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Rethinking Audit Frequency in Media Contract Compliance 
 
Regular, structured audits — conducted “little and often” — foster better financial 
governance, reduce risk, and embed compliance discipline as an ongoing business 
practice rather than a retrospective exercise. 
 
 
The Case for a Shorter Audit Cycle 
Historically, media and marketing contract compliance audits have been conducted 
on a two-year cycle, covering 24 months of activity at once. This cadence originated 
when compliance auditing was new to the marketing sector, agency teams were less 
experienced, and digital transformation was still in its infancy. 
However, auditing so far in arrears no longer meets the needs of today’s dynamic 
media landscape. Findings delivered two or three years after activity offer limited 
value for forward planning. In an era of constant innovation, this delay prevents 
advertisers from acting on insights that could immediately improve ROI. 
A shift toward more frequent and continuous auditing provides better governance, 
faster learnings, and stronger financial control.  
 
Three areas, in particular, demonstrate the need for this change: 
 
1. Inventory Media 
Inventory media — where agencies purchase media upfront and resell it to clients — 
has expanded rapidly in recent years. While it can offer cost efficiencies, it also 
limits audit rights and transparency, as agencies act as principals rather than agents. 
 
Without regular, constant oversight, advertisers risk losing visibility of costs, mark-
ups, and allocation decisions. A biannual or continuous audit cadence helps ensure 
proper controls, spend caps, and compliance with contract terms. This is especially 
important given the growing volume of media now traded under proprietary or 
inventory arrangements. 
 
2. Unbilled Media 
Unbilled media occurs when an agency invoices a client before receiving matching 
invoices from media suppliers — common in markets such as the UK, where most 
billings are based on estimates. This creates timing differences and potential cash 
exposure for advertisers. 
 
More frequent reconciliation and auditing helps identify unbilled balances sooner, 
recover funds faster, and reduce outstanding discrepancies. Moving from biennial 
to quarterly or rolling audits significantly strengthens financial hygiene and 
accountability. 
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3. Complex, Multi-Market Budgets 
Advertisers managing multiple brands and markets face increasing complexity across 
numerous stakeholders and approval layers. For these organisations, waiting one or 
two years to audit spend is impractical and increases risks. 
An “always-on” audit approach — combining monthly or quarterly financial 
verification with an annual compliance review — provides real-time oversight 
without duplication of effort. This model aligns well with global, centrally managed 
budgets where agility and transparency are essential. 
 
Turning Insight into Action 
Auditing closer to the point of investment enables brands to apply findings 
immediately, improving financial accuracy, compliance discipline, and ROI. It also 
strengthens agency relationships by promoting transparency, early issue resolution, 
and shared accountability. 
 
Continuous audit practices allow advertisers to: 

- Identify and recover unbilled or misallocated funds faster 
- Ensure timely process improvements and KPI adjustments 
- Refresh contractual terms in line with evolving media models 

 
Tailored Audit Models on audit spend and complexity: 
 
1, Large or global advertisers: 
An always-on or quarterly cadence offers the greatest value, particularly where spend 
is fragmented across brands and territories. This approach maintains continuous 
financial control and supports real-time reconciliation of unbilled media. 
 
2, Smaller or single-market advertisers: 
An annual audit may be sufficient, balancing rigour with efficiency. It ensures unbilled 
media is managed effectively and that learnings can be quickly implemented without 
excessive administrative burden. 
 
3, Startup Audits: Building Strong Foundations for New Partnerships 
Conducting an audit within the first 3–6 months of a new agency relationship 
ensures early alignment between process, performance, and contract expectations. 
This early-stage review identifies gaps, accelerates learning, and embeds best 
practices from the outset — helping clients secure value, transparency, and control 
before inefficiencies take root. 
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Conclusion 
In today’s fast-evolving media environment, the traditional two-year audit cycle is 
often outdated. Adopting a more frequent, forward-looking audit cadence delivers 
measurable benefits — from improved cash recovery and process efficiency to 
enhanced ROI and agency accountability. 
 
How 3ACompliance Delivers Value 
Audit: Setting the optimal audit frequency ensures maximum transparency, 
governance, and value delivery. 
Analysis: Continuous monitoring of outcomes allows timely adjustments to the audit 
cycle for sustained effectiveness. 
Assessment: Regular performance evaluations transform audit insights into 
measurable ROI and stronger accountability. 
 
3ACompliance turns contract compliance into competitive advantage — delivering 
actionable audits, proven ROI, and clarity that strengthens agency partnerships and 
business performance 
 
    


