PRWeek and Mischief
have joined forces
toquizahundred
clientcompanies
about theiragencies.
Alex Black reports

Aswithany clientand service provider

relationship, there will always be

gripes, But are these genuine com-
plaints or just the usual grumbles from
people who have lintle understanding
of howa PRagency [unctions?
PRWeek teamed up with consumer
lifestyle shop Mischief 1o find out what
clients think about their PR support.
The results were startling. More than a

quarter of the respondents claimed
:ney failed to deliver s

tobjec-

their

tives. and nearly 70 per cent thought
i to provide transparent

agencies fa

budgetir

2 More than 75 percent com-

plained about agencies” lack of indus-

try knowledge and nearly a quarter

sand they were not getting value for

money from PR.

Personnel is another thorny issue.
Many respondems grumbled abow
1s disappearir
theink onthe contract wasdry - only to
reappear within a few weeks of the
contract runningout

S, is communic
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tion breaking down

betweenagencyandclic
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Part of the trouble, of course, is
that
ard” PR account. Different industr
companies and  individu require
different approaches, and misjudging
the way a client likes to be handled

re is no such thing as a ‘stand-

CS,

g

can be fatal,

It s soimportant to find out how

clients like to be supported, says
MS&L account  dircctor - Amanda
Kamin. "For some clients that means
waiting until they come to you, and
then responding immediately. Foroth
ers 1t means checking
dav. Get clients 1o tell you what they

n five times a

appreciate. Otherwise you are left try-

ngloread minds”

Tailor your service
Simon Avis, formerly EMEA corpo-

rale COMmms ma
Networks and now he
criainment  Rights,
ency's duly to work out how its ¢li-
slike towork. Tdon't like having to
s AV My
Hsingme,

for Dhscovery

of PR at Ent-

chase an
should bee

What clients
really think...

[

say agencies lack
industry knowledge

a little deeper, and under
the  cover
found plemy of in-house PROs willin

of anonymity, the study

1o vent therr frustrations, For example,
there were complaints about inconsist
encies in billing, One disgruntled PRO
complained a monmthly invoice for

00 contained ‘no details of what

ney| bas done for that fe
Another simply implored agencies 1o
Aellthetruth!”

Although  spending more  than
£7.000 2 month without any notion of
what itis for may be an extreme exam-
ple.Mischief MD Mitch
out that ck of accountahality and
trust, wh

Kaye points

ther perceved or ima

trust and account
al a ume when people

ity = especially
arewatching their budgetsclosely -isa
hupe challenge for all of us,” savs Kave,
‘Ifanagency'sbehaviourer
inyour client’s mind the relationship is

kened.”

obviously we

Louise Evans, a former media man-

ger al British Airways a

Tuni
lines toname the agency that«
her for the use of one of s meeting
rooms, but savs incidents like this quic-
kly undermine confidence and le
feelings

But is it all about providin

rof L

pCon

astoscrutiniseevery hill,
d

tuiled
Al the

transparency issue istrust I

timesheets and breakdowns’

rooLol
a client does not trust their agency, it
willstartto find things togquestion
“Having the right personal chemis-
try" was the top requirem
personnel for our respe
thing Redhead PR MDD S:
onsiskey [0i's:
rath
doesn’t work,” savs Tve, who has held
Lop in-house roles al The Body Shop
and Yellow Pages. *You know when
vou've got trustand chemistry because

vou can feel it wor

1 lve

supphier relationship

than a partnershap,

cing. People

and
news the other d

“1 saw your company i

Another gripe concerns industry
knowledge Onascaleofonetoten{ten



THE MISCHIEF REPORT

Kamin: find out what clients really want

Beckett: market knowledge is crucial

‘If an agency's behaviour creates doubt
inyour client’s minds then the
relationship is obviously weakened’

Mischief

|l Kaye, managing dire

being eritically important”).the overall
response (o the statement: *Detailed
knowledge of our business sector is an
mgredient o asuceessful client/agency
relationship was just under nine.

