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Covid 19 is unlike anything that has been experienced in 
recent history. It has far reaching implications on most 
aspects of our lives, economy and public policy. The way 
we live now is so vastly different from how we were living 
our lives a mere 4 months ago. The rapid and almost 
immediate change in our lifestyles is unprecedented 
and will have implications on how we live our lives and 

operate our businesses in the future. 
As the impact of Covid 19 across industries and on 
the economy as a whole is now apparent to all, we will 
be focusing specifically on the agency business. Our 
objective is to understand what the lasting impact of 
Covid will be and how this should shape how agencies 
transform and operate.

Introduction1
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The outbreak of the Coronavirus has had significant 
repercussions on consumer behavior as the efforts to 
stop the spread required people to isolate themselves 
and reduce their time outside of their homes. This 
will continue to have harsh consequences on 
certain industries and in turn a severe impact on 
the economy. Stock markets declined to historically 
low levels, travel bans were implemented around 
the world, quarantines and self isolation were made 
mandatory in many countries. These shifts had 
immediate ramifications on the ability of businesses 
to maintain the required labor levels to operate and 
disrupted supply chains. 

Travel is seen as the hardest hit, with IATA 
estimating that globally airlines are expected to lose 
approximately $314 billionc (Slotnick). The way we 
travel is expected to fundamentally change forever 
with health checks pre and post flights in place in 
many cases. Controlling the virus and how it spreads 
globally has further strengthened nationalistic and 
anti immigration beliefs and perhaps travelling 
will require additional visas and potentially an 
immunization visa to demonstrate that you are not 
a carrier of any virus and to ensure you have all your 
vaccinations before traveling. 

Self isolation and social distancing created an almost 
overnight shift to e-Commerce and shopping online. 
At first it was for groceries and non-perishables, 
driven by the fear that there would be a run on certain 
items and supplies would not last. Eventually the 
shift to online shopping was for traditionally popular 
categories, as well as categories that previously were 
not heavily purchased online such as gym equipment, 
groceries, home office tools and telemedicine. 

Impact of Covid 19 on 
the Consumer and the 
Economy

A survey done in the US by TotalRetail found that, 
“Thirty-one percent of shoppers said it’s extremely or 
very likely that they will do more online grocery pickup 
or delivery than they did before.”2 (Colin)  Some of this 
will decline post pandemic, but those who were new 
to online shopping will likely continue to be online 
shoppers and this is already a large contribution to 
growth in online buyers. Retailers were also pushed 
to shift their sales online at an incredibly rapid pace, 
projects that were slated for 2021 were accelerated 
to allow them to keep their business running. The 
fact that users can now purchase from retailers 
who previously did not have an online presence 
will also further drive the growth of buyers. It will 
result in e-Commerce becoming a bigger share 
of sales and so require a corresponding degree of 
investment and focus from brands. The industries 
that shift to e-Commerce and set up their own direct 
to consumer platform will continue to operate in 
this way. These new verticals such as groceries, 
auto, education medicine and luxury will continue 
to expand their sales online. This allows them to 
have some control over the customer experience as 
well as derive greater insight that can feed into their 
business strategy. However, CPG players will still 
have to collaborate with retailers to ensure effective 
scale and coverage. To do so effectively, a very close 
collaboration is required between them and their 
retailers. As highlighted by TotalRetail, “As brands 
continue to implement new supply chain strategies, 
they should collaborate with retail partners and be 
flexible to meet their evolving needs.”3 (Colin) The 
need to share data and link up their systems more 
closely will become an imperative going forward. 

As working from home becomes the norm, the 
usage of collaboration tools and video conferencing 
technologies become critical. Many businesses had 
to ensure their staff were able to access the required 
systems and tools from home. In some cases 
ensuring staff had laptops and the required hardware 
to work from home. The way we work has already 
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changed out of necessity, but aspects of this change 
will linger. The ease of working remotely will open 
up possibilities for workers and their employers. 
Employers are starting to question whether they 
need as much office space or whether they need all 
their staff to be in the office at all times. Outsourcing 
and staffing in low cost labor markets will become 
popular.Meanwhile, the pressure on businesses has 
driven a great deal of layoffs and redundancies. These 
skilled workers will start to work as freelancers or as 
short term contractors.

As leisure activities and venues such as concert 
halls, cinemas, theatres, parks and beaches were 
shut down, the consumption of media at home 
rose dramatically. For example, Netflix grew their 

subscribers by 15.8M in Q1 largely driven by the 
pandemic4 (Chauhan). Online media consumption 
will remain higher than pre-Covid levels to a large 
extent in terms of users, while the degree of usage 
might decline post pandemic. New subscribers to 
online entertainment content providers, streaming 
services, online gaming and gaming in general are 
expected to be higher than pre-Covid levels as well. 

As a result of the overall shift online, Telcos are 
benefiting as this requires strong and reliable 
internet connections, high speed broadband, IPTV 
services and data packages. The ability to work from 
home, deliver e-Commerce services and provide 
education remotely all rely on a robust and reliable 
telco infrastructure. 

