
Guide to Selecting a PR Agency

Selecting a PR Agency is undoubtedly a big decision. The selected Agency will 
stand in their client’s proxy and represent their company in their interactions 
with others in good times and, vitally, when the client firm is at its most 
vulnerable. Given this, selecting a team you can trust and which will conduct 
itself in a professional way is critical. And, of course, most importantly, the 
selected PR Agency must be effective.

So, here, we aim to set out a few key points to guide your efforts in selecting 
the right PR firm, our ‘Guide to Selecting a PR Agency’.

Selection process
The process client firms follow in order to select their perfect PR Agency must fit with 
their own internal culture and approach to communications. If your firm is a rather 
corporate operation with a set way in which press releases are approved, distributed 
and followed-up, the agency selection process you’ll adopt will be quite different than 
if you’re an exciting growth-stage start-up firm learning as you go. But all companies 
will generally select from a subset of the following steps when setting the process for 
agency selection:

•	 Clarifying	your	internal	needs	and	preferences

•	 Industry	review

•	 Formulating	your	brief

•	 Information	gathering

•	 Shortlisting	(to	6	agencies)

•	 Formalities/disclosures

•	 Request	for	proposals

•	 Chemistry	check

•	 Reducing	contenders	list	(to	3	agencies)

•	 Pitch	project/presentation

•	 Negotiation	of	terms	and	contract

•	 Award

Please find a few pointers to help at every stage outlined below.
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Clarifying internal needs and preferences
As	you’ll	realise,	there	are	many	specialities	within	public	relations.	Small	to	medium-
sized PR firms will often specialise based on industries served, a particular corporate 
growth	phase	(positioning	firms	for	IPO,	mature	corporates	with	full-service	needs,	etc)	
or	particular	service	offering	(consumer	PR,	investor	relations,	media	relations,	etc).	So,	
as a starting point, consider whether your company is in need of a firm with a particular 
specialist	skillset.

Of	course,	you’ll	know	which	growth	phase	and	industry	your	company	is	in,	but	below,	
we’ve outlined an ever-growing list of service offerings to consider:

•	 Media	relations	(including	presentation	skills	and	media	coaching)

•	 Investor	relations	(debt	&	restructuring,	IPO)

•	 Mergers	&	acquisitions

•	 Crisis	management

•	 Corporate	responsibility	and	sustainability

•	 Internal	communications

•	 Public	affairs	&	government	relations

•	 Events,	experiential,	promotions

•	 Digital	(social,	SEO,	content	marketing,	blogger	relations)

•	 Research	(market	and	opinion)

Industry review
The	marketing	and	communications	landscape	changes	daily.	It’s	trite	but	true.	At	the	
moment, the business to business and business to consumer public relations industry 
is no longer purely about facilitating coverage via relevant media outlets. Instead, we’re 
now seeing many firms merge PR, social and search capabilities into one blended 
offering.

This	means	rather	than	simply	projecting	approved	messages	via	media	vehicles,	PR	
firms	are	increasingly	tasked	with	advising	their	clients	on	influencing	audiences	via	
their	one-to-one	interactions	on	and	offline	(or	undertaking	the	tasks	on	their	client’s	
behalf ).	They	are	also	advising	on	how	best	to	phrase	their	various	responses	in	order	to	
result in the best search results.

Of	course,	this	is	just	one	of	many	industry	changes	currently	playing	out,	so	as	a	first	
step client firms in need of PR representation must review what’s currently happening in 
the	industry	which	may	impact	their	choice	-	or	(shameless	plug	alert!)	seek	the	counsel	
of	an	agency	search	and	selection	expert	like	FindGood.

http://www.findgood.co.uk
http://www.findgood.co.uk
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Formulating your brief
The first step is, of course, to develop an agency brief. Download ‘FindGood’s Agency 
Briefing Template’ at findgood.co.uk. When preparing the Agency Brief, client firms must 
challenge themselves to answer difficult questions, especially those around budgets, 
brand standards, timelines, processes and deliverables. Without this basic information, 
most agencies will find it difficult to respond appropriately to the brief. In fact, without 
this information most agencies will not have adequate information to gain internal 
approval and support to respond.

