FEATURE

How to find the right PR fi

The top 10 factors to look for in the course of determining whether
a PR agency is the best fit for your organization

s the world begins to emerge from

the disruptions caused by COVID,

as economies start to heat up again
and as companies become more comfort-
able making plans and investing for future
growth, an increasing number of compa-
nies are embarking on a quest to identify a
PR firm to help them achieve their business
objectives.

Some of the largest companies are issu-
ing comprehensive, multi-step RFPs to
dozens of agencies, while others are iden-
tifying candidate agencies through Google
and directory searches and by tapping into
their network for referrals. Some searchers
are PR veterans who know what questions
to ask and can effectively ascertain which
agencies have the right factors that are
most likely to lead to a long-term, success-
ful relationship. Others are new to work-
ing with agencies and may be new to their
company.

With lessons learned from taking part in
hundreds of new business searches, here’s a
list of 10 important themes for companies
to explore to find the best agency for them:

Focus. Does the agency focus on your
field? You don't want a generalist. Knowl-
edge of PR and marketing is important,
but it’s only half of what your agency needs
to succeed. The other half—knowledge of
the industry—is equally important in or-
der to understand as fully as possible your
company and where it fits in your business
ecosystem, to offer strategic advice based
on that knowledge and to be able to convey
your unique value proposition to your tar-
get audiences.

Relationships. Does the agency have
strong relationships with your target au-
dience? You need an agency that knows
not just the names of target publications,
but that also speaks regularly with report-
ers there and knows what interests them.
The same is true with industry influencers,
data providers, consultants and conference
and awards organizers. Having existing
relationships—not just a database or list—
saves time and boosts efficacy for agency
and company alike.

Size. Is the agency the right size for you?
Do you need to have an agency with hun-
dreds or even thousands of employees?
At the other end of the spectrum, will a
freelancer have the time and strategic per-
spective to help you long-term? Finding an
agency where youre big enough to com-
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mand the agency’s best strategists—but
not so big that you overwhelm the firm’s
capacity to deliver a sustained and effective
program—is critical.

Team. What’s the makeup of the team
that will work on your account? Finding an
agency that will field a team of profession-
als at different levels and responsibilities
and truly work as one team is important.
Make sure you have a good understand-
ing of who will comprise that team and
their backgrounds and responsibilities. It
may not be the ones who are pitching you.
Be certain you have access to senior-level
agency executives who are involved in your
account and can provide ongoing strategic
advice.

Integrated services. Does the agency
have an integrated approach to help you de-
velop your brand and build your business?
These days, traditional media relations,
or “earned media,” isn’t enough. Earned
media can be leveraged through multiple
channels such as social media, website and
newsletters (it would be a mistake to rely
solely on publications’ subscribers to see
your news). Likewise, content develop-
ment, or “owned media,” is an important
offering from agencies. This can include
blogs, articles, white papers, studies, vid-
eos, podcasts and other means to capture
the perspectives of your executives and
share it with your audiences. Of course,
all content developers aren’t alike. Make
sure the agency has former journalists in
house who are involved with your account
and who can conduct the research and in-
terviews and write compelling, non-salesy
articles your audience will want to read.

Strategic approach. Does the agency
pride itself on developing and executing
12-month proactive plans, or are they wait-
ing for you to call them and tell them what
to do? Too often we hear from prospective
clients that they have just fired their PR
firm because they were waiting around
for company news or direction. They were
not taking the initiative to understand the
client and its business objectives and offer
strategic initiatives on a sustained basis to
help the client accomplish its goals.

Client and staff turnover. What is the
length of an average client relationship?
You may be signing a one-year contract,
but how often do clients renew those
contracts year after year? Make sure your
agency can keep the PR program fresh and
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adjust their tactics to meet your evolving
goals. Also ask about the average tenure of
employees. A growing agency can provide
growth opportunities. If employee turn-
over is low, the agency must be providing
the positive work environment that leads
to engaged and happy employees who are
more likely to be vested in their team, their
company and your success.

Budget. It’s important for a company to
establish an adequate budget for an agen-
cy to provide the nec-
essary service for your
account. Ask peers
what their programs
and budgets are before
launching an agency
search and share the
budget range and stra-
tegic priorities with
agencies as part of your
search process. That way
neither party wastes
time if an agency feels it's not feasible to
achieve your objectives with your budget.
Agencies can then respond to your search
with a plan they believe offers the best ROI
This may include a core program with
optional additional tactics with a la carte
pricing.

References. What do references say
about the agencies? Are they just checking
the boxes in their response to your queries
or are they passionate advocates for the
agency, its individuals and services based
on the success and relationships they have
built together? Hiring an agency is like
hiring employees. If references don’t pro-
actively vouch for their exceptional abili-
ties and say, “You have to hire them,” then
don't.

Chemistry. At the end of the day, are
you confident that the agency can help
you achieve your objectives? Are they pas-
sionate about partnering and succeeding
together with you? And do you want to
work with them? Make sure you can have
candid conversations with one another and
that you’re inclined to trust them. This is
the foundation upon which long-term re-
lationships are built. Along with celebrat-
ing successes together, there will always
be things that you wished had gone better.
Find an agency with which you feel com-
fortable debriefing and adjusting the plan
and process and youre likely to enjoy a
successful long-term relationship.
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