1Slotnick, David. “Some of the world’s airlines could go bankrupt because of the COVID-19 crisis, according to an aviation consultancy. See the carriers that 
have already collapsed because of the pandemic.” Business Insider, 12 May, 2020, businessinsider.com/coronavirus-airlines-that-failed-bankrupt-covid19-
pandemic-2020-3. Accessed 21 May 2020.
2Steward, Colin. “COVID-19: Impact on CPG and Retail, Part 2.” TotalRetail, 14 May, 2020, mytotalretail.com/article/covid-19-impact-on-cpg-and-retail-part-2/. 
Accessed 7 June, 2020.
3Steward, Colin. “COVID-19: Impact on CPG and Retail, Part 1.” TotalRetail, 28 April, 2020, mytotalretail.com/article/covid-19-impact-on-cpg-and-retail-part-2/. 
Accessed 7 June, 2020.
4Chauhan, Harsh. “Can Netflix Sustain Its Coronavirus-Led Subscriber Growth?” The Motley Fool, 28 April, 2020, fool.com/investing/2020/04/28/can-netflix-
sustain-its-coronavirus-led-subscriber.aspx. Accessed 21 May, 2020

https://www.businessinsider.com/coronavirus-airlines-that-failed-bankrupt-covid19-pandemic-2020-3
https://www.businessinsider.com/coronavirus-airlines-that-failed-bankrupt-covid19-pandemic-2020-3
https://www.mytotalretail.com/article/covid-19-impact-on-cpg-and-retail-part-2/
https://www.mytotalretail.com/article/covid-19-impact-on-cpg-and-retail-part-2/
http://fool.com/investing/2020/04/28/can-netflix-sustain-its-coronavirus-led-subscriber.aspx
http://fool.com/investing/2020/04/28/can-netflix-sustain-its-coronavirus-led-subscriber.aspx
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Acceleration of digital 
transformation

Amongst all the different trends, the biggest shift 
that occurred at an accelerated rate was the shift 
to e-Commerce and in so doing embracing the need 
for digital transformation beyond a simple adoption 
of technology. Right now the move has occurred out 
of necessity and to keep businesses running, but 
there is a realization that if they had adopted the key 
principles of digital transformation ahead of this crisis 
they would have been better prepared. For example, if 
a robust data infrastructure was already established 
and the capabilities to data mine and conduct analysis 
was already cultivated in their organizations then the 
time to insight would have been faster and so shifts to 
accommodate changing consumer behaviour would 
have been more rapid. We expect a few key areas to 

have evolved as a result of the pandemic and continue 
to transform.

Leadership is always the key to effective digital 
transformation, once the leadership of an organization is 
convinced of its importance then real change can occur. 
CEOs, CFOs and CTOs will be much more involved in 
digital activities and decision making going forward. The 
share of sales coming from digital will be too significant to 
ignore or dismiss. The expertise and knowledge of CEOs 
will change as knowledge of digital and technology wil 
be a requirement. Decisions on technology and data can 
no longer remain with CTOs or CMOs as they will have a 
direct and demonstrable impact on the bottom line.

Talent and the required capabilities within most 
organisations will change as expertise in digital and 
technology will be a requirement for most roles. An 
understanding of digital measurement, reporting and data 
analysis will be vital. There will also be increased demand 

Types of Tactical Change

Audience targeting

Increase

38%

35%

34%

29%

28%

27%

23%

18%

13%

9%

46%

50%

55%

52%

55%

59%

57%

55%

58%

71%

15%

15%

11%

18%

17%

14%

20%

27%

30%

20%

No change

Decrease

OTT/CTV device targeting

Mobile/tablet device targeting

Programmatic buying

Demo targeting

Desktop/Laptop device targeting

Local geotargetingdevice targeting

New publishers and/or news content targeting

Direct buys with premium publishers

National geotargeting

5(iab, 2020)
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Post Covid Agency 
Transformation

While many media agencies were already on their own 
transformational paths, as they understood the need 
to alter their business models and revamp their skill 
profiles, the process was slow and cautious. They were 
facing many challenges in terms of their size, scarcity of 
the right talent, established dynamics with advertisers 
and shareholder demands. However, the Covid crisis 

created an urgency for change that will accelerate agency 
transformation. That being said, the cash flow challenges 
on all media agencies will create further obstacles that 
will limit the extent to which bold moves can be made in 
the short to medium term.

Agencies will need to rethink their structure, talent, culture, 
operations, products and commercials in order to capitalize 
on opportunities of the digital transformation trend across 
their advertisers and in order to remain viable as a key player 
in the ecosystem.

5Ibid.

for expertise in peak management, logistics, distribution 
and supply chain management as eCommerce continues 
to grow.

While a lot of activities have shifted to digital the 
importance of ensuring a consistent and high quality 
customer experience is delivered will be paramount to 
how brands grow and defend their market positions. 
The real differentiator will be how seamless their online 
touchpoints are. In order to ensure that you are delivering 
the best possible customer experience you’ll need a strong 
data infrastructure that brings together all customer touch 
points as well as an ability to derive insights from that 
data. You’ll also need expertise or partners with expertise 
in UX and UI in order to optimize these. Finally, even when 
leveraging or working with retailers or retail partners most 
brands will still see a great deal of value in developing and 
managing their own direct to consumer platforms. This 
will allow them to have greater control over the customer 
experience, collect valuable data and establish strong 

direct relationships with their customers.