Information gathering
The agency landscape changes daily; it’s said so often that it’s become trite. But it’s 
true!	Firms	open	and	close	offices	and	win	new	clients,	agencies’	allegiances	change	via	
mergers	&	acquisitions	and	their	strengths	and	capabilities	evolve	through	hiring	and	
attrition. Given the volume of change in the industry, what was true during a client’s 
last	agency	search	2-3	years	prior	may	no	longer	be.	Given	this,	it’s	important	for	those	
responsible for agency selection to start with an open mind and review PR industry 
trends and notable agencies broadly from the start. Team members in charge of agency 
selection within client firms must review:

•	 their	own,	internal	working	processes	and	cultural	norms

•	 	which	firms	are	working	with	their	nearest	competitors	and	what	those	
agencies have recently accomplished on the competing firms’ behalf

•	 	industry	trends,	especially	tactics	within	early-adopter	industries	(hint:	
technology	brands	tend	to	be	ahead	of	the	curve)

•	 	a	realistic	average	monthly	or	annual	spend	necessary	to	achieve	their	own	
internal	PR	objectives

In	this	way,	client	side	marketers	in	charge	of	agency	selection	will	be	re-educating	
themselves on the environment, generally, and also regarding what types of questions 
may	be	critical	to	ask	in	order	to	address	their	PR	needs	3-5	years	into	the	future.

Shortlisting
Through the process of client firms gathering information and formulating their PR brief, 
those aspects that they feel are critical to an agency’s success will become clear. These 
are	the	aspects	that	agencies	will	be	judged	against	for	shortlisting.	Many	clients	choose	
to shortlist agencies based on some subset of the following criteria:

•	 capabilities

•	 declared	specialty

•	 presence	of	key	staff

•	 location

•	 size	(either	average	client	spend,	annual	billings	or	number	of	staff )

•	 industry	influence

•	 cultural	fit
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•	 	relevant	and	recent	experience	in	reaching	similar	audiences	or	working	with	
other client firms in the category

As agencies may be a bit over-eager, it’s generally advised to gather the answers to 
as	many	of	the	above	questions	via	passive,	but	reliable	means	(websites,	information	
services, intermediaries such as FindGood,	etc.),	making	contact	only	when	certain	that	
a firm could be a fit or when impossible to gather this information via other means. It’s 
best	to	arrive	at	a	list	of	no	more	than	six	(6)	firms	to	contact	and	learn	more.

‘Why just 6?’ 
Though	inviting	more	than	six	firms	may	be	tempting,	keeping	to	a	set	of	six	allows	
client firms adequate time to respond to Agencies in a timely way when questions arise 
and	make	the	process	less	cumbersome	and	disclosing	this	limited	number	of	Agency	
participants will encourage those which are a part of the shortlist to put their best effort 
forward.	To	include	additional	firms	would	likely	result	in	lackluster	agency	response	as	
they would have little chance of securing adequate internal manpower and support to 
participate in the pitch.

Formalities
As	a	first	step,	it’s	a	good	idea	to	disclose	your	firm’s	identity	and	ask	each	of	the	six	
shortlisted firms if they currently represent a competitor. Then, assuming they do 
not,	ask	each	firm	to	sign	a	non-disclosure	agreement	if	you	feel	it’s	necessary	and	
appropriate	(find	an	NDA	template	for	download	at	www.findgood.co.uk).	With	these	
boxes	checked,	you’re	able	to	move	through	to	the	fun	bit!

Request for proposal
A	typical	request	for	proposal	will	ask	PR	agencies	to	outline	their:

•	 industry	experience

•	 proposed	approach	and	perceived	challenges	for	the	client	brand

•	 proposed	team	(providing	bios	for	each)

•	 	sample	costings	based	on	the	deliverables	and	expectations	outlined	within	
the PR brief.

