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The ICA believes that current agency search processes such as RFPs, 
pitches, and spec creative presentations are failing to showcase agency 
abilities and expertise.

Even more importantly, what should deliver new ideas, innovation, 
and provide solutions to your unique business challenges, is all too 
often clogged in inefficiency.

That’s why we’re launching this exciting initiative, designed to ready 
both advertisers and agencies when embarking on a new relationship. 
This guide explains a new approach, based on QBS (Qualification-Based 
Selection), which will ultimately help client procurement professionals 
to buy creative services that are critical, complex, custom and costly. 

IT’S TIME TO CHANGE THE 
AGENCY SELECTION PROCESS

Shifting budgets and increasing 
business challenges mean that it 
makes sense for us to invest in 
partnerships with key vendors. 
Private sector 
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We’ve been inspired to adopt the principles of QBS by our creative 
friends in the architecture and engineering sectors, and this guide 
explains the why and the how. This living, breathing document will 
grow & evolve over time based on your feedback, interrogation 
and redevelopment. 

This is part of the ICA’s commitment to transforming relationships 
between advertisers and agencies and reimagining how agencies and 
their creative partnership should be encouraged and developed.

And don’t forget, we want to talk directly to you, the advertisers. Bring 
us in to engage with your marketing and procurement teams, and 
to help them understand and adopt this best practice. Your peers 
have already started using this process and are seeing some amazing 
results, so take action now and contact the ICA. 

- 
Leah Power, ICA, EVP, Agency Operations, ICA 
goodpitch@theica.ca

DISCLAIMER 
Care has been taken to trace and identify ownership of any copyright material used in this 
publication. The publisher welcomes any information that enables them to correct any 
reference or credit for subsequent editions.

Issuing and receiving procurement documents may establish contractual and/or other rights 
and obligations. No part of the information in this document is intended as, or should be 
substituted for, legal advice. All procurement documents and processes should be reviewed 
by your lawyer or legal department before being issued. 

We cast our net too wide at the 
beginning. Next time we’ll just 
hand pick the right few agencies 
to participate.  
Not-for-profit
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Hiring an agency is a very important event for many organizations. 
Agency fees can be substantial, the spending agencies direct is usually 
significant, and the impact of the agency’s work on the bottom line of 
the client is often direct and critical. It is reasonable to suggest that the 
selection process used to identify the agency that will drive the greatest 
value for the client should be equally important.

Along with identifying the best agency, the process should be fair, 
transparent, efficient and provide a tangible method for quantifying 
the value and relevance of intangible expertise. The decision should 
be made methodically based on best-practices used to purchase 
professional services that are often difficult to evaluate because they 
are intangible, custom, complex, and costly.

Unfortunately, in the above areas, the traditional price-based Request 
for Proposal (RFP) process falls short. This procurement process has 
long been recognized by agencies and other professional services 
firms (ranging from architecture to IT to management consulting) and 
leaders in the procurement community, as a race to the bottom that 
serves neither the interests of the agency nor the client.

To that end, Qualifications-Based Selection was developed many 
decades ago to overcome the shortcomings of the price-based RFP. 
This process will be of interest to clients that recognize that choosing  
to work with the most appropriately qualified agency at a fair price,  
will always be better than working with the least qualified agency at  
a low price, and that collaboration trumps adversarial relationships 
every day.

CLIENTS HIRING AGENCIES  
OR CREATIVE SERVICES
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Similarly, agencies can also benefit from, and should support, 
the procurement process they are suggesting their clients use, 
by using that process themselves. Many already do so intuitively 
by automatically turning to specialists and experts that they 
have worked with in the past, sharing budget information, and 
discussing how to best work together on a photo shoot, illustration 
project, video production, social media strategy, or other creative 
collaboration on behalf of an agency client. Sadly, too many still 
know only to “get three quotes” and go with the lowest.

This guide is an attempt to provide insight into the “why” and 
the “how” of abandoning the price-based RFP, and the ways that 
QBS serves the interests of the client, the agency, the freelancers 
and service firms that partner with agencies, and ultimately the 
entire profession. 

NOTE: 
For ease of reading, the word “agency” will be used in this document to 
mean any provider of marketing communications or related services 
including media services, public relations, creative firms, digital media 
firms, experiential, video, social media, market research, etc.

AGENCIES HIRING OTHER 
CREATIVE SERVICES AND 
FREELANCERS
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HOW TO USE 

THIS GUIDE 
TO HIRE 

AN AGENCY

2
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Innovation is rarely about technology. Innovation is typically about 
doing things better. Although that is often facilitated by better 
technology, it is always rooted in better process.

Qualifications-Based Selection (QBS) is an agency selection process 
that requires no new technology, no new budgets, no new staff or 
policies, and very little new information. The only requirement is a 
commitment to implement a better way of finding and hiring the right 
agency. It’s a very simple concept but one that some will find hard 
to accept (“What do you mean we don’t ask them for a price!?”)
This guide has been provided by the Institute of Communication 
Agencies to assist agency clients (and agencies) to understand what 
QBS is, how it works, how to structure their first QBS procurement, 
and most importantly, to have the tools, support, confidence and 
process required to implement this innovation. 

To that end, this guide transitions from history and high-level theory, 
to practical explanation, and finally into templates and step-by-step 
directions required for a successful QBS procurement using the 
familiar price-based Request for Proposal (RFP) process as the starting 
point for the transition.

THIS GUIDE IS ABOUT CLIENT/
AGENCY INNOVATION AND 
COLLABORATION

What do you mean 
we don’t ask them 
for a price...
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WHAT IS  

QUALIFICATIONS  

BASED-SELECTION?

3
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Qualifications-Based Selection is a procurement process that 
focuses on finding the most qualified provider of professional 
services, at a fair and negotiated price, instead of the least qualified 
provider, at an artificially low price.

In 1972, the United States federal government implemented 
the Brooks Act, federal legislation that requires that low-price 
not be part of the selection criteria when hiring engineering or 
architecture firms. It is interesting to note that since then 47 states 
have also implemented similar legislation and in almost 50 years, 
none have reverted to the use of price-based RFPs.

Several studies have proven that when compared to a typical 
price-based Request for Proposal (RFP) process, QBS provides a 
quicker and lower cost procurement process, that delivers higher 
quality solutions with fewer schedule and budget overages, greater 
innovation, long-term solutions instead of short-term thinking, 
and lower long-term costs.

QBS is identified as a procurement best-practice and has been 
used around the globe primarily in the selection of architecture and 
engineering services for decades and has been making significant 
inroads into other professional services such as advertising, 
creative services, management consulting, and IT. It is perfect for 
professional services that are custom, complex, and costly and in 
this regard, it is a perfect solution to address the significant issues 
related to the typical price-based Request for Proposal (RFP) used 
in many agency procurements.

It’s important to make it easy 
for agencies to ask questions 
throughout the process. 
Private sector 
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HOW DOES QBS  

RELATE TO 

VALUE-PRICING?

4
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• A Cost Strategy where production cost plus some industry 
standard markup is implemented.

• A Competition Strategy where firms benchmark their prices against 
the industry norms.

• A Consumer Strategy where pricing is a function of the value 
achieved by the purchaser as a result of the purchase (often 
referred to a Value Pricing or Value-Based Pricing). 

Commodity goods and services are typically priced using the Cost 
Strategy, and occasionally using the Competition Strategy. Generalist, 
poorly defined goods and services are often stuck in the middle using 
the Competition Strategy because they do not have the economies of 
scale to compete on low price but are not sufficiently differentiated to 
utilize a Consumer Strategy or Value-Based pricing.

True expert services in any sector are always priced as a function of 
the value that those services bring to a client. In a simple illustration, 
paying $20,000 to an expert that can quickly solve a $100,000 business 
challenge for a client is better than paying $2,000 to a generalist firm 
that might not be able to solve that same business challenge, 
or require a longer time to solve it.

QBS lines up nicely with Value-Based pricing because QBS focuses 
on identifying the agency that will bring the highest value to a client, 
instead of identifying the lowest cost agency. Smart clients recognize 
that there is significant difference between value and cost. Smarter 
clients recognize that QBS identifies an agency with high value, and 
that an RFP delivers an agency with the lowest cost.

THERE ARE THREE BASIC 
STRATEGIES THAT CAN BE USED 
WHEN PRICING ANY PRODUCT 
OR SERVICE:
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A few years ago, I contacted a firm that had issued an RFP for a 
communications campaign. They had disclosed the budget of $100,000 
(which was a great move on their part) but then in the evaluation 
section indicated that hourly rate would be 25% of the selection. I 
pointed out to them that their process was biased toward selecting 
the least qualified firm as the most qualified firms would have the 
highest hourly rate, but because of their expertise would likely be able 
to complete the $100,000 project in less time than the lesser qualified 
firm with the lowest hourly rate. 

I used the analogy of hiring someone to manage your finances. Warren 
Buffet could do in 10 minutes what some kid right out of school might 
spend weeks on. At the end of the day, whoever was selected – Warren 
or the kid – would be paid $100,000 but the use of hourly rate as a 
selection criterion guaranteed that the kid would win the contract 
even though they would take longer and very likely provide a far lower 
quality solution.

I asked them why hourly rate mattered if at the end of the day, the 
winning agency would be paid $100,000 regardless of how many hours 
they took to deliver the campaign.

The response from the client was that “they had to have some 
objective way of selecting a winner.”

The lesson here is that evaluating intangibles such as agency expertise 
can be difficult. QBS provides the structure to make that evaluation, 
and make it objectively, and ensure that clients hire the most qualified 
agency that they can afford, instead of the least qualified agency, at the 
lowest price which is the inherent bias of the RFP process.

- 
Cal Harrison, Author

EVALUATE AGENCY 
EXPERTISE
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ISSUES WITH THE 

EXISTING RFP 

PROCESS

5
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While it appears to be a reasonable and balanced procurement 
process, the typical price-based RFP has many issues, many of which 
are not immediately obvious, but real and costly nonetheless. Some of 
those are illustrated below. 

PRICE OFTEN BECOMES THE DECIDING FACTOR, EVEN WHEN 
WEIGHTED AS LITTLE AS 5% OR 10% 
 
Poor or absent scoring rubrics in a typical RFP lead to subjective 
clustering of scores around critical categories such as Qualifications, 
Expertise, Customer Service or Methodology leaving price as the only 
true objective differentiator. So even when weighted very modestly, 
low price often becomes the de facto 100% deciding factor on a 
contract. 

SUPPLIERS ARE INCENTED TO FOCUS ON PROVIDING THE 
LEAST VIABLE, INSTEAD OF THE MOST VALUABLE, SOLUTION 

Every agency has been in dozens of debriefs where they were told 
some version of “we felt that all the proposals were great and any 
one of the agencies could do the job, but agency X had the lowest 
price.” This causes agencies to focus their proposal writing efforts 
on interpreting the project in its least viable form so that the lowest 
possible price can be provided. This means considerations like long-
term costs and innovation are abandoned in favour of whittling down 
the price as much as possible. This creates huge opportunity costs for 
clients that procure themselves into the least viable version of their 
project, instead of the most valuable version.
 

PRICING A PROJECT IS TIME-CONSUMING AND EXPENSIVE 
FOR AGENCIES (AND CLIENTS ALWAYS PAY THIS COST) 

The worst outcome for an agency submitting a proposal in response to 
a price-based RFP is that they win the proposal – but they underpriced 
the work meaning they have to deliver the project while losing money. 
To avoid this disaster scenario, agencies spend many, many hours 
calculating prices that must be as low as possible, while still providing 
some profit. A simple metric that I have found over the years is that a 
price-based proposal costs ten-times more for an agency to prepare 
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than a qualifications-based proposal. Here’s why: agency qualification 
proposals are like resumes – they don’t change much over short 
periods of time. While a qualifications-based proposal is certainly 
customized for a client, it does not require the research, strategizing, 
cost calculating, and customization that a price-based proposal 
requires. An agency can more efficiently prepare a qualifications-based 
proposal for $2,000 to $10,000 because they are utilizing existing 
libraries of case-studies, bios, previous projects, and information about 
their corporate history and methodology. A price-based proposal can 
easily cost $20,000 to $100,000 to create because to price a project 
accurately you often actually have to start doing the work. (I have 
architecture clients that spend a million dollars on a proposal and 
am guessing that there are agency pitches in that neighbourhood. 
Hopefully clients realize that all those costs must ultimately be shifted 
back to them.) Note that as an overhead cost to the agency, this cost is 
baked in to the fees charged by agencies when they do win a project. 
Clients interested in having the lowest fees possible should reconsider 
their use of the price-based RFP which increases costs to the agencies.

THE MOST QUALIFIED FIRMS ARE THE LEAST LIKELY TO 
RESPOND TO A PRICE-BASED RFP

“RFP Work” is viewed by proponents in every profession as the work 
of last resort. It is expensive to win, usually offers the lowest margins, 
and has the least loyalty as it often goes up for review every three 
years regardless of supplier performance. Strong, desirable firms, 
with deep and focussed expertise that attract clients (often without a 
competition) are the least likely to respond to an RFP that is expensive 
to write and favours their poorly positioned, generalist, low-price 
competitors. 

RFP PROJECTS BEGIN AGENCY RELATIONSHIPS AS 
ADVERSARIAL WHILE THE QBS PROCESS IS FAR MORE 
COLLABORATIVE

While an RFP demands “here’s what we want – tell us how cheap 
you can sell it to us,” a QBS procurement inquires “do you have this 
expertise and if so, what’s the best way we can work together?”
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THE ICA RECENTLY ASKED ITS 
MEMBERS WHAT ISSUES THEY 
FACE IN THE RFP PROCESS 

In October of 2018 the ICA conducted their bi-annual New Business 
Survey asking agencies about their recent new business experiences.

TOO MUCH WORK IS REQUIRED BY THE AGENCY, WITH NOT 
ENOUGH INFORMATION PROVIDED BY THE CLIENT 
 
This is clearly illustrated by the issues with the greatest 
“highly problematic” scores: 

• Process/deliverables (including spec) 
for pitch is disproportional (54.17%)

• No budget disclosure (54.17%)
• Undisclosed mandate, size or scope (34.78%)

AGENCIES DO NOT TRUST THE PITCH PROCESS 

The second most problematic cluster of issues 
identified as “highly problematic” in the survey include:

• Unclear feedback in process (29.17%)
• Predetermined result (25%)
• Cost reduction as the primary motivation (21.74%)
• Lack of exposure/access to clients (20.83%)
• Unclear list of decision makers (20.83)
• Timeliness of feedback/KPIs (18.18)
• Unclear criteria/disclosure of trigger/main 

motivation for pitch (17.39%)
• Forfeiting ownership of pitch IP (17.39%) 

 
 
 
 

NO.1 HIGHLY PROBLEMATIC

NO.2 HIGHLY PROBLEMATIC
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THERE ARE SIGNIFICANT PROCESS 
ISSUES RELATED TO PITCHES 
 
This is illustrated by the third cluster of 
“highly problematic” scores: 

• Requirement to commit to fixed project price (16.67%)
• Deviation from agreed upon process (12.5%)
• Unreasonable NDA (12.5%)
• Aborted pitch (12.5%)
• Biased search consultants (12.5%)
• Changing criteria (8.33%)

SPEC CREATIVE REMAINS AN ISSUE 
 
When asked “Is there anything you would recommend to improve 
the pitching process?” 40% of respondents specifically identified 
that spec creative should never be part of a pitch process. 
An additional 13.3% made indirect comments related to the 
elimination of spec creative. 

NO.3 HIGHLY PROBLEMATIC

40% of respondents specifically 
identified that spec creative should 
never be part of a pitch process.
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THE STORY BEHIND 

QUALIFICATIONS- 

BASED SELECTIONS
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Qualifications-Based Selection is a procurement process that facilitates 
the selection of the most appropriately qualified firm for a project that 
is typically critical, custom, complex, and costly.

It is fair, transparent, easily and objectively audited, efficient for both 
client and service provider, and for decades has been proven in 
research study after research study, and case study after case study, 
to provide the greatest value for clients.

It is a procurement process that selects the most qualified firm at a fair 
price, instead of the least qualified firm at the lowest price (which is 
what the price-based Request for Proposal and Best-Value processes 
are designed to deliver).

QBS is identified as a best-practice by virtually every professional 
services provider association in the world with exceptionally strong 
support from the architecture and engineering sectors where it 
was born.

QBS is most famously supported by The Brooks Act in the United States 
which was signed into law on October 27, 1972 by the President of the 
United States making it illegal to use low-price to select an architecture 
or engineering firm for US federal government projects. However, price 
is still an evaluated criterion – it’s just not a criterion used to determine 
which firm is the most suitable for the project.

 Some opponents of QBS often claim that the QBS process gives 
service providers the opportunity to charge whatever they would like 
once they have been identified as the most suitably qualified firm 
– as you read this guide you will see this is absolutely false.

QBS is the answer for clients that would prefer to engage the highest 
value provider they can afford, at a price that is fair to both client 
and provider.

HISTORY
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RATIONALE, ROI, AND METRICS 
 
Being born of architecture and engineering, the QBS history and 
metrics come from those same sectors. However, these metrics 
provide benchmarks that can be reasonably used to understand the 
advantages that QBS can offer to those in the creative services sector.

One of the most famous QBS studies was undertaken by Dr. Paul 
Chinowsky (University of Colorado) and Dr. Gordon A. Kingsley 
(Georgia Institute of Technology)1, both noted experts in public policy. 
They identified the following advantages when QBS was used to 
procure engineering services. And again, it is reasonable to conclude 
that similar advantages would be gained when using QBS to procure 
other similar professional services such as those in the creative 
professions.

• Lower project cost growth

• Lower project schedule growth

• Very high percentage of clients using QBS rated the success 
of their projects as high or very high

• QBS procurements were more likely to address social issues 
such as sustainability

• QBS procurements were more likely to address the concerns 
of more stakeholders

• QBS procurements promote a higher level of innovation 
and protect IP

• QBS procurements lower risk for complex projects 
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SHIFT FROM AN ADVERSARIAL TO A COLLABORATIVE PROCESS  
Some of the key benefits of QBS stem from the different relationship 
that the QBS process fosters between client and agency.

QBS IS A COLLABORATIVE CONVERSATION ABOUT VALUE 
 
“Our firm is looking for help to increase sales in our upscale 
urban male teen fashion brand. It makes sense for us to spend 
about $500,000 on creative for the campaign (but we would like 
to discuss that number with you) and we would like to partner 
with a firm that has had success – especially using digital media – 
to drive sales in this market in eastern Canada. Tell us about the 
work your firm has done in that area.”

A PRICE-BASED RFP IS A TRANSACTION BASED ON PRICE 
 
“Our firm is looking for help to increase sales in our upscale urban 
male teen fashion brand. We can’t tell you our budget, but we 
would like to partner with a firm that has had success – especially 
using digital media – to drive sales in this market in eastern 
Canada. Tell us about the work your firm has done in that area 
and how much your fees would be.”

