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FOREWORD
In today’s dynamic media marketplace, media agencies
are committed to delivering cutting edge, value-added
services to advertisers and building robust business
partnerships. For this to be effective, trust must exist between
both parties. Agencies recognise that trust needs to be
earned and is, inevitably, closely linked to transparency.
The process of media auditing has an influential role to
play in this dynamic. As a result, we believe it’s crucial
that all parties agree and ensure that the media auditing
ecosystem remains fully fit for purpose.
This is the reason for developing this special EACA Report.
We will examine the current status of the media auditing landscape by reflecting the
views of the key stakeholders - the media agencies, of course, but also the advertisers
and the auditors themselves.
At EACA we believe that some aspects of the status quo may not be conducive to rebuilding trust between the parties involved. Certainly, a challenging and competitive
auditing marketplace is positive, as it keeps media agencies sharp, on top of the most
innovative solutions and delivering the best service to clients across the world. Nevertheless,
for transparency and trust to flourish, the market dynamics must also be deemed mutually
fair and reasonable. Media agency auditing and benchmarking should contribute to
stronger, trusting relationships between agencies and advertisers - and to some extent
they do. Nevertheless, there are questions to be raised and discussions to be held about
whether this is always the case. Ultimately, the three stakeholder groups need to ensure
the right foundations are in place to help drive effective working relationships based on
trust.
We hope this Report, reflecting the views of relevant industry stakeholders, will encourage
these discussions and build momentum for the industry to come together and agree on
common principles for a fairer system of media agency auditing and benchmarking
which is acceptable to all parties.
EACA, together with our member agencies, is ready to engage and play our part.
We invite advertisers and the media auditing community to join us. It’s time to start a
productive conversation.
Dominic Lyle
Director General
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ABOUT US
The European Association of Communications Agencies (EACA) represents
more than 2,500 communications agencies and agency associations from 30
European countries that employ more than 120,000 people. EACA members
include advertising, media, digital, branding and PR agencies.
EACA promotes honest, effective advertising, high professional standards and
awareness of the contribution of advertising in a free market economy. We
encourage close co-operation between agencies, advertisers and media in
European advertising bodies. EACA works closely with EU institutions to ensure
freedom to advertise responsibly and creatively.
We are here to share and address international experience and issues on a panEuropean basis and provide an important link between agencies, advertisers
and the advertising media in Europe and around the world.

info@eaca.eu
www.eaca.eu
@EACA_eu
152 bd. Brand Whitlock,
1200, Brussels
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY - LAYING NEW
FOUNDATIONS TO HELP REBUILD TRUST
In
today’s
increasingly
complex
media
environment, agencies and advertisers recognise
the need to build more trusting partnerships. The
media auditing community has an important and
influential role to play. Whilst each stakeholder
group has a different perspective and faces a
different set of challenges - there appears to be
alignment on the need for and desire to make the
appropriate changes.
Our Report analyses the perspective of each
stakeholder group in order to help identify specific
areas of focus to improve the dynamics of the
existing relationships. By talking candidly about
the concerns facing agencies, advertisers and
auditors, from trust and transparency to conflicts
of interest, we aim to start a more productive
debate. Ultimately, we also want to encourage
and stimulate constructive, positive action, so
have recommended three practical steps to help
make this happen.
Advertisers rightly want to know whether media
agencies are making effective media investment
decisions on their behalf, including delivering the
best possible prices and in accordance with the
relevant contractual commitments. Agencies
view media auditing as one of many ways to
prove their value to their clients.
The world of media auditing has changed
significantly, encompassing many different
services
offered
to
advertisers.
Contract
compliance auditors ensure that all agencies work
in accordance with agreed terms and conditions.
Media benchmarking specialists help evaluate
and keep track of media agency performance typically including assessments of media channel
mix, weighting, pricing, optimisation and overall
value delivery. Increasingly, advertisers also seek
third party advice about a wider range of agency
actions that may impact on the effectiveness and
efficiency of media investment. In some cases,
this has led media benchmarkers and contract
compliance auditors to diversify their services.
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It is recognised that these companies play a
necessary role in helping advertisers to challenge
their agencies with insight and perspective.
Agencies do expect, however, these assessments
to be conducted with full confidentiality,
impartiality, professionalism and free from conflicts
of interest.
Agency/advertiser relationships have sometimes
been hampered by issues of transparency and
trust. In theory, professionally conducted media
auditing should be able to help highlight, improve
and/or iron out such concerns. Nevertheless, it is
important to recognise that the media auditing
landscape also has various challenges which
need to be addressed.
This Report outlines these challenges and
concludes by outlining practical steps towards
creating an environment from which to strengthen
trust within these tripartite relationships.

These issues are not only potentially damaging
to the credibility of the media auditing process,
but also inevitably exert influence on the degree
of transparency and trust between the three
stakeholder groups involved. We believe that
all parties would benefit from a concerted and
collective effort to identify suitable solutions to
help future proof the media auditing landscape.
As the European Association of Communications
Agencies (EACA), our Report primarily explores
the agency perspective, but, critically, also
includes the views of advertisers and the media
auditing community which includes contract
compliance auditors, media benchmarkers and
media advisers.

