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Welcome to our 8th annual ‘What Clients Think’ report, the definitive annual snapshot of 
the client/design agency relationship. This report is our biggest and most comprehensive 
ever, based on 600 interviews conducted on behalf of design agencies. 

It has been a turbulent 2 years with the pandemic hitting markets such as transportation, 
hospitality and leisure very hard. More generally, however, it’s been a time of massive 
uncertainty and has affected most clients’ ability to plan ahead. Consumer behaviour has 
shifted and brand loyalty levels have been dented. 

The report revisits some key issues, and this is important because it allows us to see how 
client views are altering year on year. We also explore new areas not covered in previous 
reports. The report is divided into 3 sections. Firstly, ‘Client World’ looks at wider client 
pressures and concerns, over and above the client/agency relationship. Secondly, ‘Winning 
Clients’ looks at agency new business activity, marketing content and pitching. Thirdly, 
‘Retaining & Growing Clients’ covers client service and client development issues. 

The information contained in the report is from a very high quality source. Every interview 
was paid for by individual design agencies commissioning Up to the Light to provide an 
independent Client Survey for their agency. The interviews are with interested clients 
who are talking at length about their views on agencies and the relationship with their 
incumbent agency. They are giving comments in a spirit of constructive criticism. 

Names of the individual agencies and clients involved are confidential. However, we can 
share some very revealing statistics when looking across all 600 interviews. As in previous 
years, it provides important pointers for how agencies can strengthen their  
client relationships.

INTRODUCTION

Jonathan Kirk
Founder of  
Up to the Light
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All the agencies commissioned Up to the Light to conduct a Client Survey with 
their key clients. The design agencies cover every discipline and range in size 
from 5 employees to over 100. The principal purpose was to monitor the health 
of their most important client/agency relationships.

Specifically:

 - Understand current perceptions of the agency’s strengths and weaknesses.

 - Understand which boxes clients are putting them in, whether fairly or 
unfairly.

 - Provide a better understanding of client needs and concerns.

 - Identify client development opportunities.

 - Highlight client service measures that can improve the relationship.

 - Spot any problems early so that they can be dealt with proactively.

 - Understand how they are compared to competitor agencies.

 - Provide an assessment of client perceptions across areas such as creativity, 
value for money, ability to add value, proactivity, effective listening and 
commercial awareness.

 - Understand how clients see the market more generally – trends and 
concerns.

 - Assess levels of client loyalty.

 - Understand issues on the horizon that clients are concerned about and 
may influence what clients want from their agency in the future.

Their job titles range from Brand Manager level to Board Directors and Chief 
Executives of major organisations. All 600 clients have responsibility for buying 
design and have relationships with design agencies, whether day to day or in an 
overseeing capacity. A very broad range of clients are represented – different 
industries, UK and international, business to business, business to consumer, not 
for profit. Different areas represented include:

Different areas represented include:

 - Food and drink manufacturers

 - Financial services

 - Pharmaceuticals

 - Hi tech/software

 - Mobile telecoms

 - Government

 - Higher education

 - Healthcare

 - Charities

 - Automotive

 - High street retail

 - Supermarkets

 - Professional services

 - Sports organisations

About the clients

INTRODUCTION

About the agencies
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600 interviews 
that reveal what 
clients are really 
thinking. A unique 
spotlight on the 
client viewpoint.
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Client
World1
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CLIENT WORLD

Not an external facing brand focused challenge, but 
an internal inward looking one. These are barriers 
within their organisation that are making their role 

more difficult and demanding than it should be.

OF CLIENTS STATED THAT 
THEIR BIGGEST CHALLENGE 

WAS INTERNAL - WITHIN THEIR 
OWN ORGANISATION

The pandemic has caused significant market 
disruption with many companies taking on more 

debt to offset the loss of cashflow. Unsurprisingly, 
corporate restructuring is particularly prevalent in 

hardest hit sectors such as transportation, leisure and 
hospitality. However, some internal shifting of the 
deck chairs is a growing feature of corporate life. 

OF CLIENTS STATED  
THAT THEIR ORGANISATION 

WAS UNDERGOING SOME FORM 
OF RESTRUCTURING

36%

1.1 Top challenges
Clients were asked a range of questions about their wider concerns and pressures, beyond the immediate  
client/agency relationship.

58%

Some form of disconnect is making the marketing 
effort more challenging. This could be different 

owners for different channels, agencies with 
overlapping and competing skills, or in-house 

creative departments struggling to integrate and be 
seen as more than a resource.

OF CLIENTS STATED THAT 
THEIR MARKETING EFFORT IS 

NOT JOINED UP ENOUGH

52%
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CLIENT WORLD

1.1 Top challenges
Clients were asked a range of questions about their wider concerns and pressures, beyond the immediate client/agency relationship.

