to think long and hard about the 

role an agency would play in achieving your business objectives and the 

kind of agency that would work for your business.

Focus on your desired outcomes

What are the specific outcomes you’re looking for? For example, beyond 

recognising that your site needs a redesign, think about how this is going 

to impact your business in the long-term and how the change will fit into 

your overall strategy. Ask yourself these questions:

 → What does a SWOT analysis reveal about our business?

 → What are our aims and ambitions?

 → Should our agency be specialised for our industry or for the kind of 
services we need?

 → How much money are we willing to invest?

 → How quickly do we want to see a return on investment?

You may not know the exact steps and changes that will get your business 

to the place you want it to be, but that’s where an agency comes in.

Defining the kind 
of digital agency 
you need.
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Look for a long-term partner

Throughout the selection process, always consider the agency as a 

strategic partner that will be an extension of your team over the next 

several months or years. You want to find an agency capable of adapting 

to your business over the long-term. Ask the agency about how they got 

to where they are today and where they see themselves in five years. An 

agency that sees a clear direction for their own business is more likely to 

use foresight when it comes to handling your business needs.

Decide on the agency type

You’ll also need to decide whether a specialised or integrated agency 

will work best for your business. Specialised agencies are often masters 

of their discipline and can provide you with the in-depth knowledge and 

insights needed to excel in a single area. The caveat is that specialised 

agencies tend to work in a silo, focusing on one specific aspect without 

looking at the bigger picture.

On the other hand, agencies that offer a broad range of services are ideally 

placed to deliver fully integrated campaigns. Integrated or full service 

agencies provide a holistic view and understand how changes to one area 

of your business could impact every other. They can survey all channels—

and data—to make informed decisions, and often work in multi-disciplinary 

teams to ensure collaboration and consistency. An argument that is often 

made against integrated agencies is that while they go wide they don’t 

necessarily go deep. Dig deep into potential agencies’ case studies and 

testimonials to find an integrated agency that excels across the board.
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Consider the size of the agency

Ask yourself if the size of the agency matters to your business. Large 

agencies got where they are today by successfully serving many clients, but 

more clients may mean less time focused on your business. Large agencies 

tend to have more resources and therefore a quicker turnaround on projects 

but prefer to work with larger scale prospects which will further their portfolio.

At a smaller agency, effectiveness will be prioritised over efficiency. With 

fewer clients to manage, both junior and senior executives can provide your 

business the attention it needs to truly understand your goals and challenges. 

Unlike their counterparts, who are experienced in managing expensive and 

traditional campaigns, smaller agencies tend to be more innovative in their 

approach and leverage new technologies in support of their ideas. All this 

essentially boils down to one important question: what kind of agency fits 

the needs of your company best?

Review their case studies

Finally, dig into an agency’s portfolio and ask for them to talk about 

what they achieved with previous clients to get a real understanding of 

the types of results the team have achieved. Ask questions about the 

strategy behind the outcomes they provided for more insight into how they 

approach challenges, how innovative they are in their solutions, and what 

sets them apart from the competition.
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What to look for and why it matters

Every agency is different, each with their own cultural differences, operational 

distinctions, and ethos. That being said, all good agencies will have certain 

features in common. Consider the following hallmarks of effective agencies.

They know who they are and what they have  
to offer

The best digital agencies will know their core competencies inside 

out, and they’ll know how to make significant improvements to your 

business. When deciding on an agency, spend some time going through 

their website before you request a consultation. If you’re looking for an 

agency that’s strong in SEO or social media, consider whether those 

areas are highlighted on their website. Similarly, if an agency is strong in 

branding and design, you’ll get that immediate impression. 

An agency’s website and blog serve as the most comprehensive 

examples of how they conduct their business. Together, they should tell 

a clear story about who the agency is and what they have to offer. If you 

don’t get a crystal-clear image of the agency from their website—what 

motivates them, where their passions lie, and who they serve—don’t put 

your faith in them.

