
Choosing A Cost Effective  
Marketing Partner



Before You Begin
Hiring a digital marketing agency for 
the first time can be intimidating. 
When you’re new to online marketing, 
it can be difficult to understand what 
potential partners are presenting and 
to know what solutions will work best 
for your needs. 

And not knowing what you need or 
where your business stands can also 
be a costly mistake. You could end up 
with services you don’t need and spend 
money on things that won’t benefit 
your business.  

So before you start talking to potential 
partners, spend time answering the fol-

lowing questions. With this knowledge 
about your business, you’ll be able to 
have a more productive conversation 
with potential partners and end up 
with a plan you understand and that 
meets your needs.

What Is the Current State of 
Your Marketing?
The first thing to review when hiring a 
digital marketing agency is your current 
marketing plan. Your existing strategy 
will give potential partners a look at the 
work you’ve already done & help them 
identify where you need to improve. 

Do an audit on your current marketing 

plans and note if you are working on or 
have worked on any of the following:

• Website design & development 

• Social media

• Blogging

• Link building

• On-site SEO

• Technical SEO 

• Content marketing 

• Search engine marketing 

• Traditional advertising

Provide this list to potential partners to 
give them a look inside of our business 
and starting outline. 

Hiring an agency that uses the most mod-
ern and effective marketing tactics could 
actually save you money

What Are Your Goals?
The more specific you can be, the 
better. Don’t just say you want to 
grow your business. Be clear about 
which part of your business you want 
to develop. Specific goals for a digital 
marketing strategy may include: 

• Build brand awareness

• Increase sales

• Expand into a new market

• Increase profit

• Target new customers

• Develop brand affinity and loyalty

• Launch new products or services

Who Is Your Target Audi-
ence?
Many brands and businesses that are 
new to marketing make a mistake 

when hiring a digital marketing agency. 
They expect their agency to tell them 
who their target audience is. 

While there are some strategic market-
ing consultants who can work with you 
on identifying exactly who you are tar-
geting, many digital marketing agencies 
won’t take on this task. They expect 
you to provide direction. 

Before you spend any money on 
marketing, be clear about who you 
want your marketing to target. Don’t 
be vague (such as a shoe store saying 
they want to reach anyone who wears 
shoes). Be specific (such as a shoe store 
saying they want to reach hikers and 
outdoor enthusiasts who need durable 
footwear). 

The better you understand your target 
audience the more successful your 
campaigns will be. 

What Is Your Competition?
Another piece of information that 
can streamline your digital marketing 
partner’s ability to create strategic 
campaigns for your brand is a competi-
tion report. Having insight into who 
your competitors are and what strate-
gies they are using will be incredibly 
useful as you start the process of hiring 
a digital marketing agency. 

Again, some agencies will be able to 
help you with this while others won’t. 
But it still benefits you to know this 
information early in the process. 

Knowing about your competition will 
help you set budget expectations. If 
you are in an extremely competitive 
space, you’ll likely need to pay more 
than a business with less competition.



Agencies that tell you exactly how to 
succeed are using a cookie-cutter ap-
proach.

What Is Your Budget?
One of the most important things to 
know before hiring a digital market-
ing agency is your budget.  A potential 
partner will always ask for this infor-
mation so they can see how much you 
want to invest in your marketing and 
what type of plan they will be able 
to put together for you. A marketing 
agency will usually want you to invest 
as much as possible, so you likely won’t 
be able to rely on them for providing 
the best budget for you. 

Before you begin talking to potential 
partners, determine how much you 
want to spend by considering your 
goals and revenue. Your goals will give 
you insight into how much you will 
need to spend, while your revenue will 
help you see how much you can spend. 

Knowledge Is Power When 
Hiring a Digital Marketing 
Agency 
When it comes to hiring a digital 
marketing agency, the more you know, 
the better the solution you will find. 
Having a solid foundation of knowledge 
and information will help you find the 
partner that will work for your busi-
ness, budget, and goals. Having worked 
on the client side picking an agency, 
and having owned several small and 
medium-sized agencies in Silicon Valley, 
I think I have a clear idea as to what’s 
not important (and why) and what is 
important. Following is my own biased 
list of what questions are valuable and 
what’s not important.

Don’t Ask
1. Don’t ask for the size of the agency? 

No matter what answer you receive, it’s 
meaningless. Large agencies have the 
same size teams working on small ac-
counts as they do on larger accounts. If 
you’re a small account at a big agency, 
you will be handled by junior people. 
If you are a big account at a smaller 
agency, you will be their most impor-
tant account.

2. Don’t worry about where their of-
fices are.

This isn’t important anymore. People 
are working for companies from a dis-
tance. Agencies should have resources 
all over the country, and perhaps the 
world. But the size and location of their 
office is irrelevant.



