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ABSTRACT 

Agencies depend on client resources to fulfil their value proposition. An inadequate 

quantity or quality of client resources can negatively influence agency output. Advertising 

literature reports that agencies are frequently frustrated with deficiencies of information, 

expertise, and time. However, only a limited number of studies represent the client 

perspective on resourcing issues. Adopting a paradox perspective, this study explores the 

competing demands that confront clients when deploying resources during the briefing 

process. It advances strategies that simultaneously satisfy the requirements of agency and 

client, often with synergistic effect. Furthermore, the study proposes that these strategies 

trigger a ‘complementary resource’, increasing collaboration and trust, and positively 

influencing the quality of the client–agency relationship. In addition to contributing to 

theoretical understanding of resource allocation, the study recommends practical steps for 

improving the briefing process. 
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Output in knowledge-intensive business services is dependent on the resources of the 

customer as well as the service provider (Bettencourt et al., 2002).  Customer resources are 

integrated with those of the service provider to co-create value (McColl-Kennedy et al., 

2012). In the context of advertising, client engagement in the creative process is a pre-

requisite, contributing a range of resources including expertise, information, time, and 

finance (Koslow, Sasser, and Riordan, 2006). However, research suggests that agencies 

struggle to access client resources (Heo and Sutherland, 2015). In these circumstances, 

agency performance may be compromised. 

The most common cause of inadequate resource allocation is a lack of customer 

disposition or proficiency to provide the requisite resources (Waseem, Biggemann, and 

Garry, 2018). However, it is not just the absence of motivation or competence that hinders 

resource allocation, but also competing demands for resources. Time is a good example. 

Studies suggest that time pressure negatively affects idea generation (Amabile, Hadley, and 

Kramer, 2002). However, marketers face demands to meet increasingly demanding deadlines 

(Kratzer, Gemünden, and Lettl, 2008). This introduces a tension. Both propositions – 

adequate time for creativity and operating efficiently to deadlines – are individually 

incontestable, yet jointly incompatible (Poole and Van den Ven, 1989). How does the 

manager resolve this paradox? One solution is to choose one or other of the ‘poles’ of the 

tension. Given the locus of power in client–agency relationships (Ghaffari, Hackley, and Lee, 

2019), this is most likely to mean the client succumbs to institutional pressure to limit the 

time available, even though this may detrimentally affect creativity. An alternative approach 

is to use paradoxical thinking to find a novel solution that simultaneously addresses both 

demands (Smith, 2014). This study uses paradox theory to explore how clients overcome 

resource deficiencies that threaten outcome quality. Drawing on interviews with clients, it 
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explores the constraints that clients face when allocating resources and reveals strategies to 

‘accommodate’ conflicting requirements.  

There is ample justification for the research. Client resource deficiencies can lead to 

diminished creativity, reduced advertising effectiveness, conflict, and relationship 

termination (Parekh, 2011). There is a need to learn more about resource allocation 

challenges and how to mitigate seemingly intractable problems. A paradox perspective is 

ideal for teasing out how clients can manage underlying tensions. Within the marketing 

literature, there are calls for research that explores customer resource deficiencies (Mustak, 

2019). Paradox literature highlights the need for empirical research to counterbalance the 

predominance of conceptual studies (Schad, Lewis, and Smith, 2019). This study suggests 

that, by reframing the challenge from resource allocation to resource deployment (i.e. how 

rather than what), it is possible to ease problems associated with briefing. From a 

management perspective, the aim is to identify solutions that practitioners can implement to 

overcome entrenched problems, improving the effectiveness and efficiency of the briefing 

process.  

The next section reviews the literature on client–agency resource allocation and on 

paradox theory, the theoretical framework for this study. A description of the research 

method is followed by the presentation of research findings. The study concludes with a 

discussion of the findings and implications for practitioners.  

LITERATURE  

Client Resources 

Services, and in particular Service-Dominant logic, literature maintains that the 

service provider cannot create value unilaterally but does so in collaboration with the 
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customer through a process of resource integration (Vargo and Lusch, 2008). This is 

particularly true of client–agency relationships where the deployment of client resources is 

mandatory. Client–agency literature highlights five common resources that specifically relate 

to the briefing process: information, knowledge, time, risk-taking, and creative freedom.  

The provision of relevant and precise information by clients is essential for 

knowledge-intensive service firms (Locke and Latham, 2002). However, agencies frequently 

receive insufficient and untimely information, reducing the ability to generate creative ideas 

and to work efficiently (Lynch and West, 2017). The successful co-creation of value requires 

that clients possess the knowledge to understand what is required of them and the ability to 

perform to an appropriate level (Auh et al., 2007). However, agencies complain of poor 

decision-making by junior managers and limited access to experienced clients, which 

negatively affects outcomes (Verbeke et al., 2008). Creativity requires adequate time for idea 

generation. Levels of creativity are higher when time is unrestricted (Amabile, Hadley, and 

Kramer, 2002). However, creatives complain of insufficient time to immerse themselves in 

projects, limiting the ideation stage (Turnbull and Wheeler, 2017). Agencies maintain that 

many clients lack risk orientation, a preference for risk-taking that permits agencies to 

diverge from the norm. Risk-aversion is shown to reduce creativity (Wang et al., 2013). An 

important antecedent to creativity, through intrinsic motivation, is freedom. Conversely, 

excessive control reduces motivation and dilutes creativity (Shalley, Zhou, and Oldham, 

2004). Agency creatives complain many clients are excessively prescriptive (Ghaffari, 

Hackley, and Lee, 2019).  