The best digital agencies will know their core competencies 

inside out, and they'll know how to make significant 

improvements to your business.
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They truly understand your needs

All agencies are different. Likewise, your business and its needs are 

unique. Agencies should treat them as such. Don’t be deceived by cookie-

cutter strategists who will offer you the same approach as they would any 

other business. To have an optimal experience with an agency, you’ll want 

to confirm they truly know how to address the needs of your business from 

the outset.

It is the agency’s responsibility to communicate with you—whether through 

proposals, presentations, or meetings--until they understand all your 

requirements. If the agency doesn’t continually ask questions about your 

challenges and your goals, it will be an uphill battle for both parties to 

meet the full potential of the campaign or project.

They are effective with data

Good agencies are transparent with data and know how to manage 

and monitor it effectively. Great agencies dig deep into data to drive 

actionable insights that maximize return on investment. They also always 

willing to show the client the source data behind their reports.

It is no longer enough for agencies tasked with handling your marketing 

challenges, for example, to develop a strong brand and produce great 

creative; they also need to advise on the research that informs the 

concept, as well as metrics for tracking the outcomes.

Equally, agencies shouldn’t use data (or lack thereof) to mask their 

failings. You should expect regular reporting based on the KPIs of a 

campaign or project.

When it comes to data, ask and the agency should deliver.
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They partner with industry leaders and use the 
best tools

You can tell a lot of about an agency from the company it keeps. Behind 

every great agency is a system of partners and tools that enable them 

to provide an excellent service and power your business’ growth. The 

kinds of tools they use will serve as a valuable indicator of their approach. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Ask yourself: does the agency partner with reputable brands, such as 

Google or HubSpot, to deliver results? Does the agency have a variety of 

platforms at their disposal to help inform and implement their work? Look 

at case studies and testimonials on the agency’s website to get a sense 

for how they have used these to meet the needs of previous clients.

Behind every great agency is a system of partners and tools 

that enable them to provide an excellent service and power 

your business' growth.
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The mistakes you can’t afford to make

Once you’ve chosen an agency to work with, you’ll need to make sure 

you start off on the right foot. The mistakes that companies make when 

they begin to work with an agency are some of the most common reasons 

why client-agency relationships start to crumble.

Having unrealistic expectations

Expectations can be at the heart of frustration in any client-agency 

relationship. When a company feels like their agency is not meeting their 

standards, the relationship can quickly disintegrate. Before this happens 

with your agency, ask yourself this: are your expectations realistic?

Consider your budget, time-frame, and the previous conversions you’ve had 

with your agency about key deliverables. Is what you are expecting from 

the agency something they promised to achieve, but haven’t delivered on? 

Or is it something you assumed they would be able to manage?

Agencies are well-versed in dealing with demanding projects, 

tough deadlines, and tight budgets, but there needs to be a mutual 

understanding from the outset of what can realistically be achieved. Your 

expectations for the agency should be documented in clear briefs and 

requests for proposals (RFPs). What they intend to deliver to you, be it key 

metrics, content, or a strategy, should be outlined in the statement of work 

(SOW) and agreed upon in advance.

Avoiding digital 
partnership 
disaster.
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Failing to communicate 

As with any relationship, failing to communicate clearly is only going to 

send it in one direction—a downward spiral. Both you and your agency 

constantly need to work to maintain open lines of communication. 

Client-agency relationships work best when each party has a clear 

understanding of what the other is doing. Seek clarity from your agency 

from the get-go and offer the same in return. Ask the following questions:

When and how will you receive updates on any projects the agency is 

working on? Will this be through email, on the phone, or will you meet in 

person? To whom should you direct any queries or concerns? Is there a 

process in place?

Does either party need training or assistance to understand the systems 

the other uses? 

Will you need your agency to collaborate with other organisations or 

services you use? How will you indicate who owns specific tasks?

Spend time planning how you will work together before you jump into 

a project. Creating a culture of strong communication will foster a great 

working relationship.
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Confusing outputs for outcomes

The difference between an output and an outcome is more than semantics. 

Outputs are considered complete on delivery, typically tangible, and 

more easily measured objectively. Outcomes, on the other hand, are 

documented following project completion through some evaluative action. 