Do you see the difference these slight changes 
make? One is a collaboration between expert 
partners. The other is a transaction between a 
client and a service provider – a decision that 
will be heavily influenced by the lowest price.

VALUE FOCUS

PRICE FOCUS
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LONG-TERM, INSTEAD OF SHORT-TERM, DECISION-MAKING  
While the QBS conversation encourages the agency to frame the 
opportunity to maximize long-term success for the client, the RFP 
transaction language immediately puts the agency on notice that they 
are competing for this project and they had better sharpen their pencil 
– even before they have an opportunity to truly understand 
the engagement. 

As you can imagine, this drives out any thoughts of innovation or 
long-term thinking – to win an RFP the agency is usually excluded from 
interaction with the client on important elements such as budget and 
forced to retreat and focus on delivering the minimum viable proposal, 
at the lowest possible price.

THE LEAP FROM ARCHITECTURE AND ENGINEERING TO 
COMMUNICATIONS AGENCIES 
 
Advocacy for QBS in the architecture and engineering professions 
has been wide-spread and strong for decades in the United States. 
In Canada, QBS has had significant architecture and engineering 
advocacy for over a decade. As a result, we are seeing successes in 
Canada like the federal government QBS pilot project for architecture 
and engineering announced in February 2018.

Over the previous decade, many organizations such as the Ontario 
Association of Architects and the Association of Consulting Engineering 
Companies (Canada) have worked with groups like The Association 
of Registered Graphic Designers, The Society of Graphic Designers of 
Canada, and The Institute of Communication Agencies to extend the 
advocacy of QBS in Canada from architecture and engineering into 
other related creative professions. 

The reality is that the support for QBS by other professions helps the 
architecture and engineering communities to achieve QBS successes 
like the federal government pilot, which in turn then helps adoption 
of QBS into the other professions. It’s a circular economy of support.

• There are many common elements between architecture/
engineering and agencies that make the adoption of QBS by 
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purchasers of creative services logical and attractive. Similar to 
architecture and engineering services:

• Agency expertise is a complex, intangible asset

• Agency solutions involve sophisticated design and strategy 
expertise and process

• Agency solutions are usually custom, complex and costly

• Agency solutions are often just a small fraction of the total project 
cost but are critical in determining how to most effectively allocate 
total expenditures

• Agency solutions are strategically critical to the success of the client

• Agency fees are typically a small part of the overall campaign cost, 
but they have a significant influence on the effectiveness of the 
other spending (media placement, production costs, etc.)

Modelling the procurement of agency services on the QBS 
procurement of architecture and engineering has many parallels. 
It also addresses the question of risk – if QBS is appropriate for the 
procurement of services that will design the mega-billion-dollar 
infrastructure projects of the largest economies in the world (such as 
the United States), why would it not be suitable for the procurement 
of similar other professional services such as those in the creative 
professions?

For a more detailed understanding of QBS in Canada see Appendix F – 
The State of QBS in Canada.

THE MOST COMMON BARRIER TO ADOPTION –  
A LACK OF UNDERSTANDING OF THE QBS ALTERNATIVE 
 
Many people can’t get past the idea of sharing a budget range with 
a potential agency supplier, and not providing any additional weight 
to a supplier for having the lowest price. They see QBS as missing a 
critical element of any supplier evaluation because it does not initially 
evaluate price.
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The key is to shift that thinking so that they see taking price out of the 
equation as an advantage instead of disadvantage.

Years ago, I spoke at a conference of procurement professionals and 
when I told them that they need to disclose a budget during their 
procurement for professional services one fellow responded, “But if I 
disclose my budget, they’re all going to come in at that budget.”

My response was that is a huge advantage because when you know 
they are all working with the same budget it is WAY easier to identify 
which firm is bringing the most value to that budget. And it is also the 
way to get innovation and long-term thinking out of agencies.

It’s important to emphasize that once you have identified the agency 
with the greatest value THEN you begin the important process 
of evaluating the final scope and the price. And if the price is not 
satisfactory then you move on to negotiations with the second-most 
qualified agency.

In that way you are always guaranteed to work with the most qualified 
agency that you can afford.

HOW CAN YOU GET INTERNAL BUY-IN? 
 
When you begin to discuss a procurement process that does not 
initially evaluate price, you will make some people in your organization 
nervous. Your goal is to reassure them that the process does not 
INITIALLY evaluate price, but that price evaluation does happen during 
the negotiation with the most appropriately qualified agency, once it 
has been selected – not before it has been selected. 

If a suitable scope and price cannot be negotiated, the agency knows 
that your firm will terminate discussions and initiate them with the 
second most qualified agency, so agencies have a huge incentive to 
keep their pencils sharp.

The advantage is that by working together, the client and the most 
qualified agency can collaboratively develop a scope and budget that 
delivers high value at a fair price and avoid many of the downstream 
project delivery issues that could easily be solved at the time of 
procurement.
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An RFP process on the other hand is an adversarial process that forces 
agencies to guess at what their price should be based on very little 
client information, and then “throw it over the wall” to see if they have 
sufficiently discounted the project and their fees in order to win the 
low-bid element of the selection (without which they are unlikely to win 
the project).

SOME KEY MESSAGES TO USE INTERNALLY:

 
We are already using this process in HR to hire staff – we are now just 
adopting this process to hire contractors.

 
This process is designed to identify the most appropriately qualified agency 
at a fair price, instead of the least qualified agency at a low price.

QBS has been identified as a best-practice 
by The Institute of Communication Agencies.
 
QBS has been identified as a best-practice around the globe in similar 
creative professions such as architecture and has been required by law in 
the US since 1972.

 
QBS has been proven in study after study. If you would like to read more 
there are free resources including reports and videos available online at 
www.QBSCanada.ca.
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COMMON MYTHS ABOUT QBS 
MYTH #1 
If we evaluate price and qualifications then we are using a “hybrid” of QBS

False. There is no such thing as a “hybrid” of QBS. If price is an 
evaluated criterion, even as low as 5%, then the process is not QBS and 
has none of the benefits of QBS. Period. 

MYTH #2 

QBS gives the most qualified agency the freedom to charge whatever  
they want

False. The most qualified agency only wins the right to exclusively 
negotiate a fair scope and price that is acceptable to the client. If a 
scope and price that is acceptable to both the client and the agency 
cannot be agreed upon, then the client moves on to the next most 
qualified agency. Just like negotiating when hiring a new staff person.

MYTH #3 
Our procurement policy requires that we use price as an evaluation 
criterion

This is false 99% of the time. Procurement policies typically require 
that their processes be fair, transparent, and designed to drive value for 
the client. Almost none of them specifically require that low-price be an 
evaluation criterion.

When this comes up, remind your team that the QBS process is already 
used in your organization in the human resources department when 
making multi-million-dollar decisions to hire people. HR defines the 
expertise that is required (a job description), identifies the salary range 
for that expertise and post that along with the ad (or disclose it when 
asked by a candidate), and based on very brief proposals that do not 
include a price from the candidate (called a resume), they narrow the 
choices down to two or three that are interviewed to stress-test the 
claims made in the resume. And invariably one bubbles to the surface 
with which human resources begins negotiations for their employment.
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If terms and salary satisfactory to both parties cannot be achieved, 
the negotiation is terminated, and HR contacts the next most qualified 
candidate.

If your organization uses the above process for hiring a Director at 
$200,000 per year (for example) and they expect that person to remain 
for five years then your organization has just made a $1,000,000+ 
hiring decision – without using price as an evaluation criterion.

So why do you need to use price as a criterion if you are hiring an 
agency (read: several people) for $500,000 worth of fees?

MYTH #4 
QBS takes longer 
 
False. Research has clearly proven that QBS reduces the total 
procurement time as well as the amount of schedule creep after the 
award is made.

MYTH #5 
QBS is expensive to implement 
 
False. Research has clearly proven that QBS reduces the total cost of 
procurement. While there may be a need for some basic initial training 
and managing the change in procurement process, there is no need 
for new technology, new people, or new policies.

 

You have to have alignment on what’s 
important from a soft perspective as 
well as a hard perspective. 
Private sector 
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COMMON MYTHS ABOUT 
AGENCY SEARCHES
MYTH #1 
I need spec creative so I can see how they work 
 
False. Creative that is developed in a vacuum without appropriate 
client direction and interaction has no value and does not illustrate 
how an agency works.

MYTH #2 
I’ll know it when I see it  
 
False. This clearly illustrates that a client has no idea what they are 
doing or what they are buying. If they don’t know what they are buying, 
how can an agency anticipate what to provide? Agencies provide 
custom creative solutions to business problems, they are not just 
creating art to hang on a wall.

MYTH #3 
I need to use benchmarks so I know I’m not being taken advantage of  
 
Benchmarking is used for direct sourcing, which is appropriate when 
evaluating multiple mandatory criteria, but not good for unique 
business challenges and the creative solutions required. Marketing 
is an investment that is critical, custom, complex and costly so care 
must be taken not to evaluate all business solutions against the same 
criteria or benchmarks. Billable and blended rates are often used as 
benchmarking tools, yet these commoditize the hours not the work. 
Shutterstock is an example of commoditizing where using this service 
can be an efficient use of resources for some projects and detract from 
the brand story on others.

Benchmarking total project costs or annual budgets can be a useful 
tool in the selection process if shared with potential vendors as a 
means of helping to define the scope of the project. Benchmarking 
against hourly rates is pointless and counterproductive as the least 
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qualified firms will have the lowest rates, but your goal is to find the 
most appropriately qualified firm at the total project cost or annual 
budget that you can afford.

MYTH #4 
Presentations help me to assess “fit” 
 
False. There are better ways than a presentation to assess “fit.” If 
agency “fit” is a concern for your organization then first be clear about 
what “fit” means. Then be specific about the evidence that an agency 
can provide related to that “fit.” Does “fit” mean that they are pleasant? 
Does it mean they are local? Does it mean they are diverse? Does it 
mean that you are their largest client? Make “fit” something that they 
can communicate objectively to you, by first defining clearly what you 
mean by “fit.”

Also note that if “fit” has not been identified as one of the selection 
criteria, then it is inappropriate to use that criteria as an evaluator. 
Making a decision based on a criterion that has not been disclosed to 
the agencies is certainly unethical and possibly illegal.

If “fit” really matters, then treat it like the true selection criterion it 
should be.

MYTH #5 
Price is the only objective determining factor 
 
False. Price is an objective measurement of cost but not value. 
Commodities are purchased based on lowest unit cost, while custom 
and complex professional services should be purchased based on 
highest value. With the right scoring rubrics that evaluate tangible 
evidence of intangible things such as expertise, objective assessment 
can be made without relying on price.

MYTH #6 
The best way to hire an agency is to get a bunch of them to do campaigns 
and then pick the best one 
 
False. Many agencies refuse to participate in selection processes 
that require spec creative and strategy. Often these are the most 
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skilled agencies that do not have to give away their expertise as part 
of the sales process. In many cases, spec creative used for a pitch is 
determined not to be appropriate for the actual campaign.

MYTH #7 

Pitches and spec creative are just the cost of doing business if you are in 
the agency world 
 
False. Like rent and salaries, pitch costs are built into the hourly rate of 
every agency which of course is paid by the client.

MYTH #8 

Workshops are a great way to assess compatibility and creative process 
without asking for spec 
 
False. Workshops are just another version of spec work. In both 
workshops and spec work the agency is required to undertake 
a project with less information than they really need, using a 
methodology that is different from what they would actually use, 
within a timeline that is unrealistic, and for less money than the 
fees they need to charge to be sustainable and profitable. The ICA 
reminds clients that the best way to assess the future performance 
of an agency is to evaluate their consistent past performance on 
similar projects – hence the recommendation that clients base their 
selection on the evaluation of Process-Framed Case Studies within a 
Qualifications-Based Selection procurement process. 

 

MYTH #2 
I’ll know it when I see it



034QBS AGENCY SEARCH GUIDE

BEFORE YOU 

DO AN AGENCY 
SEARCH

7



035QBS AGENCY SEARCH GUIDE

WHY DO AN AGENCY SEARCH? 
There are three good reasons and several bad reasons to 
do an agency search. 

LET’S START WITH THE THREE GOOD ONES.

• You currently do not have an agency and require one

• Your current agency is no longer available to do your work

• Your current agency is no longer suitable to do your work (this 
could be related to changes at their end or at your end)

THE BAD REASONS…

• You want to drive down fees

• You want to “see what else is out there”

• You don’t know if your current agency is doing a good job

• Your procurement policy requires you to do a search every X years

• You have been convinced by a non-incumbent agency that you 
should do one

• You have been convinced by an agency search consultant that you 
should do one

• You aren’t busy enough at work

• Your boss thinks it’s a good idea

• You want to work with a different agency even though your current 
agency is doing a good job 
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CRITICAL QUESTION ONE:  
 
Before you begin the agency search process is it clear to you which 
of the three good reasons apply to you? 

CRITICAL QUESTION TWO:  
 
Could you easily defend your decision to an independent auditor 
based on the reason behind the search?

If you cannot answer Yes to both critical questions you may want 
to reconsider your search decision.

REVIEW OF INCUMBENT/AGENCY RELATIONSHIP  
 
Obviously, there are situations that call for a new agency. 
But in many cases clients will be better served simply via better 
management of the relationship with the incumbent agency.

WHY NOT THE INCUMBENT? 
 
Prior to commencing any search, it is imperative to communicate in 
a clear, honest and timely manner with the incumbent agency, the 
process you are about to go through, the reasons behind it and their 
participation (or not) within it. 

In searches instigated for procurement reasons, it would not be 
unusual for the incumbent agency to be placed automatically on the 
short list. However, it would be unusual and most likely not beneficial to 
include the incumbent for searches instigated due to issues with 
that partner. This is because of two main reasons: 
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1. There is nothing the incumbent can do in a search process that they 
couldn’t have done prior to the search. Do not commence a search 
until you have explored all options for identifying and fixing your 
current relationship challenges.

2. A soured relationship will not be fixed by a search process; in fact, 
it usually gets worse. If the incumbent comes up with brilliant new 
thinking, the client resents the fact it took a search to do so; if they 
don’t win, both parties will regard it as having been a waste of time 
and effort.

Ensure you are only including the incumbent agency if they are still 
a serious contender and there is a realistic, even-handed chance they 
will be re-appointed should they perform the best.

 
 

Using QBS requires raising awareness 
of it to internal stakeholders. 
It’s a well-respected procurement 
process but most people outside 
of architecture and engineering 
have never heard of it. 
Government agency
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Understanding the why behind an RFP is a crucial step before making 
the decision to undergo a search.  Once you understand your why, it 
might become clear that a search is not your best foot forward.  Two 
of the most common answers to ‘why’ are 1. The contract end date is 
looming, and 2. You aren’t happy with the client / agency relationship.  
In both scenarios it is prudent to go through a discovery exercise as 
an internal team to further define the why and assess the options and 
cost/benefit.  

You know that it’s expensive and time consuming to run an RFP, and 
regardless of whether you answered #1 or #2 for your why, working 
on mending or improving the existing relationship is far more worth 
your while and dollars than thinking the easy way out is to replace.  
You invest time, money, experiences and people into your agency 
relationships and you should spend the time uncovering the real 
issues, reasons why the relationship isn’t thriving, explore how to be 
better together, how to respond to a changing landscape or scope 
together as a partnership before hitting the emergency chute.  If your 
why is because of a long-standing relationship or contract end date, 
I advise that the same steps be taken for discovery.  The grass is not 
always greener on the other side, especially when the ‘other’ side is 
unknown.

Consider putting 360 reviews in place on both the client and agency 
side to be reviewed bi-annually for the length of the contract.  This can 
go a long way in uncovering some of the roadblocks for what could 
otherwise be a collaborative, effective and successful relationship.  This 
might cancel out the need or desire for an RFP.

Once a discovery phase has been completed, it might become clear 
that an RFP is desired or required.  In this instance, I caution a careful 
evaluation of the timeline, the discussion guide and framework by 
which you will evaluate agency contenders, as well as defined roles for 
the people whom you wish to be involved in the search.  Establishing 
evaluation criteria that will effectively assess the fit and long-term 
collaboration potential are some of the most important factors by 
which to base a decision.  Lowest bidders or those who excel at a 
moment in time response to a creative brief might not be the long 

STEPS TO CONSIDER BEFORE 
LAUNCHING AN RFP
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term strategic, business driving partner you are ultimately looking for.  
Ensure the lens with which you are evaluating has a lifespan beyond a 
contract signature and onboarding.

- 
Kerry Fleiser, kif marketing solutions inc.

Kerry Fleiser is the President of kif marketing solutions inc; a consulting firm 
that specializes in all areas of client/agency relationship management.  Kerry 
counsels both brands and agencies on effective management of an AOR 
partnership as well as tools to put in place to effectively analyze how and if 
to move forward with an RFP.  She has led dozens of RFPs, MSA negotiations, 
and transition and onboarding initiatives throughout her career.  Kerry spent 
20 years in the marketing departments of some of the most iconic brands, 
namely Nike, BMW and RBC. 

STEPS TO CONSIDER BEFORE 
LAUNCHING AN RFP
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THE FORMAT AND VALUE 
OF DEBRIEFS 
Good agency search processes will respect the agency’s right to 
decide if they will compete based on their own estimate of their 
ability to win a competition.

The reality is that every agency is going to lose the competition – 
except for one.  A good selection process does not blindly maximize 
responses (as that only increases the client’s costs and also reduces 
procurement’s effectiveness in the long run) but finds a balance of 
limited but meaningful competition.

So, a good selection process is one that is clear about what 
potential winners need to do to have a reasonable chance of 
success while also allowing the obvious losers to recognize their 
handicap as early as possible – preferably before they begin 
investing tens of thousands of dollars on writing a proposal.

So that agencies can make better “go vs. no-go” decisions about 
future competitions, and to facilitate complete transparency of the 
selection process, clients should be prepared to provide the final 
scoring to each agency along with their ranking in each category 
and overall ranking, once an award has been made.

The scores of each individual “judge” need not be identified but 
the proponent should be able to benchmark how they did against 
other (anonymous) competitors in each category as well as overall. 

If the goal of procurement is to maximize value for their firm, then 
educating suppliers on how to provide greater value to those firms 
with meaningful feedback via a debrief serves that purpose well.
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In a competitive bid process, there is arguably no duty to provide a debrief 
to proponents under the common law in Canada. However, Canadian 
public entities that are subject to the trade treaties now find themselves 
under an obligation to provide a debrief when conducting a procurement 
process. Specifically, the Canadian Free Trade Agreement, which came into 
force on July 1, 2017 (“CFTA”), contains provisions related to transparency 
protocols that require public entities to promptly inform proponents of 
their contract awards, and to offer debriefs to proponents.