Finally, in order to provide context for the research findings, this review introduces 

one further resource. Agencies complain of briefs that are poorly structured or incomplete 

(Neff, 2015). The theoretical construct of cognitive capacity was derived from the literature 
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as a result of an iterative process of moving from raw data to emerging categories to existing 

literature. A common demand is for managers to do more work, with fewer resources, in less 

time. This is evidenced by multiple tasks requiring simultaneous managerial attention. 

Reduced attention is allocated to each task, leading to reduced performance (Collins and 

Jackson, 2015). 

Paradox Theory 

Competing and contradictory demands are inherent in organizations (Smith and 

Lewis, 2011). Examples include exploitation versus exploration, direction versus 

empowerment, and cooperation versus competition (Keegan et al., 2018). Contradictions 

create tension for individuals who are torn between the two ‘poles’ (Jarzabkowski, Lê, and 

Van de Ven, 2013). Tensions can be conceptualised in a variety of ways including dilemmas, 

dialectics, and paradoxes. A tension viewed as a dilemma can be resolved by assessing 

advantages and disadvantages and then choosing between the two demands (‘either/or’). 

However, in many instances, the competing demands are persistent, so this approach only 

brings temporary relief (Smith and Lewis, 2011). Furthermore, attending to one of the 

demands may exacerbate the other (Sundaramurthy and Lewis, 2003). A tension viewed 

through a dialectic lens proposes transformation through conflict. Thesis is challenged by 

antithesis leading to innovation (Cunha et al., 2019). In contrast, a paradox perspective 

perceives tensions as paradoxical because of the simultaneous and persistent presence of 

contradictory yet interrelated demands. In isolation, they are logical, but impossible to fulfil 

when juxtaposed (Smith and Lewis, 2011). Both poles are interdependent and both need to be 

achieved (‘both/and’).  

There is no single approach to dealing with paradoxical tensions. However, 

approaches that offer longer-term relief are based on acceptance, adjustment, and attendance 
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to competing demands (Gao and Bansal, 2013). For example, contradictory demands from 

two actors might be addressed by intensive discussion to understand respective needs and to 

find adjustments to working practices that meet the needs of both. The most successful 

responses go beyond a ‘both/and’ approach and achieve synthesis (Putnam, Fairhurst, and 

Banghart, 2017).  

A comparison of paradox theory with alternative perspectives reveals common traits. 

Hargrave and Van de Ven (2017) argue that, since paradox and dialectic perspectives both 

propose transcendence, the potential exists for an integrated approach to contradictions. An 

important feature of the acceptance-adjustment response is actors engaging in dialogue, 

questioning assumptions, and reaching consensus on a new approach. In this respect, 

comparisons can be made with Argyris’ (2002) double-loop learning, Bohm’s (1996) dialogic 

mindset, Senge’s (1990) team learning, and Scharmer’s (2016) Theory U which questions 

established patterns as part of a transformational process. 

The purpose of this paper is to use paradox theory to examine the briefing process and 

resource allocation. There are two research questions: 

RQ1: What tensions do clients identify in relation to resource allocation? 

RQ2: What solutions might mitigate persistent resource deficiencies?  

The negative effect resource deficiencies have on agency performance highlights the 

need for an investigation into how to manage tensions associated with resource deployment. 

Furthermore, Taylor (2017) calls for renewed interest in research that identifies the drivers of 

good client–agency relationships that lead to positive results.  

METHOD 
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Data Collection and Analysis 

The author adopted a qualitative approach because of the flexibility it affords 

exploratory research (Bryman, 2016). Interviews were semi-structured and lasted an average 

of 50 minutes. The interview guide covered the five key resource deficiencies identified in 

the literature. The author asked participants to respond to agency complaints concerning 

resource deficiencies. This acted as a catalyst for the identification of tensions. Next, 

participants were asked to respond to these conflicting demands. After exploring each of the 

five resources, the author asked if there were other tensions in the briefing process that had 

been overlooked. Participants identified a sixth resource, introduced in the literature review 

as cognitive capacity. Once this resource emerged, it was added to the interview guide. 

The author collected data between July 2018 and July 2019. From a database of 3,000 

marketers, 200 senior managers were contacted and asked to participate. Besides filtering for 

seniority, the sampling frame was limited to organizations with a revenue above $30 million, 

since they were most likely to interact regularly with advertising agencies. A total of 31 

clients agreed to participate. Of those, 20 (65 percent) had more than 10 years’ experience in 

marketing.  

The author imported transcripts into NVivo 12 for coding. While specific resources 

from the literature acted as orientation points, the purpose of the research was to build theory. 

The identification of tensions and management strategies was inductive and followed an 

iterative process of coding, categorising, and comparison with theoretical constructs. The 

following example shows the analytical process for one resource.  