Outputs might tell the story of what the agency has produced for you and 

your business, but outcomes are where the real value lies. 

Don’t just look for outputs from your agency. For example, instead of 

focusing on setting targets and deadlines for a certain output like an 

increase of Twitter followers, ask yourself what kind of outcome you’re 

looking for. What does increasing the number of followers mean for your 

bottom line? Followers for followers’ sake mean nothing to your business, 

but if engaging these followers leads to an increase in leads, you have 

yourself an outcome.

Not treating the agency as part of your team

It can be easy to consider your agency as a separate entity, like any 

other supplier to the business. But to develop a productive client-agency 

relationship, you need to think of your agency as your partner.

You should regard your agency as an extension of your existing team. Many 

businesses will invite their agencies to their offices for an immersion session 

to introduce them to the organisation and the relevant members of the team, 

and to discuss the direction in which the strategy should proceed. This helps 

to create a strong relationship as both parties can get to know the people 

behind the business and make sure they are on the same page.

Never keep your agency at arm’s length. Continuously strive to find ways to 

be more cooperative, collaborative, and to immerse them in your business.
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Building a partnership that drives outcomes 

Most clients want to find “the one”—an agency that their brand can form 

an enduring relationship with. The connection you have with your agency 

is critical to your success. So why do some client-agency relationships 

become strained?

There are a host of reasons why tensions can develop. Nevertheless, 

there are six key ingredients for building a partnership that drives 

outcomes: trust, clarity, strategy, honesty, connections, and patience.

Build trust

Trust: they say it can take a lifetime to build and a moment to break. Make 

sure you start building it from the second your agency walks in the door 

for their very first pitch. 

How do you do this? Approach matters objectively, challenge ideas you 

are uncomfortable with, and communicate opinions constructively. Above 

all else, remember that you hired the agency for their expertise and to 

meet your goals, so be open to challenge and new ways of thinking. 

Trust is the foundation that enables the client-agency relationship to 

stand the test of time. Make it your number one priority.

Trust is the foundation that enables the client-agency 

relationship to stand the test of time. Make it your number  

one priority.
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Be clear

Be completely forthright about your objectives and ambitions, the key 

deliverables you expect the agency to provide, and the timeline you need 

them to be achieved in.

Avoid wasting time by going back and forth discussing different ideas and 

briefs by setting deadlines for when you’ll brief the agency, when they will 

review it, and when the work will begin. Understand not only what you are 

asking for, but why you are asking for it. This is critical, as it will measure how 

effectively your agency fulfilled the brief. 

 

Build a strategy

If you’re looking for an agency to build a strategy, you’ll need to ensure 

the agency understands the long-term direction of your organisation, 

the current position of the business, and the challenges it faces. Provide 

your agency with as much data as you feasibly can about your customer 

based and target audience, as this will inform the development of the 

strategy. All key stakeholders on both the client and agency sides must 

buy into the strategy and agree on the tactics used to deliver it. 
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Create connections

Aim to establish lines of communication between different stakeholders on 

both sides of the table from the outset. Which key contacts on the agency 

side will be expected to work closely with members of your own team?

If an agency’s developers are providing support to your team, it’s imperative 

that these people establish a working relationship. Failing to do so puts 

pressure on your primary point of contact, likely an account manager to 

relay messages back and forth. Admittedly, your account manager will 

ultimately be responsible for ensuring that sufficient resources are allocated 

to the right areas of your campaign to meet your goals, but questions 

related to the thought-process behind a decision, for example, should 

include the specialist working on it. Arranging a meeting with both you 

account manager and the specialist not only ensures efficiency, but also 

fosters a stronger relationship, as both client and agency gain a deeper 

understanding of what works and what doesn’t. 

Be honest

When it comes to communicating with your agency, always be honest. If 

both parties promote openness and transparency from the start, you will be 

more likely to achieve your goals and build on your successes together. 