36%

TOP 4 CLIENT CHALLENGES

1. Internal challenges
Clients mention convoluted approval processes, organisational restructuring, 
lack of internal cohesion, difficulties convincing internal stakeholders and 
persuading top management about value and return on investment.

2. Staying relevant
Maintaining relevance is a universal brand challenge but the pandemic has 
caused unprecedented levels of channel switching  
and brand loyalty disruption. 

3. Constantly reactive
A big feature of last year’s report was the inability to plan ahead during the 
pandemic. There was a lot of firefighting. This situation is now improving but 
there is still an underlying frustration that there is generally not enough time 
and space to think more strategically and longer term. 

4. Prioritising opportunities
Most clients can see where the opportunities lie. The real issue is how to 
prioritise them. With stretched teams and budgets, which opportunities should 
they back? Which opportunities will give the best return on investment?  
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CLIENT WORLD

This percentage has now returned to a more usual 
level having reached a 90% peak at the height of the 

pandemic. Regardless of the pandemic, though, many 
clients are frustrated at being generally too reactive.

OF CLIENTS STATED THAT THEY 
ARE UNABLE TO GIVE AS MUCH 
CONSIDERATION TO LONGER 

TERM BRAND BUILDING AS 
THEY WOULD LIKE

79%

More and more, clients are relying on agencies to 
save them time. They want agencies to be their eyes 

and ears, monitoring competitors and spotting trends, 
or to drive projects more efficiently to take pressure 
off clients. Time pressure is a constant feature of our 

interviews – ‘I haven’t got time to see speculative 
agency credentials presentations…’ ’I don’t have time 

to read agency newsletters...’ ‘I haven’t got time to 
micro manage the project.’

OF CLIENTS COMPLAIN  
OF BEING EXTREMELY  

TIME PRESSURED

76%

This is a major contributor to clients’ feelings of 
being extremely time pressured and too reactive. 

Market dynamics are changing, technology is 
fast moving, consumer behaviour is shifting, 

conventional marketing methods can take too 
long. Brands have traditionally acquired meaning 

and value over long periods of time, but brands no 
longer have this luxury.  

OF CLIENTS BELIEVE THEIR 
MARKET IS MOVING FASTER 

THAN EVER BEFORE

89%

1.2 Pace of change
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CLIENT WORLD

The need for cut through creativity is almost 
universally recognised. The potential power  
and effectiveness of design and creativity is  

widely understood.

OF CLIENTS BELIEVE THE NEED 
FOR EXCEPTIONAL CREATIVITY 

HAS NEVER BEEN GREATER

99%

The key phrase is ‘breakthrough creative ideas’ – 
those bigger brand directional shifts. The external 

agency’s fresh perspective and wider experience of 
different clients and brands is highly valued. 

OF CLIENTS BELIEVE THAT 
BREAKTHROUGH CREATIVE 

IDEAS ARE MORE LIKELY 
TO COME FROM EXTERNAL 

AGENCIES THAN FROM WITHIN 
THE ORGANISATION

96%

Design is seen as a powerful tool in the  
client armoury.

OF CLIENTS BELIEVE THAT 
GOOD DESIGN IS A VERY 

IMPORTANT CONTRIBUTOR TO 
BUSINESS SUCCESS

85%

1.3 Importance of creativity
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CLIENT WORLD

There is a widespread belief that footfall in retail 
stores will never return to pre-pandemic levels. 

There is also a concern about how consumers are 
going to behave post pandemic. Predicting sales 

and achieving the right channel mix is challenging.  

OF CLIENTS BELIEVE  
THE PANDEMIC HAS 

PERMANENTLY ALTERED 
CONSUMER BEHAVIOUR

85%

There is increasing demand from clients for faster, 
more real time approaches to market research. 
Design agencies can potentially fill this gap by 

conducting quicker dives into the customer 
viewpoint, setting up research panels and 

integrating research into their offers. 

OF CLIENTS WOULD LIKE 
BETTER & QUICKER  

ACCESS TO CUSTOMERS

66%

Modern marketing is complex. Uniting marketing 
disciplines and ensuring consistency of message  

is not easy.

OF CLIENTS BELIEVE THAT 
MAINTAINING BRAND 

CONSISTENCY ACROSS 
MULTIPLE CHANNELS IS  
‘VERY CHALLENGING’

54%

1.4 Marketing themes
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CLIENT WORLD

‘In the Boardroom’ means that the agency has a 
reputation at the client that goes to the top, with 
good Board level relationships. Design agencies  

are struggling to influence clients at the very  
highest levels.

OF CLIENTS BELIEVE THAT 
THEIR DESIGN AGENCY IS  

‘IN THE BOARDROOM’

9%

1.5 Agencies

A dramatic rise over the last 3 years. Interestingly, 
clients aren’t just talking about the big areas of 

gender and ethnicity. They are also talking about 
the importance of creative teams containing people 
with different ages, nationalities and perspectives. 
This is particularly important for brands that cross 

geographical boundaries.

