
Can you handle the Truth?
Using 360-degree feedback as part  
of your agency evaluation program

a Decideware white paper

decideware

San Francisco  |  Sydney  |  London

supplier performance experts
scorecards.deployment.service



2
Can you handle the Truth?  Using 360-degree feedback as part of your agency evaluation program

n1  	 Introduction
There is no hotter topic in the Agency 
Relationship Management area than what 
is commonly called 360-degree Evaluation, 
which is where an agency provides feedback 
to their client as part of a formal, structured 
performance management program.

Bill Duggan, Executive Vice President at 
the Association of National Advertisers (the 
leading client-side marketing industry body) 
says that he fields an increasing stream of 
questions on this complex and emotive topic. 
The reason, it would appear, is that as agency evaluation & performance management matures as a 
discipline, clients are seeking to maximize the value of their programs by expanding the focus to include 
themselves in the equation. This makes perfect sense in the context that both performance and costs can 
be dramatically influenced by appropriate changes in client processes and behaviors.

However, this is a challenging process to initiate and many organizations, though aware of the benefits, 
are equally cognizant of the issues that can occur in this highly sensitive area. This paper seeks to explore 
the entire 360-degree feedback process, looking at the reasons why you should consider implementing 
such a program, as well as looking at the issues and suggestions on how they can be solved.

n2 	 Clear and Present Purpose
The most important aspect of a 360-degree Evaluation program is to fully understand why it is being 
implemented. This is true at all levels of the client organization, and also at the agency. So it is vital that 
not only the senior executives understand why, but that it is communicated to all participants in the 
process - this theme of communication and training will be reinforced over and over!

For many organizations the overarching goal is to understand how good a client you are and how you can 
better “enable” your agencies to operate at their optimum level. Looking at this in more detail there are 
two key objectives we are looking at.

1. 	 We need to understand how we can help improve the performance of our agency’s outputs (i.e. better 
creative, media and other tangible outcomes). This can be summarized as improving the effectiveness 
of the relationship.

2. 	Highly topical in the current economic climate is to cut down on costs, waste and friction in the 
relationship - to better deploy our stretched assets. This can be summarized as improving the 
efficiency of the relationship. 

What is interesting is how many client-side behaviors affect both efficiency and effectiveness, reinforcing 
what a powerful lever a well managed 360-degree program can become. 
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n3 	 The Prerequisite of Trust
Before we look at the mechanics (content, processes and technology) there is 
a single fundamental building block that must be in place before a 360-degree 
program should be considered. It can be summed up in one word-TRUST!

Without a strong bond of trust and co-operation, both between the agency and 
client, as well as within the client organization itself, a 360-degree program (no 
matter how well run) can be a waste of resources and may even end up being 
counter-productive.

Trust needs to exist at three levels…

n 	 The agency must trust that the client will use the feedback in a constructive 
manner. The agency needs to feel that your organization is committed to 
improving the relationship for the mutual benefit of both parties.

n 	 The client marketing stakeholders must trust that their agencies are approaching 
the process with the objective of improving the relationship, not just to release 
pent-up frustration.

n 	 The client marketing stakeholders must trust that senior management will use the 
findings in a positive way, and should thus not view it as a threat. 

Communication and training can certainly help build trust prior to a program being 
implemented, but we would caution for the need to be certain that the client/agency 
relationship can “sustain” the potential impacts of meaningful feedback.

This may mean that you need to apply the 360 only to selected relationships (if you 
have a portfolio of agencies). You may want to consider where in the lifecycle the 
relationship is and be aware that newer relationships may be the most sensitive; 
therefor the agency is likely to be at its most “diplomatic”. Do be cognizant though 
that some older relationships may be still sensitive to perceived criticism, as there 
may never have been an appropriate feedback mechanism in place (“Why are you 
telling us this now?”). Under no circumstances should a relationship that is “on-
notice” be included!