If you have concerns about the work your agency is doing, don’t 

keep them to yourself. Developing a close bond can make it difficult 

to communicate negative feedback to people you like and respect. If 

you aren’t getting the results you need, say so. Communicate with your 

agency through the proper channels. Letting problems fester will only 

stifle progress and create fractures within the relationship. The agency has 

invested time, energy, and resources into helping you reach your goals. 

Give them the chance to rectify any issues or disappointments. 
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Remember, it’s not just about being honest with your agency, but also with 

yourself. Are you the best client you can be? Are you giving them the best 

opportunity to succeed? Ask yourself these questions repeatedly as you 

enter each new stage of a project or campaign. Annual or semi-annual 

mutual evaluations where you provide feedback to one another can also 

be a great tool for facilitating dialogue.

Be patient

While you should expect your agency to be fluent in your business, you’ll 

need to recognise that they’ll never know the minute details as well as 

you do. As the client, you’ll know more about your business, your market, 

and channels than the agency, but the agency should know more about 

how best to market to and engage with your customers. So be patient as 

you both learn to marry the two. Give the agency as much access to you 

and your business as you can and help them to help you. 

Ultimately, invest your time in the relationship. Only when both parties 

work together to ensure the agency fully understands the ins and outs of 

the organisation can you achieve outcomes that transform your business.

If you have concerns about the work your agency is doing, 

don’t keep them to yourself. Developing a close bond can make 

it difficult to communicate negative feedback to people you like 

and respect.
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Your agency shouldn’t promise what they  
cannot deliver

Clients understandably want the best results possible, as soon as 

possible; but often there are limitations to what the agency can feasibly 

achieve in a certain time frame or within a certain budget. 

While your agency will strive to achieve optimum results, they should know 

that keeping their word isn’t only morally right—it’s vital to the health and 

reputation of their business. As such, the most important promise your 

agency should make to you is this: to work hard and smart to deliver the 

mutually-agreed upon KPIs your business needs. Work with the agency to 

develop a digital marketing measurement model (DMMM) for the project to 

ensure these KPIs are clearly defined and mapped to your goals. 

1. Objectives

2. Goals

3. KPIs

4. Targets

5. Segments

Earned, Owned,
 Paid, Shared, 

Media—how are 
these prioritised?

What is expected?
 What should

 users see? Should 
they be returning 

regularly?

The above should keep in mind the following considerations

Acquisition Behaviour Outcomes

Why does the website/campaign exist? Think SMART

A metric that will help measure your success with reference to the objectives

A key group of your audience to focus analysis (sources, behaviour, outcomes)
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They should continually strive to be better

Your agency should demonstrate that they’re up-to-date with today’s best 

practices, but also constantly look to expand their knowledge and skills. 

Especially in the ever-changing digital landscape, the best agencies stay 

on top of their game by acknowledging that it is never too late to learn 

something new. 

Likewise, your agency should also continually want to improve when it 

comes to executing your campaigns. You want the kind of agency that 

doesn’t just sit back and put their feet up once you meet your goals, but 

asks themselves what the next step is to elevate your digital strategy to 

the next level. 

They should challenge you

Good agencies will have opinions worth listening to about your business, 

markets, and products—after all, that’s why you hired them. It can be a 

difficult concept, but your agency should challenge your established 

thinking and ideas. They’ll realise you have valuable insights to offer but 

will push back if they have data suggesting a more effective or efficient 

way or their experience informs a creative decision. 

Be open to challenge and change when working with an agency. Embrace 

their expertise and you’ll see tangible differences in your business.

What to expect 
from your digital 
agency.
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They should invest in your future

If your agency is committed to developing a successful client-agency 

relationship, “where are we going?” should come up. A forward-thinking 

agency will already be thinking about what they can do for you tomorrow. 

Does your agency proactively help you tackle shifts in technology, 

consumer behaviour, or industry standards? 

It’s one thing for your agency to meet the targets and deadlines you set; 

it’s quite another to have foresight instilled into every decision they make. 

Welcome your agency’s proactive, unprompted ideas. They’ll take you 

places you never even knew you wanted to go. 

