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Practicing what you preach

Tim Williams, Ignition Consulting Group, argues that agencies need to think harder
about how they position themselves, to be effective marketers of their services

GENCIES, LIKE EVERYTHING
Aelse, are brands. Yet, of the thou-

sands of firms that call themselves
‘advertising agencies’, painfully few have
aunique reputation of any kind. Agencies
need to do for themselves what they do
for their clients: build a strong, distinctive
brand. But they are usually so eager to be
a ‘full-service integrated agency’ that they
try to stand for everything.

Open the pages of a typical agency
brochure and you see language like this:
‘Jones & Smith is a full-service integrated
marketing communications firm serving
a wide range of clients in a variety of
industries. From advertising to public
relations, sales promotion to Internet
marketing, we’re dedicated to generating
results for our clients through smart
strategic thinking and creative marketing
solutions.’

What agency does not promise strate-
gic thinking, creative solutions, and
results? Language like this does absolute-
ly nothing to set one agency apart from
another, not to mention the use of shop-
worn terms like ‘full-service’ and
‘integrated’. Is it any wonder that most
clients have no idea what distinguishes
one agency from another? Standing for
everything is just another way of stand-
ing for nothing.

The middle of the road is
a dangerous place
There is a stretch of highway in the Utah
desert that is an absolutely straight line
for 40 miles. If you drive this long, lonely
road at night, you experience what the
locals call ‘white line fever. The white
dividing lines take on a mesmerising
quality, and you begin to drift to the mid-
dle of the road just to stay awake. As
brands, advertising agencies have this
tendency — to move to the middle.
Branding your agency means moving
from the middle and taking a side. It means
realising that you can not ‘boil the ocean’. If
you do not claim a position, you will be
positioned simply by your geographic
location —which is no position at all.
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Itis like a client who wants everything
in an ad to be of equal size — the photo, the
headline, the copy and the logo. Smart
agencies remind their clients that all
emphasis is no emphasis. But the same is
true for agencies. By trying to appeal to
everyone, they appeal to no one.

When it comes to defining a brand,
agencies must not only decide what they
are, but what they are not. It troubles
many agency professionals to realise that
the goal of defining a strong agency brand
is not to try to appeal to a larger number
of clients, but fewer. In other words, if you
transform your agency from a commodi-
ty into a brand, not everybody will be a
prospective client. Some clients will be
attracted to you and some will not. That is
alright, because the ones who are attract-
ed are strongly attracted. And that is what
gives an agency its competitive advan-
tage.

Doing what you do best

Another way of looking at the issue of
branding for agencies is to ask: ‘What rea-
son can we give prospective clients

‘Of the thousands
of firms that call
themselves
‘advertising
agencies’, painfully
few have a unique
reputation of any
kind. Agencies need
to do for themselves
what they do

for their clients:
build a strong,
distinctive brand’

outside our market to do business with
us? Most agency-client relationships are
the result of proximity — you simply hap-
pen to be close by. But what about the
larger accounts (with more money) that
are hundreds of miles away? If you want
those kinds of clients, you will not get
them by being just another ‘full-service
agency’. For a start, consider a few ques-
tions:

1. What kind of clients have you been
most successful in attracting in the past?
2.In what areas do you have superior
knowledge or expertise?

3. What do you do particularly well, per-
haps better than most other agencies?

4. What do you most enjoy doing? What
do you hate doing?

5. What business are you really in?

6. What is the one thing your agency is
most known for?

7. What kind of focus would you choose
if you were starting your agency for the
first time?

Planting a stake in the ground
Why have traditional department stores
in the US died, while niche players like
Home Depot, PetsMart and Office Max
have thrived? It is a story of the general-
ist vs the specialist. The same thinking
can be applied to professional service
firms. In fact, there are a number of
ways agencies can differentiate them-
selves in a ‘commoditised’ agency
world.

Focusing on a discipline One of the
most obvious (but also most effective)
ways to focus a marketing communica-
tions organisation is to be expert in a
discipline. Direct marketing has long
been a specialty, as have sales promotion,
recruitment advertising, public relations
and design. In the last decade, interactive
agencies have appeared on the scene,
along with the more recent phenomenon
of brand consultancies.