OF CLIENTS STATED THAT 
‘DIVERSITY’ IS AN IMPORTANT 
ISSUE WHEN SELECTING AND 

WORKING WITH AGENCIES

67%

Clients generally have good intentions when it 
comes to agency relationships. However, they are 
also wary of over dependence on any one agency 

and talk about the need to ‘spread risk’.

OF CLIENTS WANT TO BUILD 
LONG TERM RELATIONSHIPS 

WITH THEIR AGENCIES

79%
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85% of clients 
believe the 
pandemic has 
permanently 
altered consumer 
behaviour
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Winning 
Clients2
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WINNING CLIENTS

2.1 Websites
Top 5 success factors

The agency’s positioning or point of difference is very important, but so is the ability to quickly 
and effectively communicate core competency. What is the agency best at? Clients don’t like 
spending time trying to decipher an agency’s offer. 

Clarity

What the 
agency does  

& is best 
at, point of 
difference
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WINNING CLIENTS

2.1 Websites
Top 5 success factors

Clients tend to immediately gravitate to examples of work that are close to their brand or market. However, they 
are also looking for examples of where their particular strategic issue has been successfully addressed. These 
examples can be in different markets, yet still be highly credible and relevant if the strategic issue is well flagged.

Clarity

What the 
agency does  

& is best 
at, point of 
difference

Close to my 
brand, similar 

challenge

Work
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WINNING CLIENTS

2.1 Websites
Top 5 success factors

Founders and principals set the agency culture, ethos and approach. To a large extent, especially 
for a small to medium sized agency, they are the agency. So, don’t hide.

Clarity

What the 
agency does  

& is best 
at, point of 
difference

Close to my 
brand, similar 

challenge

Agency 
leaders,  
culture

Work People
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WINNING CLIENTS

2.1 Websites
Top 5 success factors

Not just standard marketing content but a real stance. Where does the agency stand on topical 
issues? What does the agency really believe?

Clarity

What the 
agency does  

& is best 
at, point of 
difference

Close to my 
brand, similar 

challenge

Agency 
leaders,  
culture

Thinking,  
views & 

opinions, 
beliefs

Work People Stance
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WINNING CLIENTS

2.1 Websites
Top 5 success factors

The level of business maturity that underpins everything – defined approaches to strategy, 
projects, client service.

Clarity

What the 
agency does  

& is best 
at, point of 
difference

Close to my 
brand, similar 

challenge

Agency 
leaders,  
culture

Thinking,  
views & 

opinions, 
beliefs

Defined 
approach, 
grown up

Work People Stance Mature



WHAT CLIENTS THINK 2022  |  20

WINNING CLIENTS

In a new business context, the agency website 
is all about fast extraction of useful information. 

Extraneous copy or anything that slows or confuses 
the client’s journey is a mistake. 

OF CLIENTS BELIEVE THAT 
SPEED & EASY NAVIGATION 

OF AN AGENCY’S WEBSITE IS  
EXTREMELY IMPORTANT

93%

Note the word ‘claimed’. Some clients forget that they 
have actually visited the site via a link in an agency 

newsletter or on LinkedIn. Generally speaking, though, 
the agency website is a missed communication 

channel for current clients. Top reasons for visiting 
the site are checking contact details, looking at a 

case study about their own company or showing a 
colleague who might be looking for an agency.

OF CLIENTS CLAIMED  
NOT TO HAVE VISITED THEIR 

INCUMBENT AGENCY’S WEBSITE 
IN THE LAST 3-4 MONTHS

83%

2.1 Websites

They’re talking about those videos with pumping 
music and rapidly changing images of the agency’s 

work. Why are clients unimpressed? Because it 
really doesn’t tell them a lot. The showreel style 
is borrowed from advertising but design work 

generally demands more explanation and context. 
By contrast, video as a way of telling a client story or 
bringing a particular project to life is well received. 

OF CLIENTS ARE UNIMPRESSED 
BY DESIGN AGENCY  

SHOWREEL STYLE VIDEOS

61%
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WINNING CLIENTS

2.2 Marketing content
Relevance

‘Relevance’ is an often-used word in our interviews. This demands that agencies either focus 
on narrower subjects or become cleverer at tweaking and repurposing their content for 
different sectors.

Relevance
My market, my 
customers, my 
strategic issues, 

trends affecting me

TOP 4 FACTORS FOR GREAT MARKETING CONTENT
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WINNING CLIENTS

2.2 Marketing content
Insights

There is a lot of evidence in successive ‘What Clients Think’ reports that clients have little 
appetite for white paper style large reports. They are looking for key take outs and quick nuggets 
of useful information and insight. 