The provisions contained in Article 516 of the CFTA require the issuing 
entity to now inform participating suppliers of its contract award 
decisions, and to publish on its website within 72 hours the award of each 
contract selected in their procurement processes. The information to be 
published includes the name of the successful supplier, and the value of 
the successful tender. There is some dispute as to what the term “value” 
means, and arguably if the award was for a multi-year contract with 
optional pricing, there is an obligation to disclose the full amount over the 
life of the contract, with all options exercised.

As well, Article 516 of the CFTA obligates the issuing entity to promptly, on 
request of an unsuccessful proponent, to provide it with an explanation of 
the reasons why the procuring entity did not select its proposal. There are 
no clear parameters in law as to the extent of the debrief to be provided, 
however, government entities have been increasingly formalizing their 
de-brief processes pursuant to the CFTA in an effort to create consistency 
and transparency among suppliers who repeatedly participate in their 
procurement awards. A growing number of procuring entities have found 
that a substantive debrief that identifies the areas in a proposal where the 
supplier could improve its score, in conjunction with disclosing the name 
and the value of the successful award, can assist the suppliers in their 
future competitive bid processes. 
- 
Lisa Stiver, Procurement Lawyer and Partner, Thompson Dorfman Sweatman LLP

Lisa’s practice focuses on business law, with a particular emphasis on 
procurement law. She has significant experience in providing advice 
on tendering and procurement in both the private and public sectors, 
from Ontario to British Columbia. Lisa presents on procurement processes 
and advises clients in the drafting and evaluation of RFPs, as well as 
negotiations with proponents to achieve final contracts. 

THE LEGAL REQUIREM
ENT FOR 

DEBRIEFS IN CANADA
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Quick 

Low-cost process for client 

Low-cost process for agencies 

Focus on collaboration and value and don’t create an adversarial stance 
 
 
Clear and obvious selection criteria 

Clear and obvious scoring rubrics that create separation, not clustering 

Fair and unbiased 

Transparent 

Appropriate amount of competition  

Contests and spec creative are never appropriate 

Respect the IP and expertise of the proponents by not sharing agency 
questions (and client answers) unless the questions and answers are simple 
corrections of an error or omission in the Request for Information (RFI) 
or Request for Qualifications (RFQ) document 

Selection of the most qualified firm at a fair price instead of the least 
qualified firm at a low price
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QBS is best thought of as an “ideology” as opposed to a single 
“methodology.” As such it has several variants that achieve the same 
goal of hiring the most appropriately qualified firm that you can 
afford, at a price that is fair to both client and agency.

Therefore, this guide provides a selection of principles to apply 
when creating the Request for Information (RFI) and/or Request 
for Qualifications (RFQ) documents and process that work best for 
your firm.

If your firm already has a well-written standardized RFP document that 
you typically use for agency searches, then this is a fair starting place. 
Once clients have reviewed this agency search guide they often realize 
the following about their RFP document:

• It has a lot of legal disclaimers, some of which may be 
unenforceable, not permitted, or unethical. Regardless of your 
situation it is best to have your legal team review any documents 
you develop or revise as part of your shift to QBS.

• Their RFP document has no meaningful scoring rubric – just 
weightings of the various evaluated criteria.

• Too many irrelevant things are being evaluated.

• Not enough emphasis is placed on the expertise of the firm.

• The evaluation of expertise (and other elements) is neither 
accurate nor objective.

Regardless of all the above, the easiest way to shift to a QBS process 
from an RFP process is to simply use your existing RFP document and 
change the weighting of price to 0%. Then distribute the percentage that 
was previously assigned to price and assign it to expertise. If you do not 
have expertise as an evaluated criterion then create it and make sure it 
is heavily weighted.

Going a step further, in our model we advocate that expertise is the 
ONLY evaluated criteria and that all other criteria are mandatory and not 
evaluated. If that is too big a leap, then stick with the approach above.
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Customer Service, as an example, is often an evaluated criterion in 
most RFPs but it should be a mandatory criterion. Typically, it has 
no objective scoring rubric and proponents are simply asked to 
describe why they think they provide great service and their responses 
are scored subjectively by the selection committee. Instead, we 
recommend that evaluation criteria like Customer Service be identified 
by the buyer as some standard that must be met and that the 
proponents are required to meet them in order to be compliant with 
their proposal. More on this later in this guide.

A few decisions need to be made before you begin developing your 
QBS selection process.

Will you use a single step (RFQ) or a two step (RFI and RFQ) process?

A Request for Information (RFI) and Request for Qualifications (RFQ) 
two-step process is typically used when a client is unfamiliar with the 
potential agency services providers and would like to do a quick initial 
assessment of the agencies (i) available in the marketplace and (ii) 
interested in their business. From the respondents to the RFI, the client 
may then create a targeted list inviting only a limited number 
of agencies to respond to the RFQ.

An RFI is a very brief document that requires very little investment for 
an agency to respond, while still providing valuable information to the 
client. As such it is a good way to maximize agency responses, but in 
a fair and efficient manner that keeps the costs down for both agency 
and client.

If you are already familiar with the agency market you may choose 
to jump straight to the RFQ document.

Having an “Enhanced RFI,” which sits somewhere in between an 
RFI and an RFP is not recommended. It will most likely end with the 
process being wasteful of your and the agencies’ time and resources 
with far too many participants providing more information than is 
necessary.

The RFI should include all of the go/no-go evaluation criteria clearly 
indicated and explained at the outset. Go/no-go criteria should not 
be included in the RFP and any scoring matrices.  
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An RFI that is simple, efficient and effective can be sent to a wide swath 
of the agency sector.  The data requested should be easy for the client 
team to review and assess thereby making it easy to curate a Long List 
of RFQ participants.  The ICA recommends inviting no more than six to 
eight agencies to participate in an RFQ. More than eight agencies and 
the search begins to look like a cattle call with not much focus. 

WHAT WILL BE YOUR FIRST QBS PROCUREMENT? 
 
Our suggestion is to start with a small project and get your feet wet. 
However, many clients that we have worked with over the years were 
driven to the use of QBS out of fear that a typical RFP on a mission-
critical procurement could saddle them with a poorly qualified partner 
because low-price tipped the scales in their favour. 

As mentioned earlier, you can start by using your existing RFP 
documents or jump right into the template provided as part of 
this guide.

ARE YOU READY TO NEGOTIATE? 
 
What happens once you have identified the most appropriately 
qualified firm? So, you’ve reviewed the proposals, conducted the 
interviews and one agency shines brighter than the rest. Now what? 
Well this is not your winner. All this agency has won at this point is the 
right to negotiate exclusively with you for the account/project. It’s very 
likely that you will indeed go on to work with this agency, however 
an actual award of the account/project only happens if you can both 
agree on a scope and price that is mutually acceptable. If not, then the 
negotiations are terminated, and you begin negotiations with the next 
most qualified agency.

Negotiation can be as complex or as simple as you choose to make it. 
Obviously, it is to your benefit if you have solid negotiation skills, so an 
honest self-assessment would be appropriate if you have any doubts 
about your negotiating skills.

One thing that is essential is that you NOT negotiate with more 
than one agency. Negotiations are not about grinding an agency on 
price (an adversarial approach) but about having open and honest 
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discussions about how you can drive value for both parties. Here’s a 
hint: “Ask the agency, how would you structure and scope this account/
project if you were us?” You don’t have to accept their suggestions, 
but it will provide insight into (i) how they think and (ii) opportunities 
to increase value that may not be obvious to you. Here’s another 
hint: You need your agency to be profitable. If they are not, then your 
account is at risk. 

Negotiations are not about grinding 
an agency on price (an adversarial 
approach) but about having open and 
honest discussions about how you 
can drive value for both parties. 
Rosie Doggett, RAD Consulting Ltd
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Negotiation skills are vital. If negotiation is the process of discussing 
something with someone in order to reach an agreement with them, 
I would advocate that having a healthy relationship with an agency 
depends on NOT negotiating with them on a regular basis.  Having to 
negotiate at every stage on every job invariably ends up being a routine 
confrontation that can – and should – be avoided.

In order to do so, marketing and procurement need to devise mutually 
beneficial working practices.

Generally speaking, marketing and marketing procurement 
departments have entirely different motivations: marketing - to 
spend money, and procurement - to save it.  Both departments are 
bonused on meeting these specific targets.  The best relationships and 
outcomes are when marketing and procurement professionals find a 
way of working together, not in opposition.  

Marketing procurement professionals need to know basic marketing 
practices and how agencies make their money, and marketers who 
are keen to gain best value from their budgets can benefit from 
procurement’s numeracy and analytical experience.

The art of buying creative services 
Buying marketing services from agencies is completely different 
from buying inert products and goods, and applying the same 
processes rarely results in a mutually acceptable outcome. Marketing 
procurement executives should obtain training if they have had limited 
exposure to marketing and agencies’ cost structures.

Most agencies operate in the same way when it comes to servicing 
an account, and likewise for production.  Trusted procurement 
colleagues will benefit from being included by marketing in key agency 
communications and meetings, not just for cost negotiations.  

Procurement executives should endeavour to attend shoots and 
recordings in order to learn just what it is they are being asked to 
procure. Most TV/digital/photographic shoots are run in a similar 
fashion, so attending one of each type should be sufficient to gain 
valuable knowledge.  Enlightened marketers generally permit their 
procurement colleagues to accompany them on shoots.

COLLABORATIVE NEGOTIATIONS
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Spending time on-site at the agency, beyond the tour during the 
agency search, is invaluable for learning what the agency does, and 
how they do it. Understanding your supplier makes your relationship 
stronger with your external client, the supplier and with your internal 
client, marketing. 

Successful roster management should be the key role of all senior 
marketers, and refreshing the roster as required is essential.  Having 
a roster that is too large for the annual marketing budget leads to 
idle and frustrated agencies, and one that is too small can result in 
overloading existing agencies.

Strong budget management 
It is a rare CMO who doesn’t have targets to meet and budgets to 
adhere to.  To ask an agency ‘how much’ or give them their entire 
annual budget to do with as they wish is commercially unwise.  The 
best practice approach is to know the fair price to pay an agency for 
their specific scope of work.  The agency should adhere to the budgets, 
and any unavoidable ‘overages’ should be approved in advance.

Once a fair budget has been approved internally and awarded to an 
agency, the work of procurement should be focussed on ensuring that 
the agency adheres to its contract terms, the budgets assigned, and 
assisting with any fully-receipted reconciliations. 

It is not the role of procurement to comment on, or criticize, specific 
creative elements such as the choice of director, recommended music 
track, navigability of a website, etc.  Unless they are asked for their 
opinion, of course.

Limiting the role of online ”tools” 
Finance and I.T. departments can get excited about online ”tools”: 
either to help their procurement colleagues benchmark costs, and/
or to gather agency financial information.  A marketing procurement 
person will develop a better relationship with both marketing 
and agencies if they limit the application of these onerous online 
documents and rely instead on their own knowledge and experience. 
This approach rarely adds to procurement’s skills and, indeed, can 
alienate marketing and agencies.

COLLABORATIVE NEGOTIATIONS
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Clear agency bonuses and contracts  
A blanket extra 10% of fees per annum is rarely sufficient to incentivise 
agencies to greatest endeavour, typically ending up being just part 
of their standard remuneration.  More creative ways of rewarding 
outstanding work can include brand equity, or profit sharing linked 
to hard commercial marketing targets. Clients should issue their own 
contracts to agencies, and procurement professionals should know 
how to adjust a standard contract by incorporating the necessary 
marketing clauses and policies.  

Beware the management consultancy ‘silver bullet’ solution 
Large management consultancies frequently peddle ‘spend/cost’ tools 
and projects often costing seven figures while claiming to save up 
to 20% of all marketing spend.  This may seem tempting to Finance 
Directors and CEOs, but usually results in time consuming data 
collection undertaken by marketing and procurement. Apart from 
bolstering the consultancy’s own database for new business purposes, 
the output is often unusable in the real world, and will be circumvented 
by most agencies. In any case, best value should be obtained by the 
standard and efficient ways of working already used by most marketing 
and procurement people.

In summary, the adoption of good working marketing and 
procurement practices negates the need for frequent adversarial 
negotiations, and provides the key to successful long-term working 
relationships with agencies. 

- 
Rosie Doggett, RAD Consulting Ltd

After more than 20 years as a senior director with top London network 
agencies such as Publicis, FCB, TBWA and Saatchi & Saatchi, Rosie set up 
RAD Consulting Ltd, a fully independent marketing procurement consultancy.  
Helping marketing and procurement engage with and gain best value from 
their creative agencies, she has worked for many clients including Chivas 
Bros, Absolute, adidas, Metrobank, General Mills, BirdsEye, M&S, Red Bull, VW 
Group, McDonalds, Subway, TK Maxx, Heineken, and TUI. 

COLLABORATIVE NEGOTIATIONS
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The first question in this process is:  

Do I need an RFI or can we just 
go straight to issuing an RFQ?
That depends primarily on one issue – are you familiar enough with 
the agency landscape to create your own long-list of six to eight 
agencies to invite to your RFQ?

The ICA, most professional associations, and most professionals do 
not favour the use of “cattle call” procurement processes where any 
firm meeting a very general list of qualifications can respond.

If your organization is obligated to make procurement opportunities 
public and open (as opposed to invitation only) then one way 
to avoid wasting your time (by receiving dozens of unsuitable 
proposals) and the suppliers time (by submitting proposals for which 
it is unclear if they are qualified) is to create a very focussed set of 
requirements and clear and explicit mandatory Pass/Fail criteria. 
This will allow smart suppliers to self-select in or out based on your 
clear document.

Another much more direct way to avoid creating a “cattle call” 
scenario is to make your procurement by invitation only.

However, if you do not have (or have easy access to) industry 
knowledge then an RFI is an easy, efficient and structured way to get 
that industry knowledge.

Basically, an RFI is the equivalent of asking many people out for 
coffee before you invest a bunch of time having dinner with a select 
few of them.

The RFI is brief and easy for an agency to respond to (if they 
so choose) but has enough detail to allow you to make smart, 
defensible and credible decisions about who to invite to a six to eight 
agency long-list for your RFQ.
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An RFI is about inviting 10 to 20 agencies to submit a very brief 
document so that you can invite six to eight of them to advance to a 
more detailed submission, which will then result in a three-agency 
interview process.

If you already know which six to eight agencies you would like to 
invite to your RFQ then there is definitely no obligation to go through 
the RFI process. 

Page limits are important. 
They force a balance between 
brevity and clarity. 
Private sector
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01.  
YOU MUST DISCLOSE 
YOUR BUDGET 
 

OVERVIEW 
 
When purchasing commodities such as toilet paper, it is very easy 
for the buyer to define all the variables and leave price as the sole 
determinant of the winning supplier.

When purchasing agency services, it is almost impossible for the 
buyer to define all the variables and leave price as the only variable. 
Therefore, it is best to do exactly the opposite.

Define the budget so that appropriate agencies can opt in or opt 
out of your opportunity and then challenge those that do opt in to 
demonstrate how they are most qualified to solve the buyer’s business 
challenge at that budget level.

It’s just like buying a car. Sometimes you have enough money for a 
luxury sedan, and other times a little putt-putt will have to do. It helps 
the agency if they know what makes sense for you to invest in their 
services.

When you tell the agency what you can afford you are providing them 
critical information that enables them to tell you who they can assign 
to your project and therefore what skills will be available to you over 
what period of time.

A budget is one of the most powerful scoping tools for an agency 
project so by defining the budget you are also clarifying the possible 
scope of the project and significantly reducing many of the post-award 
issues that can arise around scope. In fact, in some cases budget is the 
only practical scoping tool available at all.
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It is interesting to note that many agencies have as their policy that 
they will not respond to an RFP or project competition where budget 
has not been disclosed so by failing to disclose the budget on a 
competition, clients are automatically eliminating some of their best 
possible partners.

COMMUNICATING THIS STANDARD 
 
When discussing your budget with agencies or in your RFQ, consider 
language such as the following.

For the purposes of selecting an agency partner please consider that at this 
time we are proposing to invest $100,000 in this project (excluding taxes). 
Please base the resources that you are presenting in your proposal on this 
budget amount. 

ACCEPTABLE VARIATIONS 
 
On occasion you may have different budget thresholds. For example, 
you may have set aside $100,000 for a project but would prefer to 
spend only $85,000 if you could get away with doing so and still get an 
acceptable solution. 

Here’s how you might handle that scenario.

For the purposes of selecting an agency partner please consider that at this 
time we are proposing to invest $85,000-$100,000 in this project (excluding 
taxes).

Conversely you may wonder if you could get an exponentially more 
valuable solution if you increased the budget to $110,000 without 
actually committing to that figure.

For the purposes of selecting an agency partner please consider that at this 
time we prefer to invest 100,000 in this project (excluding taxes) but if there 
is considerable value in doing so, would consider increasing that budget to 
$110,000. 
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COMMON ISSUES RAISED BY BUYERS RELATING TO 
DISCLOSING BUDGET 
 
How am I supposed to know what agency fees should be for my project?  
I am not an agency. The agencies have to tell me.

So ASK THEM WHAT YOUR BUDGET SHOULD BE! Call three agencies, 
explain what you are facing and ask them how much you should 
budget. It’s that simple. Just like renovating a bathroom. Most of us 
are not plumbers or powder room reno experts. So what do we do? 
We ask our friends, family, contractors we know, and people that 
have recently renovated bathrooms what our bathroom reno should 
cost. Then we look for contractors that respect that budget. Once 
we have found one we are comfortable working with and that has 
the expertise we need we begin discussions about scope and final 
budget. This is called benchmarking and it’s a great way to establish 
a preliminary budget. 

Note that benchmarking as a process of defining final cost is ineffective 
and akin to using the average speed of all speed limits within a 
province to determine at what speed you should travel through the 
school zone. Nothing good ever comes from this type 
of benchmarking.

The agencies can only tell you what the price is. They cannot tell you 
what your organization can afford to, or should spend, on a solution. 
Prior to initiating an RFQ you should have had conversations with 
credible industry representatives or agencies to get an estimate of 
what a reasonable budget would be for a project like the one you are 
considering.

It is unethical to ask multiple agencies to each invest tens of thousands 
(in some cases hundreds of thousands) of dollars to write proposals 
for a project you don’t even know if you can afford.

As well if you can’t even identify a budget for a project how could you 
possibly know enough detail to make any sort of accurate agency 
evaluation and selection?
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If I disclose my budget everyone is just going to come in at that budget. 
How will I decide who to select?

Comments of this nature are red flags that a client is buying exclusively 
on price. While that is fine for paper, engine oil, computers, vehicles, 
and other commodities, this is a strategic error when buying agency 
services.

When everyone comes in at the same price, there is no need for 
elaborate (but highly unscientific, time consuming and typically 
indefensible) scoring matrices to try and assess value when all the 
prices are different.

By having all proposals based on the same budget it is much easier 
to accurately assess value.

Our procurement policy prevents me from disclosing my budget.

It is my experience that procurement policies don’t prevent you from 
disclosing budget even though many of your staff will tell you it does. 
On several occasions I have hosted industry discussions between 
buyers and suppliers of professional services including representatives 
from all levels of government in Canada. 

