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HIRING, FIRING & MAKING THE MOST OF 
AGENCY RELATIONSHIPS 

There are over 13,000 digital marketing agencies in the United 
States. Of course, not all of these specialize in eCommerce, yet the 
landscape is full of great agencies doing great things for their clients. 
This gives brands a dilemma. Hire in-house? Outsource to one of 
many potential agencies? End a current agency relationship for one 
that might be better? 

How do you determine the best course of action?

Over the past 20+ years of involvement in marketing, I’ve been on 
both the agency side and client/brand side. I’ve been the marketing 
lead for a brand and have coordinated both in-house teams and 
outsourced freelancers and agencies. I’ve personally experienced 
the benefits and challenges of working for clients and working with 
agencies. 



WHY A GUIDE?

In January 2019, I was on the rooftop of a hotel at the Blue Ribbon 
Mastermind event in Miami doing yoga. With a clear mind and 
somewhat limber body, the idea hit me for this guide. A guide to help 
both agencies and brands improve their relationships and results from 
their in-house and outsourced teams.

We have books, blogs, articles, videos and courses on creating and 
building your businesses, selecting a product, building your site, 
developing your funnel, engaging customers, scaling your sales and 
more, but very little on how to hire, fire and make the most of your 
agency relationships. That has resulted in the current status quo of 
limited engagements, unmet/unfulfilled potential, excitement that 
turns to disappointment, financial costs, and even hurt feelings and 
jaded perspectives with some bright spot exceptions.

In this guide, it is my mission to give 
you perspective, insider secrets, and 
tools to help you and your teams 
create the potential to have more 
meaningful, trusted relationships which 
will reduce costs, lower your blood 
pressure, increase productivity and 
accelerate your mutual success.



HOW TO HIRE

In this first point, I’ve broken it down with the acronym WIN. Isn’t 
this ultimately why we’ve arrived at this decision to hire outside 
help? We want to grow; we want to WIN!

Hiring an agency doesn’t mean hands off, you 
must still inspect what you expect the agency to 

be doing.



Why are You Seeking an Agency?

Ask yourself and your team these questions before researching 
potential agency/third-party fits.

What is your outcome?

What is my/our budget and KPI’s?

What are we (your team) great at doing?

Where do we need help?

How much is it costing you/us to delay?

Who is telling you that you should delay?

Where are you hustling? vs. Where are you overextending 

yourself and your team?

What or who is suffering as a result?

Should we decide to not engage 

with an agency/third-party to 

help us at this time, what will the 

actual and potential costs be?



Investigate Potential Agencies

Begin your investigation of potential fits by preparing 
your list of potential suitors. Ask yourself/your team:

Who are the influencers? 

Podcast       Content Authors    

Event Speakers       Thought Leaders

Who comes highly recommended?

In our agency, OMG Commerce, a high percentage of our leads are 
from personal recommendations and referrals. This is an honor and 
we don’t take those referrals lightly. When you do receive a 
recommendation from a trusted friend, peer in business, or advisor, 
don’t take it at first blush. 

Ask questions.  
● How was the entire 

relationship? 
● Are you still working 

together? If not, what 
happened.

https://omgcommerce.com


Interrogate and Dig Deep to Find the 
Best Fit

Develop your short list:

Search for [“name of agency” reviews] and read their Google, 
Yelp, Facebook and other reviews. Be sure to read any 
Glassdoor reviews. This will give you solid insights on what 
their employees think about the CEO and the company culture 
in general. 

Review their website. 
Does their website mirror 
what your research 
revealed they do best?

If no Glassdoor reviews exist, it could be they’re small or simply 
haven’t invited their employees to submit online feedback. 

Don’t start your search for an agency or freelancer with internet 
searches, but use it to dive deeper on your short list.



Interrogate and Dig Deep to Find the 
Best Fit

Interrogation:

The second half of the “I” in WIN is to Interrogate. Too many 
brands skip this vital step or fly by the seat of their pants on a call 
to interview a potential agency or freelancer fit. Utilize the question 
resources below to dig deep.  You don’t want the 
agency/freelancer to feel like they’re under the classic 
interrogation spotlight we’ve seen portrayed in movies. However, 
let them know why you’re asking the questions. The top fits for 
your search will gladly take the time to answer openly.

My top 3 questions to ask in the 
interview process:

1. Tell me about the last client that 
you ended.  Share what happened.
2. Tell me about the last client 
where they ended services. Share 
what happened.  
3. Are there any reasons we 
should not work together?