Insights

Relevance

Will I learn  
something useful? 
Bite sized nuggets  

of information  
& insights

My market, my 
customers, my 
strategic issues, 

trends affecting me

TOP 4 FACTORS FOR GREAT MARKETING CONTENT
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WINNING CLIENTS

2.2 Marketing content
Authenticity

Focus on the things that matter to you and that you have strong views on.

Authenticity

Insights

Relevance

True to you, passion 
& belief

Will I learn  
something useful? 
Bite sized nuggets  

of information  
& insights

My market, my 
customers, my 
strategic issues, 

trends affecting me

TOP 4 FACTORS FOR GREAT MARKETING CONTENT
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WINNING CLIENTS

2.2 Marketing content
Real views

This is related to ‘authenticity’. Don’t just sit on the fence. Make it personal, start a debate, initiate 
a conversation.

Real views

Authenticity

Insights

Relevance

Not bland, strongly 
held opinions

True to you, passion 
& belief

Will I learn  
something useful? 
Bite sized nuggets  

of information  
& insights

My market, my 
customers, my 
strategic issues, 

trends affecting me

TOP 4 FACTORS FOR GREAT MARKETING CONTENT
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WINNING CLIENTS

However good an agency’s marketing content, there 
is a stubborn and sizeable contingent of clients 

who are not getting the message because they’re 
not engaged on LinkedIn or social media – ‘It’s not 

for me…I’m too busy…There’s not enough that’s 
relevant to me.’ For these clients, direct methods of 

contact are crucial.

OF CLIENTS ARE NOT 
ENGAGING ON LINKEDIN OR 

SOCIAL MEDIA AND NEED TO BE 
REACHED BY OTHER METHODS

48%

2.2 Marketing content

On LinkedIn, clients tend to feel more engaged with 
individuals than agencies. 

OF CLIENTS ENGAGED WITH 
LINKEDIN PREFER TO  

FOLLOW PEOPLE  
RATHER THAN AGENCIES

75%

Complaints about too much agency ‘broadcasting’, 
trivia and recruitment, and not enough added value. 

OF CLIENTS HAVE BEEN 
TURNED OFF BY AGENCY 

SOCIAL MEDIA ACTIVITY THAT 
IS ‘NOT RELEVANT TO ME’ 

23%
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WINNING CLIENTS

2.3 New business

TOP 3 NEW BUSINESS DOOR OPENERS

Understanding of  
a strategic issue

Clients usually come to agencies seeking the answer to a 
strategic question. Smart agencies quickly identify what this 

is and direct all their effort towards it. 

Primary research
Original research with relevant target audiences. Such 

research is ownable and has greater longevity. A strong 
hook – ‘We’ve talked to your customers’.

Definitive case study
A case study that disrupted a market, broke convention, 

enjoyed huge commercial success. Do you have a  
game changer?
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WINNING CLIENTS

Agencies need to work really hard to define and 
articulate their points of difference. Clients are often 
more taken by the agency story than just the facts. 

For example, on what principles was the agency 
founded? How much of that is still the case today? 

What are the agency’s beliefs and motivations?

OF CLIENTS STATED THAT 
AGENCIES ARE FAILING TO 

ANSWER THE QUESTION, ‘WHY 
US RATHER THAN ANOTHER 
AGENCY’ IN NEW BUSINESS 

SITUATIONS

66%

These clients find a joined up client story 
encompassing different challenges more convincing 
than a stand-alone case study covering one project. 

Client stories are more likely to show real depth, 
bigger picture understanding and the level of trust 

that has been developed between client and agency. 

OF CLIENTS FIND CLIENT 
STORIES MORE INTERESTING 
THAN PROJECT BASED CASE 

STUDIES

60%

2.3 New business

It’s a high percentage which has slightly increased 
over the last 3 years. It reflects the fact that clients 

are not responding well to old fashioned new 
business tactics of bashing on clients’ doors with 

credentials based repeat messages. 

OF CLIENTS LIKE TO ‘DISCOVER’ 
A NEW AGENCY RATHER THAN 

FEEL ‘SOLD TO’

88%
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WINNING CLIENTS

2.3 New business

Clients still seem to like the reassurance of bricks 
and mortar, so ditching the agency office altogether 

may just be a step too far.

OF CLIENTS PREFER 
THEIR AGENCY TO HAVE 

 A PHYSICAL OFFICE

70%

The best agency new business approaches show 
immersion, a degree of knowledge about the brand, 

awareness of context, and/or a point of view. In other 
words, it feels like a dialogue not an overt ‘sell’.

OF CLIENTS BELIEVE THAT THE 
BEST AGENCY NEW BUSINESS 

APPROACHES ARE LIKE AN 
‘INFORMED DISCUSSION’

90%

At the height of the pandemic this figure was 87% 
so we’ve seen a post pandemic shift. However, an 

agency’s location is less important than it was a few 
years ago.