Of the activities that have shifted to digital connected TVs 
and OTT have played a big part. While consumers are 
spending more time at home consuming TV content and 
streaming content, they are making programmatic TV an 
ever more relevant channel for advertisers. Programmatic 
TV will emerge but linked to private deals and won’t really 
be able to add much more value because there is a lack of 
data, just more efficiency and agility.  

Finally, Technology has always been important and is 
the central tenet of digital transformation, however, it’s 
importance will grow to the extent that most brands 
will realize the necessity of owning their own data and 
technology since these are the key inputs in a customer 
experience strategy. Agencies and partners will be 
managers of these but the importance of owning and 
controlling your own technology stacks will be a 
business imperative. 

4
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Agency Structure 
and Landscape

What is certain when considering the post Covid agency 
landscape is that many big 6 agency Holdcos will have 
to re-shuffle their Opcos and this will most likely mean 
consolidation across brands or retirement of brands. 
Especially specialist brands that have complimentary 
or similar product offerings. Consolidation across 
analytics, data and infrastructure, data driven creative 
and system’s integration is likely. Furthermore, the trend 
that was already occurring prior to Covid, to have a one 
agency approach which brings together offerings across 
the group to meet the specific needs of a client such as 
the One Publicis approach or the specialized agencies 
built for specific clients like GTB at GroupM, will continue. 
This will mean less of a need for multiple agency brands. 
Many Agency Holdco leaders are expressing a belief 
that this will become the norm, for example, Ravi Rao, 
the CEO of GroupM MENA, has stated that he “doubt[s] 
any major change will happen in the short term, because 
financially everyone is under stress. In the long term, 
there will be a major change in the way Agencies operate 
as [he] see[s] it will lead to an implosion, a one stop shop.” 
Similarly, Khaled Abounader, the Chief Product Officer of 
Publicis foresees, “huge shifts in the business model of 
the overall landscape. For instance what [they] started 
last year, “the power of one”, will only accelerate. Where 
the clients will have a total communication solution 
with the group that enables [Publicis] to offer them 
all the tools; be it in marketing and or digital business 
transformation.” 

While agencies are starting to layoff more staff and 
encourage unpaid leave there is an opportunity to 
focus on employees with the right talent profiles for the 
future. While we are seeing an increase in cross Opco 
collaboration, as required expertise across the holdco 
will be brought together to address specific client 
challenges, there are increasing considerations for the 

skill profiles required for sustainable growth. From a 
Talent and capabilities standpoint, there will be specific 
areas of expertise that agencies have now realized 
are critical to their growth and survival. Ad tech, Cloud 
technology, data and analytics, performance marketing, 
eCommerce are a few of the key areas where there 
might be talent gaps within media agencies. 

However, video editing and basic creative design 
expertise will also be needed even by media agencies as 
these were highly sought after during Covid. The ability 
to make quick changes or repurpose content to turn 
around new ads from old assets was highly in demand 
and media agencies turned to small specialized firms 
who were cheaper and faster than traditional creative 
agencies to address these needs. Media agencies 
might further develop this expertise by pursuing 
talent with expertise in animation, AR, CGI and basic 
creative capabilities. Partnerships on these creative 
technologies is also a possibility, as well as on emerging 
technologies, such as voice capabilities, smart devices, 
IoT and gaming. While acquisitions might be unlikely in 
the medium term it might be something media agencies 
consider over the longer term. 

Furthermore, the way media agency teams are 
composed and where they are located will change. 
Remote work and hubbing will become increasingly 
accepted as agency cultures change. Shifting work to 
low labor cost regions will become the norm and the 
expansion of an already existing hubbing strategy will 
be inevitable. 

There is some speculation as to the fate of smaller 
agencies. On one hand they are smaller, more nimble and 
have specialised talent. On the other hand, they are not 
part of a bigger group so their cash flow challenges can 
prove to be terminal. Acquisitions of smaller agencies 
is unlikely as bigger agencies will not have the liquidity 
to acquire.  What they can, and are doing, is hiring the 
talent that are being let go from these small agencies. 
Outsourcing might also be an avenue some agencies 

5
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can explore, if they can meet 80% of an advertiser’s 
need but need to tie up with a partner to deliver the 
remaining 20% then it would be more cost effective but 
also allow them to tap into talent that they currently 
don’t have or are struggling to recruit. Outsourcing also 
lends flexibility to their operations in this uncertain time. 
Meanwhile, advertisers still get the benefit of a one stop 
shop with their agency and do not have to go through 
the procurement process complexities.