Additional Questions To Include/Consider 
based on your situation:

What is your methodology/overall strategic focus?

Who will be working on my account? Tell me about them?

How often will we be communicating? 

What forms of communication will be most prevalent in 

our engagement? For example,  emails vs. phone calls? In 

person?

What’s the on-boarding and start-up process?

Tell me about your Company Mission/Vision/Values and 

ask how they stay on track to maintain their 

mission/vision/values?

Can you share some recent case studies with me/us?  

NOTE: If they don’t have these, it doesn’t mean they’re not great at what 

they do. In this case, you’ll want to ask for references to speak with.  

Alternatively, you can simply say, “Since you don’t have any case studies, 

can you visit with your team about some stand out success stories over the 

past 12 months and get back to me?” Let them know it doesn’t have to be 

formal.



Important: 
Tell them: “Here’s what success looks like.” 
Define your short term (in the first 90-120 day) goals, your 2nd 
Quarter, 6-month, annual, etc. goals. 

Agencies are great to work with but no one 
knows your business like you do. Do your 

research and guide your agency. Their results 
are tied directly to your input and direction. 

- Peter Goodwin

If you believe this agency/freelancer could be a solid fit, ask for an 
action plan based on your conversations.  Be reasonable. Give 
them at least 3-5 business days to complete and ask if that works 
for them.

Ask: Do those expectations sound reasonable?



Note on Checking References

Imagine if you were a company who was the star of an agency or freelancers 
business.  Imagine if you agreed to be a personal reference for them.  Then, 
imagine if you were getting on phone calls once or twice a month to verify 
that what the agency told you about their success is legitimate- You would 
probably be burned out on that quickly. 

With that situation in mind, be sensitive to how an agency responds about 
your request for referrals.  
● If they 100% refuse, that should give you some indication. 

●  If they explain why they are unable 
to give referrals because their list of 
referrals has had too many recent 
inquiries, that should be a fair 
explanation.
○ In this case, simply ask why 

did this person agree to be a 
reference for you and, if there 
is no NDA in place, ask if they 
can share some of their data 
highlights



Engagement & Nuptials: How To Make the 
Final Call

How To Make The Final Call 
To Engage?

1. Did you enjoy your 
assessment conversations?

2. Were questions answered 
thoroughly or vaguely?
3. Did you receive or were you 
offered a strategic plan?

Before you get “hitched” be sure to assess with your team any red 
flags that you experienced along the hiring process. Give the 
agency a chance to respond to the red flags you noted.  Sometimes 
a red flag can be removed. For instance, your red flag of not seeing 
a written proposal could be easily removed if it was found that 
proposal went to your spam folder two weeks ago.

Potential Red Flags:

● Immediate Results Promised
● Long Term, No Exit Contracts
● No Written Plan or Proposal

● Evasive/Defensive In Answering Questions
● Can’t Meet Who Will Be Working On Your Campaign(s)



HOW TO FIRE

It is vitally important that when you begin to feel any level of 
discomfort with any interaction you are having with your agency 
or third party resource that you bring it out into the light. You 
might be perceiving something incorrectly as a result of a 
miscommunication.

Perceptions vs. Reality



One possible reason for the increase in turnover with your 
agency/third-party vs. your in-house higher level marketing hires is 
the time spent on the hiring process. Here’s a good article for 
perspective. 

Before firing your agency, consider that the average CMO tenure is 
44 months. Why the disparity between how brands treat their 
CMO’s/Marketing leaders vs. their marketing agencies. Nearly four 
years vs. much shorter typical agency/third-party engagements.

Compare the costs: Average VP Marketing Salary: $190,000 
vs. $30 to $50,000 annually for average agency engagement.

Potential reasons to begin moving into the process for disengaging 
with your agency/third-party:

● Lack of accountability (Give them kudos for owning it)
● Inconsistency consistently
● Poor communication (that hasn’t improved)
● Lack of innovation/ongoing strategy
● Overt malpractice

https://www.spencerstuart.com/research-and-insight/cmo-tenure-2017
https://www.spencerstuart.com/research-and-insight/cmo-tenure-2017


When is it the Right Time to Fire?

Firing Your Agency Is A Process, Not an Event: 

Use the DIRECT acronym and follow this process when you 
believe it’s time to consider a change. 

Discuss and Re-confirm Expectations

Inform them precisely on your concerns (with evidence) focus on 

systemic issues rather than one-off issues.  Don’t ignore the still 
small voice.