OF CLIENTS CONSIDER AN 
AGENCY’S LOCATION TO BE 
‘RELATIVELY UNIMPORTANT’

53%
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WINNING CLIENTS

2.3 New business

Most clients’ knowledge of 
the design agency landscape 
is relatively poor. Perhaps this 
reflects the fact that design is 
a fragmented and competitive 
market, and it’s consequently 
challenging for agencies to 
build real brand differentiation.

OF CLIENTS CAN NAME MORE 
THAN 5 DESIGN AGENCIES15%
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WINNING CLIENTS

2.3 New business

TOP 3 FACTORS FOR NEW BUSINESS PRESENTATIONS

Relevant experience
Not off the shelf, copy and paste case studies,  

but re-engineered and perfectly matched to the  
client’s particular issues. 

Real understanding 
Not just an understanding of the brand and market, but 
getting a real handle on the client’s strategic issues and 

challenges – ‘They understood our anxieties’.

People we can work with
Is there a cultural fit? Is the agency going to be easy  

to work with? Is there good personal chemistry?
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WINNING CLIENTS

2.4 Pitching

An unchanged statistic from last year. For ‘high value 
projects’ a pitch is seen as good business practice 

and due diligence. For ambitious agencies that  
want to win big budget projects, excelling at 

pitching is vital.

OF CLIENTS BELIEVE THAT 
A PITCH IS GOOD BUSINESS 
PRACTICE FOR HIGH VALUE 

PROJECTS

99%

Common client complaints about agency pitch 
presentations: Too much regurgitation, telling the 

client what they already know and too much ‘about 
us’. Clients want to know what the agency really 

‘thinks’ and they want to see that early on  
in proceedings.

OF CLIENTS COMMENTED 
THAT THE WINNING AGENCY’S 

PRESENTATION GRABBED THEIR 
ATTENTION EARLY

55%

This is a reminder that pitches are part of a new 
business process where the winning agency needs 
to be memorable and stand out. Clients need to be 

able to say, ‘They were the ones that said…’

OF CLIENTS FAILED TO 
ACCURATELY RECALL AGENCY 
PITCH PRESENTATIONS JUST 

ONE WEEK LATER

28%
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WINNING CLIENTS

2.4 Pitching

PITCHES – TOP CLIENT IRRITATIONS

Fielding passengers 
Everyone in the meeting should have a role and a reason for being there. If 
someone doesn’t really make a contribution, then the client is inclined to 
think, ‘We’re paying for that person!’

No clear leader 
While a team approach is important, clients like to know who’s leading. With 
whom does the buck stop?

One person too dominant 
It’s a balance. Yes, the pitch team should have a clear leader but they 
mustn’t steal the show. That just raises questions about the quality of the 
other team members and the culture of the agency.

Not clear who will be working on the project 
Clients generally want to see the people who will actually be working on 
their business, and then be very clear about their different roles. 

Approach not integrated enough 
Different disciplines feel separated or strategy and creative feels 
disconnected. 

It’s interesting to note that these top 5 client irritations are 
about team dynamics. They are softer factors as opposed to 
harder factors centred around cracking the problem.

No clear  
leader

One person 
too dominant

Approach 
not integrated 

enough

Not clear 
who will be 
working on 

project

Fielding 
passengers

Pitches
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WINNING CLIENTS

Coverage of client service and delivery can 
sometimes be squeezed and not be given the 
attention it deserves, versus the excitement of 

presenting concepts and thinking. This is a mistake 
because it’s a really important area for clients. There 
is usually one person on a client pitch panel that has 

had a bad experience with an agency. These bad 
experiences tend to be around client service issues, 

rather than quality of thinking and creative work. 
They are waiting for reassurance. 

OF CLIENTS WOULD HAVE 
LIKED MORE COVERAGE OF 

CLIENT SERVICE & PROCESS IN 
THE PITCH PRESENTATION

62%

2.4 Pitching

In other words, the incumbent agency should have 
been able to rule out the need for a pitch. Clients 
cited dips in creativity levels, client service issues, 
lack of proactivity and challenge as reasons for 

calling a pitch.

OF LOWER VALUE PITCHES 
COULD BE AVOIDED

63%

When, on average, your chance of winning is 
only 40%, agencies need to think carefully before 

pitching as the incumbent. Is there an unstoppable 
desire for change? Are you too associated with the 
past? It’s great to be ambitious to win but realism 

also needs to kick in.

CHANCE OF SUCCESS  
WHEN PITCHING AS THE 

INCUMBENT AGENCY

40%
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90% of clients 
believe that the 
best agency 
new business 
approaches are 
like an ‘informed 
discussion’



WHAT CLIENTS THINK 2022  |  35

Retaining 
& Growing 
Clients3
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RETAINING & GROWING CLIENTS

3.1 Client service

A slight improvement on last year. 

