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Communications managers wear a thin smile these days. Asked to do more and more with 
less and less, the efficiency of channels is also eroding. Gone are the days when a global 
campaign could be assembled out of 100 channels. Now there are 1,000s of channels and, 
worse, all global markets are connected.

In many respects, Europeans are used to this. They have the largest single market in the 
world, but with the greatest number of partitions. They have started to solve the problem by 
implementing campaigns simultaneously in many markets. 

This white paper aims to tackle the question around agency models and which work best for 
achieving communication goals while optimizing budget.



THE IMPACT OF 
TECHNOLOGY ON 
THE EVOLUTION OF 
COMMUNICATIONS
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Everett Rogers’ Diffusion Curve of Innovation is familiar to all marketers:

Rogers’ Curve remains of use today when explaining market evolution. It is testament to 
Rogers’ thinking that this model has proved so durable. 

Technology, though, has made several changes to this adoption curve:

• Aggregating markets. Products and services tend to get adopted in multiple 
geographies at once. This can be difficult to handle from a branding and customer 
support perspective.

• Accelerating adoption. Products and services move beyond early adopter phase 
and into the mainstream faster. Social media is a factor here: the innovators and early 
adopters influence the early majority and so on. The entire process of adoption happens 
much faster.
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• More aggressive uptake. New products can be exposed to global audiences and 
later adopters much sooner. These audiences are less tolerant of imperfections. The 
chasm to cross between the innovators and the early adopters may be disappearing. At 
the most, there’s a small window of opportunity to navigate before your product is put 
through its paces by an unforgiving later adopter. This puts pressure not only on product 
management, but also on the comms function, which is forced to identify and address 
any resulting negativity.

• Steeper decline. The rate of obsolescence has also increased, providing a more 
precipitous decline. We see this in the rapid evolution of products and the constant 
need for brands to reinvent themselves. There are many examples of products quickly 
becoming global brands before they’re truly ready, resulting in curtailment of the   
adoption curve.

Many communicators are instinctively adapting their approach to fit with this new reality. They 
know the importance of addressing a global market earlier in a brand’s lifespan. They also 
recognize the need to move quickly before losing their competitive differentiators or before 
the market begins to change.

Unfortunately, communicating to a global audience can be expensive and it’s very hard to 
efficiently mobilize on a global basis. Balancing global and local is also difficult. Customers 
expect a quality, consistent experience wherever they are. Yet failing to take into account the 
nuances and needs of each market can lead to customer dissatisfaction and negative brand 
perceptions. 

This leaves marketers with a challenge: how to quickly and effectively communicate on a 
global basis, without all the traditional encumbrances of cost, organizational structure, and 
complexity.

When it comes to engaging with a communications agency for global communications, the 
choices are limited to some traditional and rather inflexible and inefficient models.



GLOBAL 
COMMUNICATIONS 
MODELS
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The industry has developed three distinct models when working with an agency. Which model 
a client chooses depends on the organization’s own infrastructure and teams. However, most 
communications models haven’t evolved to take account of the changes discussed in the 
previous chapter. 

a) The Single Agency Model

The most common multi-market model is the Single Agency Model (SAM). This is the 
orthodoxy and has been practiced in US communications firms for 50 years or more. 
In this model, a single, large, global agency manages all communications on a global basis. 
The model is highly centralized and usually managed in a top-down way, with all strategy and 
messaging and much of the content developed centrally and pushed out to regions. This is 
in direct contrast to every other trend in communications. Comms pros know the importance 
of listening, dialog, collaboration and adapting the message to a local audience. So it is a 
surprise that, when it comes to global communications, the top-down model still persists. 
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The characteristics of the Single Agency Model are:

• Short lead times, but longer to deploy. There is no time wasted on local agency 
searches, since the same agency is used in each market. However, when all control is 
centred, usually on the US market, the agility of the local teams is compromised and 
campaign deployment can be slow.

• Easy to control. Heavy reporting and planning ensure that every market is 
communicating the same messages.

• Trusted. This model has been around for 50 years, and organizations are comfortable 
with the structure it imposes.

• Easy to scale. As a brand grows, it can be confident that the agency it has selected has 
capacity to handle its growth.

But there are disadvantages, specifically:

• Slow and inflexible. Without adequate engagement from local markets, mindshare can 
be impacted and slowed.

• Inefficient. This is a one size fits all approach, with a price tag to match. Agencies with 
this kind of global footprint and scale are heavy on overheads and expensive senior staff. 
Brands are effectively paying for excess capacity.
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b) The Best Of Breed Model

The Best Of Breed (BOB) model places a greater emphasis on local expertise, which in theory 
makes local communications more effective. Adoption of a brand’s messages can reach 
their peak potential faster because they are tailored and backed by on-the-ground execution. 
However, the BOB model is expensive because of unavoidable duplications of tasks and the 
difficulty of managing multiple groups.
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The Best Of Breed model has two major advantages:

• Effective at a local level, with tailored messaging and execution. This usually 
means return on investment is high and brand message adoption is high.

• Local ownership. Each market is responsible for its own agency, and this sense of 
ownership can often drive better results, through a sense of healthy competition.

But, there are more disadvantages:

• Longer lead times. Identifying and engaging agencies in every market is a time-
consuming process, so roll-out to new markets is slowed heavily.

• Individual agencies lack consistency. Brands have to be comfortable with managing 
multiple styles of agency and handling internal communications themselves, which, in 
turn can be time-intensive.