Review the issues with an audit from another agency or expert 

and ask them if this was their agency if it is malpractice, matter of 
opinion or minor. In other words, if I were your client, should I fire 

you for this campaign/account structure and optimization?

Encourage the current agency to defend/speak to the findings 

Count the cost before making your final decision and consider the 

transition along with seasonal implications.



Terminate verbally and follow-up in writing. Understand if you react 
quickly without respect to the notice you are required to give in 
advance, you will/should be expected to honor the amount of time 
required under your agreement. Typically a 30-day notice is very 
much appreciated. If you give notice of cancellation a week to 10 
days into the month, you should expect to pay for that entire month.
Once you do make the decision to disengage, check your original 
agreement and make sure you give the notice required. After you 
have disengaged, schedule an autopsy with your team.

ASK:

What did we like about this engagement? 
What should we do differently next time?



HOW TO MAKE THE MOST 
OF YOUR AGENCY 
RELATIONSHIPS

Use the acronym TIME to make the most of your 
agency relationships.



Transparency

Implementation

Implement proactively when course adjustments are needed or 
suggested. 

If you see something or feel something- say something! It is the 
agency’s job to be proactive when it comes to your account and 
driving strategy. However, just like someone in-house, an agency 
can’t read your mind. Communicate where you are frustrated, 
confused or even have a sneaking suspicion. The right 
agency/third-party will receive those questions gratefully and 
respond. 

Meet in Person

At OMG Commerce, we don’t have any clients within our main 
office location. All of our clients are remote. However, we make an 
effort to visit our clients at their office location or coordinate at an 
off-side event or expo so we can meet, share a meal and get to



Make sure expectations are clear and KPIs in writing.

Expectations

This is vital and also necessary to reaffirm after several months 
and, then, on an ongoing basis so there are no misunderstandings 
or misalignment. 

know our clients face-to-face. This may not be feasible for smaller 
accounts depending on the size of the agency, but don’t hesitate to 
go and visit your agency on their home turf. You’ll be able to see 
their office, meet the extended team and build the relationship.



But Wait, There’s More!

Here’s a great perspective on setting the right expectations from my 
good friend and genius Facebook marketer, Curt Maly.

The typical customer journey is just not as 
clean as the 'Client Expectations' usually are - 
and if it were I would be out of a job.

Instead the reality is that the customer journey is a myriad of twists 
and turns, sometimes over days, weeks, or even months.

I'm not sure who is out there telling people that if they market their 
business online they can just put a dollar in and then get two, three, 
or even ten dollars out… but someone must be doing it! I had three 
different conversations in one day where this came up.

And each time I had to set them 
straight and explain that the 
expectations that they had for online 
advertising were not quite the reality 
of how this whole digital marketing 
stuff really works.

You can absolutely put a dollar in and get two, three, or more dollars 
back - but it typically will not happen right away.

I created a crude drawing to use as an example for any of these future 
conversations with potential clients.



A person may see an ad that's interesting to them, but then get 
distracted by their kids or dog… a few days later they see another 
piece of advertising content and maybe 'Like' it or comment on it. 

A few days after that they may see a display ad (retargeting) on 
ESPN or YouTube while surfing the web on their phone… maybe 
they even click through to the product website to do a little more 
research. But alas, their mocha latte is ready and the Starbucks 
barista calls their name.

Another couple of days go by and, as they scroll through their 
news feed, another retargeting ad catches their attention- at a 
time, when they have time, to finally make a purchase decision 
and buy.

VS



There's an old marketing adage called the ‘Rule of Seven’. It says 
that a prospect needs to see or hear your marketing message at least 
seven times before they take action and buy from you. Sometimes it's 
seven, sometimes it may be three, and at other times it may be 49.

Our job as advertisers is to keep our message in front of our 
best potential customers at as low a cost as possible. 

I appreciate Curt allowing me to share his perspective with you.  
There are responsibilities on both sides of the relationship. One side 
needs to respect the experience the marketer likely has in running 
hundreds of successful campaigns, while the other side respects the 
perspective the advertiser has in a desire to have a successful 
campaign engagement.



What does the data say?  Don’t simply rely on what I say to do.  
What do brands and agencies say on these matters.  I sent out 
surveys to brands and agencies to get their feedback on these 
important topics.  

THE DATA



What do brands say?

Here is a summary of the data for your review:
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