But the unprompied responses
made calls to‘improve business knowl
" and ‘stay up 1o speed with ind-
ustry news’, s

pesting there ¢
that need o be plugged.

[s it unfair to expect agencies o have
anin-depth knowledge of marketsthey
donotspend their whole time working
in? The Media Trust head of comms
Helen Beckett savs when il comes 1o
specialistmarkets knowledge isvital,

“Itmakes it so much casier to talk to
journalisisandclientsif you know what
ISA stands for, what a stukcholder
pension is and you're aware of the cur-
rent lax rates;” says Beckett, recalling
hertimein-houseata inancial services
firm. 1t also means that your creative
ideas are not just fTuft)

While she admits she did not appre-
ciateitat the time, Beckett was obliged
to take the same financial planning

gaps

exams as [inancial advisers something
thatstood herin'very good
Loop Communications’ £
she has seen agency PROs come
an account with no sector knowledge:
‘Ispent alotof time traming those peo-
pleandcorrecting their mistakes,”

Keep agencies informed
A wood agency should know the chi-
cnts’ business inside out, but too often
clients can be guilty of assuming spe-
cialist knowledge and, even worse, fail-
ing toprovide vitalinformation.
“There’s no such thing here as too
much information,” believes former
eBay PR manager Charlie Coney."In-
house teams should do inductions,
sendover latest plans,company results,
strategy - anything thatis relevant.”
Coney, now an associate director at
Golin Harris, agrees with Tve that an
agency should be a partner. *Get the
agencyalunglointernal teammeetings,

make them present at company meet-
ings, get them involved, That way they
hecome more than amere resource.

How importantisit for the agency to...

e

Hava detalled knowlodge
of our sector

B ampaign e I
campaign success
et o yor I
with you
bt
the account team

Provide the right
level of support

et wuaty v, I
high quality levals
deniiig spporuniies IR
Identifylng oppartunities

0 wing et

Do PR agencies...

o

" actor nowiooge? I
sector knowledge?
success?

Communicate
satisfactorily? -

et ]
account teams?

ot esaurcce: I EEE
level of resources?

Deliver at consistently
high quality levels?
Idontifying needs?
] ! E] 3 1 4 & ‘ [
Sea of [-10, 10 deng tom,
Which of the lies to you?

oot e
/ PR budget

R agencies s ine IR
PR agencies is mine

ey dov o0y I
agency day-to-day
| assist in managing cur PR
agency on a doy-to-day basis -
I liaise with our PR agency,
but don’t manage it
1 don’t have much contact
with our PR agency
Dther [please specify) -
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THE MISCHIEF REPORT

‘Consultancies must not over-promise
and must be open about what the client
shoultl expect

4 No-one is saying in-house PROs

cannot he demanding. butitis alsoimp-
ortant they remember what their PR
agency can and cannot do,

Rachel O'Reilly spent @ number
uf years at travel shop BGB, before
taking the top comms job st TUL
Thomson. Now back on the ageney side
asdirectoroftravelandlifestyleat Siren
PR, O'Reilly recalls often finding her-
self being foreed o choose between a
bigger agency that could offer brand
cpertise. creative consultaney  and
news delivery - but not a great knowl-
edpeofhersector-oraspecalistagency
with sector knowledge but without the
ahility to deliver coverage outside the
travelpa

PRC A chairman Richard Houghton
s pointing outa lack ol clear und-
iding of what the customeris buy-
anonly lead o disappointment,

‘For commercial relationships to
work.itneedstobe satisfactory forboth
sides” suvs Houghton “Consultancies
must nol over-promise and must be
open about what the client should exp-
cet. Bothsides need to have the difficult
conversations al the beginning of the

ag
erst
in

say agencies donot
deliver

relationshipand document them.”

Muny of the issues thrown up by this
research are not new, and some com-
ments can be dismissed as in-house
PROssimply havinga*good moan'.