The agency perspective
Interviewed agencies highlighted a number of
specific observations and concerns as outlined
below:

Zero conflicts of interest: certain standards
and criteria need to be incorporated into
the decision-making process when appointing
independent media auditors, benchmarkers or
advisers.

auditing
and
media
benchmarking
companies should put in place all necessary
measures to prevent data leakage and
misuse before, during and after each project.

•

auditing
and
media
benchmarking
companies should have in place professional
liability and indemnity insurance.

The agencies also noted that further, potential
safeguards should include, but not be limited to:

•

an appropriate physical, structural and
technological separation of contractual
compliance teams from other parts of
the company (such as media consulting,
benchmarking or pitch management).

•

•

understanding that advertisers can benefit
from additional third party advice, training
and education about the media marketplace
- especially the dynamics behind the digital
and mobile advertising ecosystem.

adopting internal policies comprehensively
restricting data and information exchanges
across different project assignments and
teams.

•

internal review processes to safeguard the
confidentiality of all data received and to
ensure full compliance with relevant industry
standards and practices.

•

acknowledgement that contingency-based
agreements are not fit for purpose as they
may incentivise inappropriate behaviour and
practices.

•

all information requested at audit should
relate to the relevant contract in force with
the client.

•

auditors and advertisers should respect
agencies’ third party contractual obligations
which may include confidentiality clauses
(e.g. third party licensing arrangements which
may prevent the disclosure of such data).

•

1
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•

recognition that independent media auditing
and the assessment of agency performance
are both important and complex.

Bulletproof confidentiality guarantees: more
rigorous processes and procedures need to
be put in place to safeguard the sensitive and
valuable data provided by agencies to the diverse
range of media auditors.

Consistent
and
evidenced
professional
standards: more robust internal measures
and controls need to be upheld, and evidence
provided, by all media auditing businesses (e.g.
accreditations,
qualifications,
independent
verifications etc.)

belief that the scope of work agreed
between an advertiser and auditor should
align to the agency/client contract and give
more specific consideration to the impact on
agency resources.

•

Agencies cited the following as ideal requirements
for significantly improving the existing tripartite
dynamics:
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•

•

•

requirement that Non-Disclosure Agreements
(NDAs) should be strictly honoured by all parties.
Records, pricing information and contracts
provided to the auditor/benchmarker should
be confidential and exclusively used for the
authorised purpose - namely the audit itself
- as well as by authorised personnel. Explicit
agreements need to be put in place to
guarantee that learnings and findings from
auditing and benchmarking will only be
shared with the advertiser and their agency.
belief that media agency auditing companies
should have to disclose all service offerings
provided, such as pitch management
or media strategy/planning or media
implementation, in order that advertisers and
agencies can fully understand and assess the
potential conflicts of interest.
requirement
that
companies
using
benchmarking pricing pools must provide
transparent evidence that the pool is robust
and relevant to the audit in question.

Auditing companies conducting contract
compliance audits should preferably hire certified
accountants, who are members of widely
recognised industry bodies. Financial analysts
and any other staff working on an audit who do
not have a directly relevant qualification must be
shown to be correctly trained and comply with
strict internal policies and processes.
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Furthermore, media benchmarkers must be able
to demonstrate clearly that their business (and
relevant people) have sufficient experience
and expertise - not only to understand the
complex media buying ecosystem, but also to
provide a credible assessment of the agency’s
performance.

The advertiser perspective
The key points raised by the interviewed advertisers
were:

•

agencies need to do more to educate their
clients about the media buying ecosystem especially across the plethora of digital and
mobile channels.

•

the choice of auditor, benchmarker or
consultant is entirely their prerogative.

•

auditors can and should ask agencies for
an extensive range of data, although they
noted some understanding about this being
a significant burden on agencies’ resources.

The advertisers interviewed also agreed that
further dialogue and debate is needed to
improve certain practices within the existing
media auditing ecosystem.
In general, they were very supportive of the
objectives of this Report and agreed that the
proposed follow-up actions would each be steps
in the right direction.

The media auditing community
perspective
Companies from across the diverse spectrum
of media auditing and consultancy were
interviewed, albeit primarily those providing media
benchmarking and/or contract compliance
auditing services.

tools. They also offered verbal assurance that
data and information provided by agencies is only
ever used for and shared with the specific client
funding the audit. In turn, they also confirmed
that strict confidentiality policies are deployed
with their employees.
In terms of required data provision, they believe
that agencies could be more co-operative and
transparent. Ultimately, they require data in
accordance with their client brief and wishes.
Like the advertisers interviewed, the majority of
auditors were prepared and willing to engage in
collaborative working groups to identify common
ground and consider the creation of appropriate
guidelines and/or code of conduct.

Laying stronger foundations
to help build more trusting
partnerships
The Report concludes by identifying three
specific steps which could help to address the
various concerns raised by all parties:

1

The creation of two working groups, one for
contract compliance and the other for media
benchmarking. The work of each group would
feed into the development of best practice
industry guidelines covering both aspects of
media agency auditing.

