Compliance

The Shifting Structure of Creative and Production Agency Models

While media contract audits have become standard industry practice, creative and production
agencies often operate without equivalent commercial review. Yet, their financial impact and
strategic influence have increased substantially.

As agency models diversify and scopes broaden, the absence of structured compliance
oversight presents growing risk. A modern, fit-for-purpose creative compliance framework is
now essential to ensure transparency, value delivery and contractual integrity.

Historical Context

Media agency contract compliance audits have been established practice for more than two
decades. As the largest recipients of marketing and communication investment, these
agencies have undergone continuous scrutiny, leading to measurable improvements in
transparency, governance, and contractual compliance.

Following the separation of media and creative services, creative agencies traditionally
focused on above-the-line campaigns—primarily large-scale television and brand-building
activities. However, the shift toward digital, content-driven marketing has expanded their
role, scope of work and overall spend profile significantly.

Market Evolution and Scope Expansion

The creative and production landscape has evolved considerably. Most network agencies
now offer fully integrated, through-the-line solutions—often developed through acquisitions
or mergers. These expanded capabilities now include:

Point-of-sale and below-the-line support

Production and content creation

Digital assets and e-commerce

Public relations, loyalty and affiliate programs

Sports marketing, activations and events

This convergence has blurred traditional boundaries between media, creative, and
production disciplines, increasing both operational interdependencies and compliance
complexity.

Spend, Speed, and Complexity

Historically, the ratio of creative to media spend ranged from 1:10 to 1:5. Current trends
indicate a narrowing ratio of 1:5 to 1:3, reflecting the growing financial significance of
creative and production services.

In parallel, the acceleration of project turnaround times—driven by digital production cycles
and multi-channel demands—has increased operational complexity. Existing processes and
controls often lag behind this pace of change, exposing gaps in governance, documentation
and approval workflows.

Contractual Maturity and Risks

While media contracts have benefited from continuous evolution, supported by industry
frameworks such as ANA, ISBA, and WFA, equivalent progress has not been mirrored across
creative and production contracts.
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Many creative contracts remain legacy agreements—outdated, single-purpose, and ill-suited
to today's through-the-line models. As a result, organisations face recurring issues such as:

- Ambiguous or outdated Statements of Work (SOWs)

- Out-of-scope and ad-hoc fee structures

- Inefficient resource and cost management

- Hidden margins and unverified production mark-ups

- Unapproved use of related parties creating lack of transparency

- Controls applied to main agency not mirrored within related parties
Targeted auditing can identify these inefficiencies and drive contract modernisation to
ensure commercial fairness and accountability.

Organisational Shifts and the Case for Audit Focus

Evolving delivery models—such as in-sourcing, creative hubs, and related-party production
networks—offer speed and scale benefits but reduce transparency. Consolidation of spend
within fewer suppliers often concentrates value without equivalent visibility of underlying
costs or savings passed back to clients.

Purpose and Rationale for Review
As marketing ecosystems evolve, the need to review and modernise creative agency
contracts has become critical. A Creative Contract Compliance Audit serves as both a
verification and an optimisation tool—ensuring that marketing investments deliver
measurable value while maintaining commercial integrity.
This process provides clear visibility across spend and operations, enabling organisations to:

- Confirm the accuracy of billed costs and recover missed or misallocated funds

- Optimise contracts, fee models and scope agreements for modern delivery

requirements

- Strengthen governance, transparency, and accountability across creative operations
With creative-to-media spend ratios narrowing to 1:3-1:5, and agency remits expanding to
include digital content, eCommerce, PR, and experiential marketing, the case for contract
modernisation is more pressing than ever.

Areas of Assessment and Insight
A creative compliance audit provides deep diagnostic insight into the financial and
operational health of the client-agency relationship. Typical areas of evaluation include:
- Contract Terms and Remuneration Models — Assessing whether fee structures, mark-
ups and rate cards remain equitable and aligned with current market practice.
- Pass-Through and Related-Party Transactions — Verifying the legitimacy, transparency
and approval of third-party or affiliated supplier costs.
- Production and Studio Charges — Reviewing disbursements, supplier quotes,
redemptions, and volume-based rebates.
- Budgetary Control and WIP Management — Testing accuracy and timeliness of
reconciliations, including project-level visibility of spend and deliverables.
- Governance and Compliance Frameworks — Evaluating process adherence, sign-off
procedures, and the effectiveness of internal oversight mechanisms.
These insights collectively identify efficiency gaps, improve controls, and inform contract and
process redesign.
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Implementing the Audit Process
An effective creative contract compliance audit follows a structured, collaborative approach:
1. Scoping and Contract Mapping — Identifying active agreements, associated SOWs, and
supplier relationships.
2. Data Collection and Verification — Reviewing financial records, project reconciliations,
and supplier documentation.
3. Testing and Validation — ldentifying risks and comparing actual cost flows and mark-
ups against contractual obligations.
4. Findings and Recovery Identification — Highlighting financial recoveries, efficiency
gaps, and governance risks.
5. Recommendations and Action Planning — Defining improvement actions, contract
revisions, and training requirements.
This process not only validates current performance but also builds a foundation for
continuous improvement and future audit readiness.

Benefits and Strategic Outcomes
The outcomes of a creative audit extend beyond financial recovery. A well-executed review
delivers sustainable, long-term benefits, including:
- Validated Spend and Financial Integrity — Independent confirmation that funds have
been deployed as intended.
- Contract Renewal and Modernisation — Updating terms and SOWs to reflect modern
working practices and delivery speed.
- Enhanced Transparency and Trust — Establishing open dialogue and clear
accountability between client and agency.
- Operational Efficiency — Streamlining approval, budgeting and reconciliation
processes.
- Continuous Improvement and Value Creation — Translating audit findings into
measurable commercial outcomes.

The Case for Continuous Compliance
Given the pace of change in the creative sector, a one-time audit is no longer sufficient. As
creative investments grow in value and complexity, organisations benefit most from
an ongoing compliance model—integrating regular reviews, quarterly or annual validations,
and active contract management.
This continuous approach ensures that:

- Learnings are applied in near real-time, improving ROI on future spend.

- Contracts remain aligned with evolving business needs and market innovations.

- Governance frameworks mature alongside creative capability.
A modern, structured creative compliance program transforms audit insight into sustained
commercial advantage, positioning marketing organisations for transparency, resilience, and
long-term success.

3A Compliance Limited
Company number: 16787712



Compliance

How 3ACompliance Delivers Value

Audit: End-to-end Contract Compliance Audits across creative and production
disciplines, identifying areas of financial leakage and contractual non-compliance.
Analysis: Turning complex audit data into actionable insights that support strategic
and operational decision-making.

Assessment: Providing clear recommendations, remediation actions, and future
control enhancements to reinforce transparency and maximise commercial return.

3ACompliance turns contract compliance into competitive advantage — delivering actionable
audits, proven ROI, and clarity that strengthens agency partnerships and business performance

3A Compliance Limited
Company number: 16787712