But that is not the point. Be itdue 1o
perfectiomsim, inexperience or simply
a desire 10 keep service providers
honest, chients are finding grumbles
about things that can, and should, be
tddressed easily.

With a relatively little adjustment
o working practices, it seems that

0'Reilly: agencies l:a.nnnlnffelmryﬂling

Kaye: relationships depend on trust

agencies could make @ quantum leap
in improving client relationships, To
not do so now, when the pripes are
laid outin black and white.borders on
negligence.

Chverleal we give agency PROs the
chance to respond tothe criticesms.

Watch MischiefMD
Mitchell Kaye talk
aboutclient
satisfaction at
PRWeek.com/uk

How much do you agree or disagree with the following about the
service provided by your PRagency?

H responds quiciy ta brcrs I = =
The senior peaple who pliched — —
do not work on the account
oot hondson, I R .
sufﬂ:lanlbr hands-on
o o oo I [ ]

The PR agency’s work always
delivers its objectives _

The bnguage used ncopy & to
a consistently high standand -

Our agency often over-promises. [T
Our agency often ovardeiivers [Ji

We dways receive alue for roney [N

How much do you agree or disagree with the following statements
aboutsector knowledge within PR agencies?

T e b baness soctor D =
differ by business sector
st ol o oo
specific knowledge Is critical =1
b S | s -8
a proven recard |n our sector
PR agencies do not always
gt clients businessos M [ B |
Agency proposals not focused
an the business needs T [ —
Agency proposals are often
cruative for the sake of it I L SN |

How much do you agree or disagree with the following statements
about accountabllity in PR?

PR agencies get away with
low levels ofa::uunlablllly =i

Can PR activity be
without a clear benclnm»k -
PR agencles should do ==
mare to demonstrate ROI

PR agencies should do mare
to Improve transparency _

14 8eprember 2007 PRWeek 27



‘Sometimes clients
don'ttrustus’

Hannah Marriott hears some leading PRagencies

give theirresponses tothis

Have vou heard the one about the mar-

2 mang who made

ried m

CnCY LXecw
tive? Or the tale of the chient who over-
loaded his ageney with hours of ex
work, then refused to pay forany of i

Most PR consultancic
one war story of this nature and are

harve at least

blighted by even more common client

problemson adaily basis,
After the results of the Mischief
survey (see previous pages) came in.
PRWeek asked agency PROS to res-
pond. and flag up a few grumbles of
theirown
Ihe most frequent complaint wasin-
howse contacts did not understand PR
and confused itwith advertising.
The Remarkable Group's PR direc-
tor Chris Wotton says:"No matter how
much PR “training " some clicnts have.
westill get the classic*When isthatart-
going in and into which pub
"or, "Why have they used that
headline?” fromclients.”
Similarlv.Media JemsdirectorJenna
Gould -~ who specialises in features
placement - says chents are often dis-
appointed if they do not have istant
results from a PR campaign, because
they do not understand features usu-
ally have athree-month lead-intime,
And as clients tend to think their
product or service is the most interest
mg in the land, they often feel disap-
pointed when journalists do not agree

ca-

Lnons

I'his can be tough when working on

techaccounissavs EML clientservices

15 PRWeek |4 Scpiembe

week's Mischief Report

dircctor David Marsden: “There ofien
has 1o be an education campaign
teaching the chient about what the
media wants and how they can high-
|l|

ihit the benefits of their products to
evecoverage.