We are also seeing more management consultancies 
moving into the digital space but lacking the execution 
expertise. There might be opportunities for partnerships 
and joint ventures between management consultancies 
and media agencies. However, Accenture, Deloitte and 
similar will make further inroads into the agency space 
and be able to do so more effectively as they already 
have the right talent and simply have to beef up their 
media buying capabilities. They are also likely to engage 
in further acquisitions. Management consultancies also 
have efficiencies that are lacking within media agencies, 

meanwhile benefiting from a similarly wide network 
and hubs in low cost labor regions. This creates an 
opportunity for agencies to explore partnerships with 
management consultancies that do not have a digital 
arm. Joint ventures might be an option or tie ups. 
This is critical as in times of crisis companies turn to 
management consultancies to re-think their business. 
Decisions made under the guidance of management 
consultancies have far reaching implications for 
agencies, meanwhile agencies can only influence the 
CMO. CMOs, unfortunately, do not always own business 
objectives and this limits the impact of media agencies. 
As digital becomes a bigger share of a company’s 
business and the digital transformation support required 
to succeed becomes a necessity, agencies need to prove 
they can add value in this space. While some agencies 
have been investing in building these capabilities in 
house, it’s often challenging to re-position agencies in 
the minds of advertisers in this way so partnering with 
established management consulting brands will lend 
legitimacy to the agencies.
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Principles 
to consider when 
restructuring

In terms of the way agencies are structured, there 
will be a move to leaner and flatter structures. Having 
multiple layers of unnecessary management can 
now be avoided. However, in the absence of greater 
empowerment and decentralized decision making 
flatter structures will not work. Agencies need to 
staff their teams with self starters who can work 
autonomously and can be trusted when it comes to 
decision making. Fewer managerial layers means 
major cost cutting and also faster decision making. 

Another consideration for Agencies is to enable the 
flexibility to move staff around based on their skill 
profile and expertise. Having the ability to assess a 
client project and determine the makeup of the team 
that will deliver the results required most effectively 
is also a skill the Human Resources or People 
development departments will need to cultivate. This 
is much like how management consultancies work. 
Of course, it will be a challenge as advertisers are 
accustomed to having permanent teams staffed for 
them. The advantage of the current circumstances 
is that advertisers have had to make their own 
adaptations to survive and might be more open to 
working with agencies on theirs.

Another option would be to establish rotation 
programmes to be able to move staff to different 
teams or projects temporarily. They would acquire 
new skills and be exposed to new areas of work and 
the more this is done the faster the required skill sets 
can be disseminated across all staff. 

Filling in gaps will also become a need as non 
essential skill sets might be the first to be laid off 
during the Covid situation. These can then be filled 

by freelancers and consultants who are brought in 
when needed and are not going to be a permanent 
drain on the cost base.

The unfortunate need to downsize their staff has 
been a bitter pill for many Agencies to swallow. The 
impact on so many of their people and the difficulties 
they will face in the short term will be significant. 
However, this is also an opportunity for agencies to 
re-think their staffing practices and the profiles they 
typically hire. This allows them to refocus on the 
talent they really need to move forward rather than 
trying to upskill existing talent. While they will not be 
able to hire in the short to medium term due to cash 
flow challenges, they will be left with the best talent 
they currently have and will be forced to get the most 
value they can out of these. Doing less with more 
will become the modus operandi for most agencies. 
Either by focusing on key service areas and the talent 
needed to provide these or by focusing on talent that 
can be scaled somehow across the agency group. 
The ability to work remotely will open up opportunities 
as well and the challenges of finding the right talent 
locally will become less of an issue. Not to mention 
the ability to locate talent in lower labor cost markets 
will allow them to staff more generously. As expressed 
by Elda Choucair, COO of Omnicom Media Group 
MENA, “There are significant wage discrepancies 
across MENA markets, which will increasingly dictate 
where companies set up their teams for the most 
efficient structures. Moving forward, flexible working 
arrangements will make location secondary to 
productivity and effectiveness, as people can operate 
in any market based on business needs.”

Introducing flexible contracts and working hours 
will allow for new talent to be acquired and ease 
the reduction of the workforce when needed. As 
reinforced by the CEO of DAN MENA Tarek Daouk’s 
belief that they will “definitely look at employment 
models with more flexible conditions (talent on 
flexible contracts).” 

6
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Talent as a key 
driver of transformation

The talent profiles agencies are hiring has changed 
in many cases pre Covid, but post Covid it should be 
completely transformed. Advertisers who had not digitally 
transformed and did not have an online sales presence 
suddenly needed to do so immediately and needed the 
right technical and strategic guidance from their agencies. 
In many cases this was not possible and management 
consultancies stepped in to fill this gap. 

When we consider the capabilities required post Covid it 
will be apparent what types of technical skills are needed 
but first we will focus on softer, more general skill and 
capability requirements. A great deal of the technical or 
media centric abilities can be learnt if you have talent 
that have the right foundation. If you have curious minds 
that can think creatively and problem solve innovatively 
you can have them learn the specifics of media later. This 
is much like how consultancies hire engineers because 
engineers have the right thought process to be excellent 
consultants, they don’t only consider business majors. 
The main skills to look for are analytics, problem solving 
skills and creativity, all of which will not be apparent on 
a CV. This means you also need to rethink the interview 
process and conduct interviews in a way where you can 
really test for these skills effectively. 