OF CLIENTS WOULD 
RECOMMEND THEIR DESIGN 
AGENCY ‘UNRESERVEDLY’ AS 
OPPOSED TO ‘WITH CAVEATS’

44%

Many clients work with multiple agencies and suppliers 
across different aspects of their business, so to be ‘the 

best’ is hard to achieve.

OF CLIENTS DESCRIBED THEIR 
DESIGN AGENCY AS ‘THE BEST’ 
PARTNER/SUPPLIER THAT THEY 
WORK WITH, REGARDLESS OF 

DISCIPLINE

15%

It’s a basic barometer question where clients are given 
the options of ‘positive’, ‘mixed’, ‘neutral’ or ‘negative’. 
77% is a healthy statistic where clients are then giving 

comments in a spirit of constructive criticism.

OF CLIENTS DESCRIBED THEIR 
FEELINGS TOWARDS THEIR 
INCUMBENT AGENCY AS 

‘POSITIVE’

77%
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RETAINING & GROWING CLIENTS

Very similar to last year’s figure. Where client/
agency relationships are relatively secure and 
stable, clients appreciate an agency’s ability 

to be self-critical. Some agencies can be too 
content to accept praise, rather than seek 

improvement.

OF CLIENTS WISH THEIR 
AGENCY WAS MORE  

SELF-CRITICAL

34%

3.1 Client service

This stems from the time pressure that so many 
clients complain of. There is an increased need for 

simpler, at a glance updates on progress. 

OF CLIENTS STRESSED THE 
NEED FOR SHORT, SHARP & 

CONCISE COMMUNICATIONS

66%

A very similar statistic to previous reports, proving 
once again that cracks in client/agency relationships 

usually start with client service issues. These are 
often small niggles and irritations that can fester and 

become more serious if they are not dealt with. 

OF CLIENTS WITH A WEAKER 
OR MORE VULNERABLE 

RELATIONSHIP WITH THEIR 
AGENCY CITED CLIENT SERVICE 

ISSUES AS THE MAIN REASON

87%
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RETAINING & GROWING CLIENTS

3.1 Client service

Clients also missed those more natural face to face 
conversations. There is a sense of relief to get back to 
those meetings, but also a determination to strike an 
effective balance between face to face and online. 

OF CLIENTS ADMIT TO  
FEELING A DEGREE OF  

‘BURN OUT’ WITH ONLINE 
MEETINGS

89%

Design agencies are generally willing, enthusiastic 
and really care about what they do. Clients 

continually refer to agency teams as ‘likeable’, 
‘personable’ and ‘fun’. Despite all the challenges of 
online only communications, design agencies have 
generally maintained their reputation as personable, 

friendly and good to work with.

OF CLIENTS BELIEVE THAT THE 
PERSONAL CHEMISTRY WITH 

THE PEOPLE AT THEIR AGENCY 
IS EITHER ‘GOOD’ OR  

‘VERY GOOD’

95%

Questioning and probing can sometimes be 
concentrated in the first phases of a project, 
rather than as a consistent approach. When 
project demands intensify, it’s easy for an 

agency to slip into reactive mode.

OF CLIENTS BELIEVE 
THEIR AGENCY SHOULD 

QUESTION AND PROBE MORE

37%
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3.1 Client service

We asked all clients the following question, ‘If you could choose just 
one area of your business that you’d like your agency to know more 
about, what would it be?’ 

These are the top 3 answers:

Internal – stakeholders, 
approval processes 
Clients often comment that their 
agency doesn’t always understand 
why client approval processes take so 
long and why they can’t always make 
decisions on the spot. In this respect, 
more knowledge of the client’s internal 
structure, process and politics would be 
beneficial. 

Operations
How does a store operate? How does 
the client’s sales process work? What 
are the client’s staffing and training 
challenges? Greater knowledge of 
operational aspects will help the 
relevance of creative routes.

Commercial realities 
More commercial awareness means 
a greater understanding of the 
client’s priorities and pressures. It also 
allows the agency to develop a more 
convincing rationale and business case 
for its recommendations.
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3.1 Client service

TOP 3 REQUIREMENTS FOR GREAT CLIENT SERVICE:

Our interviews show that agencies often exceed 
expectations when it comes to thinking and 

creativity. However, it tends to be client service  
and communication issues that drag the  

perception down.

OF CLIENTS STATED  
THAT THEIR AGENCY 

‘REGULARLY EXCEEDS’  
THEIR EXPECTATIONS

13%

Needs to be
Honest & 
Transparent

 - Flagging up issues 
early

 - Not hiding 
problems

 - Being realistic – 
not overpromising

 - Admitting when 
something isn’t in 
your skill set

Willing to be 
Flexible & 
Pragmatic

 - Can adapt to 
changing client 
requirements

 - Able to ‘just get 
it done’ when 
necessary

 - Flexibility on 
processes & costs

Must be 
Driving & Pushing
 - On top of things

 - Good communication & 
updates – keeping entire team 
on track

 - Able to be forceful with the 
client when necessary
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3.2 Challenging clients

Many agencies pride themselves on their ability to 
challenge, but it’s one of those words that need closer 
examination. What do clients mean by ‘challenging?’