Coding led to the creation of nodes for the following: significance of the brief; mental 

demands; temporal demands; multitasking; task priorities; task avoidance; and outcome 

quality. Analysis showed that respondents were torn between allocating sufficient time to 
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write a well-constructed brief and maximising the number of completed tasks. A search of the 

literature suggested that cognitive capacity was an appropriate construct to describe this 

resource; Phillips (2008) proposes that excessive demands on managers reduces cognitive 

capacity and task performance. Codes that emerged for coping with the tension included task 

focus, skimping, improvisation, assumptions, and co-crafting. As implied, some were guilty 

of deferring the brief to the last moment, while others isolated themselves to write the brief at 

the expense of other tasks. A few, however, said they opted for a jointly-developed brief with 

the agency, seeking to satisfy both demands. Coding nodes for this theme included alignment, 

clarity, efficiency, strategic partner, and extension of team. The synergistic effect was the 

alignment around a single interpretation resulting from a jointly-developed brief. Finally, the 

paradox approach triggered a complementary resource; clients said the invitation to co-create 

the brief signalled a partnership and enhanced relationship quality.  

FINDINGS AND DEVELOPMENT OF PROPOSITIONS 

Findings are orientated around the six resources and abstracted into a model (figure 1) 

and a set of theoretical propositions (P1a and P1b to P6a and P6b). Indicative respondent 

quotes relating to tensions, responses, synergies, and complementary resources are included 

(table 1). 

Information 

I accept that, when there is insufficient information, the agency is paralysed. It has 

every right to hit the ‘pause button’ and refuse to do more until it gets the insights it 

needs, but the belief that the more information you put in the brief, the better the 

output, is not the case. (Client 6) 
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This exemplifies the paradox relating to the provision of information. On the one 

hand, copious information means the agency has all available contextual information and 

avoids flawed assumptions. However, restricting information means the creative team can 

easily isolate the essence of the brief and avoid being overwhelmed. A paradox approach 

attempts to optimise the benefits of both poles of the tension. Several respondents said they 

responded to the problem by using a briefing template, but one that was jointly developed 

with the agency to ensure it reflected agency requirements. They said a template was a useful 

checklist, encouraging them to focus on key issues. It imposed discipline and ensured 

consistency. It also reduced the tendency for information to trickle through to the agency. 

Furthermore, the involvement of the agency in shaping the template ‘triggered’ a second, 

complementary resource, namely the relational resource. Several clients said that asking 

agencies for their input into the construction of the template signalled respect and engendered 

goodwill.  

P1a. A co-crafted briefing template ensures the systematic and timely provision of relevant 

information that meets the needs of the agency. 

P1b. The invitation from client to agency to co-craft a briefing template demonstrates respect 

for the agency and enhances relationship value. 

Knowledge 

I can’t be involved with the agency on a day-to-day basis. I have to delegate and it’s 

only right for my team to own projects and learn on the job. Inevitably, they will 

make mistakes. I appreciate this can be frustrating for the agency. (Client 25) 

This reveals the underlying tension related to expertise. The participation of 

knowledgeable marketers leads to higher quality briefing. On the other hand, clients 
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acknowledged the need to delegate to junior marketers who would only learn by taking 

ownership of projects. The obvious solution is for the senior client to monitor the work of the 

junior, checking the brief before it goes to the agency. However, the more novel solution was 

for the agency to take responsibility for training junior managers. The advantage is that it 

relieves senior managers of some of this burden while simultaneously ensuring that junior 

managers develop expertise tailored to the needs of the agency. There are synergies too. First, 

training sessions at the agency afford the opportunity to develop a relationship with junior 

marketers who, one day, will be senior decision-makers. Second, junior clients develop a 

better understanding of agency process, leading to more realistic expectations. Finally, the 

client regards the agency’s contribution as a manifestation of goodwill, enhancing the 

relationship between the two firms.  

P2a. Agencies who contribute to the learning process of junior clients will reap the future 

benefits of a more effective participator and resource integrator. 

P2b. Agencies who invest in the relationship by contributing to the learning process of junior 

clients will increase client gratitude, mutual understanding, and dependence. 

Time 

It isn’t how it used to be. I say to my boss “If you want a good job, I need six months. 

If you want a reasonable job, I need three months.” He says, “You’ve got three 

weeks.” This is what we have to deal with now. (Client 16) 

While all clients acknowledged the need for a minimum allocation of time to avoid 

compromising creativity they also highlighted ever-tighter deadlines. Some responded by 

restricting the time allocated to projects, accepting that creativity might be sub-optimal. 

Others recognised the damaging effect time restrictions could have on creativity and on 
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agency morale. A solution that accommodated both poles of the tension was to invite the 

agency into the client’s strategic planning process so that it was informed, in advance, of 

forthcoming projects. Not only did this facilitate agency resource planning, it also provided 

an opportunity for the agency to mull over a project prior to formal briefing, extending the 

‘incubation period’. The solution is synergistic in that it delivers more time than the agency 

would have had under normal circumstances. Furthermore, clients believed that the inclusion 

of the agency in the strategic planning process demonstrated trust. The agency was treated as 

a partner rather than a vendor. 