Some clients advise that a good idea is to pilot the process with a single strong, 
healthy relationship. This will allow you to bed down your communication, 
administrative and analysis processes ahead of roll-out to all agency relationships. 

One should never 
underestimate the 
human propensity to 
create hierarchies, 
preserve status and 
take revenge.

Policies and practices 
should be clearly defined 
and communicated 
regarding the use (and 
misuse) of Multisource 
Feedback. Violations of 
these policies should be 
monitored and remedied.
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n4 	 What should we Measure?
Often one of the first questions asked is what should 
be measured, in terms of client performance - 
we use the term “performance” loosely and the 
following section will illustrate why.

The key to the client scorecard is to focus exclusively 
on enabling processes and behaviors. By this we 
mean ways in which the client helps the agency 
perform its designated role.

The criteria being rated should be as clear and 
focused as possible. Each one should be challenged, 
asking how a change in this process or behavior 
affects either efficiency or effectiveness (and 
hopefully a combination of both).

An aspect we must emphasize is that the agency is not being asked to comment on the client’s 
marketing/advertising skills. This is a recipe for disaster and is threatening to both the client stakeholders, 
as well as the agency in having to answer such a loaded question.

A good tip is to have the marketing team help build the criteria on which they are to be evaluated. This 
has the dual effect of having them perceive the results as more valid, as well as being more committed 
to act on the feedback. Ask your team to think about this; if they were providing feedback to one of your 
customers, what types of information they would like and how they would act on it.

One final point is to ensure that the opportunities for improvement are under the span of your control. 
In other words there is no point in asking a question if your organization either cannot, or is unwilling to 
make a change in the measured area.

In a recent ANA & AAAA survey, according to agencies, the advertiser value-
drivers evaluated as most important are...

1. Giving the agency the necessary time and resources to do its best work

2. Working with the agency in a collaborative manner that puts a premium on mutual respect

3. Identifying and articulating the outcomes the agency’s work is expected to produce

4. Providing clear complete direction to the agency

5. Providing constructive timely feedback to the agency

6. Understanding the problems & opportunities facing the brand and identifying key success drivers

7. Ensuring that all relevant information and necessary personnel are made available to the agency
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n5 	 Designing your Process
The favored approach for 360 Feedback is to include, for each question, both a rating 
scale and the ability to collect substantiating comments. Without comments the tool 
loses much of its ability to generate meaningful development opportunities.

We also advise clients to ask two headline questions (there are many variations  
on this):

1. 	 Strengths to Leverage — what is this client team exceptionally good at that aids 
your performance as an agency

2. 	Opportunities for Development — what are the most important areas this client 
could develop that would better help you do your job as an agency

In terms of the rating process most clients favor a 5 or 9 point rating scale. Some 
prefer not to use a rating scale at all, simply collect comments, though the general 
position is that you then lose the ability to pinpoint areas that the agency scores  
lower or higher.

General advice from the Supplier Performance Management space suggests you 
should try to get feedback from as many of the agency’s functions as possible. Some 
examples are...

n 	 Senior management
n 	 Account service team
n 	 Creative
n 	 Financial
n 	 Legal (contractual compliance)

However, in spite of the above point you may well find that your agencies may be 
reticent to allow individual responses from multiple assessors (and that’s perfectly 
understandable). What the agency is worried about is that there may be a “loose 
cannon” that expresses an opinion in an inappropriate way. This could severely 
damage the relationship — worst case actually losing the business. Until the 
agency has experienced the process and trusts that the feedback will be used in an 
appropriate manner, the single feedback approach is common.

One factor to understand is that when assured of confidentiality, agencies will provide 
much more direct and valuable feedback. There is an interesting technique you may 
like to consider. Rather than providing the feedback (ratings and comments) directly 
to your internal marketing stakeholder team, use a 3rd party to review the reports 
and have that party draw up the suggested action plans. The 3rd party may disclose 
some limited aspects of the reports in order to substantiate why the development 
opportunities were arrived at, but the complete anonymity of the agencies rating 
and comments are preserved. Some organizations use their internal marketing 
procurement, operations or agency management functions to act as this 3rd party. 
Others choose to engage external consultants to act in this “ombudsmen” role.