“Our government purchasing policy prevents us from disclosing 
price” was an oft-stated defense during these discussions. Typically, 
they were immediately rebutted by other buyers telling them it was 
common practice but not actual policy. 

Although I have heard this excuse on many occasions, and have also 
seen this stated in many RFPs, I have never had a buyer able to present 
the actual wording within their procurement policy as proof. In my 
opinion this is a classic case of “we have never disclosed our budget 
before so that must mean we can’t do it now.” 

Unless you have documentation in front of you that explicitly prohibits 
you from disclosing budget then you are probably able to disclose 
budget. Note that policy statements such as “all bidders must be 
treated fairly” do not prevent you from disclosing a budget to potential 
suppliers – as long as everyone receives the same budget information. 
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A FINAL THOUGHT 
 
Consider hiring a staff person as a proxy for hiring a consultant – when 
hiring staff, you are looking for the most qualified person for a certain 
salary or salary range. And the search always works best when you 
disclose the salary up front. 

 

I wrote notes and thought through 
my comments in advance for debriefs 
for each agency. I tried to offer 
constructive advice they could use 
in the next selection process. 
Private sector
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02. 
PRICE COMPLIANCE 
IS MANDATORY, 
BUT NOT EVALUATED
 

OVERVIEW 
 
By accepting the first standard, to disclose the budget, it becomes 
obvious that price cannot ever be an evaluated criterion.

Therefore, by default price compliance must be a mandatory criterion.

COMMUNICATING THIS STANDARD 
 
When discussing price compliance with agencies consider language 
such as the following.

For the purposes of selecting an agency partner please consider that at this 
time we are proposing to invest $100,000 in this project (excluding taxes).

Proposals not based upon a budget of $100,000 may be eliminated from 
the selection process.

ACCEPTABLE VARIATIONS 
 
None.

COMMON ISSUES RAISED BY BUYERS RELATING TO PRICE 
COMPLIANCE 
 
If I disclose my budget I give up the opportunity for a consultant to lower 
their price if there is some reason for them to do so, so I may be leaving 
money on the table.
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Significant price reduction is (i) unusual and (ii) the domain of the 
desperate firm. Why use a procurement process designed to exploit 
1% of the scenarios or unstable agencies in an effort to drive down 
price? Instead, shouldn’t your firm utilize a procurement process 
designed to maximize value in 99% of the engagements?

If you are concerned about leaving money on the table, then request 
proposals with a much wider spread of budget – for example, options 
for $75,000 and $100,000. 

As well you can request that agencies identify any opportunities for 
you to receive a discount. For example, pre-payment in full may yield a 
discount or if the agency has a window of low utilization there may be 
discounts available if the project can be started and completed within 
a certain time frame.

As a client your objective should be to find the most qualified agency 
at a fair price and not to find the cheapest vendor that barely meets 
some minimum standard. 

But awarding on price is an objective way for our organization to 
demonstrate an impartial decision.

It has long been understood in the agency world that one way to win 
in a price-sensitive competition is to bid low and then generate profit 
from the project via change-orders and scope expansion. 

While a price-based selection may appear to be objective and impartial 
it is really creating an environment that forces consultants to bid low 
to win the work and then look for profit opportunities after the project 
has been awarded meaning (i) there will be constant pressure on your 
budgets, and (ii) the client will end up with cost overruns and (iii) you 
will be negotiating new pricing with a sole source provider that has 
already been awarded the work and not in a competitive situation.

In a 2009 American Public Works Association (APWA)/American Council 
of Engineering Companies (ACEC) national study on QBS, they found 
“while the industry average on construction cost growth (defined 
by the value of the cost of change orders as a percentage of the final 
construction cost) is approximately 10 per cent, QBS projects are 
three percent.”2 
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But price is only a small percentage of our scoring.

Any sort of price evaluation even as low as 5% combined with the 
inadequate, subjective or missing scoring rubrics within the typical 
RFP for professional services mean that scoring results in a cluster of 
similar looking proposals with only price as the absolute differentiator 
and the only one that buyers can point to with confidence for a 
selection.

So even a price weighted as low as 5% can effectively become a 100% 
weighted category. 

A traditional RFP process represents 
a massive use of resources from both 
the agency and the client side. I don’t 
think either party is happy with that. 
Government sector
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03. 
EVALUATED DECISION 
CRITERIA VS. MANDATORY 
DECISION CRITERIA

OVERVIEW 
 
One of the most significant and frequent flaws in the selection process, 
guaranteed to drive agencies away from your project, and generate 
a lot of questions about your procurement process, and unnecessary 
work for you the client, is the lack of clarity around decision criteria.

First and foremost, they need to be clearly defined and then clearly 
communicated.

So what decision criteria are most effective at determining which agency 
will be the best fit for your project?

Think for a moment about what you are buying from an agency.

You are buying their advice to solve a business challenge or exploit an 
opportunity. 

Not a general challenge, or a general opportunity, but a very specific 
challenge, or a very specific opportunity.

I have many year’s experience working with architects. One of my 
clients has several hundred staff that focus on only one type of 
architecture – high containment laboratories. If you are a research 
facility that needs to study the Ebola virus would you trust that to an 
architect that has only ever designed strip malls? Of course not. Be 
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specific about your challenge and find the specific advice you need.

When you are buying agency services you are buying advice to address 
some specific opportunity or specific problem and the best advice 
is going to come from an expert that is familiar with that specific 
opportunity or problem and has provided good advice to other similar 
clients facing similar problems or opportunities in a consistent and 
replicable manner.

Go Daddy and Wix have ensured that anyone can make a low-price 
website but with a web design consultant what you want is advice on 
how to build the best site for your specific situation. You are not buying 
things, you are buying advice that may or may not result in things. In 
many cases the advice will result in revenue, profit, brand loyalty, 
market share, decisions, or strategy.

If you are looking to engage the best agency for your business 
challenge or opportunity, your only Evaluated Decision Criteria should 
be expertise. 

The expertise of an agency has three elements:

• Functional expertise (the advice they know how to deliver best –  
an example might be driving retail sales)

• Category expertise (the type of buyer or industry they know best - 
an example might be youth fashion)

• Geographic expertise* (the region in which they deliver their 
expertise and are most familiar with business norms and issues – 
an example might be Quebec)

(*Note: I am frequently asked if geographic expertise really matters 
and in fact in many cases it does not. However, there are many 
projects that would benefit from geographic expertise. Some regions 
of the world have unique cultural or language requirements. As well, 
in some cases, familiarity with local/regional legislation, or government 
departments and processes may be helpful. Be cautious however 
that you are not creating protectionist barriers to trade but actually 
recognizing a requirement for location-based expertise. If you simply 
require representation in a geographic region(s) via an agency office 
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or partnership with a local agency, then make that a part of the 
mandatory criteria and not something that is evaluated.) 

However clearly we can define expertise, we must consider that it is in 
fact an intangible element. In order to evaluate this intangible, we need 
to look for tangible evidence of any claims of expertise made by an 
agency. 

Obviously, any agency can claim to be an expert (and many generalist 
agencies do). 

Your job as a client is to make them show you proof that they are an 
expert and then to evaluate that proof and establish a hierarchy of 
expertise.

COMMUNICATING THIS STANDARD 
 
The expertise you require is defined by the problem or opportunity 
you are addressing, and your entire search will be compromised if 
you do not define your requirements for expertise using the following 
format – functional expertise, category expertise, geographic expertise.

For example, if you are a fast food retailer that needs help driving sales 
you would describe the expertise you require within the framework of 
your situation.

The best agency for our project will be one that has the greatest expertise 
in areas most relevant to our project. We have decided to expand into 
Quebec and require the following:

Functional Expertise: An agency that has significant expertise driving retail 
sales in seasonal kiosk locations.

Category Expertise: An agency that has significant expertise in the ethnic 
fast food segment.

Geographic Expertise: A consultant or firm that has significant expertise 
working in Quebec.
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ACCEPTABLE VARIATIONS 
 
In many cases geographic expertise is not relevant to the selection of a 
consultant. In the case above, given the unique cultural and language 
elements of Quebec, expertise managing projects in this region may be 
of significant value to the project.

In other instances, geographic expertise may not be a factor at all and 
may be dropped as an evaluated criterion.

Be careful not to confuse the proximity of a consultant with geographic 
expertise. If “nearness to the project” is a bona fide requirement it 
should be covered in the mandatory criteria section and not evaluated.

“What we do, who we do it for, and where we are the leaders,” said Lou, 
looking at the white board. “Now there’s a statement that would be useful 
for any potential client trying to make a decision about hiring a consulting 
firm. And as a bonus it certainly also separates us from most other 
consulting firms in the area.”

- The Consultant with Pink Hair, Cal Harrison

COMMON ISSUES 
 
But what about personal fit and personality? Is there room for subjective 
evaluation along with objective evaluation? After all we want to work with 
people we like.

Good luck explaining to your boss, board chair, taxpayer, deputy 
minister, shareholder or the media that the very expensive, failed 
expansion into Quebec was mangled by the firm you hired because 
you “liked them” or you “felt they were a better fit.”

The QBS process is about hiring the most appropriate firm for the 
project and not about creating selection criteria that would help and 
encourage employees to hire their friends and family over legitimate 
experts. (However, if friends and family are legitimate experts, this 
process will facilitate and support their selection in an unbiased and 
credible method.)

However, when you select an agency it is fair and appropriate to select 
one that will connect well with your people and processes.
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• Start by determining clearly what “fit” and “chemistry” mean to your 
team. Be specific and focus on two to four key elements.

• Once your evaluation team has done that, share your most 
important elements of “fit” and “chemistry” with each agency during 
the interview and ask them to provide evidence of how their agency 
aligns with those. So an example might be that you think a good 
agency/client “fit” means an agency that values social responsibility 
as much as your organization. The agency might point to their 
charity work or status as a BCorp as evidence. Some agencies will 
have better evidence of each element than others and this can 
help you create separation. You might suggest that a respectful 
workplace is important. How does the agency align with that ideal? 
Work life balance? Accessibility? After hours availability? Short turn-
around times? Use of the latest technologies? Etc. Ask for evidence 
in the form of enacted values (things they do) instead of espoused 
values (things they say).

• “Tell us about the culture at your agency and give us two examples 
of things that are proof of that culture.” Answers might be things like 
“we are committed to diversity and if you come to our office you will 
see that our staff represents a very diverse group of people.”

• If high service levels are a requirement for a good “fit” identify 
specifically what that means. Instead of asking them to tell you 
about their customer service philosophy in general, identify your 
service standards and ask them if they can meet them (“Can you 
attend an in-person meeting in downtown Toronto on 6 hours 
notice?”). Or ask them to provide two examples of service failures 
or conflict with a client and specifically what processes the agency/
individual used to rectify the situation.

• In the case of assessing key individuals, propose them a situation 
and ask them how they would personally handle that situation. 
An example might be how a key account manager would resolve a 
billing dispute. Or better yet how they have resolved one in the past.

• If one concern is that an agency might be too prescriptive, and 
not provide enough room for the client to contribute during the 
planning, ask for specific examples of collaboration between their 
agency and a client regarding planning and development.

Tell us about the 
culture at your 
agency and give 
us two examples 
of things that 
are proof of that 
culture.
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What about process and the education histories and certifications of their 
people? Those are important. 
Process, education, people, etc. are not decision criteria. These things 
are the evidence of expertise that agencies can use to prove the claims 
they make about their capabilities. We will address these in another 
section. 

What about customer service? Shouldn’t we be measuring that? 
Again, service levels are a subset of expertise. Service standards should 
be clearly defined by the buyer as a mandatory criterion instead of as 
a criterion to be evaluated as they are virtually impossible to evaluate 
with any sort of consistency and objectivity across several firms (see 
the service standards mandatory criteria below). 

What About Mandatory Decision Criteria? What should those be? 
Those can range significantly in content and in number and there is 
no single standard here as expertise is the standard for Evaluated 
Decision Criteria. 

The thing to remember is that a Mandatory Decision Criterion is a 
variable that the proponent must have/be capable of meeting or they 
will be denied the opportunity to compete. They can either deliver it 
or they can’t, and they must declare and prove which way they fall. 
All it requires from the proponent is a “Yes” response (along with the 
appropriate evidence) to fulfill the requirements of the Mandatory 
Decision Criteria.

These requirements should be clearly stated at the start of the 
selection process so as to not eliminate proponents after they have 
already invested hours in the process. (Years ago MERX used to 
require that you pay to download an RFP before you could see what 
the Mandatory Decision Criteria were. Often a proponent would pay 
for the RFP and then immediately find out that they were ineligible, or 
uncompetitive, meaning they had just wasted their fees for the RFP 
document.) 

As well, be cautious to not create inappropriate hurdles by using broad 
all-encompassing Mandatory Decision Criteria. An example might be 
that by making it mandatory to adopt all Terms and Conditions of an 
RFQ it could eliminate a great proposal that cannot meet one condition 
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that may in fact be irrelevant – such as the proposal being conditional 
upon the contract being awarded prior to some date.

Mandatory Decision Criteria examples might include things such as:

• The successful proponent must be able to deliver agency services 
in written and spoken French at a grade 9 reading level.

• The successful proponent must be licensed to operate in Quebec.

• The successful proponent must hold or be capable of holding 
prior to March 1, 20XX, a NATO Security Clearance of COSMIC TOP 
SECRET.

• The successful proponent must be able to demonstrate (prior to 
engagement) a certificate of insurance of $X for general liability 
and $Y for professional liability.

• Three positive references from existing or previous clients will 
be required by the successful proponent prior to awarding the 
project. The only question and explanation that will be asked of 
the reference will be “Would you hire this agency again?” (Three 
positive responses will be required to meet this criterion).

The following service standards are required to be considered eligible 
for this project:

• The primary agency team must be available to meet in the greater 
Montreal area in person with 12 hours notice;

• During the implementation phase of the project the agency team 
must provide 24-hour access via phone and email;

• The agency team must adopt the respectful workplace standards 
as stated in our employee handbook. 
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04. 
WEIGHTING THE VARIOUS 
PIECES OF EVIDENCE 
OF EXPERTISE
 

OVERVIEW 
 
Weighting is the metric that describes the relative importance of the 
evidence used to assess the proponent claims of functional, category, 
and geographic expertise. As we mentioned earlier, expertise should 
be the only evaluated criterion and therefore should be weighted at 
100%. But, within that 100% expertise can be divided as illustrated 
below.

The evidence that clients should solicit from agencies for the 
purposes of this evaluation can be put into three basic categories and 
weightings, and each requires specific submissions of evidence:

1. Experience: Prior Similar Projects Completed by the Agency 
or Individuals (60%) 
Three Performance Framed Case Studies should be requested (see 
Performance Framed Case Studies definition in the Glossary).

2. Consistent Methodology: A Defined Framework for Achieving 
Consistently High Outcomes (30%) 
A flow chart (or similar) and accompanying description of the 
process used by the agency in the three Performance Framed 
Case Studies.

3. Thought Leadership: Relevant Achievements, Education 
or Training of Individuals or the Agency (10%) 
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Proponents should be requested to submit a listing and brief 
description of five pieces of evidence of relevant thought 
leadership including such elements as research and data, articles/
papers, books, presentations/speeches, awards, accreditations, 
educational achievements, etc.

The weighting of the evaluated criteria is heaviest for evidence of 
applied expertise (Prior Similar Projects) and lightest for the more 
theoretical (Thought Leadership). Methodology is the bridge between 
the applied and the theoretical and is weighted between the two.

COMMUNICATING THIS STANDARD 
 
Just be simple and be clear.

ACCEPTABLE VARIATIONS 
 
Don’t mess with this too much. The ratios above are rational and 
defensible as explained above.

COMMON ISSUES 
 
While weighting may seem arbitrary it should not be done arbitrarily. 
Rank the criteria as above based on the logic that demonstration of 
prior applied expertise is more valuable a predictor of success on your 
project than demonstration of theoretical expertise (although there is 
certainly value in the theoretical).
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05.
DEFINING THE SCORING 
RUBRIC FOR EACH 
DECISION CRITERIA
 

OVERVIEW 
 
By this point you have clearly identified that the evaluation criteria is 
expertise, how expertise is defined, and how the agency must provide 
evidence of their relevant expertise.

The next step is to be clear to communicate how you will evaluate 
an agency’s evidence of expertise. In this section clients need to 
communicate two things:

1. What tangible evidence of expertise proponents must provide (and 
in what format) for evaluation purposes;

2.  A clear scoring mechanism to create obvious separation between 
varying levels of expertise.

Many clients mistakenly interpret a mandate to be “fair” to mean that 
they need to create tight scoring levels to give every agency on the 
planet a chance to propose.

This is incorrect.  Fairness requires that only every appropriately and 
sufficiently skilled agency have a chance to propose. Fairness means 
that you will be clear about who should not propose.

An example from the Government of Canada Procurement Policy and 
Guidelines, Guiding Principles 1.10.5.d3  
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“Equal Treatment

PWGSC will ensure that all potential bidders of a particular requirement 
are subject to the same conditions.”

The standard is to measure everyone by the same very well-defined 
yardstick appropriate to the requirements of the project. 

Agencies should be able to review an RFQ and quickly determine 
how competitive they will be by assessing themselves against the 
evaluation criteria, thereby enabling them to make an informed “go vs. 
no go” decision. With clearer evaluation criteria, and access to the list 
of competitor proponents, agencies can make better decisions about 
where to invest their expensive but scarce resources when responding 
to opportunities. And that benefits everyone in the equation.

The optimal situation is to get a few very qualified agencies to submit 
proposals.

When evaluation criteria or their weighting are vague, too many 
agencies will waste hours writing proposals because they think they 
have a chance of winning, or conversely will not submit because of the 
vagueness of the criteria.

If a client is not explicitly clear about how they will score proposals, 
then the client should expect (i) high proposal submission rates from 
the LEAST qualified firms, and (ii) low submission rates from the MOST 
qualified firms.

If you are getting too many weak proposals or too few quality 
proposals, those are red flags that you have not focussed your RFQ 
enough and are wasting your and the agency’s time.

Again, the standard is NOT to create a vague yardstick that encourages 
a broad number of agencies to submit a low-quality proposal.

To avoid confusion and the challenges that result, the scoring rubric 
must be clear and obvious.
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COMMUNICATING THIS STANDARD 
 
When creating a scoring mechanism:

• Scoring mechanisms must be completed before an RFQ can be 
issued or a competition can begin and must be shared as part of 
the RFQ.

• Never use a sliding or arbitrary scale, only an either/or type scale. 
Do not give the evaluation committee the option to decide on how 
many points should be awarded. They should only decide what 
point category the proposal can meet and then award the points 
identified for that category.

• You need to create separation between proposals so the 
differences in scores should be definite and substantial.

• Each evaluation committee member should complete a scoring 
sheet in confidence for each proposal. 