Of	course,	many	agencies	will	take	the	opportunity	to	provide	their	standard	credentials	
deck	with	only	a	few	bits	changed	out	to	customise	the	presentation	and	most	clients	
will	be	underwhelmed	(because	most	agency	credential	decks	are	lengthy	and	
repetitive).	So,	we	generally	recommend	that	client	firms	select	4-5	questions	that	to	
address	will	require	bespoke	thinking	and	research	by	the	agency,	but	ideally	take	the	
firm	no	longer	than	4	man-hours	to	complete.	While	it’s	tempting	to	prescribe	how	
agencies	must	submit	their	response	(Word	document	no	longer	than	4	single-sided	A4	
pages	in	12	pt.	type,	etc.),	clients	are	best	served	by	allowing	agencies	‘rope’	to	present	
themselves in a way which befits their culture and ethos. The cultural insight allowed 
by	this	dose	of	ambiguity	within	the	brief,	alone,	can	make	the	RFP	stage	worthwhile	
as agencies’ responses may vary widely and show much of their internal approach and 
ways	of	thinking.
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Setting expectations
Agencies sometimes have the bad habit of putting their A-team in to pitch and 
promptly	switching	out	with	a	junior	team	upon	award.	Of	course,	this	habit	makes	
clients	grumpy.	To	avoid	this,	check	and	double-check	with	agencies	that	those	named	
staff	(both	senior	and	junior)	who	will	ultimately	be	assigned	to	the	account,	if	won,	are	
the ones who will attend meetings during the selection process. If staff must be hired 
in	order	to	properly	handle	the	account,	if	won,	check	that	you,	as	the	client,	will	be	
afforded veto power during the interview process.

Chemistry check
In	short	terms,	a	chemistry	check	is	an	excuse	to	meet	each	of	the	shortlisted	agencies	
either	by	phone	or	in	person	in	order	to	check	their	culture,	personalities	and	approach.	
In	many	cases,	these	sessions	are	held	live	under	the	guise	of	being	a	question/answer	
session to clarify the brief.

Reducing the contender List
Upon reviewing the six agencies’ proposals, client firms will typically reduce the number 
of	contenders	to	3,	or	4	if	the	incumbent	firm	is	also	part	of	the	set.

Pitch project
PR	professionals	must	be	quick	and	strategic,	clearly.	The	best	‘live’	asks	will	demonstrate	
a	smart	PR	agency’s	ability	to	turn	potentially	dreadful	situations	into	‘wins’,	so	a	pitch	
project	can	prove	very	useful.

Pitch presentation
The	best	client/PR	agency	matches	result	from	a	selection	process	in	which	the	client	
firm	invests	just	as	much	time	and	effort	as	the	participating	agencies.	It’s	a	bit	like	
dating. There needs to be a mix of interaction via email, phone and in person and in 
both formal and informal environments. And while it’s understood that agencies must 
be	able	to	present	their	case	to	clients,	they	should	not	do	all	the	talking.	Agencies	must	
also	demonstrate	an	ability	to	listen	and	retain	information	and	to	ask	good	questions.	
This information should be processed to gain insights and actionable strategies and 
tactics that will resonate with the client firm’s target audiences. And client firms must 
demonstrate an openness and willingness to disclose information, which will allow their 
agencies to be successful.

Negotiation of terms and contract
Of	course	costs	matter,	but	they’re	not	the	only	technical	aspect	to	consider	in	the	
final stages of PR agency selection. It’s also important to disclose communication 
preferences,	measures	by	which	agencies	(and	clients)	will	be	judged,	cultural	norms	
within	each	organisation,	approval	processes,	etc.	For	more	guidance	regarding	those	
technical aspects to discuss and agree before formal award, please download our 
‘Agency Onboarding Guide’ at www.FindGood.co.uk.