OF CLIENTS BELIEVE  
THEIR AGENCY SHOULD 

CHALLENGE MORE

44%

TOP 3 AREAS TO CHALLENGE CLIENTS:

Challenging
Process  
& Method

 - Unafraid to 
demand more  
of us

 - Able to be forceful 
when required 
with internal 
stakeholders – not 
just ‘yes’ people

 - Optimum ways  
of structuring  
& running projects

Challenging  
Ideas & 
Creativity

 - More than what’s 
expected or 
predictable

 - Creative route that 
pushes us further

 - Opening our eyes 
to greater potential

 - A proactive added 
value idea

Challenging 
Direction & Brief
 - Is there a better approach?

 - Have we overlooked 
something?

 - What about...?
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As clients are invariably time pressured, 
opportunities to think longer term and more 
strategically can be limited. There is an onus 

on agencies to schedule quarterly or 6 monthly 
strategy meetings and ensure that they are looking 
at the client’s wider business, not just the project  

in hand.

OF CLIENTS WOULD LIKE THEIR 
AGENCY TO STEP BACK MORE 
FROM THE DAY TO DAY AND 

THINK BIGGER PICTURE

68%

3.3 Strategy

During Covid there has been an increased need to 
‘just get it done.’ It is an agency virtue to be super 
responsive but, when clients have significantly less 

time for consideration and reflection, agencies need 
to try and fill this gap.

OF CLIENTS BELIEVE THAT 
THERE IS LESS TIME FOR 
CONSIDERATION AND 

REFLECTION

44%

These are clients who admit to not letting the 
agency in enough, although sometimes the agency 

needs to push harder for this type of information 
and not just slip into project mode.

OF CLIENTS ADMIT TO 
NOT SHARING ENOUGH 

INFORMATION – OBJECTIVES, 
STRATEGIC PLANS

34%
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3.3 Strategy

There are some rumblings of discontent about agency 
‘Discovery’ phases. There is sometimes a feeling that 
the client is paying a lot of money for the agency to 

simply ‘get up to speed.’ Also, there are often overlaps 
with Discovery phases conducted by other agencies. 

Agencies need to ask themselves: Are we just telling the 
client what they already know? Is there real value in our 
conclusions? Have we arrived at any genuine insight? 

Are we defining as well as discovering?

OF CLIENTS COMMENTED  
THAT A ‘DISCOVERY’ PHASE 

HAD FAILED TO ADD  
ENOUGH VALUE

30%

In the client’s world there is rarely time for a drawn 
out process and every stage needs to be justifiable. 

Increasingly, clients are looking for sharp observations, 
direct implications for their brand, an insight or idea 
capable of propelling the brand forward. They are 

looking for pithy and useful, not verbose  
and impractical.

OF CLIENTS WANT SHORTER, 
SHARPER STRATEGIC PHASES 
THAT ARRIVE AT GENUINELY 

USEFUL CONCLUSIONS

35%

No matter how good the strategy, the bit that people 
see is the creative work. Many clients talk of this 

potential disconnect between strategy and creative. 
How can agencies better bridge this gap and ensure  

a seamless transition? 

 OF CLIENTS STATED THAT 
THEIR BIGGEST POINT OF 
ANXIETY WITH STRATEGIC 

WORK IS ENSURING ITS 
TRANSLATION INTO CREATIVE 

IMPLEMENTATION

82%



WHAT CLIENTS THINK 2022  |  44

RETAINING & GROWING CLIENTS

3.3 Strategy
What is strategy?

Financially  
based only

Thought & rationale 
behind creative 

concepts

Something that 
happens before the 

brief. Everything 
post-brief is 

just a form of 
implementation

Audience insight, 
competitive 

context, big picture 
understanding

35%

32%

20%

13%

‘Strategy’ means different things to different clients. It’s 
important for agencies to define what ‘strategy’ means, 
its role, the processes and services that deliver it.

HOW CLIENTS VIEW ‘STRATEGY’
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3.4 Rosters

This is what agencies have long suspected. 
Most roster reviews are driven by very 

functional considerations.