• After the scoring is done independently, the scoring committee 
should meet and discuss their individual scores and come to 
a consensus on a single committee score in each category 
(and ultimately the proposal) for each proposal. This allows for 
individual thought but also debate and clarification from different 
perspectives (end-user, technical expert, procurement facilitator, 
etc.) to make sure the proposals have been given appropriate due 
diligence.

• In the case of a tie or a very close result, interviews can be used 
to determine a final agency to negotiate with. Interviews are not a 
mandatory part of the process but are critical in determining how 
effective your team and the agency might be working together. 
Consider “fit” as the ability to maximize and leverage the expertise 
of both organizations. Does 2+2=4 or does 2+2=9? You want the 
agency that makes your 2 and their 2 more than just the sum of 
the parts. Let’s face it, hiring an agency is like getting married. Easy 
and fun to get into but miserable and expensive to get out of. Best 
to do as much as possible to make sure you are compatible before 
you buy the ring, book the church, and sign the papers.
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• “Fit” can be a legitimate element of expertise but is not a license 
to just rationalize hiring people you like. So how do you make this 
intangible thing called “fit” into a tangible and objectively assessed 
element?

• Start by determining clearly what “fit” and “chemistry” mean to you, 
your team and your organization. Be specific and focus on two-four 
key elements.

For more discussion about “fit” and how to handle this 
important intanglible element see page 68 Common Issues.

• If an interview is used the format should be to review the proposal 
information with the proposed agency project team to pursue 
additional insight or new insights about their already submitted 
case studies, methodology and thought leadership that would 
cause their score to be increased or decreased. An interview does 
not require a new scoring system because it is simply a review 
of the existing proposal in an attempt to make the scoring of the 
proposal more accurate.

Scoring always remains focussed on the best predictor of success on a 
project and that is relevant expertise.

Again, back to our previous illustration - if you are a retailer of seasonal 
kiosk-based ethnic fast food expanding into Quebec you would 
describe the expertise you require within the framework of your 
situation.

The best consultant for our project will be one that has the greatest 
expertise in areas most relevant to our project. We have decided to expand 
into Quebec and require a firm or consultant that has all of the following:

Functional Expertise: An agency that has significant expertise driving retail 
sales in seasonal kiosk locations.

Category Expertise: An agency that has significant expertise in the ethnic 
fast food segment.

Geographic Expertise: A consultant or firm that has significant expertise 
working in Quebec.
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You would then list the evidence you require each agency to submit 
along with the scoring rubric for that evidence. You would begin 
by simply requesting that the agency identify the members of the 
project team that will fit within the budget you have proposed. 
The expectation is that if awarded the project it will be this team 
(or substantially this team) that will actually deliver the project. 
This is not evaluated, just documented for future reference.

The following pages outline the information that should be 
requested and how it can be objectively evaluated. 

1.    Project Team (Not Scored)

• Agencies should provide the names of the primary project 
team members that will be assigned to the project, a brief 
description of the role(s) they will play if selected for the 
project, and explanation of their relationship to the proponent 
firm (employee, partner, subcontractor, etc.). An acceptable 
variation is to identify the titles/level of experience of the 
people that will perform the primary account activities instead 
of the names of actual individuals. The idea is that this can help 
identify if the account will be appropriately staffed without 
handcuffing the agency to committing people to a project which 
may take months to award.

2.    Experience: Prior Similar Projects Completed by the Agency  
       or Individuals (60%)

• Agencies should provide three Performance Framed Case 
Studies. 

• Note that the same OR different case studies can be submitted 
for the prior projects evaluation (60%) and the methodology 
evaluation (30%). The most relevant case studies will be those 
that demonstrate relevant functional expertise, category 
expertise, geographic expertise (if required) as well as the 
methodology of the agency and thought leadership (usually in 
the form of unique and new data or learning that has come out 
of and been published as a result of the case project) all in the 
same case however those are rare.
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Pioneered by Canadian management consultant Blair Enns4 (one of 
the leading advisors to the global design and advertising industry), 
the term Performance Framed Case Studies (also often referred 
to as Process Framed Case Studies) refers to a specific format 
of presenting case materials and is designed not to claim some 
outcome, but to illustrate that the firm uses a standardized process 
or methodology when working with their clients.

Similar to the concept of Key Performance Indicators, Performance 
Framed Case Studies focus on the early, controllable and replicable 
actions in a process as the determinants of the successful 
outcomes of a future engagement.

Performance Framed Case Studies differ in the way they present a 
case. Most case studies are written in this format:

The Problem 
The Solution 
The Outcome

Whereas Performance Framed Case Studies frame the case using 
the standard process the firm has identified as their modus 
operandi when working with clients in some form similar to:

Gather Data 
Analyze Data 
Identify Options 
Recommend 
Implement 
Evaluate 

Note: 
When evaluating each case study in this next segment use the 
scoring matrix provided IF YOU ARE INCLUDING GEOGRAPHIC 
EXPERTISE. If you are not using Geographic Expertise, then simply 
eliminate that column.

Each Performance Framed Case Study will be evaluated using the 
rubrics that follow.
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When you ask a creative firm to part with their highest value product, 
their thinking, for free you’re going about the selection process in an 
ineffective and honestly uninformed way. In most cases, the request 
to part with thinking or go through a long and arduous RFP process 
comes from a client’s need for assurances that the agency is the best 
choice for the job. And you’re correct in wanting to be fully informed 
and reassured. We believe, however, there’s a better way. 

Process Framed Case Studies (also known as Performance Framed 
Case Studies) are among the most effective tools a procurement 
department can ask for to best understand how a firm applies their 
thinking, via a defined process, to solve a specific challenge for a 
specific client, complete with disclosure of the results achieved.

This form of case study is effective for two reasons. First, the 
example presented is proof that a firm has done this sort of thing 
before. Second, the method a firm employs to do that work is your 
assurance that you will achieve similar results on future work. The 
more consistency a firm can demonstrate in their methods, the more 
consistency will be assumed in future outcomes. Showing great work 
that yielded great results is nowhere near as effective if a firm neglects 
to show you how they did the great work.

When seeking to hire an expert to handle important initiatives, which 
we would always recommend over a generalist firm, you should expect 
their expertise to be supported by expert processes. Expert firms will 
have defined methods for doing what they do. Further, a firm should 
be able to show how they diagnose problems, how they arrive at 
prescriptions for solutions, and how they translate those solutions into 
creative. Case studies that are framed by such processes are powerful 
assurances of the consistency of the agency’s approach. Most agencies 
can show a body of good or even great work. Those few agencies that 
are adept at providing assurances that the work to come will be as 
good as the work just seen are a rung or two above their competitors. 
- 
Blair Enns, CEO, Win Without Pitching, the sales training organization for 
creative professionals.

A BETTER PATH TO HIRING A 
CREATIVE FIRM
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SCORING FUNCTIONAL 
EXPERTISE

 
 
Functional Expertise is what the agency is being asked to do –  
be as specific as possible. 

For example: 
Drive retail sales in seasonal kiosk locations vs. just drive retail sales. 

100%  
In this case study the firm clearly demonstrated it has successfully 
completed a project in driving retail sales in seasonal kiosk locations.

50%  
In this case study the firm demonstrated it has successfully completed 
a project somewhat related to driving retail sales in seasonal kiosk 
locations.

10% 
In this case study the firm demonstrated it has successfully completed 
a project unrelated to driving retail sales in seasonal kiosk locations.
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SCORING CATEGORY  
EXPERTISE 
 

Category Expertise is the sector you (the client) are in –  
be as specific as possible. 

For example: 
Ethnic fast food segment vs. just restaurant sector. 

100%  
In this case study the firm clearly demonstrated it has successfully 
completed a project in an ethnic fast food segment.

50%  
In this case study the firm demonstrated it has successfully completed 
a project somewhat related to an ethnic fast food segment.

10%  
In this case study the firm demonstrated it has successfully completed 
a project unrelated to an ethnic fast food segment.
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SCORING GEOGRAPHIC 
EXPERTISE
 

Geographic Expertise is where the consulting is required –  
be as specific as possible. 

For example:  
Quebec vs. just Canada.

100%  
In this case study the firm clearly demonstrated it has successfully 
completed a project in Quebec.

50%  
In this case study the firm demonstrated it has successfully completed 
a project somewhat related to Quebec.

10%  
In this case study the firm demonstrated it has successfully completed 
a project unrelated to Quebec.
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TOTALLING EXPERTISE SCORES 
FOR PRIOR SIMILAR PROJECTS

Columns are then tallied for the three case studies, totalled out of 
90 and calculated as a percentage so that the score out of 60 can be 
calculated.

So in the example below the scores for this firm add up to 56 out of a 
possible 90 which is 62% (which is equal to 37.2/60).

 
Note: 
If Geographic expertise is not relevant and therefore not scored then 
this second step would not be required as the raw score would already 
be out of 60.

Fun. Exp Cat. Exp Geo. Exp Total

1 5/10 10/10 1/10

2 10/10 5/10 5/10

3 10/10 5/10 5/10

25/30 20/30 11/30 56/90*
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1.    Consistent Methodology: A Defined Framework for Achieving  
       Consistently High Outcomes (30%)

• A flow chart (or similar) and accompanying description of the 
methodology used by the firm should be requested.

• Three Performance Framed Case Studies that demonstrate that 
methodology should be requested. These can be the same as 
provided for the expertise assessment.

The goal of the buyer is to assess the likelihood that an agency can 
replicate a (hopefully successful) outcome.

One element used to predict this is the existence of a standardized 
process (and not to worry about the quality of the process itself unless 
of course the process is so obviously flawed – like relying on dice or 
magic Ouija boards – that it must be discounted).

If they cannot demonstrate their process using case studies, then it is 
unlikely that they actually have a process that they use and their ability 
to replicate any previous project successes must be suspect.

An agency that has mastered and applies a standardized process is 
likely to reduce variations in outcome. An agency with a well-defined 
and well-utilized process for solving their client’s business challenges 
is likely to be more consistently able to replicate that success than an 
agency that flies by the seat of their pants.

So instead of trying to evaluate the process, or even worse trying to 
evaluate how they will apply the process to your situation (this would 
mean they actually have to start solving your problem and that is 
usually ineffective unless you are paying them fair market value to do 
so), evaluate if their process is actually embedded and consistently 
used within their agency. This is most easily done by evaluating 
the degree to which the case studies demonstrate use of their 
methodology on previous projects.

Each Performance Framed Case Study will be evaluated against the 
methodology that has been described in a flow chart and written 
description using the rubric on the following page.
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SCORING THE DEGREE TO 
WHICH THE CASE STUDY 
DEMONSTRATES THE USE OF 
THEIR METHODOLOGY 
 
100%  
In this case study the firm clearly demonstrated it has successfully 
completed the project using the methodology it has described.

50%  
In this case study the firm clearly demonstrated it has completed a 
project using some elements of the methodology it has described.

10%  
In this case study the firm has not demonstrated it has completed a 
project using some elements of the methodology it has described.

The column is then tallied for the three case studies and totalled out of 
30. So in the example below the scores for this firm add up to 16 out of a 
possible 30.

Case 1 10/10

Case 2 5/10

Case 3 1/10

Total 16/30
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4.    Thought Leadership: Relevant Achievements, Education or Training of 
       Individuals or the Agency (10%)

• Agencies should be requested to submit a listing and brief 
description of how each of their five pieces of  thought leadership 
relate to the functional and category expertise of their firm.

• This could include such elements as research and data, articles/
papers, books, presentations/speeches, awards, accreditations, 
educational achievements, etc.

Another great category of evidence of relevant expertise is thought 
leadership. While this phrase has come to mean many things, for our 
purposes we can define it as “some substantial piece of information 
created by an individual, or groups of individuals within a firm that 
brings new information, or new understanding to a situation.”
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SCORING THE DEGREE 
TO WHICH THE THOUGHT 
LEADERSHIP SAMPLE  
REFLECTS BOTH FUNCTIONAL 
AND CATEGORY EXPERTISE  
OF THE FIRM

100%  
Sample provided demonstrates evidence of BOTH functional and 
category expertise and was completed entirely by one or more 
proposed project team members or senior leadership team while at 
the proponent firm.

50%  
Sample provided demonstrates some evidence of functional and/or 
category expertise and was completed in whole or in part by a member 
of the proposed project team while, or while not, at the proponent 
firm.

10%  
Cannot meet the requirement. 
A score is then assigned for each of five pieces of thought leadership 
and totalled out of possible maximum score of 10.

Thought Leadership Sample 1 2/2

Thought Leadership Sample 2 0.2/2

Thought Leadership Sample 3 1/2

Thought Leadership Sample 4 1/2

Thought Leadership Sample 5 1/2

Total 5.2/10
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NEGOTIATING PRICE AND SCOPE WITH 
THE HIGHEST SCORING AGENCY 
 
Once the proposals have been evaluated using the above process, 
determine which agency has the highest score, and barring any other 
issues such as an inappropriately low score or unbalanced score (see 
below) you can begin negotiating the actual and final (and REALISTIC) 
scope and details including detailed pricing for the project with the 
most qualified, and within the range of budget you have identified as 
part of your search.

If negotiations are unsuccessful and a deal cannot be consummated 
with the most qualified agency, simply conclude your negotiations and 
begin negotiating with the second most qualified agency.

COMMUNICATING THIS STANDARD 
 
Be clear.

ACCEPTABLE VARIATIONS 
 
Your scoring rubric language may vary according to the industry, but 
the format should not.

For example, RFQs for digital media firms may have language focussed 
on user experience etc., while RFQs for market research firms may ask 
about market penetration and engagement, etc.

COMMON ISSUES 
 
Not Creating Enough Separation

The scoring above is not subjective - it is objective. It does not let an 
evaluator decide if a response should earn a 0 or a .5 or a .625 or a 
1.715 or a 2.5 – it clearly identifies what earns a 10% and what earns 
a 50% or a 100% 

Evaluate Agencies Against Objectives Not Against Each Other

When you evaluate proposals against each other you always have 
a winner. One proposal always comes out on top.
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When you evaluate proposals against objective decision criteria there 
is not always a winner as they may not meet or sufficiently meet the 
criteria.

Just because you receive proposals does not mean that there is an 
agency that should be awarded the project.

So, what should the minimum score be? There is no absolute answer 
but here are some guidelines:

• In most cases, complete absence of either functional or category 
expertise should preclude an award of the project;

• A functional expertise score that is significantly higher than a 
category expertise score can still lead to an acceptable result if no 
other more appropriate supplier options are available. It means 
that consultant knows how to do the job but may encounter 
difficulties relating to the sector – something that you as a client 
could possibly assist with.

• A category expertise score that is significantly higher than the 
functional expertise is a red flag for further review and possible re-
evaluation. It means the consultant knows the sector very well but 
does not have technical skills in the area required. 

Tie-Breaking 
Sometimes even with a good scoring separation, there can result an 
obvious tie. You have four options.

Option One: Look to other criteria not in the proposal to break the tie. 

Agency X has worked with us before, so we will use our familiarity with 
them as a tie-breaker and we will select them.

If you take this approach you may be creating the potential for a 
legal challenge because you have stepped outside of the agreed 
upon decision-criteria to make a decision. An agency losing a project 
might reasonably argue that “familiarity” was never identified as an 
evaluation criterion and if they had known that “familiarity” was an 
evaluation criterion they would have estimated their opportunity for 
success differently and may not have chosen not to spend $X,000 
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writing a proposal. Note that we are not offering legal advice here but 
simply communicating what it appears some courts have decided in 
the past. 

The courts in Canada have called this the Contract A/Contract B 
principle. In very simple terms Contract A is a legal agreement that 
is automatically assumed to be in place when a bidder submits a 
proposal in response to a procurement process. Contract A states that 
everyone is going to play by the rules outlined in the procurement 
document. Contract B is the contract that is ultimately awarded to the 
winner of the procurement process. You can imagine that awarding a 
project based on a decision criterion that was never identified in the 
procurement documents might be a breach of Contract A.

Option Two: Review existing criteria to see if there is evidence of 
greater quality of submission. 

In the event of a tie, the quality of the evidence provided will be 
assessed as a tie-breaking criterion via secondary review or interview.

So for example, if you have asked for samples of thought leadership 
as evidence of expertise and one agency has provided articles of a 
page or two published only in their newsletter while another agency 
has provided samples of 20 page articles of theirs published by 
Harvard Business Review you would have an argument that the 
latter has offered better evidence of expertise than the former.

Option Three: Related to the previous, is that the most relevant case 
studies will be those that demonstrate relevant functional expertise, 
category expertise, geographic expertise (if required) as well as the 
methodology of the agency and maybe even thought leadership all 
in one case. If two agencies have similar scores but one agency has 
earned its score with only three cases studies in total versus another 
agency that required up to six case studies to demonstrate expertise, 
it is reasonable to argue that the three case studies are more similar 
to your exact needs than the six case studies that each represent part 
of your needs.
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Therefore, you might use the idea of “same score achieved with fewer 
case studies” as an indicator of greater relevance to your project and 
making it a legitimate tie-breaker.

You can see how this process provides a framework for evaluation but 
also some flexibility within that framework.

Option Four: Use the interview process to look for evidence of greater 
expertise within the categories identified in the RFQ as identified in 
Section Ten (Interviews).

Attempting to Evaluate Process 
If you ask an agency to provide you with their detailed process for 
solving your specific problem, you are really asking them to start 
solving your problem before you have hired them. This causes three 
potential issues.

Issue 1: 
To present and discuss their process more than just generally, they 
have to begin the process of starting to solve your problem and by 
doing so you have just stepped over an ethical line as outlined in 
Section Seven (Never Request Free Consulting).

What you really want is a robust supply chain partner - not a low-
cost provider - so don’t treat their process like something that can be 
exploited for free. 

Issue 2: 
You will get a poor result. Defining the detailed process requires 
significant interaction and collaboration between the client and the 
agency. This is typically not permitted or possible during a selection 
process and will have to be redone or substantially redone when the 
project is awarded.

Issue 3: 
Their processes are all very similar and rooted in Herbert Simon’s 
Bounded Rationality Model of Decision-Making – basically they are: 

Gather Data > Analyze Data > Identify Options > Recommend > Implement > Evaluate
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Although they may use different tools – for example, one might use 
focus groups while another might use surveys to gather data - their 
basic process will all be substantially the same so the process itself is 
not typically something that is a good differentiator of agencies. The 
degree to which they identify and use a standard process is a better 
predictor of successful outcomes and that has already been covered in 
our example (see Issue 3 above). 

One exception might be that if two agencies had slightly different 
processes of seemingly equal validity your firm might choose the 
one most customized or appropriate to your specific expertise 
requirements. 

As well, think for a second about why their process is important to you.

An agency that has mastered and applies a standardized process is 
likely to reduce variations in outcome. An agency with a well-defined 
and well-utilized process for solving their client’s problems is likely to 
be able to more consistently be able to replicate that success than an 
agency that flies by the seat of their pants.