After you’ve been working with your agency for some time, there will 

come a point when you’ll need to evaluate the effectiveness of their work 

and your relationship. Here’s what to ask of your agency as well as a few 

other things to consider: 

Be open to challenge and change when working with an agency. 

Embrace their expertise and you’ll see tangible differences in 

your business.
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What your agency should be reporting on

Your key performance metrics

If you’ve established that your agency needs to report on KPIs, then they 

should deliver this information as clearly as possible and as regularly as 

agreed upon. Work with the agency to develop KPIs that align with your 

business goals and objectives, as this will be the fastest way to identify 

any red flags requiring additional scrutiny. 

Your performance against that of your competitors

Your agency is responsible for tracking your success within the context 

of the wider marketplace—specifically, against that of your competitors. 

A 20% growth in organic traffic may sound impressive, but if your 

competitors are experiencing 40% growth then your agency may have 

some explaining to do.

Measuring 
agency 
effectiveness.

https://distinction.co.uk/
http://distinction.co.uk


HOW TO F IND A  D IG ITAL  AGENCY THAT  DEL IVERS  FOR YOUR BUSINESS

DIST INCT ION .CO .UK 20

Their performance against the performance of  
your business

In isolation, KPIs and growth in your industry don’t provide meaningful 

insight into how the agency’s work is directly influencing your bottom line. 

When possible, request that the agency map their performance against 

the performance of your business overall. If they’re delivering on your 

agreed upon KPIs, but their impact on your business is minimal, you may 

want to rethink what you really need from your agency. 

What you need to consider 

Do your agency’s values align with your business’?

If you see your own values reflected in your agency, it’s likely that you’re in 

the right place. When you and your agency stand for the same principles, 

the process of determining how to work together is easier. Both the client 

and the agency will be supportive of each other’s successes, and when 

there is conflict, both can turn to their shared values to find a resolution.

Are you happy with their strategy going forward?

Your agency should spell out their next steps clearly, with as little jargon 

as possible. Many agencies are good at reporting on what they have 

done, but what can they say about what they’ll do next? 

First, ask yourself if you understand what they intend to achieve going 

forward and, more importantly, why. Then consider whether you believe 

the agency’s strategy matches up with the long-term direction of your 

business. Are they going to deliver real outcomes for your business?
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Promote transparency

The way you communicate with your agency will make or break your 

relationship. Create a partnership in which honesty, clarity, and openness 

are given. When it comes to objectives, deadlines, and expectations, 

communicate exactly what you need and why. In return, your agency should 

clearly communicate their activity to you.

 

Focus on outcomes, not outputs

Don’t look to your agency to churn out endless outputs that hold no 

significant value for your bottom line. Work closely to determine the 

outcomes you’re aiming for and do everything you can to support their 

efforts to get you there. 

Get the agency close to your business

Your agency isn’t like any other supplier: they’re an extension of your 

existing team. Give them access to your business in every way possible—

through your people, your data, and your customers. Your agency will 

never understand the minute details of your business the way you do, but, 

in time, they should come close. 

Key 
takeaways.
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Feedback is everything

Feedback is the lifeblood of effective client relationships. Agencies rely on 

client feedback to help shape their activities and direction. If you’re happy 

with what they’re doing, they’ll want to do more of it. If something isn’t 

right, they’ll want to fix it. Help your agency to help you by providing them 

with regular feedback on their work.

You get what you give

Ultimately, you get what you give when it comes to client-agency 

relationships. Appointing an agency is a huge decision that always comes 

with a degree of risk. Build trust, continually ask questions, and work with 

your agency towards your aims and ambitions. Together, you have the 

potential to transform your business.
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Nottingham 
4-6 Broadway, The Lace Market 

Nottingham, NG1 1PS, UK

London 
The Stanley Building, 7 Pancras Square 

London, N1C 4AG, UK

Boston 
470 Atlantic Avenue, 4th Floor 

Boston, Massachusetts 02210, US

Get in touch
 

+44 (0) 115 704 3011 

work@distinction.co.uk 

Let's work together
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