2

The creation of mutually agreed best
practice guidelines. The guidelines would
include a summary of best practice policies,
processes and behaviours in relation to
contract compliance auditing and media
benchmarking, covering the process from start
to finish including confidentiality, conflicts of
interest and professional standards to facilitate
efficient and effective audits. Related work
already undertaken in specific national markets
(e.g. US and UK) would be reviewed as part of
this process.

3

A more binding, mutually agreed, code of
conduct outlining the professional standards,
practices,
behaviours
and
obligations
signed up to by all parties. It would cover all
stakeholders (agencies, clients, auditors) and
the requirements for their professional conduct
throughout the auditing process: before the
auditing starts (including any pitch process)
as well as during and after the audit. The
code could become a critical reference point
(across Europe) for the tripartite commitment to
ensure the media auditing ecosystem is fully fit
for purpose in today’s world.

All interviewed companies agreed that the
media auditing landscape is changing fast and
that it now covers a much wider range of services
- from pitch management to strategic advice to
evaluation of agency technology and analytics

10
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INTRODUCTION
- STARTING THE
DISCUSSION
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Methodology

INTRODUCTION - STARTING THE
DISCUSSION
Advertisers naturally require proof that their
investment in media has been used effectively
and in accordance with the associated media
investment contracts. For many clients, auditing
their media agency partners has become a
commonplace tool to ensure due diligence.
Media agencies view this as an important
process and a way, not only, of validating their
ability to deliver on their promises, but also of
demonstrating their overall effectiveness and
value to their clients.
In practice, for agency auditing and media
benchmarking to be effective and efficient, all
parties need to operate on the basis of mutual
trust. Auditors and media benchmarkers are
a key link in this value chain. Their work and
commitment to a fair process contributes to a
trusting relationship between advertisers and their
media agencies.
More recently, agencies have become
increasingly concerned about specific auditing
and media benchmarking practices and
dynamics. These concerns can be broadly
summarised as:

1

Appropriate confidentiality guarantees: the
need to ensure that vast quantities of sensitive,
confidential and valuable information (financial
records, contracts, pricing) provided by agencies
to auditors will be handled with the required and
appropriate guarantees in place.

2

Professional standards: the need to provide
robust evidence of the internal policies and
procedures that each company has in place to
verify that the appropriate professional standards
will be set, monitored and controlled.

4

Data requests not aligned with the contract:
agencies noted that they are sometimes
requested to provide data beyond the details
stipulated in the agency/client contract.

This Report is the result of a six-month
process during which the EACA Secretariat
conducted dozens of telephone and faceto-face interviews with a broad range of
agencies, advertisers, auditors and media
benchmarkers. These confidential interviews
have been condensed into a collective
summary. There is no attribution to any
individual person, company or organisation.

Although the above may not be an issue with all
auditing companies, agencies are increasingly
reluctant to share large volumes of proprietary
data with businesses that may be building,
acquiring or developing integrated, competitive
service offerings.
Agencies believe that it is important to recognise
and highlight these concerns as they have a
direct impact on advertiser/agency relationships.
The goal of this Report, therefore, is to identify the
key issues and propose potential best practice
solutions to help improve the future media agency
auditing landscape for all three parties.
With this in mind, the Report first provides an
overview of the auditing and benchmarking
marketplace, outlining the agency perception
of different types of companies. It then examines
the way in which the auditing marketplace has
evolved to provide a growing range of services.
The following chapter expands in detail on the
agency perspective - highlighting specific areas
of, and reasons for, their concerns. The Report
then provides the advertiser perspective on the
reasons for requiring an independent view on
agency contractual compliance and media
performance, followed by a summary of the
auditor perspective on the concerns raised.
The final section proposes three steps to start
addressing and resolving these challenges.

3

Conflicts of interest: growing concerns about
the potential conflicts of interest within some of
the auditing firms.
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OVERVIEW OF THE
MEDIA AUDITING
MARKETPLACE
The rise of technology, data and digital solutions
in the world of marketing communications has
led to many advertisers exploring their partner
arrangements - from appointing a collection
of specialist experts through to fully integrated
service offerings.
In turn, many other businesses across the media
spectrum have been diversifying their services and
product offerings. Contract compliance auditors
and media benchmarkers are no exception.
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OVERVIEW OF THE MEDIA AUDITING
MARKETPLACE
The auditing marketplace has evolved and today
it covers a wide range of diverse organisations
and businesses - each with their own unique
structure, size and areas of focus. Here, we identify
the different types of companies operating in the
media auditing and benchmarking marketplace.
Some of these companies focus only on
delivering, either, contract compliance auditing,
or, media benchmarking services - others on
both. Some also offer a wider range of services
(including strategic media advice, evaluation of
agency technology usage, data analytics, pitch
management etc..) and often prefer to refer to
themselves as media advisers or consultants.
Contract compliance auditors fall broadly into
three categories:

1

Large traditional accounting companies with
contract compliance auditing departments
staffed by fully certified or trained professionals
where managing conflicts of interest is inherently
built into their operations.

2

Large, traditional management consultancies
with auditing departments staffed by trained
professionals. These consultancies also hire other
professionals with media-related experience, to
help navigate the complex media landscape.