So instead of trying to evaluate the process, evaluate if their process 
is actually embedded and consistently used within their agency. This 
is most easily done by evaluating the degree to which the case studies 
demonstrate use of their process and methodologies.
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06. 
CONFIDENTIALITY AND ETHICS 
 

OVERVIEW 
 
Expertise is what agencies sell to their buyers and how they compete.

When a client shares information provided to them by an expert 
agency, with the generalist competitors of that agency, they have 
inappropriately and unethically compromised the expert agency’s 
ability to compete. 

In many cases agency’s will choose to not propose or choose to not ask 
a question (meaning their proposal will be weaker, and your decision 
will be compromised, because of the lack of information) simply 
because their question will be shared with other agencies.

An expert agency will know what questions need to be asked to 
formulate a strong proposal because of their specific and relevant 
expertise and experience they have accumulated on similar projects, 
via training or research, and through recruitment of experienced staff.

A generalist agency that does not have relevant expertise will be 
“educated” on the opportunity simply by observing the types of 
questions an expert agency asks.

By sharing the questions that a potential proponent asks, the client 
is educating generalist agencies at the expense of expert agencies. 
This is an unethical business practice. Would your organization 
choose to participate in a practice now that it has been identified 
as being unethical? Especially since there is clearly no advantage or 
requirement for a client to continue to use this practice – again it is 
unlikely that your procurement policy requires this level of disclosure. 
The requirement is for everyone to have fair access to a response - not 



095QBS AGENCY SEARCH GUIDE

sharing of responses with everyone. 

It is interesting that most clients will refuse to share detailed pricing 
information or complete proposals between competitors for the 
obvious reason that it would be unethical but are quite comfortable 
sharing questions and answers among all competitors - which is 
absolutely unethical.

Expert agencies protect their expertise often by (i) choosing not to ask 
a question that they would otherwise ask if their question was not 
being shared with competitors, or (ii) choosing to protect their long-
term interests (protecting their ability to compete by maintaining their 
expertise advantage) by not participating in the procurement.

By sharing the questions and answers of one agency among all 
agencies a client is reducing the chance of higher quality proposals, 
reducing the participation of the most qualified agencies, and 
participating in an unethical business practice.

COMMUNICATING THIS STANDARD 
 
Your role is to make the rules clear and obvious and then enforce 
them fairly.

Questions may be asked by email until Noon CST on January 1, 20XX.

A response to a question will be provided only to those asking the question. 
All responses will be made via email.

Questions and answers will be shared among ALL potential proponents 
only if the question is simply a correction of a typographical or factual 
error.

ACCEPTABLE VARIATIONS 
 
Simple logistical or administrative corrections identified by one agency 
are fair game for sharing with all potential proponents.

For example, if one agency contacted the buyer and pointed out that 
the budget as stated on page 3 of an RFQ is $10,000, while on page 7 it 
is identified as $100,000, for efficiency sake it would be fair to issue an 
addendum or simply a communication to all potential proponents that 
the correct number is $100,000.
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However, if one agency asked what actions have already been taken to 
drive seasonal kiosk sales, the only appropriate response would be to 
communicate solely with the proponent that asked the question.

PROPONENTS NOT ASKING EXPLORATORY QUESTIONS SHOULD 
NOT BENEFIT FROM THE DUE DILIGENCE AND EXPERTISE OF 
OTHER PROPONENTS. 
 
How do you handle unacceptable questions? You always retain the 
right to limit what is shared with proponents and should feel no 
obligation to disclose information simply because you have been asked 
for it. Your only obligation is to be consistent with what is shared or 
not shared. 

When deciding to disclose or not disclose information you may want to 
use the following as a guide.

• Are you allowed to disclose that information?

       - If not, then the answer is no. 
       - If yes, then proceed to the next question.

• Would sharing that information with a firm enable them to provide 
you with a better proposal?

       - If so, then disclosing the information is consistent with good 
         procurement. 
       - If not, then there is no reason to disclose the information.

What if a firm asks you for information that in hindsight, if shared with 
all firms, would provide better proposals from all firms, but possibly 
disadvantage the firm that was smart enough to ask for it?

It would be a contravention of your commitment to not share 
questions and answers with anyone other than the agency that asked 
them and therefore unethical.

Remember the client’s job is to separate the experts from the non-
experts, not assist the non-experts to look like experts.

Note that regarding confidentiality and ethical behaviour it does not 
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matter if telephone access or email access etc. is provided regarding 
questions and answers. What is important is that questions and 
answers are not shared, regardless of how a client chooses to 
communicate with potential proponents.

COMMON ISSUES 
 
It’s our policy to share questions and responses.

It is frequently stated to me that organizations, particularly 
government agencies, must share all questions and answers with all 
potential proponents to ensure fairness and transparency “as per their 
procurement policy.”

While most procurement policies do in fact require transparency and 
fairness, I have never seen a procurement policy that explicitly states 
all questions and answers will be shared. 

It is a commonly used process that is mistakenly presented and 
protected as if it were policy.

We know that:

There is no procurement advantage to the client when disclosing all 
questions and answers to all proponents. 

There is advantage given to generalist agencies when expert agencies 
ask questions and the corresponding answers are shared with 
generalist agencies.

There is disadvantage to the expert agencies if their questions and 
answers are shared with generalist agencies.

Therefore, the sharing of questions and answers actually creates an 
unfair playing field, where low expertise agencies will benefit from the 
questions asked by high expertise agencies.

So the practice of sharing questions and answers with all proponents 
actually contradicts procurement policies that require fairness and 
transparency.

The process is fair and transparent when: 
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• Every agency has the same ability and access to ask a question 
confidentially and receive a meaningful and confidential response;

• All questions are answered with similar levels of detail and 
information quality;

• An audit trail of those questions and answers is recorded for future 
review if necessary and;

• All agencies are aware in advance of the rules in place regarding 
questions.
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07. 
NEVER REQUEST FREE 
CONSULTING IN A PROPOSAL  
 

OVERVIEW 
 
Since the goal of a selection process is to select the most qualified 
agency - NOT to have dozens of agencies begin the problem-solving 
process - there is no reason to request free consulting in an agency 
search. 

Speculative work, or “spec” work as it’s commonly referred to, is the 
request for a supplier to provide clients with insights, strategy and/
or creative concepts that aim to solve the client’s business challenge.  
Examples of spec work can be ascertaining insights from 3rd party 
data, creating strategic plans and/or creating a full-blown creative 
campaign with concepts and executions.

There exist both ethical and practical reasons for not requesting 
spec work. 

The Ethics of Asking for Free Consulting

When you ask an agency to begin solving your problem as part of your 
selection process, you are asking the agency for free consulting. So, 
either they will do the bare minimum possible to keep their costs down 
or they will do a tremendous amount of work for free in an attempt to 
win the project.

What this means is that whichever agency does the most work for free 
will likely have the most substantial proposal. This is a case of whoever 
donates the most to the client wins the project.
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Do you see how this begins to look like kickbacks or off the table 
donations in exchange for paid work? 

Some professional associations clearly prohibit members from 
participating in such activity. For example, The Society of Graphic 
Designers of Canada states in the GDC Code of Ethics (item 40):

“A member shall not undertake any speculative project or schematic 
proposals for a project either alone or in competition with others 
for which compensation will only be received if a design is accepted 
or used.”5 

Note that graphic design competitions fall afoul of this code of conduct 
requirement guaranteeing that only the least certified can compete, 
as accredited GDC professionals are prohibited from participating.

The Practical Challenges of Asking for Free Consulting

The irony of requesting free consulting is that it is usually accompanied 
by a statement within an RFP that restricts the contact with suppliers 
during an RFP process. And without meaningful and appropriate 
access to clients and their information, there is no way that any agency 
can formulate a meaningful solution to a client’s business challenge.

This obviously means that any solutions developed by agencies as 
part of a typical RFP process will be substantially inaccurate or just 
plain wrong.

COMMUNICATING THIS STANDARD 
 
This is simply a case of not requesting this information or level of detail 
as opposed to requesting it in a certain manner.

ACCEPTABLE VARIATIONS 
 
None.

COMMON ISSUES 
 
Detailed estimates.

Detailed estimates are a form of free consulting that should never be 
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requested as part of a selection process as they can drive huge costs 
into the proposal writing process, which of course exacerbates the 
waste within a selection process by forcing many agencies to duplicate 
the wasteful detailed estimating process.

Ironically, in many cases the detailed estimates provided by some 
agencies may have sub-trade pricing that is provided by one sub-trade 
to many or all of the proponents. 

Remember – the client ALWAYS pays the bills. Any inefficiency or 
additional costs that clients institutionalize into an agency selection 
process must be built into the hourly rates charged by the agency. 
The concept of “total cost of ownership” definitely applies in this 
circumstance.

As well, inefficient procurement processes create unnecessary internal 
costs for the procurement department that has to manage too many 
proposals or solicit vendors when too few agencies want to participate 
in the RFP process.

As well, without significant contact and information from the client 
an agency is speculating on many details of an estimate meaning (i) 
it will not be very accurate, (ii) will likely have to be redone, and (iii) 
will generate a lot of questions to the client during a selection period 
meaning more wasted time to include something that has almost no 
value (and possibly negative value) in the selection process.

But we provide honorariums for those providing early stage concepts 
and ideas.

Unless fair market value is being paid for the work it’s still free 
consulting and as such unethical.
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08. 
DISCLOSURE OF DISTRIBUTION 
 

OVERVIEW 
 
Distribution of an RFI is either (i) open and available to any potential 
supplier or (ii) closed, meaning it is by invitation only.

The type of distribution is irrelevant but what is important is disclosure 
of distribution.

Note that generic “cattle call” RFPs designed (or unwittingly created) to 
maximize responses (and theoretically lower costs) are not considered an 
ethical or appropriate distribution tactic.

While RFIs can be published broadly to invite a BRIEF (one or two page) 
expression of interest from appropriately qualified agencies, RFQ 
invitations should be limited to six to eight agencies and short lists of three 
agencies for interviews is appropriate.

COMMUNICATING THIS STANDARD

1. Identify if the RFI is open or closed.

2. If the RFI is open - identify where it has been posted so that 
potential proponents can review the documents download list to 
see who else may be proposing and determine if and how they can 
be competitive when submitting a proposal.

3. If the RFI is closed – identify to the invitee list who has been invited 
so that potential proponents can determine if and how they can be 
competitive when submitting a proposal.

Once an RFI has been issued and the results reviewed, a long list of 
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suppliers that will be invited to the RFQ should be established – usually 
no more than eight suppliers that will be narrowed down to three for 
possible interviews.

ACCEPTABLE VARIATIONS 
 
None.

COMMON ISSUES 
 
Fear of disclosure.

Clients often feel that they are giving away some advantage by 
identifying who has been invited to compete for the project.

I have yet to find anyone that can tell me what that advantage might 
be.

In reality by identifying which agencies may be competing, the client 
has provided valuable information to the competing agencies that will 
allow them to more accurately demonstrate their absolute value to the 
buyer as well as their relative value in comparison to other agencies. 
And that is an advantage to the client AND the agency.

As well some agencies may choose not to participate based on their 
previous success against other agencies. This means a more efficient 
process for clients as well as fewer wasted proposal writing dollars for 
agencies. Again – an advantage to the client AND agency.

By disclosing potential competitors regardless of an open or closed 
distribution, both the agency and the client stand to gain increased 
transparency and efficiency as well as increased quality of proposals.
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09. 
PROPOSAL FORMAT –  
LIMITING PROPOSAL PAGES 
 

OVERVIEW 
 
Requesting too much detail and/or irrelevant detail in a proposal 
are the largest drivers of inflated industry response cost and a great 
source of procurement waste in North America.

Ask yourself this question:  Do we need this information from every 
agency so we can make a decision about which is the most qualified, or 
do we only need this information from the most qualified agency once 
we begin to negotiate an engagement with them?

Only information to support the former should be requested in a 
proposal.

COMMUNICATING THIS STANDARD 
 
See below.

ACCEPTABLE VARIATIONS 
 
None.

COMMON ISSUES 
 
Too much information.

Asking for too much information up front like detailed budgets, 
process details, etc. creates inefficiencies for the agency and for 
your team. By limiting proposals to X pages and using the format 
in our templates it will define an appropriate constraint and focus 
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for the agency and generate greater clarity than an unfocussed, 
unconstrained document.

How many pages should it be?

Note that there is no perfect number of pages. It could be 10 or maybe 
in some cases, it’s 50. The point is to constrain what you ask for in an 
effort to remove wasted time and costs from the system.
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10. 
INTERVIEWS 
 

OVERVIEW 
 
The first question is: 
What is the purpose of an interview in the evaluation of an agency? 

The role of an interview is to further assess the claims of expertise that 
have been made via an agency proposal especially if there is a close 
score(s) or a tie on the written proposals. However, interviews are also 
a great way to dive deeper into the expertise of an agency.

The purpose of an interview is not to see if you like them, or if they 
have two legs and two arms or an accent, if they are pretty, handsome, 
smell nice, or dress just like you.

The second question is: Do you need to conduct an interview?

If there is a tie or a very close result based on the written submissions, 
you may want to conduct an interview in order to further examine and 
cross examine the claims of expertise made by the agency. 

As well you can always use an interview to validate your evaluation of 
the proposal you have selected as most qualified.

In either case the interview is “stress-testing” a proponent’s claims of 
expertise.

So how should an interview be structured?

Note that it is important that in the RFQ document you identify that 
there is the possibility of an interview requirement for short-listed 
firms after written qualifications have been evaluated.
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As well it should be indicated whether in-person or virtual presence is 
required.

The process for interviews is simple.

1. The agency team will be invited to meet, and answer questions 
related to their proposal with a pre-determined time limit (60-120 
minutes). No presentation is required by the agencies.

2. The evaluation team will use the opportunity to ask questions 
and clarify details about the case studies, methodologies, and 
thought leadership presented in the proposal. Specifically, the 
evaluation team will attempt to create further separation between 
proponents by adjusting the proposal scores up or down based 
upon the responses of the project team.

3. The evaluation team should focus on areas of lowest scoring within 
a proponent’s proposal to see if proponent discussion clarifies the 
submission and increases the score, and/or areas where two or 
more proponents are very similar and further exploration to gain 
separation is required.

4. Similar to the process of consensus gaining on a group score used 
by the evaluation team for each written proposal, the short-listed 
proponents will be re-scored by the evaluation committee with the 
purpose of a more obvious winner identified.

ACCEPTABLE VARIATIONS 
 
None.

COMMON ISSUES 
 
Requesting details about how the process would be applied to your 
business challenge.

This is an indicator that you are really asking for free consulting so of 
course you should avoid doing so.

Trying to evaluate the quality of the process as opposed to the 
standardization of their process.
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Unless there is an obvious flaw in their process, most processes will 
differ only in degree of customization for the category and budget and 
degree of integration within the client firm. Focus on these elements 
and don’t worry about attempting to evaluate the quality of their 
process.

Once that is done, work with the winner to customize their process to 
avoid any agency process issues you have experienced in the past.

For example, maybe their process uses personal interviews that would 
have to be facilitated by your staff, but you have a collective agreement 
with your employees that would mean increased overtime costs for 
interviews so you would prefer an online survey instead.

Don’t eliminate the expert because you don’t like their process – just 
customize it once you have selected them. If some accommodation 
can’t be worked out, then move on and begin discussions with the next 
best proponent.

Trying to evaluate the disruption their process will have on your operations.

Again, evaluate the expertise and hire the best agency. Once that is 
done, work with them to customize their process to have the least 
amount of disruption on your operations while working with them to 
maximize the best possible outcome. 
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OVERVIEW 
 
The new Vice President, Marketing for a national quick-serve 
restaurant (QSR), saw opportunities to consolidate an inefficient 
advertising process that relied on too many fragmented external 
partners.

THE NEED FOR A MEDIA AGENCY SEARCH 
 
This national QSR leader has almost 1,000 locations across Canada, 
most of which are franchised. When the new VP Marketing came 
from an international advertising agency, they recognized that the 
ad spend, and the ad spend effectiveness, could be improved if there 
were fewer external partners that were more deeply integrated into 
the Company X account.

WHY NOT DO A TYPICAL REQUEST FOR 
PROPOSAL/PITCH PROCESS 
 
Having come to Company X from the agency side the VP was very 
familiar with the expense and effort required for an agency to 
participate in a typical RFP/pitch process and was not confident that it 
led to the best partnerships. The VP commented that “There must be 
better ways to respect the time and value of agencies. And spec work 
was not even a consideration.”

HOW DID YOU COME TO DECIDE ON 
QUALIFICATIONS-BASED SELECTION? 
 
It was at the suggestion of Leah Power, EVP, Agency Operations at 
the Institute of Communication Agencies (ICA) that the VP first 
considered using an alternative process – specifically Qualifications-
Based Selection.

Qualifications-Based Selection (QBS) is the international standard for 
procuring professional services but has only recently begun to make 
inroads in Canada. The ICA is at the vanguard of the QBS movement 
in Canada and offered to support the VP if they chose to proceed 
with QBS.
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WHY A TWO STEP REQUEST FOR INFORMATION/REQUEST FOR 
QUALIFICATIONS (RFI/RFQ) PROCESS? 
 
The VP wanted to ensure they considered a strong group of potential 
agencies, as they weren’t familiar with all agencies in the market. 
They were not interested in hiring a search consultant or doing a 
nation-wide “cattle call” posting. It was felt that the RFI was a fair way 
to include some agencies that seemed to have relevant expertise but 
were unfamiliar to the VP. Ironically, the VP commented that agency 
websites and online directories “weren’t very good at providing 
information about agency expertise.”

RFI ISSUE AND RESPONSE 
 
Initially the decision was to not hire a pitch consultant. However, after 
struggling to create the initial RFI invitation list, the VP has suggested 
that having one would have made creating a short-list much easier as 
“the agencies all looked the same” and “it was a struggle to find ways to 
pull them apart.” The VP commented that more content was required 
in the initial RFI to differentiate the agencies.”

One interesting insight was that when agencies asked questions during 
the RFI process it helped the VP get a sense of how the agency thinks. 
Agencies that did not ask questions were thought of as not as engaged 
“like they weren’t thinking of us.”

A total of 34 questions were asked and the VP indicated in the RFI 
that answers would only be shared with the agency that asked them, 
unless the question was a simple administrative clarification (of the 
34 questions, none were administrative clarifications).

SCORING THE RFIS/SHORTLISTING PROCESS

One interesting observation was that there were questions that did 
not separate agencies because too many could score the maximum. 
For example, one question was “Have you won a national award in the 
last 3 years?” The VP commented that the question probably should 
have been something more specific like “Have you won three or more 
national awards in the last 3 years?”
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THOUGHTS ON THE QBS PROCESS 
FROM THE WINNING AGENCY

What Did You Think of the Process? 
We were engaged by the process. It was straightforward, clear about 
expectations at each stage and quite refreshing.