Another need would be to find talent with industry specific 
expertise. Right now agency executives acquire this over 
time by working on clients in a specific sector. They don’t 
develop a deep understanding of the intricacies of their 
client’s business or sector, however, as their main focus 
area is marketing and their main contacts are within 
marketing. What is required going forward is subject 
matter experts in specific industries as digital becomes 
an integral part of their business and not a marketing 
solution. Determining the industries will depend on the 
sectors you decide to focus on. If agencies were staffed 
with true industry experts then upselling and partnering 
during the crisis would have been a bigger opportunity than 

it currently is. Agencies need staff that understand their 
client’s business well enough that they know where they 
can contribute and where the opportunities are.

Agencies need to shift from supporting marketing 
objectives to achieving business objectives. Conversations 
have to shift from being strictly with the CMO to a wide 
range of stakeholders from the CFO, CEO and CTO to 
the distribution, supply chain management and logistics 
teams. This requires agencies to have talent that can 
speak the language of CTOs and CIOs and hold their own in 
conversations with them. This also requires companies to 
shift their expectations of their agencies and allow for value 
generation rather than simply cost cutting to be their main 
requirement from an agency. Agencies need to become 
much more deliberate about the business they go after and 
if they feel resistance to establishing this new engagement 
model with a client they should pass on the business. This 
will be very difficult to do coming out of Covid but it would 
set the right tone going forward to have clients who are 
true partners and are not simply going after cost cutting.

In terms of creative agencies, they will require strategists 
to rethink their approaches and people who can dive into 
the data and derive insights. Creative capabilities beyond 
big ideas and creative concepts but also incorporating 
into the ideation process data and technology. They 
need to go after new types of profiles with different 
backgrounds. They will need to hire more digitally savvy 
talent with capabilities across a wide range of platforms 
including YouTube, Instagram, Snapchat and TikTok. In 
addition they will need to hire videographers and editors 
who can craft videos with stock images and footage from 
previous shoots. Client services could be less important 
for Creative agencies as advertisers’ expectations will 
have changed. Project managers with creative expertise 
and an understanding of the clients needs will be more 
valuable. Audio and video production capabilities in-house 
would also be an option for Creative agencies, setting up 
studios for quick turnarounds. Scouts who can find the best 
producers globally for the specificities of a project will be 
highly in demand; people who have a clear understanding 
of the global landscape of production houses. 

7
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Fostering a culture 
of innovation

If there is a lesson this crisis has taught us, it is the 
importance of agility and adaptability. Changing our 
core beliefs became a must, there is no other choice 
at this stage. One of these core beliefs was that 
working from home reduces productivity and that 
staff cannot be trusted to get their work done unless 
under close scrutiny from management. There was a 
certain amount of stigma attached to working from 
home with those who did so being considered to be 
less dedicated to their jobs. Seeing people physically 
at their desks hard at work would lend a degree of 
comfort to management. Not to mention, maintaining 
the physical appearance of long hours at your desk has 
long been held as a way to demonstrate your value to 
the firm. Moving away from working hard to working 
smart is key to shifting management’s perception from 
requiring staff to be physically present vs. achieving 
the company goals.

However, challenges were raised once employees 
had to juggle between their personal and professional 
lives, especially when children and homeschooling 
were involved. The first priority to ensure a successful 
working environment is to nurture a culture of 
mindfulness and flexibility that can boost a person’s 
well being and moral. From the most junior to the most 
senior person in the organization, well being is a topic 
that affects all of us and it contributes not only to an 
individual’s growth, but also to the company’s business 
performance. This is why rewarding employees with 
benefits to boost their morale has to be part of their 
packages. The way a company treats its employees 
is a testament to its values and leadership in the 
industry. Whether it is giving an additional vacation 
day, helping employees improve their personal 
work space, allowing for flexible hours, making 
psychological support available or even something as 
simple as scheduling virtual coffee chats to check on 

staff who work remotely, can go a long way.

Fostering a culture of innovation and creativity 
where talent can think on their feet and adapt in 
changing environments, is precisely what is needed 
in circumstances such as a pandemic. It is no secret 
that an investment in knowledge pays the best 
interest, hence promoting business critical learning 
and professional development will ensure staff are 
upskilled and able to innovate. This budget can be 
aimed at covering external classes/seminars, books 
and online courses. Encouraging skills such as creative 
thinking, analytical thinking or problem solving is what 
will differentiate an agency from another. 

There are a number of other ways to foster innovation 
and creativity within your staff but a big part of it will 
be accomplished by granting greater empowerment. 
If they have the freedom to experiment, fail fast and 
learn from it and initiate projects quickly without 
having to go through miles of red tape they will be able 
to accomplish great things. Furthermore, if innovation 
is celebrated either by leadership, internal comms or 
incentive schemes it will lead to a culture shift in the 
right direction. Those who are unable to keep up would 
either need to shift to roles that require less creativity 
and forward thinking or would need to be right sized 
out of the organisation.