One of Watershed PR director Hel-
oise D'Souza’sbiggest problemsisthat
clients often push foram

ypers, whereas articles

ionin the

national news

in niche interest publications actually
drive sales:'Lots of agencies will prom-
is¢ them a mention in The Telegraph,
but agencies should cducate clients
ipe their expectations”

and mar

Changing times
sxpectations is even more
important in the digital sccording
to Edelman CEQ Robert Phillips:
‘Lotsofclientsgrewupinan
and and control. when they dictat
when and how their news was released.
Nowmarketers havetoshareauthority
withconsumers. Agenctes must beable
toadvise theirclientson thischange.”
The crux of many of these problems
seems Lo be a lack of trust. Clients are
well within therr nghts 10 be wtally
clueless about PR, but they do need o
listen totheirageney'sadvice

ofdem-

‘Sometimes chents don’t trust you
withtheir mostimportant mformation
Theydontunderstand thatitcan make
ahugedifferencetobetotally mformed
oncertam matters, complains Wotton
JessicaAlexand 4
shire-based AKA PR - agrees that 1t

Marsden: clients need to be educated

Render: clients need to have

D'Souza: manage client expectations

Phillips: clients must share authority



THE MISCHIEF REPORT: AGENCY RESPONSE

cann be vital for clients to*let us loose in
the business to talk to people and dig
outthestories for ourseives”.

Anotherissue islack of commitment
fromthe client. Gould remembersacli-
entwho wamed the fame. the publicity
and hiscompany plastered everywhere
but was unwilling to put any effort into
providingme with relevant content”

As well as being bad for the client,
this can jeopardise PROs carefully
forgedrelationshipwith journalists.

Kinross < Render CEQ Sara Render
believesthiscan happen because some
clients hire PR agencies “because they
feelthey have o', withouta firm ideaal
what they want toachieve

“Thismakes the relationship fruitless

Banks: know when to cut your losses

SCREAMING BANSHEE MADE

‘Some clients feel thatas long as they
are paying the bills they can do whatever
they ke and will really take liberties.

Onesuch character wasthe PR and
marketing managerata small but
successful business based inthe Home
Counties.

She was obviously used to treating her
underlings badlyand behavedina
ridiculously temperamental manner
niceas pie one minute and a screaming
banshee the next. Managing aur

pwith herbecam ¥

difficult.

One day the account executive
workingan the account rang the clientto
discuss samething fairly innocuous

Speed: make clients stick to the cont

'This particularclientwas based ina
remote location in the West Country and
meetings were always held at their
premises, By the time we had driven
there and back and had the meeting, it
wasa 16-hour day. Butourmeetings

ble and nothi got

decision tothe next meeting. Press
releases were drafted but never
approved. Thatyearhappenedto be an
impartant anniversary lor the company,
s0we penned a profile piece for
placementin the trade press, Itwent
backand forth atleast 20 times and, by

decided. the time itwas finally issued, itwas no
Once, we lled there longertheiranni

todiscuss the amangements fora
proposed press conference, but

ended up spendingan hourand a half
debating the relative merits of different
brands of Welsh bottled water to serve at
lunch. We finally agreed to deferthe

POSS

Iwassitting across the desk from the
exec and saw her getting redderand
redderinthe face as the call went on.

Eventually she putthe phane down
and burstinto tears, having been
subjectedto an unacceptable stream
ofabuse.

Sometimes, havinga frank exchange
of views with a clientis the way forward,
butin this case it was personal abuse
and we were not willing to putup withit,

Whenwe gave the client hermarching

v and the story
wasspiked.

Atourannual review, we had one
small press cutting to present despite
an over-servicing level of more than 100
percent,

When the MD thundered that he paid

and empty, which is no fun for the
agency stafl and is also bad for the ch-
ent, shecontends.

Early Doors director Howard Rob-
inson agrees: “Clients and
often don't set tangible ahjective
front or even discuss what success
would look like. You get campaigns
that generate media coverage for the
sake of it with litle commercial
direction.”

Some dilemmas are evenmore diffi-
cult 10 solve. Rainier PR co-founder
and MD Swephen Waddington com-
plains some companics are so ‘tied by
thecorporateumbilicalcordtothe LS
they cannot take any risks: The biggest
frustration in PR is having an amazing
idea, having vour chient killitthrough s
lack of confidence and then later see-
ing vour rivals doing the exact thing
v proposed.”