Media performance benchmarking can be split
into three broad categories:

1

Established media benchmarkers: which have
built their business around the assessment of
media placement and pricing - often including a
point of view on the associated effectiveness and
efficiency of an agency’s media performance for
specific advertisers.

2

Traditional management consultancies: some
have also entered the benchmarking market
relatively recently by acquisition or by building
their own service offering.

3

Small independent consulting teams: which
claim they can provide media benchmarking
services, frequently in conjunction with strategic
media consulting services.

Auditors’ diversifying
services
The rise of technology, data and digital solutions
in the world of marketing communications has
led to many advertisers exploring their partner
arrangements - from appointing a collection
of specialist experts through to fully integrated
service offerings. In turn, many other businesses
across the media spectrum have been
diversifying their services and products. Contract
compliance auditors and media benchmarkers
are no exception.
This part of the Report examines how different
auditors and media benchmarkers are evolving
their services or business models - in some cases
via acquisition strategies. Some of the auditors
and management consultancies are actively
involved in contract compliance auditing,
media benchmarking, pitch consulting, media
strategy and planning or technology evaluation.
The complexity and diversity of this sector are
depicted in the table below.
While agencies certainly do not contest the
business freedom of any companies to develop
as they see fit, they also advocate that certain
professional and organisational standards must
be implemented and evidenced to ensure
healthy, fair competition.

3

Media agency auditing companies: which
hire professionals of different backgrounds
including ex-agency professionals.

18

19
19

Company
type

Traditional
accounting
companies

Traditional
management
consultancies
Media agency
auditing
companies

Media adviser
and/or
benchmarker
Small
independent
consulting teams

Contract
compliance
audit

YES

Media
benchmarking

NO**

Media
advice

NO

Pitch
management

Technological
services

Digital agency
offering
(media and
creative)

NO

YES*

YES*

(e.g. data analytics,
machine
learning etc.)

(in-house developments,
acquiring digital
agencies)

YES*

YES*

YES*

YES*

YES

YES*

NO**

YES

YES

YES*

NO**

NO

*Not all offer these services
**Some may offer these services
20
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THE MEDIA AGENCY
PERSPECTIVE
Agencies are fully supportive of the role, value
and need for auditing companies and the
associated audits of contract compliance and
media performance. Nevertheless, they believe
that there are certain issues which should be
addressed to help build more trusting tripartite
relationships.

22
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Professional standards of contract
compliance auditors

Non-Disclosure Agreements (NDA) and
data usage

Agencies engage with auditors with the
expectation that the audit process will be fair,
balanced and professionally managed.

Agencies believe that a NDA must be signed
before commencing an audit given the
confidential nature of information shared with
the auditors. The NDA should also specify that
advertisers will receive the final copy of the audit
report with the agency comments captured.

Agencies believe that the following conditions
should be met by the auditors:

THE MEDIA AGENCY PERSPECTIVE
It is important to note that agencies recognise the
role and value of auditing companies and are fully
supportive of highly professional and accredited
businesses conducting the associated contract
compliance audits and media performance.
Despite the above, the agencies have raised
concerns about the four areas identified in the
introduction:

1
2
3

Appropriate confidentiality
guarantees upheld
Professional safeguards and
standards in place

Potential conflicts of interest
managed appropriately

4

Data requests not aligned
with the contract

In this section, we take a more detailed look at
the 2 specific core areas of focus - contract
compliance auditing and media benchmarking.

Contract compliance
auditing
This section examines the issues which surface
during a contract compliance auditing process.
In some cases, it also provides the agency
perspective regarding potential solutions.

Choice of auditors
A trusting relationship between an agency and
an auditor is crucial to a smooth and effective
audit. Agencies are required to share a great deal
of sensitive data with auditors; however, they are
predominantly not consulted about the choice
of company performing the audit. Agencies
recognise that advertisers can appoint auditors
they wish to work with.
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Most interviewed agencies said that they prefer
to be consulted on the choice of auditors for two
reasons:

•
•

the highly commercially sensitive nature of
data they share.
increasingly competitive media market
place, where the firms auditing agencies or
benchmarking their media buying may provide
similar services as agencies themselves.

Contractual basis
Advertiser and agency contracts may often
contain a clause providing the advertiser a right
to audit. The contract may stipulate a choice of
auditor, the scope of the audit (i.e. which records
are subject to audit and which are not), how often
the audit will take place, the audit length, the
requirement for auditors to sign NDAs with audited
agencies and other obligations of both parties.
The scope of an audit is not always clearly
understood by agencies. The scope of audits
can sometimes ask agencies to share information
beyond contractual obligations.
The agencies surveyed for this Report believe that
legal certainty and agreed rules are of the utmost
importance to ensure a smooth process which
fairly demonstrates their compliance.
Additionally, they believe that the rules of
engagement should be established by mutual
agreement.