Other interesting examples are the
agencies that do ‘creative only’, ‘media
only’, ideas only’, ‘strategy only’ or ‘pro-
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‘Once defined,

your positioning
must be brought to
life in all your
business practices —
your product,
people, process,
promotion and
place of business’

duction only’. BrightHouse in Atlanta,
US has built a successful business fol-
lowing an ‘ideas only’ business model.
Doing one thing — and doing it well —is
still a remarkably successful business
strategy for marketing communications
firms.

Focusing on a category The agencies
that have built a skill-set in a particular
industry are typically much more suc-
cessful in new business than typical
agencies that try to be all things to all peo-
ple. Agency experts can be found in
business-to-business, healthcare, pharma-
ceuticals, retail, entertainment, fashion,
travel, real estate, financial services, tech-
nology, issues advertising and even
‘urban marketing’.

A small agency in the western US has
built an international reputation in ‘natu-
ral products’. Makers of herbal
supplements, homeopathic remedies,
organic foods and other natural products
from all over the world seek out this tal-
ented, focused agency. In Philadelphia, US
a fast-growing agency known as Red Tet-
temer calls itself ‘the communications
company for communications compa-
nies’, with a roster of blue-chip
‘communications brands’ like Fox, The
‘Weather Channel, TNT, Showtime, Com-
cast, CNN, the History Channel and VH1.
In recent years, this agency doubled its
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staff and added marquee clients.
Focusing on an audience Yet another
way agencies can focus is to develop core
competencies around a particular audi-
ence. There are agencies that specialise in
marketing to women, seniors, youth,
Latinos, African-Americans, Asians and
outdoor enthusiasts. A successful agency
in Portland, Oregon, US built its business
based on an expertise in a very spe-
cialised but influential audience:
engineers. Even large agencies are follow-
ing suit; McCann-Erickson has a unit that
specialises in marketing to 18-24- year-
olds.

Focusing on an audience is a particu-
larly powerful form of positioning,
because it allows you to develop a thor-
ough understanding of the attitudes,
values, habits, wants, needs, motivations
and behaviours of a particular class of
people. This in-depth knowledge is infi-
nitely attractive to companies who
market to these consumer segments.

Sometimes the best—and most unusu-
al — agency positionings come from
combining some of the above elements
in unconventional ways. An agency in
San Diego, US is positioned around
‘active lifestyles’. It represents products
and services ranging from golf to resort
hotels to sports nutrition bars. An agency
nestled in the lakes and mountains of the
northeastern US developed a focus on
outdoor recreation and summarised its
focus in a single word: ‘play’. In the
‘breadbasket of America’, a mid-western
US agency transformed its historical
experience in agricultural products into
an expertise it called the ‘ruralpolitan’
market. Having an exhaustive under-
standing of the residents of rural areas
gives this agency an almost unfair advan-
tage when it comes to marketing
products and services targeted to this
demographically important but some-
times undervalued audience.

You may argue that these kinds of spe-
cialists are not the largest agencies. Maybe
not. They are, however, some of the most
profitable.

Is ‘creativity’ a positioning?
Despite the fact that only a handful of
agencies have earned recognition as cre-
ative leaders, virtually every agency
claims creative leadership. The fact that
virtually every agency talks about creativ-
ity is one of the main reasons agencies
tend to look and sound alike to prospec-
tive clients, and why the promise of ‘killer
creative’ has lost its meaning. To add to
the irony, the agencies that really are cre-
ative leaders rarely claim to be.
Nordstrom, the department store with far
and away the best service, never brags
about service.

So is creativity a point of difference?
Yes, but a dangerous one. Only a few agen-
cies can rightfully claim it, and most of
those who can, do not.

Bringing the agency

brand to life

Once defined, your positioning must be

brought to life in all your business prac-

tices — your product, people, process,

promotion and place of business. In align-

ing these practices with your positioning,

consider questions like:

» To deliver on our positioning, how do

we need to change or focus our line-up of

services and capabilities?

» How should we change the way we

select, train and develop our people?

» How can we make the most of our

point of difference in new business?
Remember that your goal is not to

show how you are just like other leading

agencies. It is to show how you are differ-

ent. What is true in positioning is true in

new business and agency promotion:

» effectiveness requires sacrifice

» you can not be good at everything and

you can not go after everybody

» pursue the clients who want you for

what you can do, not what you can not do

» seek relationships only with clients

who want what you can deliver

» do not fake through your weaknesses;

capitalise on your strengths.

twilliams@ignitiongroup.com
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