If the culture of an agency needs to be revised to 
fit the post Covid world, the incentive schemes also 
need to be revamped to reward and promote the most 
collaborative, adaptable and creative talent. Through 
awards and bonuses, as well as peer recognition, 
empowering individuals and recognizing their efforts 
will encourage them to strive for excellence.

Finally, all of this can only happen through top-down 
communication where leaders act as role models of 
these values and promote the right capabilities and 
attitudes to change by encouraging transformative 
initiatives.

8
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Technology and 
Automation 

Automation
While the importance of leveraging technology and 
automation is nothing new, Automation is going to be a 
critical enabler of success for agencies going forward. 
With less staff and a requirement from their advertisers 
to have a much faster time to insight, agencies will 
need to put in place robust tech infrastructure that 
can make data accessible to all executives and that 
can replace redundant manual tasks. We were already 
seeing a few agencies leveraging automation to speed 
up trafficking, programmatic campaign optimization, 
reporting and billing. These efforts need to be ramped 
significantly. The focus of staff should be on real 
value addition and bringing innovative insights to 
their clients. As expressed by Shadi Kandil, the CEO 
of MCN Mediabrands, “as with any challenging event, 
a system’s weakest foundations will be exposed. 
For us as an industry, this has been automation of 
the workflow. Moving forward this will represent 
structural risk – from simple day to day to the 
more nuanced and complex processes ex insights 
generation, internal and external reporting, media 
management tasks etc…Organizations that will move 
faster will emerge stronger”

Working From Home
In many cases the tools agency executives use for 
their day to day were not on their machines so the 
sudden need to work remotely was a problem. In some 

cases up to 30% of staff were working on desktops (as 
shared by the CEO of an agency group) so they were 
not able to shift to remote working overnight. The 
tools, software and hardware that agency executives 
need to be able to work remotely and collaboratively 
are essential going forward. Publicis’ Marcel is a 
great example of this and the roll out of Marcel was 
accelerated due to the Covid situation. The question 
of whether working remotely will continue in a post 
covid world has been posed to the leadership of the 
agencies in MENA and their view is that it has been 
very productive and allows for greater possibilities 
from a cost management and staffing perspective. 

However, the need to see people in chairs physically 
working in the office might persist as a requirement 
from the older generations of leadership. There might 
be a middle ground whereby a certain percentage of 
staff are required to be in the office. For example, 
Ravi Rao, the CEO of GroupM MENA questioned “what 
stops companies from asking their employees to work 
3 days in office, and 2 days flexi. Why do employees 
have to spend 5 days a week in the office?” 

Either way, the need to productively and seamlessly 
work remotely is now a business imperative. 
Having the technology to do so is essential. Agency 
executives and planners will have to be able to access 
all the systems and tech they need to do their jobs 
from wherever they are. 

Collaboration and learning Tools
Beyond the key business tools they require access 
to, agency staff should also have access to reliable 
tech that allows for collaborative work, shared docs, 
video conferencing, internal social networking tools, 
chat groups and messenger apps. These tools will 
facilitate working as a team even while working 
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remotely. Learning remotely will also be essential 
as agency executives will need to upskill on various 
new or unfamiliar areas on an ongoing basis. Having 
a learning platform whether built internally or from 
external providers will be essential. It will need to be 
interactive and engaging to ensure consistency of 
usage and keeping up with skill building. Having a 
way to virtually track the employees learning paths 
and ensure they are on track will need to become 
automated and much more seamless.

Data infrastructure
Data and insights from that data has become business 
critical. If businesses had the right data infrastructure 
in place and had the ability to derive trends and insights 
from this data rapidly then changes to ad messaging 

and strategies could have been done much more 
quickly then they were. Many advertisers had to stop 
all activities as the messaging would have appeared 
tone deaf while everyone was struggling in quarantine. 
Of course data isn’t the only reason for the delay, being 
able to turn creatives around quickly is another which 
we will tackle later. However, being able to tap into 
insights in real time and allow these insights to feed 
into your business strategy will give advertisers an 
edge over their competitors. Agencies, as the guardians 
of their advertisers’ data, are the most strategically 
positioned to be their consultants and advisors in this 
regard. This is why agencies need to ensure they have 
a robust internal cloud based data infrastructure in 
place. In order to be able to query this data at all times, 
to ensure its freshness, maintain its accuracy and to 
be able to activate against the insights from the data 
seamlessly. This requires expertise in data architecture, 
data mining, data analysis and modeling. 
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The Agency 
business model

While many agencies were already moving away from 
their traditional business models, that were purely based 
on media buying, it was happening very gradually. Going 
forward these efforts need to be accelerated as there are 
numerous opportunities for agencies to thrive in a post 
covid environment. 