Unit 1  |  Parc House   |  25-37 Cowleaze Road  |  Kingston-upon-Thames KT2 6DZ  |  t: +44 (0)20 8247 1851  |  w: findgood.co.uk  |  @wefindgood

Award
Of	course,	you’ll	be	ecstatic	to	announce	the	good	news	to	the	winning	agency	and	
know	exactly	how	to	do	it	when	the	time	comes.	But,	do	remember	to	set	expectations	
for whether, when and how the award may be announced by the winning agency. 
And,	just	as	importantly,	don’t	break	up	with	the	other	firms	lightly.	By	this	point	each	
firm will have invested a lot of time and hope toward addressing your business and will 
deserve	insightful	feedback	regarding	the	impression	they	made	and	how	they	could	
have	improved.	Share	as	much	as	you	can	while,	of	course,	being	professional	and	
sensitive to their egos.

An Agency interaction checklist

Going into chemistry checks and pitch meetings, it can be helpful to have an 
objective checklist to reference when reviewing your notes. Though the criteria 
each client firm will use in assessing firms will be unique to them, here are a 
few points that we feel most client firms should consider when selecting a PR 
agency.

1. Are they interested and intelligent?

Do they ask good questions?
Before a first meeting, most PR Agencies will have done a bit of research to inform 
their impression of the client firm. And while their impressions and efforts may not 
be encapsulated within a formal statement regarding the client firm’s positioning and 
challenges for sharing, their research should inform a solid set of questions which will 
make	conversations	during	a	first	meeting	flow	nicely.	The	best	agencies	will	present	a	
bit	about	themselves	during	a	first	meeting,	but	dedicate	a	majority	of	the	time	toward	
learning more about the client firm’s needs.

Are they quick on their toes?
Given	their	professed	skill	set,	the	best	PR	professionals	will	be	well	practiced	in	
maintaining	the	flow	and	direction	of	conversations	for	their	(or	their	clients’)	benefit.	
During	your	interactions	with	each	firm,	notice	if	and	how	they	go	about	achieving	this	
with you, do they thoughtfully respond and interact based on your reactions to the 
conversation, or do they stay the course to achieve their goal? And which approach 
best fits your firm’s culture?

Specialism
Given the breadth of industries, most small to medium-size firms will have a niche 
which	they	find	comfortable.	Some	focus	based	on	business	stage	(ex.	start-ups	at	
launch,	growth	firms,	and	mature	corporates),	audience	(ex.	business	to	business	vs.	
business	to	consumer),	industry	(ex.	technology,	pharmaceuticals,	luxury	goods).	Does	
the firm’s focus fit with your own?
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2. People

People fit
The	most	successful	client/agency	matchings	are	often	supported	by	a	feeling	that	the	
contracted	agencies	are	an	extension	of	the	client-side	team	(rather	than	outsiders).	
Given	this,	softer	relational	aspects	of	the	client/agency	fit	should	provide	a	guide	for	
whether	your	firms	could	be	compatible.	(ex.	An	uber-formal	client	firm	may	continually	
be disappointed by a fun and friendly agency despite their apparent success with other 
clients)

Depth of team
People leave. It’s a fact. Realising this, it’s important that client firms explore the depth 
of	the	agency	team	in	their	dealings	during	the	selection	process.	Oftentimes,	speaking	
with those who will immediately be assigned to the client account is important, clearly, 
especially within the formal selection meetings. But, if possible, it would be ideal to also 
meet	other	agency	staff	at	more	informal	gatherings	(the	client/agency	Christmas	party,	
the	agency’s	summer	party,	etc.)	in	order	to	formulate	an	opinion	of	the	firm’s	depth	of	
talent, culture and fit.

Staff turnover
As	noted	above,	people	leave.	But	during	all	meetings	make	a	point	of	gathering	
information	about	all	agency	attendees	from	online	sources	and	make	efforts	to	discern	
how	long	individuals	have	been	with	the	firm	(at	all	levels).	Also	look	on	websites	
and	forums	(like	Glassdoor.com)	to	see	what	employees	(present	and	past)	say	about	
working	for	each	firm.	Take	note	of	soft	clues,	which	indicate	the	level	of	cohesion	and	
loyalty	amongst	employees	(ex.	Group	pub	nights,	co-lunching	habits,	etc.).	These	
insights,	together,	will	get	clients	closer	to	discerning	how	likely	staff	are	to	leave.