1
2
3
4

The auditors are suitably trained and qualified
professionals
The audit is aligned to the agency/client
contracts

NDAs are fully and unconditionally
adhered to
Data is only used for the agreed purposes of
the audit

Suitably qualified professionals
Agencies believe that contract compliance
auditors should demonstrate that they have in
place internal standards regarding knowledge,
skills, integrity and accountability.
Most agencies express a strong preference for
working only with auditing companies who hire
qualified accountants.
Auditing companies should have in place training
and internal policies at all levels of seniority to
ensure that high standards are upheld. This is
particularly critical when an auditor is not a
qualified accountant.

Alignment to the agency/client contract
Agencies believe that the records and information
they provide during the auditing process should
be limited to the information which is necessary
for the performance of the contract compliance
audit.
Agencies willingly invest time and resources in
providing records and other relevant information
at audit because they clearly understand that this
is the best business practice. Agencies wish that
advertisers and auditors note that the data load
is often very heavy and that audits need to be
managed along day to day running of business
and within a reasonable timeframe.

Agencies cannot fully commit to giving highly
sensitive data without the knowledge that all
necessary safeguards and legal recourse to
prevent data leaks are in place.
NDAs will typically specify that confidential
information is kept confidential, managed securely
and destroyed at the end of the audit. NDAs will
also ensure that there will be a legal recourse if
something goes wrong with the above.

Audit data findings and learnings should
only ever be used for the purposes of the
specified audit
Agencies note that NDAs, by their very nature,
require auditors to hold data learnings and
findings from one audit separate to those of any
other audit.
Additionally, as explained previously, some media
agency auditing and benchmarking companies
also offer diversified services. Should these services
include pitch consulting it is imperative that any
learnings of an audit are not used in a related pitch
and vice versa in order to ensure full neutrality.
Should these diversified services include directly
competitive services to those offered by the
audited agency then the necessary evidence
that safeguards are in place must be provided.
Examples could include potentially conflicting
teams being physically separated, adhering
to strict internal policies, establishing strict data
security rules, securing the right to audit the auditor
and the ability to verify that these protocols are
maintained.

25
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Professional standards
Agencies understand the challenge of assessing
media performance given the complexity
of the media market place and in particular
digital. Nevertheless, they believe that certain
improvements are necessary for media
benchmarking to be conducted to the highest
standard in order to boost the robustness of such
performance assessments.

Model contracts

Media benchmarking

We have also used our exploration into re-building
trust as an opportunity to review agencies’
opinions of model contracts. Model media agency
contracts were released in 2016 by the ANA, ISBA
and the AANA to a degree of agency concern.
In the same year, the ANA issued a report dealing
with the alleged lack of transparency amongst
media agencies. All agencies acknowledged
that the issues raised need to be addressed, but
equally believe that the existing model contracts
require further detailed considerations to ensure
equitable contracting. All the interviewed
agencies find certain clauses within these model
contracts to be unworkable in practice and in
some instances are not even in the clients’ best
interest.

This section explains the challenges agencies face
before, during and after media benchmarking
exercises. Agencies express similar concerns with
media benchmarking as those with contract
compliance auditing but below we lay out some
differences.

In summary, there are very clear reasons why
agencies believe these contracts need further
revision:

1
2

They contain contradictory and often unclear
provisions.

They require access to any documentation
across any agency in the same group even
when unrelated to the services being audited,
which may entail thousands of documents
unrelated to the audit itself.

3

They require agencies to make third party
vendors’ documents available which would
force agencies to breach confidentiality and
contractual requirements vis-à-vis third parties.
In addition to the above, agencies also raised
concerns that such model contracts require
significant resources to re-negotiate clauses which
in turn drives up agency costs and place pressure
on commercial discussions.
Finally, the interviewed agencies expressed a
view that these model contracts appear to be
encouraging advertisers to use generic clauses,
rather than giving due consideration to the
bespoke requirements of their own businesses.
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Contractual basis: time and
resource restraints
Benchmarking an agency’s media buying
performance should be defined in the client/
agency contract. The required audience data
costs and pricing which are to be shared with the
benchmarker and at what level of granularity,
should be established in the agency/client
contract and not left for later interpretation.
Media agencies are often left to handle contracts
that are either overly prescriptive and granular or
too vague - offering few details on what can be
audited.
Nevertheless, even if there is a clear contractual
basis for the information required by auditors,
agencies often receive data requests at a
greater level of granularity than mandated in
the contract. To comply, agencies must deploy
considerable manpower which consequently
results in extensive time needed to deliver what
is requested. Some agencies interviewed quoted
multiple hundreds of hours needed to deliver
against audit requests. This obviously has a huge
impact on the agency resources. Data requested
is often provided by a third party and there may
be contractual restrictions in sharing this data agencies should not be expected to break the
terms of any agreements with data providers.
Media benchmarkers should ensure they have the
proper data licenses in place to access required
data.
For the above reasons, it is important that the
scope is clearly defined and upheld throughout
the process.

NDAs
Agencies
and
companies
performing
benchmarking should always sign a NDA covering
the confidentiality of data provided by the
agencies for the purpose of the benchmarking
exercise.
NDAs will typically stipulate that information and
data provided by the agency is kept confidential
and handled securely.