• Inflexible. Market needs change from time to time and it’s often desirable to be able to 
shift spend from one market to another. This isn’t possible when agencies are operating 
under completely separate ownerships.

• Harder to scale. The BOB model doesn’t allow agencies to think beyond their market 
and take advantage of opportunities in other regions. Roll-out from market to market is 
therefore less fluid – it happens in stages and after prolonged agency searches, rather 
than as and when the market demands.

• Limited collaboration between agencies. When agencies compete with each other 
they will be reluctant to exchange ideas and content with other agencies in the network.

• Costs. Each agency in the model will need to make a profit on the client. In a single 
agency model this profit can be spread across the agencies. Other markets can be 
added at a lower profit margin as the campaign is already delivering added value in the 
hub market for example. This is not the case in a best of breed model.

• Inefficient use of resources. Multiple agencies generates multiple contracts, invoices 
and reports. This requires input from the comms, legal and finance teams; time that could 
be better spent on more strategic issues.
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c) The Global Unified System (GUS)

The Global Unified System (GUS) model can be viewed as a ‘best of both worlds’ blend of 
SAM and BOB. GUS has many characteristics of the SAM model in terms of touch points 
globally, but with all the intimacy and customer service of the BOB model. It is a model that 
is based on two-way dialog between markets and HQ, rather than a top-down imposition 
of strategy. It however unifies all markets financially, culturally and technologically to ensure 
both efficiency and effectiveness.
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The characteristics of the GUS model are:

• Short lead times, and quicker to deploy. Agency selection is rapid, but effectiveness 
isn’t compromised because local messages and execution are prioritized.

• Value for money. Rather than spending on heavy reporting and other agency-intensive 
tasks executed by expensive senior staff, the GUS model distributes these tasks among 
local markets in a joined-up and agile way, resulting in greater efficiency.

• Flexible. Budgets can be moved around to the markets where they’re most needed.

• True collaboration. Not only from the hub down to the local agencies, but also between 
the local agencies in each market.

• The GUS model is faster to deploy across multiple markets and audiences, but 
more effective in driving brand message adoption.

• Efficient use of resources. Time is focused on actions and results, not admin, 
invoicing and contracts.



CREATING A MODEL 
THAT WORKS 
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The question is - how does the GUS model work in practice? There are several guiding 
principles that make GUS possible:

• GUS emphasizes relationships between team members around the world. Technology is 
a facilitator of rapid global deployment, but human factors are more important. We can 
use cloud-based collaboration tools, real-time chat and global monitoring systems to 
organize global teams. However, all this is worthless if the teams aren’t aligned on overall 
approach. Establishing communications goals and ensuring all markets agree on the 
communications philosophy is essential.

• GUS is characterized by a true two-way dialog between markets and HQ where local 
feedback is as important as central policy. The irony of the SAM and BOB models is 
that neither reflects today’s communications mantra of the importance of a two-way 
conversation. It’s important for a brand to have a conversation with its customers, but 
also with each of its markets around the world.

• GUS embodies a ‘follow the sun’ approach, where hand-offs between time zones allow a 
brand to communicate consistently with its audiences 24x7.

• GUS emphasizes flexibility. It’s important to be able to switch focus from market to 
market as needs and opportunities arise. In practice, that often means agencies need 
to run a global P&L, with all markets focused on the greater good rather than on their 
individual bottom lines.

• GUS requires a ruthless elimination of duplicated efforts. Processes that are repeated 
over and over again in the BOB model (agency briefings, reporting, invoicing, messaging) 
need to be synchronized. But, unlike the SAM model, the answer isn’t always to just 
adopt the HQ approach. A compromise must be reached otherwise local markets will 
circumvent central processes and efficiency will actually decrease.

• GUS relies heavily on content. A typical GUS campaign starts with strongly differentiated 
content such as proprietary research, a unique point of view, or deep expertise. 
Increasingly, this content is visual, since text requires translation, which slows the 
process and adds to the cost. Content is shared over multiple channels in an integrated 
way to maximize reach and return.
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Eliminating friction and duplication, flexing budget to focus on areas where there is the 
most opportunity or need, and increasing reach and return through strong centralized 
content all contribute to GUS’s leaner model. Agencies and in-house departments that 
adopt these approaches will be better positioned to help brands of tomorrow get their 
message to a global market quickly, effectively and cost-efficiently.

It’s only natural in a global business that the HQ team will want to retain overall control and 
direction of the comms campaign. The benefit of the GUS model is that it enables better 
and more collaborative relationships with team members at a local level. In turn, local team 
members feel empowered to be part of the global comms model, and are more motivated 
to deliver a joined-up campaign as a result.

Now is the time to change the model of the last 50 years. With industry developments, 
a global agency model that supports a global comms team should facilitate greater 
collaboration, value for money and results.
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Contact us 

Websites:  www.lewispr.com
 www.lewispulse.com
Blog:  http://blog.lewispr.com
Email:  content@lewispr.com

For additional resources or more information about our services, please 
subscribe to our newsletter or contact the LEWIS team, via the website.
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LEWIS was founded in 1995 by a former journalist and, since then, it has grown to over 300 employees 
based in more than 25 wholly-owned offices across the US, EMEA and Asia Pacific.

Its regional headquarters are in London, San Francisco and Singapore. LEWIS is known for delivering 
bold digital communications campaigns that enhance revenue, value and reputation for global brands. 
Digital communications services span PR and media relations, social media marketing, search engine 
optimization and digital content production.