Were There Any Particular Elements That Really Resonated with You? 
The time that was built into the process for Q&A driven by BOTH sides 
was really unique and impressive. Usually it’s just us standing and 
presenting. Although every client says that fit and culture is important 
this search actually built in a meaningful process to demonstrate and 
evaluate that. Both teams were really engaged in the Q&A and I thought 
it was impressive that the client wanted to meet and engage with the 
actual people that would be doing the work and not just the heads of the 
agency. It was also nice to see such a clear scoring system right up front.

Another very important element was that there was no spec work 
requested. I thought the process-framed case study was a really 
elegant way for us to illustrate how we work and how that drives 
results, without getting us to create a spec media plan.

Probably the most radical element was that a budget and scope were 
provided up front and fees and prices were not part of the initial 
assessment. I think they nailed it by first determining the best firm to 
work with, and then finding the price and scope that worked for both 
parties. We can always work on price to find a solution but when price 
is too big a part of the selection process up front there will always be 
some agency prepared to low-bid and then make up for that by under-
delivering. This process eliminated that risk for us and the client.
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Would You Like to See More of This Approach in Your Industry? 
In the past when we have felt that the selection process is signalling 
that we would be treated as a simple supplier and not a partner, 
we have walked away from opportunities. That’s a difficult decision 
to make, and one agencies don’t take lightly. It’s important for both 
parties that we be partners and not low-cost suppliers especially as 
the industry gets more and more complex.

To that end we have seen our industry begin to shift away from hyper-
aggressive, procurement driven, fee-based selections where the 
marketing area is having more of a say in the selection of their agency 
partner. However, this process was a more radical shift than we have 
seen to date. It would be good to see more selection processes like this 
one – I think it would be good for our industry as a whole. 
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Of 16 new agencies considered, 5 were not invited to the RFI because 
of obvious conflicts, meaning 11 new agencies were invited. Of these, 
2 declined the opportunity and 2 did not make the cut so 7 were 
shortlisted to the RFQ stage. Originally the client had targeted 
5 agencies for the RFQ stage but decided that they would go with 
7 even though it meant more work for the selection team.

Of the 4 incumbent agencies, 3 declined the opportunity and 1 was 
eliminated at the RFI stage – all because they did not have full service 
capabilities.

RFQ ISSUE AND RESPONSE

While it was made clear by the client that only 3 case studies would 
be reviewed for each category of evaluation, some agencies chose to 
submit more. When that happened only the first 3 case studies were 
considered. On an informal level it also sent a message to the client 
about responsiveness to direction. As well some agencies were better 
at presenting their case studies (i) in a way that made it obvious what 
the case study was for and (ii) that balanced the need for brevity with 
quality content.

The client observed that having a page limit (in this case about 30 
pages for the entire proposal) was helpful as there was already a lot 
to read and keep straight and if agencies had been allowed to wander 
into 50 or 100-page proposals that would have been a significantly 

more difficult evaluation process.

SCORING RFQS USING A 1/5/10 RUBRIC

While the RFI created less separation than was desired, the RFQ was 
very successful at narrowing the field down from 7 agencies to 2 that 
would proceed to the interview stage.

Although written instruction was provided to the evaluation team on 
how to use the 1/5/10 scoring rubric, follow up discussions with many 
were also required.
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INTERVIEWS

The two agencies that were selected for interviews were told specifically, 
and early, who would be attending and what the objectives, structure, 
and timing would be. The interviews were at the agency office and 
included a 30-minute case study presentation, 30 minutes of client Q&A, 
30 minutes of agency Q&A and a brief 15-minute tour of the office if 
time permitted.

The agency that won the business, gained a significant advantage 
simply because they followed this format well, and offered good quality 
content. The second-place firm tried to squeeze in other elements, ran 
out of time for their case study presentation, and as a result likely cost 
themselves the business with that error.

An observation by the client was that neither of the finalists utlized the 
invitation to ask questions of the client (by phone or email) prior to the 
presentations. “They shouldn’t be afraid to ask questions throughout the 
process – especially if they are invited to do so” was a comment from the 
VP. “Both agencies missed an opportunity to build rapport early.”

FINAL SELECTION

While it was obvious which of the two final agencies had outperformed 
the other in the interview, a lack of specific scoring rubric for the 
interview process meant there was significant discussion about which 
firm had won the business.

In the end, the client came back to the RFQ scoring rubric and 
considered the interview as an extension of the RFQ. This gave their 
final decision the framework it required for structured discussion and 
a final, confident decision.

DEBRIEFING

Every firm at every stage requested a debriefing, except the winning 
firm, which received a debrief by default when they were told why they 
had won. 
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The client was deliberate about the debrief process. “I wrote 
notes and thought through my comments in advance for 
debriefs for each agency. I tried to offer constructive advice 
they could use in the next selection process.”

FEEDBACK FROM PROPONENTS

According to the VP “anyone that had anything to say about the 
process was very positive.” 

Comments about the process included “really easy”, “very clear”, 
and “best RFP [sic] process we have been through.”

WHAT WOULD YOU DO DIFFERENTLY NEXT TIME?

As was mentioned earlier, the client said they would make the 
RFI scoring rubric harder so that not so many agencies would 
get maximum scores. When everyone can get the max, no one 
gets weeded out and the point is to create separation in a way 
that supports the most qualified firm rising to the top. They also 
commented “Don’t ask what you should already know – like if 
they have a national client, etc.”

As well the client said along with the initial written instructions 
about how to use the 1/5/10 scoring rubric, they would have an 
in-person meeting to clarify this new method of scoring.

And finally, they commented on the need to have some flexibility 
– like expanding the RFQ invitation list from 5 to 7. “Sometimes 
you have to trust yourselves.”
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OVERVIEW 
 
A western Canadian financial services firm (the client) needed to bring 
a new approach to their creative and decided to do a national search 
for a new advertising agency.

THE NEED FOR AN AGENCY SEARCH 
 
It was important to the client that whatever process they used for a 
search be acknowledged as fair, transparent, efficient, and focus on 
value instead of price.

Senior marketing executives within the client were reluctant to do 
a typical Request for Proposal (RFP) process because their time in 
the agency world had clearly illustrated to them how inefficient and 
inaccurate the RFP process is. Instead, they decided to explore an 
alternative method – specifically Qualifications-Based Selection (QBS).

WHY NOT DO A TYPICAL REQUEST FOR 
PROPOSAL/PITCH PROCESS 
 
As former agency staff, the client’s selection team understood the 
problems associated with the typical proposal/pitch requirement for 
spec creative and strategy, and pitching without knowledge of the 
client budget, business, and challenges.

As well, by not forcing the RFP process upon agencies, higher calibre 
agencies were more interested in participating.

And finally, they wanted a quicker result than they felt an RFP process 
would deliver.

HOW DID THEY COME TO DECIDE UPON QUALIFICATIONS-
BASED SELECTION? 
 
Recently, one of the client’s marketing executives had read about 
the use of QBS in the architecture and engineering sectors and how 
that process could be used in similar creative professions - such as 
advertising.

They contacted the author of the article and engaged them to advise 
on the QBS procurement process.
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WHY CHOOSE A COMBINED INFORMATION/REQUEST FOR 
QUALIFICATIONS (RFI/RFQ) PROCESS? 
 
Having come from the agency side, executives driving the search were 
familiar with agencies across Canada. In addition, they undertook a 
research process including reviewing award lists, marketing magazines, 
Google searches, and soliciting referrals from peers in the industry, to 
generate a long list of ten firms to invite to the opportunity.

ABOUT THE RFI/RFQ DEVELOPMENT PROCESS 
 
It was obvious to the client that they needed to be very clear about the 
scope of work that was expected for the budget and that was reflected in 
the overview provided to agencies.

Assessment criteria were developed that were focussed on agencies 
providing objective evidence of functional expertise and category 
expertise. While there was not a lot of emphasis on geographic expertise, 
location was a factor. While it was felt that an out-of-market agency 
demonstrating significant additional expertise would be worth the 
additional costs of travel, if expertise was similar then a local agency 
would be preferred.

An annual budget was disclosed to the agencies.

RFI/RFQ ISSUE AND RESPONSE 
 
Of the ten agencies identified and invited, two declined the opportunity 
indicating a conflict of interest, one declined because of an inability to 
provide a proposal and complete the work within the required time 
frame, one declined because it did not meet their required budget 
minimum (though would have done a trial project if they did not have to 
compete for the project) and there was one non-response. Five agencies 
submitted proposals and the evaluation criteria made it easy to get 
down to three agencies to invite for interviews. Of the three, two were 
essentially tied after the interviews. 
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SCORING RFQS USING A 1/5/10 RUBRIC 
 
This helped with the selection as it provided a strong and obvious 
framework to make and defend an objective (instead of subjective) 
decision. This was important as one of the agencies invited had a 
previous working relationship with of one of the client’s marketing 
executives on the selection team.

INTERVIEWS 
 
Interviews were done in-person and out-of-province agencies were 
offered the opportunity to participate via Skype. The interview process 
allowed the client to understand how the personalities of the agency 
staff and client staff might enhance or hinder the development of 
creative and strategy solutions. As well, it also allowed them to dive 
deeper into their proposals and share knowledge that may not have 
come through on paper.

FINAL SELECTION 
 
Of the five agencies submitting proposals, three were shortlisted 
and interviewed and narrowed down to two after the interview. 
Open discussion among the selection team determined the winning 
candidate as both options were great.

DEBRIEFING 
 
All three agencies that were interviewed were debriefed via a phone 
call by the leader of the selection team.

FEEDBACK FROM PROPONENTS 
 
Proponents indicated that they appreciated the client’s willingness and 
openness to use a procurement process other than a typical RFP and 
felt that the process was “fairer” and far more efficient.
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We had a lot of discussion, it was a difficult choice. One agency had 
more category expertise. Upon review of their creative portfolio (not 
spec creative) and work on their website, we felt that they showcased 
a creative style that wouldn’t as readily lend itself to our brand. 
We preferred the creative style and solutions demonstrated by the 
previous work of the selected agency and discussed a plan to enhance 
their category expertise (which has since been followed through).  
We felt that they both offered strategic and process strength. In the 
interview process the selection team felt that there may be a better 
personality fit with the team we chose and could envision an easy 
and effective working relationship. The geographic proximity played 
a role in breaking the tie as well, our feeling was that though both 
agencies offered a lot of value, in the end it would simply be easier 
(and potentially more cost effective without factoring in regular travel) 
to work with a local firm.

Going through this type of process vs. a standard RFP process showed 
respect for the agencies expertise and time. That was how we wanted 
to conduct the search as it is the beginning of a relationship. We 
believe an agency relationship provides higher value for the client 
when we respect each other and it’s a partnership. A few of the 
proponents expressed that they wanted to win the work due to the 
type of relationship they perceived we would have (open, transparent, 
fair) based on the RFIQ process. Sharing budget is a decision not to 
take lightly, but we feel it’s absolutely necessary to establish fit and set 
expectations from day one. 
- 
Client Selection Team Leader
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SUMMARY AND WHAT WOULD YOU 
DO DIFFERENTLY NEXT TIME? 
 
The leader of the selection team summarized the experience: “It made 
my life so much easier and it was a fairer process of evaluation for 
proponents.”

From start to finish the total process took approximately two months 
and “saved so much time.”

The selection team appreciated the objective framework, focus on 
value rather than price, and transparency that QBS provided which 
was useful during the selection process but also provided great 
support when explaining the decision to unsuccessful proponents 
and the client’s senior executive team. 

In future agency selections the client felt that it might put less 
emphasis on sector expertise (financial services) as the agency they 
selected was based heavily on functional expertise (creative and 
strategy). However, the winning agency did agree as part of their 
selection to invest in education related to sector expertise and the 
financial services firm recognized that they would be (and were willing 
and capable of) playing a role in assisting with that.

One thing the client would have changed specifically for this search 
was to not have done this process just prior to the Christmas break, 
as in hindsight they felt it wasn’t fair to the agencies.
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APPENDIX C  
QBS RFI

TEMPLATE
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Attention [AGENCY NAME]:  
Based on your firm’s accomplishments and noted expertise in our industry 
to date, we have identified your agency as a potential partner and are 
emailing this Request for Information (RFI) to invite your participation in 
our selection process.

[CLIENT] Overview 
Provide information on the history and current status of the company including 
ownership, markets and product offerings. Include brand description with relevant 
statistics, facts and insights.  Describe relevant strategies, marketing or otherwise 
as applicable.     

Client business challenge and introduction into the reason(s) for the agency search.                                          

The Opportunity 
Provide one or two paragraphs on the current business opportunity that the 
company is seeking assistance with. Provide current metrics, targets, constraints 
and the anticipated outcome.

The Process 
To move swiftly and respect the investment in this process by invitees, we have 
developed a simplified agency search process. Interested firms are invited 
to respond to this initial Request for Information (RFI) with a brief document 
outlined below. From the respondents to the RFI a list of agencies will be 
invited to respond to a Request for Qualifications (RFQ).

This agency selection process is based on the principles of Qualifications-
Based Selection (QBS). Price is not a determinant in identifying the most 
appropriately qualified firm.

Final price and scope will be discussed and negotiated only with the successful 
agency. Failure to reach a satisfactory scope and price will result in the 
termination of negotiations and the second most qualified firm will be engaged 
in price and scope discussions. It is expected agencies will offer competitive 
pricing relative to the scope identified, and that you believe our approximate 
spend is in alignment with our business objectives as well as your agency’s 
interests and ability to provide exceptional service.

• RFI – Participating agencies will provide basic agency information, 
necessary to determine whether your agency may be both interested in 
and suitable to manage our business (see RFI Proposal Format below).

• RFQ – Scoring for agencies invited to this stage (six to eight agencies) 

Request for Information (RFI) for Agency Services 
To confirm interest and to ensure no competitive conflict 
exists among prospective agencies. 

[CLIENT/BRAND NAME]
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Request for Information (RFI) for Agency Services 

will use the same scoring rubric and weight as illustrated below but more 
detailed information and evidence will be requested primarily in the form 
of Process Framed Case Studies (also known as Performance Framed 
Case Studies) NOTE TO CLIENT: A process-framed case study uses the agency 
methodology to walk through each case study instead of the typical “Challenge, 
Solution, Outcome” structure. A creative services firm must communicate their 
defined processes for how they diagnose problems (diagnostics), how they arrive 
at prescriptions for solutions (planning or strategic development), and how 
they translate those solutions into creative (creative development). Case studies 
that are framed by processes are powerful assurances of the consistency of the 
agency’s approach and provide a client with an understanding of the agency’s 
ability to replicate their past successes.

• Meeting (in-person or Skype) – Agencies selected for this stage 
(approximately three agencies) will not be required to do a presentation but 
will be invited to have their proposed account team meet with our company 
for a 1 or 2-hour Q&A session based on a review of their RFQ proposal to 
expand upon their case studies, qualifications and current capabilities.

At the meeting stage, we will be looking to understand how the following 
might enhance the expertise identified in your proposal:

• Your approach your current clients’ business
• Your approach to our business (by way of Q&A – not through 

actual plans or work)
• Our teams’ cultural alignment
• How your agency and account team think

The Budget  
Provide one or two paragraphs identifying the budget for this project. This does not 
have to be an exact number and a range is acceptable. This is not a commitment 
to spend but should be a realistic indication of what you intend to spend. Give the 
agency enough information to understand the scope and scale of the project and be 
clear about what, or is not, included in this budget. The final budget and scope will 
be negotiated with the successful agency.

Our company is committed to a fair, cost-effective, and efficient agency 
search process. All agency costs related to the participation in this RFI and the 
subsequent RFQ and in-person meetings, must be assumed by the submitting 
agency. No expenses for this procurement will be reimbursed.  

[CLIENT/BRAND NAME]
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Request for Information (RFI) for Agency Services 

Questions 
All inquiries concerning this RFI should be submitted to:  
(Insert name and contact info)

Note: Questions and answers will not be shared with other proponents unless 
the question is simply a matter of clarification.

Timing 
Note to CLIENT: consider carefully the timing of all stages of the agency search, 
ensuring that your team has the resources necessary to review the agency 
submissions effectively and that the dates are taking into consideration civic and 
statutory holidays

• RFI Issued - [date/time]  
• Inquiries Concerning RFI Due By - [date/time]  
• Inquiry Response By - [date/time]  
• RFI Submissions Due - [date/time]  
• Agencies Contacted to Participate in RFQ Process - [date/time]  
• Inquiries Concerning RFQ Due By - [date/time]  
• Inquiry Response By - [date/time]  
• RFQ Submissions Due - [date/time]  
• Agencies Contacted for In-Person Meetings - [date/time]  
• In-Person Meetings – week of [date]  
• Final Scope and Price Discussions with Successful Agency 
 – week of [date]  

All inquiries concerning this RFI should be submitted by 
[TIME/TIME ZONE on DATE] to: [CLIENT email] cc: [CLIENT email]  Subject: [CLIENT] RFI Inquiry 

Please note that questions and answers will not be shared with other proponents unless the question is general in 
nature or is simply a matter of clarification.

Please return the information requested in the RFI Response Format table below via 
e-mail to: [CLIENT email] cc: [CLIENT email]  Subject: [CLIENT] RFI Submission 

All agencies that wish to be considered for the selection process should return their RFI response and confirmed 
interest in proceeding no later than [time/time zone] on [date]. Submissions should be no more than [# of pages/
words] and provide the information requested in the RFI Response Format table at the end of this document.

The [#of agencies] [creative/media/pr, etc.] agencies moving forward will be notified of their selection no later than 
[date], for meetings scheduled [in person/or other at the place] the week of [date].

[CLIENT/BRAND NAME]
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Request for Information (RFI) for Agency Services 

Legal 
(Insert any legal notices required by your company here)

Location • Agency name, website, telephone, IG, FB, LI 
[social media handles]. [NB: Helps assess expertise]

• List of all other locations in Canada.
• Network affiliation, media, digital, PR, GR and other agency 

partner affiliations.

Personnel • List of all senior management team and key department execu-
tives, include brief bios.

• Name, title, email address and mobile number of prime agency 
contact during selection process.

Clients • List agency’s top five clients (by revenue), percentage 
of total revenue and tenure with agency.

• List clients added over the past two years with date appointed.
• List any current or past experience with [CLIENT’s sector/industry 

clients] with explanation of the agency’s scope and role.
• List any potential conflicts:   
• Certify that agency has no conflicts of interest. 

Principal competitors are [list competitors or industries]. 
• List all other clients in the [CLIENT category].
• List accounts lost or resigned over the past two years. 
• Provide three references from the agency’s current clients. 

Financial • Describe agency’s ownership structure.
• Incorporation date and business number. 

If network, date acquired.
• Provide percentage breakdown of billings by medium

Remuneration • Please provide a brief summary of preferred agency remuneration 
methodology – project, retainer fee, commission, results, etc.

Services • Summarize the range of marketing communication services 
the agency offers clients.

• Indicate the agency’s specific strengths and/or areas of focus.