OF CLIENTS STATED THAT 
THE BIGGEST DRIVER FOR 

ROSTER REVIEWS IS THE NEED 
FOR SIMPLIFICATION & COST 

REDUCTIONS

82%

3 BIGGEST DRIVERS FOR ROSTER REVIEWS

Achieve the right mix of specialist 
agencies versus multi-disciplinary 

agencies

Need for greater  
simplicity & cost savings

Maintaining & strengthening 
creative excellence

Clients often comment that achieving the right balance of agencies can be tricky. There 
is a need for specialists, particularly in digital areas. Then, agencies with broader offers 
can often overlap and end up competing with one another. Some agencies are seen as 
thinkers, others as reliable doers. Once a client has placed an agency in a particular box 
or category, then it can be an uphill task to change that perception.
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3.5 Client development

There is nothing more irritating for an agency than 
not being considered for a project they are well 

capable of delivering. It’s vital, therefore, to ensure 
that clients are regularly updated about the agency’s 
capabilities. Clients should get a clear sense of the 

agency brand and ethos that lies behind  
key individuals.

OF CLIENTS STATED THAT 
THEIR KNOWLEDGE OF THE 

AGENCY, BEYOND A FEW KEY 
INDIVIDUALS, WAS POOR

40%

The emphasis here is on ‘good’ client development 
activity. That means activity that builds value for the 
client and agency, strengthening trust. It’s not about 

asking for more business or overt ‘selling’.

OF CLIENTS BELIEVE THAT 
GOOD CLIENT DEVELOPMENT 

STRENGTHENS THE CLIENT/
AGENCY RELATIONSHIP

72%

Once trust has been established, there are 
opportunities to offer clients different services that 

may be outside the agency’s existing core offer. ‘If they 
offered that service, I’d buy it’ is a familiar cry. Some of 
these services may be a leap too far, but others could 

be just one small entrepreneurial step away.

OF CLIENTS WISH THEIR 
INCUMBENT AGENCY OFFERED 

MORE SERVICES

39%
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3.6 Costs

39%
OF CLIENTS  
EXPRESSED 
DISSATISFACTION  
WITH A TRADITIONAL 
‘METER RUNNING’ 
COSTS MODEL

Some concerns are being 
expressed about the ‘counting 
hours’ model of charging versus 
fixed fees. These clients describe 
the approach as ‘unhelpful’, ‘rigid’ 
or ‘old fashioned’.A slight increase on last year, reflecting the 

willingness of design agencies to be flexible and 
accommodating.

OF CLIENTS CONSIDER THEIR 
DESIGN AGENCY TO BE  

GOOD VALUE FOR MONEY

48%
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3.6 Costs

Many things impact upon a client’s perception of 
value for money. It’s not just about the end result, 

but the journey there. For example, an agency may 
be managing a project but not driving it. That means 
an increase in client input and consequent damage 

to a value for money perception.

OF CLIENTS CONSIDER THEIR 
DESIGN AGENCY TO BE GOOD 
VALUE FOR MONEY IN PART

45%

Explaining and justifying fees is a constant issue in 
our interviews. Why do smaller tasks need the same 

level of process as bigger ones? Why is a ‘just get 
it done’ job charged at the same rate as a more 

complex task? Does a longer proposed lead time 
justify a higher fee? What really goes into delivering 

particular project elements?

OF CLIENTS ADMITTED TO  
NOT FULLY UNDERSTANDING 

WHY CERTAIN PROJECT 
ELEMENTS COST MORE  

THAN OTHERS

62%

These clients raised concerns about agency personnel 
being too senior for certain tasks and, therefore, 

impacting on costs. There is obviously a balance here 
and some clients can complain about the reverse 
i.e. a lack of senior input. It’s really down to good 

communication between client and agency, and being 
clear about expectations around particular tasks.

OF CLIENTS QUERIED THE 
LEVELS OF SENIORITY FOR 
CERTAIN PROJECTS AND 

PROJECT ELEMENTS

21%
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68% of clients 
would like their 
agency to step 
back more from 
the day to day 
and think bigger 
picture
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4 Agency types

WHICH ONE ARE YOU?

Based on our experience of how clients tend to  
talk about agencies, we’ve segmented agencies  
into 4 basic types. 

Business signpost

Commercially aware partners, game changing insight 
& creativity.

Proactive weathervane 

Adding value but can also lose sight of bigger picture 
and goals.

Sporadic achievers
Capable of great things but inconsistent, uneven skills.

Happy helpers
Highly responsive but reacting to briefs.
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About Up to the Light

Up to the Light is the leading provider of 
client surveys to the UK design industry. The 
consultancy offers expert, objective and 
experienced advice for marketing services 
agencies and professional services firms. 
The consultancy’s approach is to challenge 
ingrained assumptions and offer more 
effective, insight-led thinking.

This report is dependent on agencies 
commissioning Up to the Light to interview 
their clients. If you’ve found this report useful, 
then just imagine how insightful and valuable 
a bespoke survey with your clients will be. Do 
get in touch if you’d like to discuss a client 
survey for your agency.

Services include:

 - Client surveys

 - Business development strategy

 - Pitching advice

 - Business differentiation

 - Training & workshops

 - Brand positioning & brand strategy  
for clients

IN ASSOCIATION WITH

© UP TO THE LIGHT
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