Media knowledge
Given the dynamics and complexity of the
media landscape, it is challenging to understand
all aspects of media planning. Nevertheless, to
assess the effectiveness and appropriateness
of different media strategies, placements and
pricing, media benchmarkers must be able to
demonstrate they have sufficient experience and
expertise to provide an informed point of view.

Transparency of media pools
Both the interviewed agencies and advertisers
want media buying and efficiency to be
assessed against clear, robust and reasonable
benchmarks. This is only possible if the pools being
used include an appropriate level of data to
evaluate the campaign.
In general, the agencies believe there is insufficient
transparency regarding the construct of media
pools. Media benchmarkers should be able to
provide sufficient evidence that a particular pool
is relevant for the audit in question. This is not
always the case.
Moreover, agencies are also concerned about
the size of media pools, as well as their quality.
This is perceived to be a problem particularly in
smaller and less developed markets.

Potential conflicts of interest
As noted above, agencies have concerns about
auditing companies having developed a range
of diversified services.

Auditing companies in the
pitch process
Pitching is a highly sensitive process during which
agencies reveal a great deal of confidential
information, creative ideas and strategic advice.
Advertisers often hire pitch consultants who
advise them throughout the process. According
to the interviewed agencies it is crucial that pitch
consultants are able to operate completely
impartially.
Some of the auditing and media benchmarking
businesses, in response to market dynamics and
client requests, now include diversified service
offerings such as pitch consultancy and client/
agency management advice. While agencies
do not contest their right to conduct their business
as they see fit, they do believe that in order to
avoid conflict of interest such businesses need
to create clear separation between auditing,
pitch consulting and strategic advice. It is critical
that findings and/or learnings from contract
compliance audit or media benchmarking should
not be used directly or indirectly during any pitch
scenario.
Apart from issues arising from potentially
conflicting offerings, the interviewed agencies
outlined other challenges:
benchmarkers are often involved in
1Media
pitches when agencies are asked to reveal

confidential and valuable pricing information.
At this stage, it should be common practice for
media benchmarkers to have signed an NDA
with the agency, in order to alleviate concerns
about the protection of data confidentiality. In
practice, there is often reluctance on the part of
media benchmarkers to sign NDAs, which can
cause significant friction among stakeholders.

2

Agencies are often expected to make quick
promises during pitches, about pricing,
performance and other relevant elements, via
oversimplified templates. These templates often
do not consider the complexity and dynamics
of media planning and buying and, if agencies
are held to deliver the information summarised
in them on being awarded the business, this can
restrict their ability to deliver the most efficient
and effective results for their clients.

3

During a pitch process, agencies often face a
stark choice. To accept that they will deliver all
manner of data, without remuneration, whether
relevant to the client in question or not, or leave
the pitch.
Agencies are confident that these issues can be
easily addressed and solved to everyone’s benefit
by establishing clear, mutually agreed, rules.
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THE ADVERTISER
PERSPECTIVE
The advertisers interviewed naturally agreed that
independent verification of media agencies
is a critical component of ensuring underlying
transparency, trust and confidence between
agencies and advertisers. They believe that
agencies should do more to demonstrate
transparency.
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THE ADVERTISER PERSPECTIVE
The advertisers interviewed naturally agreed
that independent auditing of media agencies
is a critical component of ensuring underlying
transparency, trust and confidence.
Whilst such due diligence and processes have
existed in certain countries for a long time, the
advertisers noted that such practices do not
extend far enough - geographically or for certain
channels like digital media.

Trust shapes the dialogue
The advertisers also indicated their belief that the
rise of trading desks inside agencies has fuelled
transparency questions and raised concerns
about agency impartiality.
In addition, they expressed views that agencies
could and should endeavour to provide more
regular training to their clients regarding new or
significant industry developments (e.g. related to
topics such as viewability, brand safety, ad fraud,
mobile, digital trading practices etc.).

Addressing media auditing/
benchmarking concerns
When it comes to the selection of an auditor, the
interviewed auditors believe that it is entirely their
decision and that the agency should not attempt
to exert any influence. A minority of advertisers
would consult with agencies during the selection
process as they understand the sensitive nature
of auditing/benchmarking. When selecting an
auditor, advertisers sometimes refer to the WFA/
EACA guidelines (Choosing a Media Auditor),
or national equivalents, to help them navigate
through the process.

entirely convinced that such concerns are valid
or supported by sufficient evidence.
On the issue of data sharing beyond contractual
obligations and realistic requirements, advertisers
believe that agencies should willingly provide
such data to the appointed auditor. They think
that auditors have every right to ask for any clientrelated data, contracts and information. This is, in
fact, a key reason for the recent introduction of
model contracts related to contract compliance
auditing. Naturally advertisers are supportive of all
efforts to protect their best interests. Nevertheless,
they also recognise that such requirements may
place significant resourcing pressure on agencies.
The bottom line is that they see this as a cost of
doing business.

Positive about the need for more
dialogue and collaboration
All the advertisers interviewed agreed there is a
need for a more transparent, honest dialogue
and for strengthened co-operation between
all three parties. To that end, they welcome this
initiative as a positive in the right direction. They
also agreed that a report alone would not go far
enough and that more definitive action would be
required to make a significant impact.