P3a. The integration of the agency into the client’s strategic planning process increases the 

time available for information incubation and idea generation, enhancing performance.   

P3b. The integration of the agency into the client’s strategic planning process enhances trust 

and goodwill. 

Risk orientation 

Marketers are less inclined to be brave these days. We might say to the agency “Yeah, 

do some left-field stuff” but in reality, we aren’t going there. There is a lot of 

conservative pressure within the organization. (Client 7) 

While clients said they hired external agencies to access originality, they are 

restrained by internal stakeholders, brand guidelines, and performance metrics. Some 

managed this tension by asking the agency to explore boundary-breaking ideas alongside safe 

routes. They appreciated that suppressing radical thinking would condition the agency to take 

a safety-first approach, which could harm a brand’s development. Radical ideas might not be 

progressed immediately, but several clients said agency innovation had prompted a 
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reassessment of brand positioning. Furthermore, clients recognised that scope to explore 

innovative solutions had a positive effect on agency enthusiasm.  

P4a. Sanctioning the agency to embrace incremental and radical thinking simultaneously will 

lead to a range of ideas that meets present and future orientations of the brand.   

P4b. Sanctioning the agency to embrace incremental and radical thinking simultaneously 

increases the agency’s intrinsic motivation and enhances the client–agency relationship. 

Freedom 

You need to give them some slack or else they won’t come up with the best ideas. I 

have to remind myself to focus on the problem not the solution. If I step into their 

territory and start being prescriptive, what am I paying them for?  (Client 28) 

 Respondents depicted a paradox of conceding freedom to the agency to be creative 

while at the same time grappling with the need to provide sufficient direction to ensure the 

outcome met expectations first time. A response to the paradox was to integrate both ‘poles’ 

of the tension. Once briefed, there would be a series of ‘tissue’ meetings to ensure client–

agency interpretation was, and remained, aligned. The creative process was a cycle of moving 

between freedom and control. The client might even attend the agency’s brainstorming 

session, collaborating in idea generation and reining in solutions that were likely to be 

unacceptable. Clients said that greater freedom was a demonstration of trust in the agency, 

enhancing motivation and performance.  

P5a. A process of oscillation between periods of control and freedom during idea generation 

simultaneously fulfils the client’s goals and the agency’s desire for autonomy. 
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P5b. A process of oscillation between control and freedom demonstrates trust which 

enhances agency motivation and performance. 

Cognitive capacity  

We’re all guilty of cutting corners, not because of laziness but because of a false 

impression that we’re being efficient. Everyone has so many tasks to complete that 

the brief is pretty much left to the last minute…It’s perceived as onerous and so, as is 

often the way, you do the easier things first. (Client 11) 

 Clients grappled with the paradox of devoting quality time to writing a brief versus 

the necessity of tackling a multitude of tasks. One solution was to invite the agency to co-

produce the brief. A jointly developed brief is synergistic. Not only is it less onerous for the 

client, it saves time in the long run by minimising the need for post-briefing clarification. 

Several respondents also said they were not always able to articulate what they wanted at the 

start of a project and welcomed the involvement of the agency to help crystallize their 

thoughts. Furthermore, clients said collaboration highlighted the agency’s role as a strategic 

partner.  

P6a. A collaborative process of co-crafting the brief reduces task overload for the client and 

ensures interpretations are aligned. 

P6b. A collaborative process of co-crafting the brief positions the agency as a strategic 

partner and increases relationship strength. 
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FIGURE 1. 

Management of Tensions for Synergistic and Complementary Resources 

 

Resource deficiency: 
Information 

Tension pole A: 
Copious information: 
agency fully informed 

 
Tension pole B: 

Minimal information: 
highlight core issues 

 

Paradox approach: 
Co-crafted  

briefing template 
 

Synergy: 
Optimum, and structured 

information provision 
 

Complementary resource: 
Agency involvement 

enhances relationship 
 

Resource deficiency: 
Knowledge 

Tension pole A: 
Delegate control: free-up 

time / develop staff 
 

Tension pole B: 
Retain control: improved 

decision-making   

Paradox approach: 
Agency delivers 
training sessions 

 

Synergy: 
Tailor-made training/ 

‘mould’ junior managers  
 

Complementary resource: 
Develop relationships with 

junior managers 
 

Resource deficiency: 
Time 

Tension pole A: 
Generous time allocation: 

problem ‘incubation’ 
 

Tension pole B: 
Minimal time allocation: 

meet deadlines 
 

Paradox approach: 
Share strategic plan / 

pre-brief projects 
 

Synergy: 
Added time for ideation 

 
Complementary resource: 

Demonstration of trust 
enhances relationship 

 

Resource deficiency: 
Risk-orientation 

Tension pole A: 
Risk-take: disrupt the 

sector 
 

Tension pole B: 
Risk averse: avoid 

alienating stakeholders 
 

Paradox approach: 
Incremental and 

disruptive concepts   
 

Synergy: 
Identifies boundaries / 

informs strategy 
 

Complementary resource: 
Maintain agency 

motivation 
 

Resource deficiency: 
Freedom 

Tension pole A: 
Autonomy: freedom to 

explore  
 

Tension pole B: 
Control: ensure outcome 

meets expectations  
 

Paradox approach: 
Iterate between 

freedom and control 
 

Synergy: 
Greater effectiveness and 

efficiency  
 

Complementary resource: 
Avert potential conflict to 
maintain relational quality  

 

Resource deficiency: 
Cognitive capacity 

Tension pole A: 
Focus on task: diligently 

constructed brief 
 

Tension pole B: 
Multitask: share attention 

across multiple tasks 
 

Paradox approach: 
Co-crafted  

brief 
 

Synergy: 
Reduces need for post-

briefing clarification  
 

Complementary resource: 
Agency involvement 

enhances relationship 
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TABLE 1. 