Fit • Please provide a 100-word explanation of why our company is a 
good fit for your agency.

Strategy • Please provide a 250-word description of how you integrate and 
strategically utilize channels including: mass, digital, social media, 
other 

• Please provide a 250-word description of your strategic message 
process to help define your client’s strategic differentiation.

Awards • List the awards (creative, digital, media, effectiveness, etc.) 
the agency has won over the past three years.

[CLIENT/BRAND NAME]

RFI Proposal Format
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Company Name 
XYZ Corporation, Marketing Division, 123 Street, Toronto, ON, Canada ABC 123

Company Overview 
Provide one or two pages on the history and current status of the company 
including ownership, markets and product offerings. Significantly more detail 
should be provided regarding your current situation and the status of the company 
then was provided in the RFI document.                                     

The Opportunity and Detailed Agency Requirement 
Provide one or two pages on the current business opportunity that the company 
is seeking assistance with. Provide current metrics, targets, constraints and the 
anticipated outcome. Add in details about specific agency competencies that will 
be required. Clarify if these must be in-house or if freelance assistance or joint 
ventures are acceptable. Significantly more detail is required than in the RFI 
document.

The Process 
This agency selection process is based on the principles of Qualifications-
Based Selection (QBS). Price is not a determinant in identifying the most 
appropriately qualified firm.

Final price and scope will be discussed and negotiated only with the successful 
agency. Failure to reach a satisfactory scope and price will result in the 
termination of negotiations and the second most qualified firm will be engaged 
in price and scope discussions. It is expected agencies will offer competitive 
pricing relative to the scope identified, and that you believe our approximate 
spend is in alignment with our business objectives as well as your agency’s 
interests and ability to provide exceptional service.

• RFQ – Scoring for agencies invited to this stage (approximately six agencies) 
will use the scoring rubric and weight as illustrated below and evidence is 
requested primarily in the form of Process Framed Case Studies (also known as 
Performance Framed Case Studies).

• Meeting (in-person or Skype) – Agencies selected for this stage (approximately 
three agencies) will not be required to do a presentation but will be invited to 
have their proposed account team meet with our company for a 1 or 2-hour 
Q&A session based on a review of their RFQ proposal to expand upon their 
case studies, qualifications and current capabilities.

Request for Qualifications (RFQ) for Agency Services 
As a result of our Request for Information (RFI) process, we have identified your 
agency as one of three short-listed potential partners and are emailing this 
Request for Qualifications (RFQ) to invite your participation in this next stage 
of our agency selection process.  

[LOGO]
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Request for Information (RFQ) for Agency Services 

At the meeting stage, we will be looking to understand how the following might 
enhance the expertise identified in your proposal:

• Your approach your current clients’ business
• Your approach to our business (by way of Q&A – 

not through actual plans or work)
• Our teams’ cultural alignment
• How your agency and account team think

The Budget  
Provide one or two paragraphs identifying the budget for this project. This does not 
have to be an exact number and a range is acceptable. This is not a commitment 
to spend but should be a realistic indication of what you intend to spend. Give the 
agency enough information to understand the scope and scale of the project and be 
clear about what, or is not, included in this budget. The final budget and scope will 
be negotiated with the successful agency.

Our company is committed to a fair, cost-effective, and efficient agency 
search process. All agency costs related to the participation in this RFI and the 
subsequent RFQ and in-person meetings, must be assumed by the submitting 
agency. No expenses for this procurement will be reimbursed.  

Questions 
All inquiries concerning this RFQ should be submitted to:  
(Insert name and contact info)

Note: Questions and answers will not be shared with other proponents unless the 
question is simply a matter of clarification.

Timing
• Agencies contacted to participate in RFQ process: [date/time] 
• Inquiries concerning RFQ due by:  [date/time] 
• Inquiry response by:  [date/time] 
• RFQ submissions due:  [date/time] 
• Agencies contacted for in-person meetings:  [date/time] 
• In-person meetings:  [date/time] 
• Final scope and price discussions with successful agency: [date/time]

[LOGO]
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Request for Information (RFQ) for Agency Services 

RFQ Proposal Format 
Submissions should be no more than 15 pages and provide the information 
requested in the format outlined below. Submissions longer than 15 pages 
may be returned for editing down to 15 pages before they are considered 
or may not be considered. Title pages and table of contents page will not be 
considered as part of the 15 pages. Appendices are not permitted.

Agencies will score either 10%/50% or 100% for each case study, in each 
category, based upon their case study being generally less than/the same/or 
superior to other submissions.

NOTE: The minimum number of Process Framed Case Studies that are required to 
meet the requirements of the first three categories below is three. The maximum 
number of case studies provided is nine.

• Provide three Process Framed Case Studies illustrating experience with our 
functional requirements – 30% (3 pages maximum)

• Provide three Process Framed Case Studies illustrating experience within our 
(or related and relevant) industry – 30% (3 pages maximum)

• Provide three Process Framed Case Studies illustrating evidence of a well-
established methodology – 30% (3 pages maximum)

• (NOTE THAT THIS CAN BE THE SAME OR REVISED LIST FROM YOUR RFI) Provide 
list of articles, books, and/or speeches illustrating thought leadership in our 
functional requirements and industries developed or delivered by your agency 
– 10% (1-2 pages maximum)

• (NOTE THAT THIS CAN BE A REVISED OVERVIEW FROM YOUR RFI) Provide an 
agency overview - including the following (3-4 pages maximum)

1. List and brief bios of proposed team assigned to our account (NEW)

Please provide the proposed structure of the team, based on our requirements. 
Include brief bios. It is expected that those listed on the team are those who would 
actually work on our business. You need not include the most senior management, 
should they not be part of the regular client-facing PPL team. Should you proceed 
to the final stage, we will expect to see meet this team in our face-to-face meeting.

2. Agency name, website, telephone, social media handles.  

3. List of all office locations in Canada and head count by office. 

[LOGO]
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Request for Information (RFQ) for Agency Services 

4. Provide network affiliation, creative, media, digital, PR, GR and other 
agency partner affiliations. 

5. Name, title, email address and mobile number of prime agency contact 
during selection process.

6. List of senior management team and key department executives include 
very brief bios. 

7. List of top five clients (by revenue and billings), percentage of total revenue 
and tenure with agency. 

8. List clients added over the past two years with date appointed. 

9. List accounts lost or resigned over the past two years and brief 
description why.  

10. List the industry awards won over the past three years. Include the client 
& project, award show, whether it was a National, Regional/Local or 
International show, and award won (e.g. gold).

11. List any potential conflicts: 
Certify that agency has no conflicts of interest. 
Principal competitors are (insert list here).

Legal 
(Insert any legal notices required by your company here)

[LOGO]
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RFP (REQUEST FOR PROPOSAL) A lengthy and often expensive procurement 
process typically used for commodity goods in which proposals 
are solicited and assessed against evaluation criteria which usually 
include price, product features, delivery terms, and customer service 
support. This process is also frequently applied to the contracting 
of professional services where evaluation criteria include price, 
qualifications of the supplier, methodology/work plan, and customer 
service support.

RFI (REQUEST FOR INFORMATION) Part one of a two-stage procurement 
process most commonly used for custom, complex, and costly services 
or integrated goods and services. The RFI is an invitation to industry to 
forward information about their firm (similar to a resume) that focuses 
exclusively on their qualifications to complete the project. Evaluation of 
this proposal then determines which firms will be invited to forward a 
more extensive proposal.

RFQ (REQUEST FOR QUALIFICATIONS) Part two of a two-stage procurement 
process most commonly used for custom, complex, and costly 
services or integrated goods and services. The RFQ requests specific 
information related to evaluation criteria that DOES NOT INCLUDE 
PRICE, but instead focuses on the qualifications of the supplier, 
methodology/work plan, and customer service support

(WEIGHTED) SCORING CRITERIA Scoring criteria identified to make a decision 
about which proposal (and thereby which firm) should be selected as 
the winner of the project. Since some scoring criterion are deemed 
more valuable or relevant than others, criterion are weighted to reflect 
their differing importance but with all weighting adding up to 100%. 
For example, price is usually weighted at 10% to 50%. A survey of 
municipal engineers working in firms of all sizes across Canada found 
that price represents, on average, 22% of the evaluation criteria.6 In the 
2018 ICA New Business Survey 61.9% of respondents indicated that the 
weighting of price was most often between 11% and 30%, while 33.34% 
indicated it was most often between 31% and 50%.
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SCORING RUBRIC The rules used to objectively determine a score for 
each scoring criterion. For example, the highest price in a group of 
proposals might be scored at 0 in the category, the lowest price might 
be scored as 100% in that category, and all others are distributed 
evenly across the scale based on their relative absolute score. Scoring 
rubrics should be posted publicly with any requests for proposal or 
qualification documents. The best scoring rubrics are those that clearly 
and objectively create separation between differently capable firms, as 
opposed to encouraging clustering of firms around similar scores.

PERFORMANCE FRAMED CASE STUDIES (also referred to as Process Framed 
Case Studies): Pioneered by Canadian management consultant Blair 
Enns7 one of the leading advisors to the global design and advertising 
industry, the term Performance Framed Case Studies refers to a 
specific format of presenting case materials and is designed not to 
claim some outcome, but to illustrate that the firm uses a standardized 
process or methodology when working with their clients.

COST-EFFICIENCY A goal of media marketing that is aimed at minimizing 
advertising expenses incurred while maximizing product publicity 
to a target market in terms of breadth and frequency of exposure. 
Maximizing cost efficiency in a marketing campaign is highly desirable 
for a business since the greatest product exposure is achieved for the 
least amount of financial investment.8 

COST-EFFECTIVENESS Relationship between monetary inputs and the 
desired outcome, such as between the expenditure on an advertising 
campaign and increase in sales revenue.9 

VALUE PRICING: A strategy where pricing is a function of the value 
achieved by the purchaser as a result of the purchase (also referred to 
as Value-Based Pricing).
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 (The following is excerpted from the 2018 QBS Canada publication 
Qualifications-Based Selection (QBS): Best Practice for Architecture, 
Engineering and Construction Management/General Contractor 
Procurement in Canada)

While RFPs with requested prices and sole source methods are 
those most experienced by Canadian A/E firms,10 QBS has seen rapid 
growth in its use in the past two decades. This section will explore the 
geographical distribution of QBS in Canada, including any legislation in 
place to carry it out.

QBS was first introduced at a provincial level in Quebec through a 
regulation that requires provincial agencies to use QBS to procure 
consulting A/E services.11 This regulation marked the first time QBS has 
been mandated by law by a provincial government, which came as a 
result of decades of lobbying in the province.12 Quebec’s progression 
to use QBS provides a stark contrast to the outdated and inefficient 
system used by the municipalities within it.

Large Canadian associations have had significant influence in the 
promotion of QBS in Canada, both through lobbying as seen in 
Quebec by the Association of Consulting Engineers of Quebec and 
Association of Architects in Private Practice of Quebec (AAPPQ),13 
and through recognition of the successful use of QBS.14 The OAA 
and ACEC have also been integral in the promotion and education of 
QBS through Canada.15 16 In 2018, the City of Coquitlam received the 
ACEC-BC Client of the Year Award in part due to its “procurement and 
delivery methodology that leads to clear scope.”17 The city successfully 
incorporated the use of QBS for procuring engineering services, in 
order to focus on experience and technical ability rather than on a 
price based evaluation process. This process allowed for collaborative 
design between owners and engineers, which provided a clear scope 
definition for every project. “In an industry that is more and more 
price driven, and where engineering services are often viewed as a 
commodity, the City of Coquitlam is setting an excellent example of 
valuing the professional services that we provide via qualification-
based selection.”18 

The City of Calgary, the City of Nanaimo and the BC Ministry of 
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Transportation and Infrastructure all also commonly use QBS, as they 
share the City of Coquitlam’s belief that QBS has significant benefits in 
project outcomes, innovation, cost control and overall satisfaction.19 

A 2016 decision in Winnipeg, which changed the tendering practices for 
waste-collection services from a low bid to a price and qualifications 
based system, demonstrates a step in the right direction towards 
QBS.20 Although, as shown in section 1 of this report, BVP (best-value 
procurement which includes price evaluation) has its own pitfalls that 
often result in awarding contracts to an underqualified lowest bidder, 
this move shows Winnipeg’s recognition in the importance of requiring 
qualifications during the tendering process.21 

Progress towards the selection of AEC based on qualifications has 
also been made as projects procured with BVP increasingly focus 
on qualitative metrics to select firms. This progress is demonstrated 
no better than with the Best Value Approach (BVA) developed 
by the Performance Based Studies Research Group (PBSRG); the 
BVA approach focuses on a firm’s verifiable performance metrics 
demonstrating expertise, and the ability to identify and mitigate risk.22  
The firm should also be able to propose alterations to the scope of 
the project that could increase value for the owner.23 Although price 
is one of the five selection criteria (the last criteria being an interview) 
for projects procured using a BVA,24 the earlier mentioned criteria are 
similar to what would be found in a project procured with QBS.  The 
BVA has had much success throughout the USA and Canada, including 
at the University of Alberta in the areas of services, construction 
and design & engineering, where schedule and cost were greatly 
reduced and change orders were completely absent. 25 As buyers of 
AEC services see the success stories of projects procured by requiring 
verifiable examples of expertise, price will become less relevant in the 
selection process. The BVA creates a bridge between traditional BVP 
and QBS, which demonstrates a promising future for the movement 
towards QBS in Canada.

In Alberta, “background and prep work on the legislation [for QBS] 
[began in 2014].”26 This came as a result of years of education to 
stakeholders about QBS by the Consulting Engineers of Alberta (CEA) 
and the engineering industry. In advance of any legislative changes, 
the industry has begun to shift towards QBS with government 
departments and municipalities cooperation, in order to guarantee 
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a seamless transition.27  The City of Calgary, having used QBS for 
approximately 30 years, is seen by the CEA as a model of a major city; 
QBS was tested by the City of Calgary and remains in place today.28 It 
is not difficult to imagine that the success QBS has achieved in Calgary 
may help with the introduction of legislation in the province of Alberta.

The University of Alberta is also currently undergoing a significant two-
year study regarding how QBS performs when compared to fee-based 
selection. The study will include an evaluation of sample projects based 
on several metrics including price, schedule and risk. A quantitative 
review of procurement in Calgary, where QBS is used, and Edmonton, 
where BVP is used, will then be done, and factors such as innovation 
and project life cycle will be compared between the two methods. 
A review and evaluation of a QBS pilot project proposed by Alberta 
Transportation will occur in the final stage of the study. This study will 
serve as a document to provide quantitative evidence in Canada about 
QBS’ performance for the procurement of professional services.

Although QBS was introduced and is still largely carried out as a result 
of regulation, the introduction of legislative policy is not necessary 
for QBS to be used in Canada. In 2014, as a result of a meeting with 
Jennifer Enns, the Manager of Engineering and Energy Services for the 
City of Calgary, and RFP documentation provided by the city, Metrolinx, 
Ontario’s regional transit agency trialed QBS by using it to procure two 
engineering services.29 Metrolinx, being a “self-declared proponent 
of evidence-based decision making,”30 went forward with the project 
not as a result of legislation in Ontario, but due to being provided 
with evidence that QBS is the best practice for procuring professional 
services in Canada. They noted, “with positive results, there will be 
more [QBS] projects to come.”31 

As QBS’ use in Canada continues to increase, legislation will soon 
follow: “Johanne Desrochers, president and CEO of the Quebec 
consulting engineers’ association, said her organization’s lobbying 
efforts [in legislating QBS in Quebec] were aided by the fact QBS 
already was being utilized in some circles, namely at the transportation 
ministry.”32 The ability to compare the results of QBS to other 
procurement methods makes the decision to create legislation much 
easier and understandable.33 

Cal Harrison, President of QBS Canada, says Canada’s shift to QBS 
doesn’t require new money, legislation, studies, or government 
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departments,34 but requires direction by Canada’s public sector 
instead:

“Moving to value instead of low-price just requires a commitment and 
direction by Canadian politicians to catch up with the rest of the world 
and bring a tried, tested and true process to government procurement. 
In the process, Canada will save billions of dollars of taxpayer 
money each year, while at the same time improving the quality of 
infrastructure and services.”35 

In February of 2018, a consultation commenced in preparation for 
a trial of QBS for the procurement of A/E by Public Services and 
Procurement Canada (PSPC).36 This pilot of QBS seeks to “evaluate 
its effectiveness in achieving better outcomes, more innovation and 
life-cycle savings.”37 PSPC’s openness of adopting and piloting of QBS 
is a major breakthrough,38 and with QBS’ track record in the USA 
and municipalities across Canada, this program could result in the 
introduction of QBS at a national level.
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PITCH   
WATCHDOG
Pitch Watchdog is a confidential service that enables agencies to 
report both negative and positive experiences with client pitches and 
throughout a client relationship.

Part of the ICA’s Amplify, Protect and Transform agenda, provides 
a safe space to talk about good and bad cases of client practice 
in pitching and has already proved successful in improving pitch 
processes including TD Bank, TTC and Toronto Zoo.

The ICA launched Pitch Watchdog after listening to the concerns of our 
member agencies but the platform is also open to non-members who 
wish to report a pitch experience.

Agencies have the option to provide information via online form , email 
at goodpitch@theica.ca or badpitch@theica.ca or phone 416-482-1396 
x225. All communications are held in conditions of strict anonymity.  
This information will help us to identify specific and general concerns 
with the pitch process.  We’ll then be in a stronger position to protect 
agencies from bad practice and shine a light on great practice.  The 
ICA will work more closely with clients, procurement and agencies to 
improve the pitch process where necessary.
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PROCUREMENT 
RELATIONSHIP 
This unit seeks to build relationships with the procurement profession 
toward the aim of encouraging dialogue around best practices in 
the sourcing of creative marketing services. The ICA is engaged in 
initiatives at the grassroots and procurement association levels.

If you know a procurement group or a marketing CMO that would 
like to learn more about best practices in the procurement of agency 
services contact the ICA Procurement Relationship Unit – they have 
free and paid resources including training seminars, publications, and 
access to national and international expertise on hiring agencies.



0149QBS AGENCY SEARCH GUIDE

ADVANCING  
THE USE 
OF QBS

In 2016, the ICA was contacted by QBS Canada (a professional services 
procurement advocacy group) and the Association of Consulting 
Engineering Companies (Canada) and invited to join them as an 
observer in their presentation to the Canadian federal government 
regarding a pilot program to use Qualifications-Based Selection 
(QBS) when hiring architects and engineers for federal government 
contracts.

In 2017 the government announced that it would be proceeding with 
the QBS pilot program. It was about that time that the ICA determined 
that QBS could benefit their members, if it was widely adopted by the 
clients that hire their agency members.

The ICA is now in the vanguard of this QBS movement expanding 
across Canada and creating the model for taking this primarily 
architecture and engineering procurement process and expanding 
it into other creative services professions.
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For more information please contact us:
www.theica.ca or goodpitch@theica.ca