Directories don’t showcase the best agencies. 
They simply showcase the agencies willing to 
buy into a premium plan.

of discovery on you. Next, contact 
each of the 5 and have a question and 
answer session in person or over the 
phone. Based on these interactions, 
you should be able to narrow your list 
to two. Finally, ask for a capabilities 
presentation from these two and pick 
the winner. 

9. Don’t blindly trust the new business 
development person. 

Too many times, agencies are se-
lected because they have a very good 
sales closer. And that’s not what your 
company needs. It’s more important to 
meet the actual account manager you 
will be working with.

10. Don’t expect the agency to deliver 
a marketing plan.

At this point, if you receive a proposal 

that clearly outlines the details of their 
campaign, you have to wonder how 
they could make all those strategic de-
cisions without a deeper understand-
ing of your business and marketing 
challenges, customer pain points, and 
past success rates. Agencies that tell 
you exactly how to succeed are using 
a cookie-cutter approach, offering the 
same formula regardless of the situa-
tion.

What to Ask
1. Ask what size accounts they handle

It’s good to know where you fit into 
an agency’s list of clients. If you’re too 
small, you won’t get the service or 
turnaround time of a larger account. 

And you won’t have senior people or 
principals actively developing your 
strategy. 

2. Read through case studies from 
various industries & projects.

Good case studies show the problem, 
the strategy and in some cases the 
results. Keep in mind that many compa-
nies do not want their results to show 
up in a case study, so don’t penalize 
their agencies.

Look for examples of content that the 
agency wrote and produced (freelanc-
ers are okay). This might include blog 
posts, ebooks, landing pages, site con-
tent, infographics, or video. Ask if any 
of this content converted?

3. Find out what they will need from 
you before they get started. 

3. Don’t try to get an agency that spe-
cializes in your industry.

If they do, run away. Agencies that spe-
cialize are trying to simplify their own 
operation by always recommending 
the same strategies. 

4. Don’t ask if they have worked for a 
similar company.

Again, this is not important. Do you 
want an agency who worked for one 
of your competitors but who is not 
working for them now? Often times, 
an agency with prior experience can-
not provide the perspective you need 
and will offer the same solutions they 
always offer.

5. Don’t look in Directories

 You need to realize that directories, 
such as Yelp, Agency Spotter, TopSEOs, 
etc. don’t showcase the best agencies. 
They just showcase the agencies will-
ing to buy into a premium plan which 
vaults them to the top. So it’s not a 
question of their quality, but the size of 
their budget.

6. Do you really need references?

I personally find references unneces-
sary. How many agencies are going to 
steer you to a past client that is unsatis-
fied? Tell HR this is a waste of time.

7. Don’t favor specialists.

If they specialize in inbound marketing, 
lead generation, web development, 
email marketing or something else, 
then guess what? That’s the strategy 
they will recommend for your company 
(i.e. “If all you have is a hammer, ev-
erything looks like a nail.” A broader 
perspective is more important than 
specialization skills.

8. Don’t use a typical RFP process.

Why? Most agencies won’t even 
respond to a “cattle-call” RFP. Instead, 
you should research agencies based on 
their websites for agencies and narrow 
your list down to five. That respects 
their time and puts some of the burden 
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HiveMind Studios is a San Jose 
agency that specializes in creating 
bold, compelling marketing solu-
tions that energize and drive suc-
cessful lead generation, branding 
and web initiatives for B2B tech-
nology companies. We combine 
the strategic rigor of a marketing 
consulting firm, the creativity and 

branding expertise of an award-
winning advertising agency, the 
ROI focus of a top direct market-
ing firm and the technical savvy 
of a leading web development 
company. • Our clients include 
enterprises large and small. For 
smaller clients we are the market-
ing department; for larger clients, 

we are a flexible, creative produc-
tion group that understands your 
goals, strategies, industry, brand-
ing and priorities. • Your marketing 
workload will always be uneven, 
but with the help of HiveMind 
Studios, you don’t have to feel the 
bumps and bruises.
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Agencies shouldn’t go off in a corner 
and work by themselves. You need to 
supply them analytics, past marketing 
projects, inside information on your 
team’s dynamics and more. 

4. Talk with the agency principals.

You can learn a lot by talking with the 
agency principals. Try to get a feel 
for how they think about marketing 
strategies. Your main contact may be 
someone else, but you still want to see 
if there is any chemistry.

Will hiring a marketing 
agency be worth it?
I know I’m biased, but in most cases, 
I would say “Yes!” If you are getting 
lackluster results from your internal 
marketing efforts, you need the fresh 
perspective an outside marketing 
agency provides. Because your money 
will be spent more efficiently using the 
most  effective marketing tactics, you 
could actually save money. 

In Summary
The reason that it is hard to choose 
an agency is because they all say the 
same thing. Many offer the same set 
of services. And they desperately want 
to say whatever they think you want to 
hear.

What you’re really looking for is a com-
bination of strategic marketing experi-
ence, persuasive creative ideas, solid 
project management and responsive 
communications.