Indicative Respondent Quotes 

 

Resource Paradoxical tension 

(Pole A and B) 

Response Synergy Complementary 

resource 

Information Of course you want to be 

diligent. Agencies shouldn’t 

have to work from a patchy 

brief. (Client 1) 

 

Too much information clouds 

key issues. It starts to look like 

‘War and Peace’. (Client 16) 

 

The template forces you 

to think about what’s 

relevant. It structures 

your thinking. (Client 

22) 

 

We developed the 

initial template but 

then asked the agency 

for input. We asked 

them what a good 

brief looks like. 

(Client 21) 

 

Asking the 

agency what it 

needs from you to 

do its job is a sign 

of respect. It 

creates goodwill. 

(Client 27)  

 

Knowledge The agency would like me to be 

involved in every decision. 

They want me to approve 

everything. (Client 15) 

 

Left to their own devices, junior 

marketers can step out of line. 

Then they backtrack and that’s 

not good for the relationship. 

(Client 20) 

 

Junior managers spend a 

day a month with the 

agency learning how to 

write a brief and how to 

evaluate creative work. 

(Client 3) 

 

If agencies are 

involved in training, 

it means they are 

more likely to get 

what they want from 

us. (Client 7) 

 

We really 

appreciate what 

they do for our 

team…We’ve 

come to rely on 

them. (Client 9) 

 

Time The digital sphere is operating 

at super speed. Clients get used 

to it and demand it from all 

their agencies. (Client 6) 

 

I appreciate that rushing will 

inhibit the quality of the work. 

I’m not happy with that but I’m 

under pressure too. (Client 2) 

 

We are already working 

with them on next 

year’s plans. We can tell 

them in advance about 

80 percent of next 

year’s workload. (Client 

4) 

When we get to the 

formal briefing, it 

won’t be the first 

time we’ve talked 

about the project. 

(Client 27) 

You share your 

vision with the 

agency. They feel 

closer to it and 

get excited. It’s 

more relational. 

(Client 1) 

Risk 

orientation 

I understand it must be 

demotivating for creatives if a 

client is unprepared to take 

risks. (Client 9) 

 

It’s difficult to get internal sign-

off if it’s too wacky. I need to 

be certain I can rationalise it to 

my boss. (Client 14) 

 

I’ve told the agency that 

70 percent of the ideas 

need to be bang on 

brief, 20 percent can 

make me feel 

uncomfortable, and the 

final 10 percent can be 

‘out there’. (Client 25)  

 

I encourage the 

agency to be 

proactive and come 

up with ideas outside 

a brief. We might not 

be able to develop 

them now, but we 

might come back to 

them. (Client 30)   

 

If you show you 

welcome 

proaction, it can 

be morale-

boosting. It keeps 

the creatives 

engaged. (Client 

19) 

 

Freedom We need a different perspective, 

from people who aren’t bogged 

down by self-imposed brand 

constraints. (Client 2 

 

I need to be part of the creative 

journey so we get it right first 

time. (Client 13) 

 

Tissue meetings are 

about sense-checking; 

making sure we are 

aligned. I don’t like the 

‘big reveal’ after three 

weeks of radio silence. 

(Client 8) 

 

If we go on the 

creative journey 

together, we wash out 

tensions as they arise. 

It avoids bad feeling 

further down the line. 

(Client 13) 

 

Loosening the 

reins is a 

demonstration of 

trust. (Client 11) 

 

Cognitive 

capacity 

The brief is the most important 

of tasks. Isolating what matters 

takes time but saves time in the 

long run. (Client 29) 

 

Marketers have so many tasks 

to complete. Writing a brief is 

just one small part of my world. 

I am guilty of leaving it until 

the last minute. (Client 7) 

I gave them direction, 

but beyond that, the 

process of putting flesh 

on the bones was a 

conversation with them. 

They drafted the brief 

during the meeting. 

(Client 16) 

 

I don’t always know 

what I want upfront. 

The agency can tease 

that out. The beauty 

is that nine times out 

of 10 it means we are 

aligned to a single 

interpretation. (Client 

2) 

A collaborative 

approach is good 

for the 

relationship. They 

feel like they are 

an integral part of 

building brand 

vision. (Client 19) 
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DISCUSSION 

Given the influence clients have on the creative outcome, it is concerning that the 

briefing stage suffers from resource inadequacies which invariably lead to negative 

consequences. The aim of this study was to reveal tensions that confront clients when 

allocating resources and how to manage contradictory demands. This is imperative if clients 

are to receive the creativity they demand.  