eCommerce
The biggest focus area of most brands has been how do 
we shift our sales online as quickly as possible. In some 
cases these brands didn’t even have an online presence 
to begin with while in others they relied on online retailers. 
Being able to move clients to direct to customer sales or 
to move them to a mobile first experience is a challenging 
endeavour and requires very specific skill sets and 
experience to do it well. Being able to master customer 
experience excellence and ensure that their advertisers 
not only are able to shift online but are able to deliver 
excellent customer experiences to ensure repeat business 
is key. Advisory and consulting on the complexities of 
establishing an online business is not typically an area 
agencies have established themselves in yet. However, 
when already equipped with capabilities in digital 
advertising and data infrastructure it isn’t inconceivable 
for agencies to establish an offering around eCommerce. 
Some media agencies have already been working hard 
to build out these capabilities and hopefully the shifts in 
the market will help them ramp up quickly. For example, 
IPG has been focusing on eCommerce pre-Covid as Shadi 
Kandil, CEO of MCN Mediabrands believes that, “This 
crisis has packed what would have been a 2-year gradual 
build-up process into a 6 months exercise. Having a well-
rounded strong performance offering is a prerequisite for 
any organization that wants to be relevant in the future”.

UX/UI
Advertising in it’s most traditional sense is no longer 
relevant. What has become critical is delivering the right 
customer experience across all customer touch points. 
To do this effectively you need expertise in data, data 
infrastructure, web development, app development, and 
creative. Being able to leverage data across the entire 
customer journey to ensure their specific needs and 
preferences are taken into account, as well as ensuring 
they receive the right experience is key. These will be 
what make or break companies going forward. Ensuring 
the best possible customer experience is delivered is 
heavily reliant on capabilities around UX/UI which isn’t 
currently an area all media agencies have built out. They 
can partner with specialists in this field, they can acquire 
the talent or they can try to build the capabilities through 
upskilling but this will take much longer. UX/UI has been a 
hot topic for a few years now but it needs to be a part of 
the agency offering either directly or indirectly. Mastering 
the data infrastructure gives you the insights you need but 
these insights need to feed into all customer touchpoints 
to be powerful and impactful. As customer behaviour 
changes, the customer experience needs to change in 
step, without the ability to tap into this expertise there 
will always be a costly delay. Another option is to partner 
within the agency group with the Creative agencies who 
some media agencies believe should have this offering in 
their arsenal.

Creative Capabilities
While the topic of whether media agencies should in-
house the creative piece has been a contentious subject 
for many years. There are aspects of the creative sphere 
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that need to be integrated into the media agency. This is 
especially true in times where quick turnaround is vital to 
the success or even survival of some brands. Developing 
in house creative capabilities, to be able to more quickly 
turn around new messaging and personalization, could 
be a viable option for many media agencies. Capabilities 
in animation, video editing and ad copy might be safer 
to have inhouse or to have a partner that is reliable and 
fast. We are already seeing agencies turning to these 
specialist firms during the crisis. This would of course not 
be required if Creative agencies are able to fundamentally 
change. If they are able to embrace the importance of 
data and technology.

There has also been a realization that production does 
not have to be as expensive as it has been historically for 
video ads. Brands and agencies are having success with 
leaner and cheaper production. This allows for agencies 
to turnaround more video content more quickly. In housing 
some of the production should be possible without huge 
production costs. 

Content Strategy 
Another area not typically existing within media agencies 
is content creation, management and strategy. A great 
deal of the relationships brands are now cultivating with 
their users are not based on products and services. They 
are developing personal relationships with their users 
through brand content whether it’s blogs, online videos, 
and CSR messaging. In times of crisis it’s important 
that a media agency has control over this or potentially 
closely partners on it. Shift in media consumption will 
be permanent in many cases post Covid so brands need 
to rethink the nature of the content not just the format. 
Experts are needed to advise on how to create the right 
experiences even when the brand is not selling. While big 
6 agencies have some of this expertise in their group it is 
not exactly in this way.

Training
Part of the shifts advertisers have had to go through 
require a great deal of learning and development for 
the advertisers themselves. Digital transformation in 
general is not simply a matter of buying technology, it 
requires an understanding of technology and data that 
can then be incorporated into business strategy. Being 
able to factor in the tech and data you have access to 
in your business planning and strategizing is important 
but if you don’t understand the fundamentals of either 
you will struggle to make the right decisions. Agencies 
have much of this expertise in house and can build out 
a training program for their advertisers to help them in 
this area but also to help them in-house some of their 
current activities. Shying away from a client’s desire to 
in-house should be a thing of the past. Advertisers are 
in many cases realizing the importance of keeping their 
online sales activities closer and to do so they need to be 
upskilled on tech, data and media buying. Who better to 
train them then their agencies. This presents agencies 
with a significant opportunity to build out a new revenue 
stream but also to be change agents and consultants to 
their advertisers. 

Data Visualization
While it might not seem like the most glamorous of 
capabilities and often you’ll find most agencies have, 
to a certain extent, expertise in this area, effective 
dashboarding is a critical tool to both agencies and 
marketers. Being able to speed up the time to insights 
and have key metrics at your fingertips allows you to 
derive insights, make quick decisions, determine the 
effectiveness of tests or optimizations and allow you 
to project manage more effectively. Understanding 
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how the crisis was impacting a brand’s business, 
consumer behaviour and consumer sentiment were 
critical during the crisis. However, in most cases, there 
was an absence of a robust data infrastructure and 
also automated reports. Most reporting at agencies is 
done in a very manual way whereby reports are pulled 
from various sources and then manually reconciled 
with each other. The amount of time and effort that 
goes into this process is a waste of the real value 
agency executives can deliver to their advertisers. If 
all systems are integrated and reports are automated 
then there is much more time for thinking and 
deliberating. Not to mention being able to deliver 
dashboards to their customers is a way that gets 
the advertisers to conduct governance and become 
much more involved. From an advertiser perspective 
having easy access to this data will allow them to gain 
leadership buy-in more easily on initiatives and also 
drive their overall business strategy.