The advertisers also believe agency concerns
regarding the potential for auditors to breach
NDAs are somewhat overstated. Whilst recognising
that data leaks must be prevented, they are not
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THE AUDITOR
AND MEDIA
BENCHMARKER
PERSPECTIVE
Auditors and benchmarkers agreed the media
auditing landscape is changing and that it
no longer only includes contract compliance
auditors and media benchmarkers. Many
companies in this sector are, increasingly, more
accurately described as media advisors than
media auditors.
In general, the auditors and advisors believe
that agencies should be more co-operative and
transparently provide all the required information
and data. All interviewed auditors claim to
uphold high professional standards. They are also
very willing to engage in more detailed tripartite
dialogue with agencies and advertisers.

32

33

Agencies’ willingness to
co-operate

THE AUDITOR AND MEDIA BENCHMARKER
PERSPECTIVE
EACA interviewed auditors, media benchmarkers
and media advisers from across the industry
spectrum. The discussions revolved around the
following four areas.

Evolution of the market
Many of the interviewees recognised that the
term ‘media auditing’ has become somewhat
misleading. It is often incorrectly used as a
reference to a variety of different services from
contract compliance to media benchmarking
through to pitch management and strategic
media advice.
In turn, market developments have led to a
growth in smaller, independent companies
positioning themselves as strategic media
advisers or consultants. In addition, many of the
traditional accounting firms and management
consultancies are becoming increasingly active
in the media sector - in some cases providing
media auditing services as well as a range of
data, technology and digital advertising services.

Professional standards
The interviewed companies were asked for their
point of view about specific agency concerns
regarding professional standards. First, in terms of
contract compliance audits, many noted that a
strong preference to hire qualified accountants
with some agency experience due to their
understanding of the media landscape. All
companies confirmed that external certification
options do not exist for media auditing companies.
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Concerning NDA obligations, they stated having
safeguards, internal policies and employee
training in place to ensure data and information
are not used for any improper purpose, nor shared
inadvertently between departments. Some use
specific confidentiality coding systems to grade
the level of importance and requirements related
to specific data files. In addition, some of the
bigger companies physically separate teams
involved in delivering different services to the
same client (i.e. media benchmarking and pitch
management).

Many of the interviewed companies questioned
agencies’ willingness to co-operate and to
share information, records and data for a proper
assessment of their work. They believe that trust
and transparency are closely interlinked and
that agencies would gain more client trust if
they were to allow auditors better access to
data, especially in the media benchmarking
context. They find that agencies sometimes
provide them with poor or irrelevant data, in the
media benchmarking context. They noted that
agencies sometimes provide irrelevant or generic
data, albeit acknowledging that this may be
caused by a lack of trust regarding data usage
or confidentiality. They expressed willingness to
engage in more detailed discussions in an effort
to address and resolve such concerns.
Additionally, a number of companies mentioned
the agencies’ own conflict of interest related
to the growth of trading desks. Auditors are
increasingly being asked to assess whether and
to what extent agencies’ commercial conflicts
of interest has influenced the advice they
have given to their clients. According to the
interviewees, if agencies were to declare such a
conflict of interest up front, this would contribute
to the establishment of a more transparent and
trusting relationship.

Potential solutions
As previously mentioned, the interviewed
companies would be keen to engage in a tripartite
working group to discuss collective concerns with
a view to identifying potential solutions. There was
also broad agreement that it would be a positive
step to develop best practice guidelines and/or
a code of conduct outlining specific rules and
obligations for all parties in the chain.
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RECOMMENDATIONS
TO STRENGTHEN
THE TRIPARTITE
RELATIONSHIP
The Report identifies three key steps to
address the challenges raised by the
agencies:

1

The creation of two separate working
groups including agencies, auditors
and advertisers - one for contract
compliance auditing and the other for
media benchmarking. The work of both
groups would feed into the development
of best practice guidelines to cover both
disciplines.

2

The creation of best practice guidelines
collectively agreed across the three
stakeholder groups.

3

A more binding, mutually agreed,
code of conduct outlining clear rules
on professional standards and obligations
of all parties.
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Key discussion points would
include:
Contract compliance auditing
Confidentiality

RECOMMENDATIONS TO STRENGTHEN THE
TRIPARTITE RELATIONSHIP
This Report has been compiled to help contribute
to collective efforts to improve transparency and
trust between agencies, auditors and advertisers.
For this to happen consistently and effectively, in
EACA’s view, more substantial dialogue, debate
and commitment is required from all three parties.
The processes around contract compliance
auditing and media benchmarking are essentially
welcomed by agencies. Nevertheless, agencies
are becoming increasingly concerned about
specific areas. They have contributed to this
Report with a view to identifying constructive
recommendations to address some of these
concerns, as outlined below. Each of the proposed
recommendations would naturally require further
discussion and collaboration between all parties
as a next step.