This study contributes to several literature streams, the first being client–agency 

relationship literature. Agency theory proposes that principal (client) and agent (agency) 

influence the performance outcomes of each other (Ross, Anderson, and Weitz, 1997), for 

example, through resource allocation. However, there has been a steady stream of studies 

highlighting agency dissatisfaction with client resource deployment (Heo and Sutherland, 

2015; MacDougall, 1984; O’Connor et al., 2016). Given the level of frustration with the 

briefing process, there is a need for research that explores how to address the problem. 

Furthermore, while studies have explored the client perspective in relation to issues such as 

conflict and proactivity (e.g. Beverland, Farrelly, and Woodhatch, 2007; Gambetti et al., 

2016), the client viewpoint in relation to the briefing process appears under-represented. The 

second literature stream is resource integration. This paper contributes to the limited number 

of studies addressing customer resource allocation (Mustak, 2019). The third stream is the 

literature on paradox theory, responding to the call for empirical studies that focus on the 

lived experiences of those struggling with resource-related tensions (Schad, Lewis, and 

Smith, 2019).  

This study adopts a paradox perspective to examine client–agency briefing and reveal 

the competing demands that clients face when allocating resources. Paradox theory concerns 

itself with finding responses to accommodate contradictory demands. This paper suggests 
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how contradictions can be managed so that the resource demands of both relationship 

partners are addressed, avoiding the dissatisfaction or conflict that often emerges from 

selecting one or other ‘pole’ of the tension. Furthermore, careful management not only fosters 

ambidexterity but also achieves a synergy that is absent from an ‘either/or’ choice (Hegarty, 

2014). In addition, the study proposes that a paradox approach can activate a second, 

complementary resource in addition to the synergistic deployment of the original resource. 

Clients suggested that ‘paradox solutions’ benefitted the relationship by enhancing trust and 

motivation, and treating the agency like a strategic partner (cf. Haytko, 2004). A strong 

relationship not only implies cooperation but also assists the agency in pursuit of 

legitimization (Nyilasy, Kreshel, and Reid, 2012).  

Although Figure 1 displays each resource individually and as a separate path, they are 

interconnected. Resource integration does not just imply interaction between actors (client 

and agency) but also between resources. Resource properties and the interaction between 

resources enable creativity to emerge. Resources such as freedom and risk-orientation 

reinforce each other (cf. Madhavaram and Hunt, 2008: Peters et al., 2014). 

Not all managers have the skills or time to manage competing demands, nor work in 

an organization sympathetic to agency needs. Furthermore, there will be times when context 

demands that managers choose between, rather than accommodate, both poles of a tension.  

Finally, a note of caution. The premise of this paper is that resource deficiency is 

inherently destructive. However, there is some evidence to suggest that limiting resources can 

have a positive effect, for example, in the case of time. Baer and Oldham (2006) report a 

curvilinear relationship between time pressure and creativity. Providing it is not excessive, 

time pressure may focus minds and lead to creative excellence. 

MANAGERIAL IMPLICATIONS 
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Clients may not immediately see how to manage tensions related to resource 

allocation. Agencies can take the lead. Rather than bemoaning the lack of resources, they can 

recommend strategies, such as those proposed by this study, that provide the agency with 

what it needs to fulfil its creative proposition. However, there will be occasions when there is 

limited scope for a paradox approach. In constrained circumstances, agencies must decide 

whether to accept the commission and attempt to compensate for client resource limitations 

or else decline it.  

Novel, synergistic solutions lend themselves to long-term relationships rather than 

one-off transactional exchanges, because there is a requirement for openness and trust. 

Furthermore, reframing tensions, as described in this study, requires a capability for 

integrative thinking and sensitivity towards the needs of the agency. Some clients will regard 

resource scarcity as an inevitability that the agency has to tolerate, rather than a challenge that 

the client has to overcome.  

LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH 

Future studies could seek agency reactions to the six strategies uncovered in this 

study. To what extent do agencies regard these strategies as potential solutions to 

longstanding briefing problems? Or is there an element of opportunism, asking agencies to do 

what clients should be doing for themselves? Second, the research method was qualitative 

because of the study’s exploratory nature and the desire to allow tensions to emerge 

inductively. Future research in this area could take a quantitative approach and seek to 

identify the prevalence of a paradox approach to resource deployment. If anecdotal evidence 

is to be believed, it is unlikely to be widespread. Third, future research could explore how, 

and to what extent, each of the six resources are interconnected, reinforce each other, and 

influence the creative outcome. Finally, clients acknowledged negative consequences to some 
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of the strategies. For example, some commented that a briefing template might stifle the 

briefing process because it encourages excessive brevity and a ‘cut and paste’ mentality. Are 

there other unintended negative consequences? 

 

REFERENCES 

Amabile, Teresa M., Constance N. Hadley, and Steven J. Kramer (2002), “Creativity under 

the Gun,” Harvard Business Review, 80 (8), 52–61. 

Argyris, Chris (2002), “Double-Loop Learning, Teaching, and Research,” Academy of 

Management Learning and Education, 1 (2), 206–218. 