Omni Channel Measurement
One of the key areas within dashboarding is the ability 
to measure performance. This is going to be even 
more critical to even more sectors going forward 
as the shift to digital and online sales accelerates. 
Effective and reliable omni channel measurement is 
key to ensuring the efficacy and success of all digital 
endeavours. Attribution and the ability to effectively 
measure across all media and purchase channels will 
become even more critical going forward as more 
budgets are shifted online. In addition new models 
will emerge even in verticals that previously didn’t 
sell online. For example, how can CPG players that 
work with retailers be able to attribute sales to their 
media buys and determine optimal budget allocation? 
Agencies should be playing a bigger role here in terms 
of brokering deals but also setting up the infrastructure 
to be able to ingest and make sense of the data. 

Deciding on the path forward
Ultimately agencies need to determine what business 
they want to be in, as there are numerous areas covered 
here and no agency will be able to cover all of them well. 
Moreover, it might not make sense to try to tackle too 
many. There needs to be a detailed internal assessment 
of what capabilities are existing presently in the agency, 
which can be acquired through hiring or acquisitions and 
which it would make more sense to partner on instead. 
The question is what role does an agency want to play 
in this new landscape and what needs to be done to play 
this role well. 

Commercials and Trading
Once it is clear what business model and menu of services 
an agency will be focusing on, determining how to charge 
for these services and where margins will come from 
need to be decided. Traditional commercial models might 
not be viable in the future. Flexibility, transparency and 
advertiser involvement will require flexible and innovative 
models.

It is unclear what will change but the retainer model might 
be challenging to maintain going forward. Pricing activities 
based on projects, deliverables and results achieved 
might become more commonplace with agencies going 
forward. Retainers prevent flexibility and can often be 
more expensive to maintain for an agency as many costly 
services are lumped in for free. Costing projects based on 
FTEs or on results is already an approach used by smaller 
specialist agencies. Agencies could switch to a KPI based 
structure or revenue share where they charge based on 
the results they are able to achieve. This is already 
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becoming a belief amongst the leadership of the big 6 
agencies in the Middle East, as Raja Trad, the Chairman 
of Publicis Groupe MENA has said, “Similar to many 
industries, it’s all about performance. Commercial 
terms of today might witness a change by relating 
them more to a set of agreed upon business KPIs. The 
industry might also witness more and more project-
based assignments rather than committed long-term 
retainer agreements.”

In addition, Agencies may start moving to more short 
term time frames and planning differently. These might 
be in the form of quarterly commitments and benefits 
with some media suppliers. These will then unlock 
further value in following quarters. This gives agencies 
greater flexibility than upfront annual deals and allows 
them to reshuffle their media allocation based on the 
circumstances they find themselves in.

The shift away from rebates was a trend we were 
already witnessing pre Covid, however, this will be 
accelerated as the focus will be primarily on value and 
the value agencies are able to deliver. We are already 
seeing shifts in this direction as Publicis launched 
an approach called “The Pact” to help mid-sized 
companies whereby “If the desired KPI isn’t met, [They 
will] refund 100% of the client’s entire investment.”6 

(Allison) Similarly, media partners will need to also 
move away from cash rebates towards a partnership 
centric approach. Funding resources, sharing data and 

expertise, and building joint solutions.
In the short term these changes are unlikely as there 
will be cash flow issues across the board, however, 
we could see a move to an exchange for value model 
whereby clients pay agencies in the form of value. It 
could be a talent exchange program where human 
resources are shifted from the business to the agency 
instead of cash payments. 
Overall agencies will require greater flexibility in terms 
of the commercial models they can leverage either with 
partners or clients. 

The post Covid Agency
A post covid agency that continues to thrive will be agile, 
flexible, data driven and deeply ingrained in their client’s 
business. They will need to build expertise in areas that 
feed into and are critical to the success of customer 
experience excellence. Not all agencies will succeed in 
this transformation and some will continue to succeed 
for a short period of time in the old model. However, as 
advertisers realize how vital an effective digital strategy is 
to the success of their business they will turn to partners 
to help them. This realization has happened; it has already 
dawned on them during this crisis. Agencies need to take 
advantage of the significant opportunities this presents 
to them and adapt quickly. 

6Schiff, Allison. “Publicis Groupe Launches Tool To Help Midsize Businesses Weather The COVID-19 Crisis.” AdExchanger, 30 April, 2020, adexchanger.com/agencies/
publicis-groupe-launches-tool-to-help-midsize-businesses-weather-the-covid-19-crisis/. Accessed 14 June, 2020.