Cneics
up-

work when relations are so strained, so
it's betterto cut your losses, We did so
and waved goodbye to a fee of around
£5,000amanth but we feltitwasan
impossible situation

Yes, we could have tried putting
another memberofstaff on the account
butthe client’s benhaviourwas
outrageousand anagencyisonly as
good as jtstalent, You just can't have
these kinds of disagreements preying
onstaff's minds, upsetting them

orders, she iV nonplussed
that we should have decided ta choose
the wellbeing of our staif over their
monthly fee,

Butagencies cannotdo their best

and distracting them frem the restof
theirwork.'

Johnson King account director
Joe Banks

us for‘results, noteffort’, the team was

atthe impossibility of
ingthat | resi the
accountonthe spot.
We have since inserted a clause into
our dard terms of that

putsan obligation on the clientto
provide us with appropriate and
accurate information as well asto
approve all materialsin a timely
manner, otherwise they risk beingin
breach of contract.’

Starfish Communications joint
managing partner Julien Speed

Some personal problems are also
impossible to solve, Buffalo Commu-
nications associate director Lucy King
points ol il is sometimes difficult to
find common ground when a vibrant
voung consultancy works with an aus-
tere.old-fashioned client

But consultants did
ents on many issues raised in the Mis-
chicf survey, particularly on billing. All
maintained that transparency
crucial and many admited that - in-
stead of agreeing to work harder than
is profitable w curry favour ina pitch -
IS up 10 agencies (o explain price
structures al the beginning of the rela-
tionship.

Similarly, agencies sware that those
who pitched for the account should
indeed work om it unless illness, holi-
days,conflicts or departures made that
impuossihle.
tingly, at least a dozen of the
to which PRWeek spoke
claimed that they had never had any
problemswithclients. Either they have
been unusually lucky.or they are refuce-
tant to admit that clients could ever he
wrong. Perhaps this attitude issympto-
maticol the problem asawhole.

If the role of a PR agency is to pro-
vide expert counsel that will make a
demonstrable difference tothe chient's
business, agencies need 1o tell the bill
paversthat they can bewrong.

Some clients will not like this - but
surely itis better than over-promising

wias

simply towin business?

The agencies that are brave enough
1o challenge and educare thernr clients
will ride the crest of the wave.and may
help improve the image and standards
of the industry asawhole

14 Seprember 207 PRWeek TV



Agencies and clients
need to build trust

FPRWeek s new look at the health of
relationships betweenclients and
agencies— The Mischief Report -
throws upsome Lasty food for thought,

Tosome extent the tension
between these twosidesol the PR
industry isinevitable, even healthy.

There are the wsual moansabo
Danny Rogers agencies rolling out lopeonsultants al
Editor pitches,whothen disappearwhen the

real work getsunderway. Thenthere
are the complaints from agencies about clients asking for
strategic advice vet seeretly vearning {unrealistical lv) for
apersonal profile in The Sumdeay Times,

Butthere are more worryving undercurrents here,
concerning the levels of trust between client and
consultant, These vary enormously, but when clients
start expressing concerns about the basis of the way
they are billed.the relationship has broken down,

Billing has always been a thorny issue for PR
agencies. Should they charge clientsfor the time their
consultants have spenton the account.or on the
tangible coverage and resulis achieved?

There isthe famous, possibly mythical, tale of the
finaneial PR agency which,on completion ofa
successful corporate project,sent inaninvoice that
simply read:"For services rendered, please pav £1m.

Interestingly. there seems tobe less of an obsession
these days with evaluation and measurement, although
mare than 3 per cent ol clients did agree strongly that
there could be improvemenisin proving RO,

The emphasistoday seems o be onoverall
transparency and honesty between the two parties.

Finally,there is one contradictory message emerging.
Om the ome hand, cliemsquine rightly expect higher
levelsof sector expertise from theirconsultanis while,
on the other,we know that clients stillobject toagencics
working with rival companies in the same seclor,

This puts agencies, which are increasingly striving to
bespecialists, between a rock and a hard place,
ey rogers@hayvemarke. com

Feature, p24