Auh, Seijyoung, Simon J. Bell, Colin S. McLeod, and Eric Shih (2007), “Co-Production and 

Customer Loyalty in Financial Services,” Journal of Retailing, 83 (3), 359–370. 

Baer, Markus, and Greg R. Oldham (2006), “The Curvilinear Relationship between Creative 

Time Pressure and Creativity: The Moderating Effect of Openness to Experience and Support 

for Creativity,” Journal of Applied Psychology, 91 (4), 963–970. 

Bettencourt, Lance A., Amy L. Ostrom, Stephen W. Brown, and Robert I. Roundtree (2002), 

“Client Co-Production in Knowledge-Intensive Business Services,” California Management 

Review, 44 (4), 100–128.  

Beverland Michael, Francis Farrelly, and Zeb Woodhatch (2007), “Exploring the Dimensions 

of Proactivity within Advertising Agency–Client Relationships,” Journal of Advertising, 36 

(4), 49–60.  



 

21 
 

Bryman, Alan (2016), Social Research Methods, 5th edition. Oxford: Oxford University 

Press. 

Collins, Michael D., and Chris J. Jackson (2015), “A Process Model of Self-Regulation and 

Leadership: How Attentional Resource Capacity and Negative Emotions Influence 

Constructive and Destructive Leadership,” The Leadership Quarterly, 26 (3), 386–401. 

Cunha, Miguel P., Ace V. Simpson, Stewart R. Clegg, and Arménio Rego (2019), “Speak! 

Paradoxical Effects of a Managerial Culture of Speaking Up,” British Journal of 

Management, 30 (4), 829–846. 

Gambetti, Rossella, Silvia Biraghi, Don E. Schultz, and Guendalina Graffigna (2016), “Brand 

Wars: Consumer-Brand Engagement Beyond Client-Agency Fights,” Journal of Strategic 

Marketing, 24 (2), 90–103. 

Gao, Jijun, and Pratima Bansal (2013), “Instrumental and Integrative Logics in Business 

Sustainability,” Journal of Business Ethics, 112 (2), 241–255. 

Ghaffari, Mahsa, Chris Hackley, and Zoe Lee (2019), “Control, Knowledge, and Persuasive 

Power in Advertising Creativity: An Ethnographic Practice Theory Approach,” Journal of 

Advertising, 48 (2), 242–249. 

Hargrave, Timothy J., and Andrew H. Van de Ven (2017), “Integrating Dialectical and 

Paradox Perspectives on Managing Contradictions in Organizations,” Organization Studies, 

38 (3-4), 319–339. 

Haytko, Diana (2004), “Firm-to-Firm and Interpersonal Relationship: Perspectives from 

Advertising Ganecy Account Managers” Journal of the Academy of Marketing Science, 32 

(3), 312–328. 



 

22 
 

Hegarty, John (2014), Hegarty on Creativity: There are no Rules. London: Thames and 

Hudson. 

Heo, Jun, and John C. Sutherland (2015), “Why Marketers Should Be More Transparent with 

the Ad Agencies They Hire: Media Planners Say Their Relationships with Clients Suffer 

from Gaps in Marketers’ Information,” Journal of Advertising Research, 55 (4), 380–389. 

Jarzabkowski, Paula, Jane K Lê, Andrew H. Van de Ven, (2013), “Responding to Competing 

Strategic Demands: How Organizing, Belonging, and Performing Paradoxes Coevolve,” 

Strategic Organization, 11 (3), 245–280.  

Keegan, Anne, Ilya Bitterling, Hella Sylva, and Ludwig Hoeksema (2018), “Organizing the 

HRM Function: Responses to Paradoxes, Variety, and Dynamism,” Human Resource 

Management, 57 (5), 1111–1126. 

Koslow, Scott, Sheila L. Sasser, and Edward A. Riordan (2006), “Do Marketers Get the 

Advertising They Need or the Advertising They Deserve? Agency Views of How Clients 

Influence Creativity,” Journal of Advertising, 35 (3), 81–101.  

Kratzer, Jan, Hans G. Gemünden, and Christopher Lettl (2008), “Balancing Creativity and 

Time Efficiency in Multi-Team R&D Projects: The Alignment of Formal and Informal 

Networks,” R & D Management, 38 (5), 538–549. 

Locke, Edwin, and Gary P. Latham (2002), “Building a Practically Useful Theory of Goal 

Setting and Task Motivation: A 35-Year Odyssey,” American Psychologist, 57 (9), 705–717. 

Lynch, Jacqueline, and Douglas C. West (2017), “Agency Creativity: Teams and 

Performance,” Journal of Advertising Research, 57 (1), 67–81. 



 

23 
 

MacDougall, Malcolm D. (1984), “Make Us Smart Before You Call Us Stupid,” Journal of 

Advertising Research, 24 (5), I-9–I-11. 

Madhavaram, Sreedhar, and Shelby D. Hunt (2008), “The Service-Dominant Logic and a 

Hierarchy of Operant Resources: Developing Masterful Operant Resources and Implications 

for Marketing Strategy,” Journal of the Academy of Marketing Science, 36 (1), 67–82. 

