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Managing Inventory Media: From Opaque Trading to Transparent Value 
 
When handled properly, inventory media can indeed help lower media costs. But when 
mismanaged, it can result in loss of transparency, conflicts of interest, and diminished 
value for the advertiser. 
 
What Is Inventory Media? 
Most advertisers’ media plans now include some form of inventory media. Before 
discussing best practices for securing favourable deals, it’s important to clearly define what 
this category involves. 
 
Inventory (or proprietary) media refers to media space sold by agencies to clients on a non-
transparent basis, typically under no-audit clauses, and promoted as offering better 
pricing than standard media buys. 
 
Traditionally, for media to qualify as “inventory,” the agency had to invest in it upfront using 
its own funds. However, this boundary has evolved. Today, agencies can source inventory 
from a wider range of channels such as TV program licensing, retail media, and upfront 
rights purchasing. In these transactions, the agency acts as a principal, not as an agent. 
 
How Inventory Media Works 
Advertisers opt in to include inventory media in their plans, often allocating between 10% 
and 20% of their total media budget nowadays sometimes even more. Because agencies 
take on financial risk when buying media upfront, they expect higher margins on inventory 
media as compensation. This is the risk / reward equation. That said, the risk today is far 
lower than it once was. Many agencies no longer purchase all inventory outright but instead 
use credit lines with publishers and platforms, drawing from them only after client approval. 
This approach allows agencies to manage their portfolios with minimal risk. 
 
What Inventory Media Is Not 
Inventory media should not be confused with: 

- Addressable, biddable, or programmatic media (which are disclosed buys) 
- Free space or agency-related purchase benefits 
- Service Level Agreements (SLAs) 

These other forms carry no financial risk for agencies and should not be repackaged or sold 
as inventory media. 
 
Why Agencies Promote Inventory Media 
Inventory media can be highly profitable for agencies. With margins often 25% or higher, it 
can generate far greater returns than disclosed trading. This strong commercial incentive 
explains why agencies and holding companies increasingly promote it. 
Because inventory media is non-disclosed, it allows agencies to: 

- Use improved pricing to meet performance objectives 
- Limit audit visibility and reduce client oversight 
- Influence both supply and demand, increasing control over pricing 

However, if agencies have genuinely pre-purchased media, external events such as 
recessions, political conflicts, wars, or pandemics can expose them to losses if they cannot 
resell inventory. 
 
Pros and Cons for Advertisers 
For advertisers, the appeal of inventory media lies in its promise of lower prices and access 
to premium placements that might not be available through standard buying channels. 
However, there are significant trade-offs: 
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- No transparency or audit rights 
- Loss of AVBs (Agency Volume Benefits), unbilled media and other financial 

incentives 
- Limited alignment with broader media strategy, as inventory deals can be 

opportunistic 
- Potential conflicts of interest, since agencies are both the seller and buyer of media 

Most importantly, this dual role can compromise media neutrality, making it harder to 
ensure that recommendations truly serve the client’s best interests. 
 
Making Inventory Media Work for You 
If managed carefully, inventory media can help reduce costs and add value. Here’s how to 
approach it strategically: 
 
1. Approval Process 
Avoid signing a general opt-in. Require line-by-line approvals on your media plan, with each 
inventory placement clearly identified. Ideally, implement an electronic approval system that 
is codified within your contract.  
2. Commercial Controls 
Agree on a specific spending cap for inventory media — typically 10–20% of total media 
spend. This prevents overexposure and allows you to maintain leverage. Require your 
agency to report quarterly against this cap. Ensure there is a clear audit trail via invoices 
from an inventory media partner and proof of delivery. 
3. Proving Value 
Insist on proof of savings. The agency should demonstrate that inventory media delivers a 
lower cost than an equivalent direct buy. Consider establishing a minimum saving 
threshold, a profit-share, or a rebate structure to ensure mutual benefit. 
4. Clear Definition of inventory media & Contract Codification 
Ensure your contract contains a precise and unambiguous definition of inventory media. 
Clear definitions make it possible to align, monitor and manage performance effectively. All 
definitions, approval processes, spending caps, and reporting requirements should 
be formally documented in your contract. This provides a foundation for accountability, 
enabling audits and compensation if commitments are not met. 
 
In Summary 
Inventory media involves agencies selling media space on a non-transparent basis, often 
promising better prices than traditional buys. While the financial benefits to agencies are 
clear, advertisers can also gain — provided they manage the process with robust controls. 
To make inventory media work effectively: 

- Define it clearly 
- Approve each placement explicitly 
- Set and monitor spending caps 
- Demand proof of value and delivery 

When handled properly, inventory media can indeed help lower media costs. But when 
mismanaged, it can result in loss of transparency, conflicts of interest, and diminished 
value for the advertiser. 
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How 3ACompliance Delivers Value 
Audit: End-to-end Media and Inventory Contract Compliance Audits across media 
disciplines, identifying areas of contractual non-compliance and value assesment 
Analysis: Turning complex audit data into actionable insights that support strategic 
and operational decision-making. 
Assessment: Providing clear recommendations, contractual & process updates, 
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 
    