Agencies may not have 
been totally honest and 
rather hesitant with 
their comments because 
everyone thought that 
the marketing team 
would be able to directly 
access their feedback

“The agencies found it 
incredibly helpful and 
useful to have a forum to 
provide feedback on the 
client. It was valuable for 
them to know that they 
had an outlet to provide 
their comments, and 
to have them reviewed 
by an objective ‘third 
party’ (i.e. Procurement, 
Operations or the Agency 
Management Function).”

An operations colleague with a top 
10 pharmaceutical manufacturer
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n6 	 Understanding the Technology Options
An important consideration is the platform on which to deploy a 360-dgree agency 
evaluation. In the era of email it is highly unusual to hear about paperbased collection so we 
will concentrate on the three primary modes used…

1. 	 Many clients use “manual” collection & reporting devices such as Word or Excel.

2. 	Others use basic Survey tools to collect feedback (e.g. SurveyMonkey) and then compile 
reports in Excel or database tools (such as Access).

3. 	Finally there is a new generation of dedicated agency evaluation / supplier performance 
management platforms to consider.

The biggest issue for the manual and general survey process is collecting enough valid 
feedback and compiling scorecard reports in a timely manner, especially as the 360 is done 
simultaneously with the already complex standard client-on-agency evaluation process. 
The common frustration is that the administration aspect completely dominates the 
program, leaving little time and energy for the vital action planning phase.

There are several advantages in deploying a dedicated evaluation platform.

n 	 Technical administrative horse-power changes the focus from painful collection and data 
compilation, to meaningful analysis and action planning.

n 	 Participants are given a level of comfort and have a higher propensity to provide frank 
input due to the enhanced perception of anonymity and security.

n 	 They are fully integrated into the existing evaluation process, allowing simple & 
simultaneous deployment of the 360 along with the existing evaluation program.

n 	 Advanced reports, both for scores and compiling comments provides meaningful 
information on which to build action plans, It also allows centralized analysis and 
provides the ability to look for common patterns and diagnose organizational issues.

n7	 Avoiding the Black Hole
One critical and seemingly obviously fact, is that you must be prepared to act on the results. 

However, it is interesting that the perception from agencies indicates that occasionally the 
feedback they provide seems to disappear into a black hole. To this end there are three key 
communication elements to address... 

1. 	 Always respond to the agency to let them know you are reviewing their feedback. 

2.	 Ensure you implement the appropriate actions and then provide the agency with a way 
to provide comments on the changes made. 

3.	 If you are not going to take action on an element of the feedback (for whatever reason), 
ensure that you communicate this to agency so they understand that they their voice 
has been heard. 

Have adequate 
resources available 
for training and 
action planning.
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There are several aspects that need to be understood in the action planning phase and 
it is suggested that a formal training / communication strategy is included in your 
program. This should include… 

n 	 How to identify priority processes & behaviors for improvement 
n 	 How to create an action plan 
n 	 How to identify and access development resources 

In many cases the action is a subtle tweak, rather than completely re-engineering 
a client/agency process from scratch. This requires a diagnostic approach to review 
carefully the nuances of the feedback you are reviewing. It is also useful to read the 
360-degree Agency-on-Client reports side by side with the traditional Client-on-
Agency reports. Often you will find rating and comments tell different sides of the 
same story. 

When you are reviewing the feedback provided you should be cognizant that some 
agencies may not be as frank as others. To adjust for this, when looking at the ratings, 
don’t worry about absolute scores, just look where the dips are. So as an example (on 
a scale of 1-5) if one agency rates your team as 5,5,4,5 on a set of attributes, this may 
mean exactly the same as 3,3,2,3 to another. 