Step 1
The creation of two working groups
comprising agencies advertisers and
auditors
The working groups would meet to outline their
respective areas of concern, discussion and
agreement.
The work of both groups would feed into best
practice industry guidelines for both compliance
auditing and media benchmarking.
The geographic scope involved is open for
discussion - the most likely option being to focus
on Europe.
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Step 2
Mutually agreed best practice guidelines
These would include a summary of best practice
processes and behaviours in relation to contract
compliance auditing and media benchmarking.
They would cover the whole process from start to
finish including confidentiality, conflict of interest
and professional standards. In an ideal world, the
guidelines for media benchmarking would outline
overarching principles, but also recommendations
about different media channels, particularly
digital.

Step 3
Creation of a multi-national code of
conduct
The purpose of the Code of Conduct would
be to create mutually and binding obligations
across all three stakeholders. This would list
professional standards and obligations, covering
the behaviour requirements that all parties would
need to exhibit throughout the auditing and
benchmarking process. The code would be a
single reference point regarding the appropriate
process for conducting fair, honest auditing and
benchmarking - free from conflict of interest.

NDAs should be strictly honoured by auditors. Data
and information handed to the auditor should
be used solely and exclusively for the authorised
purpose, which is the audit itself. Audit data and
information should be strictly confidential and
only accessible by authorised personnel. To avoid
data leaks, no-one outside the dedicated audit
team itself and the agency involved should have
access to the data.
Procedural standards
Auditing companies and benchmarkers should
put in place all necessary safeguards to prevent
data leaks before, during and after the audit.
Safeguards should include, but are not limited to:
an appropriate physical separation of the audit
team from other parts of the company (such
as media consulting or pitch management),
adopting internal policies strictly prohibiting data
and information exchange between different
teams and disincentivising such behaviour.
Professional standards
Auditing companies should aim to hire primarily
certified accountants, members of national,
widely recognised industry bodies. Financial
analysts and other professionals who do not
have a relevant qualification would need to be
appropriately trained and follow internal policy
and guidelines to ensure that high standards of
professional probity are maintained.
Contingency fee auditing
Agencies strongly object to contingency-based
audits. This type of remuneration mechanic should
not be used as it may incentivise unprofessional
behaviour or decision-making. Many auditors and
benchmarkers acknowledge that contingency
based auditing can lead to conflicts of interest.

Media benchmarking and advice
Use of data
Media data provided for the purposes of
media benchmarking for a specific client and/
or campaign should not be used for any other
purpose. Data from previous audits should never
be used (by an auditor) during the management
of a pitch. This would compromise the integrity of
a neutral pitch.
Media pools
Agencies want their pricing to be fairly
benchmarked. There is, therefore, a wish to
understand whether component parts of the
pool, such as target audience, budget, timing,
seasonality, client sector, are appropriate to the
benchmarking undertaking.

Disclosure of conflicts of interest
Agencies are aware that they must educate
clients about how money is made in the digital
trading ecosystem. They also believe that auditing
or benchmarking companies should have to
disclose any potential conflicts of interests where
they exist linked to multiple service offerings.

Respect for agencies’ legal and contractual
obligations
Auditors and advertisers should respect
agencies’ third party contractual obligations
which may include confidentiality clauses e.g.
third party licencing arrangements which may
prevent the disclosure of the third parties’ data
(in order to prevent third parties’ business models
being compromised). Additionally, international
transfers of personal data may be subject to strict
data protection regulation.

Right of verification
Agencies request that auditors are able to
evidence their controls around the handling
of confidential information which may include
the ability to verify the secure and proper
management of data managed at audit.
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ADDITIONAL
CONSIDERATIONS
Due to a range of external pressures from
consumers, regulators and new competitive and
disruptive threats there is a growing list of reasons
for existing industry stakeholders to collaborate
more closely than ever before.
Creating the right environment to ensure greater
transparency, accountability and trust in the
media market place will help improve standards
and strengthen the external image of the industry.
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ADDITIONAL CONSIDERATIONS
The relationship between some agencies
and advertisers (and sometimes their auditing
partner/s) is at a crossroads. Transparency
expectations are rising not only because of
change within the media ecosystem, but also as
the result of a range of external forces and trends
- all directly impacting our industry.

Authored by the European Association of
Communications Agencies, this Report aims not
only to highlight the differing perspectives of
the key stakeholder groups regarding current
auditing/benchmarking practices, but also to
recommend the potential roadmap to identify
solutions for the benefit of all parties.

Consumers demand more accountability and
data-related transparency; governments are
adopting more stringent regulation as time
passes. There is a growing need for the key
industry stakeholders to collaborate more closely
than ever before. Greater transparency and
accountability in the media market place will
help improve standards and strengthen the
external image of the industry.

We are committed to working closely with our
members and relevant partner organisations
to help make this happen. This Report is the first
step in our journey to rebuild the trust needed to
create stronger, sustainable working relationships
between the three parties. Agencies, advertisers
and auditors may have different perspectives
but we are all united in our desire to improve
the effectiveness and efficiency of investment in
marketing communications.

If you have any questions or comments about this Report,
please contact the EACA team:
Dominic Lyle
EACA Director General
dominic.lyle@eaca.eu
Jon Chase
Chair, EACA Media Agencies’ Council
jon.chase@eaca.eu
Stevan Randjelovic
European Affairs Manager
stevan.randjelovic@eaca.eu
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