McColl-Kennedy, Janet R., Stephen. L. Vargo, Tracey S. Dagger, Jillian C. Sweeney, and 

Yasmin van Kasteren (2012), “Health Care Customer Value Co-Creation Practice Styles,” 

Journal of Service Research, 15 (4), 370–389. 

Mustak, Mekhail (2019), “Customer Participation in Knowledge Intensive Business Services: 

Perceived Value Outcomes from a Dyadic Perspective,” Industrial Marketing Management, 

78, 76–87. 

Neff, Jack (2015), “The CMO’s Guide to Agency Procurement: How to Make Interactions 

with Creative Shops More Productive,” Advertising Age, 86 (10), 28. 

Nyilasy, Gergely, Peggy J. Kreshel, and Leonard N. Reid (2012), “Agency Practitioners, 

Pseudo-Professionalization Tactics, and Advertising Professionalism,” Journal of Current 

Issues & Research in Advertising, 33 (2), 146–169. 

O’Connor, Huw, Scott Koslow, Mark Kilgour, and Sheila L. Sasser (2016), “Do Marketing 

Clients Really Get the Advertising They Deserve? The Trade-Off between Strategy and 

Originality in Australian and New Zealand Agencies,” Journal of Advertising, 45 (1), 147–

155. 

Parekh, Rupal (2011), “Marketers, Quit Blaming Your Agency: It’s Your Brief at Fault,” 

Advertising Age, 82 (21), 1–2. 



 

24 
 

Peters, Linda D., Helger Löbler, Roderick J. Brodie, et al. (2014), “Theorizing about 

Resource Integration through Service-Dominant Logic,” Marketing Theory, 14 (3), 249–268. 

Phillips, Jean M. (2008), “The Role of Excess Cognitive Capacity in the Relationship 

between Job Characteristics and Cognitive Task Engagement,” Journal of Business and 

Psychology, 23 (1/2), 11–24. 

Poole, Marshall S., and Andrew H. Van de Ven (1989), “Using Paradox to Build 

Management and Organization Theories,” Academy of Management Review, 14 (4), 562–

578. 

Putnam, Linda L., Gail T. Fairhurst, and Scott Banghart (2017), “Contradictions, Dialectics, 

and Paradoxes in Organizations: A Constitutive Approach,” Academy of Management 

Annals, 10 (1), 65–171. 

Ross, William T., Erin Anderson, and Barton Weitz (1997), “Performance in Principal-Agent 

Dyads: The Causes and Consequences of perceived Asymmetry,” Journal of Advertising, 45 

(1), 147–155. 

Schad, Jonathan, Marianne L. Lewis, and Wendy K. Smith (2018), “Quo Vadis, Paradox? 

Centripetal and Centrifugal Forces in Theory Development,” Strategic Organization, 17 (1), 

107–119. 

Scharmer, Otto C. (2016), Theory U: Leading from the Future as it Emerges: The Social 

Technology of Presencing. San Francisco, CA: Berrett-Koehler. 

Senge, Peter M. (1990), “The Leader’s New Work: Building Learning Organizations,” Sloan 

Management Review, 32 (1), 7–23. 



 

25 
 

Shalley, Christina E., Jing Zhou, and Greg R. Oldham (2004), “The Effects of Personal and 

Contextual Characteristics on Creativity: Where Should We Go from Here?” Journal of 

Management, 30 (6), 933–958. 

Smith, Wendy K. (2014), “Dynamic Decision Making: A Model of Senior Leaders Managing 

Strategic Paradox,” Academy of Management Journal, 57 (6), 1592–1623. 

Smith, Wendy K., and Marianne W. Lewis (2011), “Toward a Theory of Paradox: A 

Dynamic Equilibrium Model of Organizing,” Academy of Management Review, 36 (2), 381–

403. 

Sundaramurthy, Chamu, and Marianne Lewis (2003), “Control and Collaboration: Paradoxes 

of Governance,” Academy of Management Review, 28 (3), 397–415. 

Taylor, Charles R. (2017), “Where Has the Research on Client–Agency Relationships Gone? 

The Need for a Deeper Understanding of the Future of Account Management,” International 

Journal of Advertising, 36 (3), 393–395. 

Turnbull, Sarah, and C. Wheeler (2017), “The Advertising Creative Process: A Study of UK 

Agencies,” Journal of Marketing Communications, 23 (2), 176–194. 

Vargo, Stephen L., and Robert F. Lusch (2008), “Service-Dominant Logic: Continuing the 

Evolution,” Journal of the Academy of Marketing Science, 36 (1), 1–10. 

Verbeke, Willem, Philip H. Franses, Arthur le Blanc, and Nienke van Ruiten (2008), 

“Finding the Keys to Creativity in Ad Agencies: Using Climate, Dispersion, and Size to 

Examine Award Performance,” Journal of Advertising, 37 (4), 121–130. 

Wang, Guangping, Wenyu Dou, Hairong Li, and Nan Zhou (2013), “Advertiser Risk Taking, 

Campaign Originality, and Campaign Performance,” Journal of Advertising, 42 (1), 42–53. 



 

26 
 

Waseem, Donia, Sergio Biggermann, and Tony Garry (2018), “Value Co-Creation: The Role 

of Actor Competence,” Industrial Marketing Management, 70, 5–12. 

 