Also expect “sugar-coated” comments! You may need to read between the 
lines when interpreting the verbatim to discover the true intent. One amusing 
characteristic you may find is the classic two-part comment, for example 
“You provide excellent feedback, when we are able to get hold of your senior 
management”. You will probably find that the comments will become more direct 
after the first time around as agencies get more comfortable with the process. 

Given the different levels of agency propensity to be forthright, it is also vital that you 
DO NOT COMPARE overall feedback scores across your teams and use those scores as 
a basis for internal ranking or performance measurement. This will break one of the 
fundamental pillars of trust and can be extremely harmful for your 360 process. 

Finally it is essential that both the stakeholder and agency take ownership of the 
action plan. An action plan is only as useful as its execution!

“We provided our 
stakeholders with 
focused training 
sessions regarding the 
use and interpretation 
of the 360 (degree) 
reports. This training 
directed and assisted 
the stakeholders in 
preparation for the 
face-to-face agency 
evaluation” 

Sherry Ulsh / Sandie Colon— 
Burger King

4.3

1  Relationship 2  Direction 3  Support 4  Financial

4.3 4.3

3.3
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Training & Communication

Client Agency

Purpose of the 360-degree process and how 

feedback can be used for positive change

Purpose of the 360-degree process and how 

sharing feedback will improve the realtionship

How the data will/should be used How the data will be shared at the client

How to understand the feedback reports and 

identify priorities for improvement

How the feedback will be used

How to create an action plan How to  complete the rating form

How to conduct a meeting with the agency Guidance on how to write comments

n8	 Conclusion
In this paper we have explored all aspect s of the 360-degree feedback process. We put forward the  
case that if incorporated into a robust evaluation program, the 360 can be one of the most powerful  
tools we have available to improve client/agency relationship performance, minimize inefficiencies  
and reduce costs.

Certainly it is a sensitive area and if handled incorrectly can cause more harm than good. Without a 
collaborative and positive approach it can degenerate into finger-pointing and ultimately lose any value  
it could generate.

However, with a foundation of trust, a healthy dose of training & communication and supported by 
appropriate processes & technology, this is an exciting and innovative way to dramatically affect the 
power of your marketing effectiveness.
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We provide major advertisers with tools to help:

n 	 Evaluate their agency relationships & performance
n 	 Manage their Agency Roster program
n 	 Improve their Scope of Works processes

Our clients include leading advertisers in the US, Australia  
and the UK– see Clients  at www.decideware.com

Agency Evaluation
Our core business is agency evaluation and we work with  
some of the largest advertisers to assess the performance  
of their agencies. We don’t provide a marriage guidance  
consulting service. We do provide software & services to  
ensure every deployment is successful.

Clients buy Decideware because they want experts who can 
generate meaningful insights into all their important agency 
relationships, to help them improve agency performance  
and the quality of the work. 

See Managing Advertising Agency Performance  
at www.decideware.com

Agency Roster
Marketers want to put the right agency on the right piece of 
business, every time. But that’s not possible unless you have a 
database of all the agencies that are currently working on your 
business, and those who want to.

With significant direction from clients, we’ve developed a tool 
which helps advertisers understand the capabilities and past 
performance of all the agencies interested in their business.

See Software at www.decideware.com for more information

Scope of Works
Our advertiser clients asked us to build an online Scope of Works 
module because they’re frustrated their paper systems can’t keep 
up with the fast pace of the advertising business. They asked to 
make sure the tool was online, fully featured to accommodate their 
current SoW business practices - and fast, stable, reliable, etc.

This new tool, currently in acceptance testing with a well known 
advertiser, will give clients the ability to work with their agencies to 
ensure the work stays on-time, on-budget and on-brief. 

See Software at www.decideware.com for more information

Decideware is the world’s leading provider of 
advertising agency management solutions