3. Operational

Budget
It would be cruel to suggest a Range Rover as the only acceptable car for purchase to 
an	individual	who	has	a	£5,000	budget	for	reliable	transportation.	Likewise,	budgets	
make	a	huge	difference	in	PR	Agency	Selection.	There	are	lovely	and	effective	firms	who	
will	do	good	work	for	£4-5,000	a	month	and	also	firms	which	will	accept	nothing	less	
than	£30,000.	With	this	in	mind,	be	very	clear	about	budget	constraints	upfront	and	ask	
each firm to provide guidance regarding how the disclosed budget range would fit as 
part	of	their	client	portfolio.	Also,	realising	you’re	speaking	with	multiple	firms,	ask	for	
guidance regarding what could be realistically achieved given your budget.

Relative client size and type
The best agency for a big, multi-national American client firm will not necessarily be the 
same	which	suits	a	UK	start-up.	Of	course,	the	same	firm	could	potentially	work	with	
both	client	firm	types,	but	the	skill	sets,	internal	systems	and	personalities	necessary	
to	make	the	most	of	working	within	the	confines	of	international	group	conference	
calls and pre-approved media releases are very different from those necessary for a PR 
agency to carve a new path.
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Embracing change
We’re now seeing that many firms in this category are integrating traditional PR, social 
and search. This may be true today, but trends may change and an agency’s ability to 
discern which trends to follow and which to restrain themselves from following is often 
a	great	indicator	of	whether	they’ll	be	around	in	the	future.	So,	a	question	to	have	in	
mind during agency meetings is to what extent you feel each agency will challenge you 
as a client and how relevant you believe their challenge may be.

4. Relevant results and experience

Relevant industry contacts
If	you	represent	a	luxury	fashion	brand,	knowing	that	a	particular	PR	agency	have	a	
sizable team who have regularly sold-in stories within the relevant fashion press would 
be	a	critical	insight.	In	PR,	it’s	as	much	‘who	you	know’	as	what	you	then	do	with	the	
knowledge	you	have.

Results for others
Given those points above, it’s important to note that what an agency has achieved for 
one client isn’t necessarily an indication of what they may achieve for another firm. That 
said, it would be silly not to consider what firms have achieved for their existing clients, 
especially those that target the same audiences or industries as those, which your firm 
would hope to.

References
Of	course,	the	references	agencies	provide	will	be	positive.	Knowing	that	those	firms	
and contacts which an agency provides are those who have achieved good results with 
the	firm,	often	one	of	the	best	questions	to	ask	of	an	agency’s	client	references	is	‘how	
would	you	recommend	that	I	get	the	best	outcome	from	working	with	this	agency’.	The	
insights	that	these	informal	chats	with	‘successful	clients’	provide	may	save	your	firm	
many months of onboarding pain as you become comfortable with one another.

And, finally, in cases where group consensus must be built in order to select a PR 
Agency,	we’d	advise	constructing	a	matrix	and	relative	weighting	for	each	criterion	(i.e.	a	
points	system	for	assessing	ideal	aspects	of	agency	fit)	upfront.	In	this	way,	the	selection	
team	may	remain	objective	and	avoid	the	temptation	to	weight	the	final	scoring	system	
in	favour	of	their	pick	once	meetings	have	been	held.



 
About FindGood

FindGood is an agency intermediary, we specialise in helping client firms to 
select marketing and communications agencies of all disciplines, including 
Public Relations. Though there’s no charge to client firms for using our service, 
our agency compensation model allows us to remain completely unbiased as 
we advise our clients.

To learn more about FindGood and the services we offer, please get in touch.
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