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SECTION 1:

Analysing the 2025 Market:
Pressures and Strategic
Responses

The advertising industry is currently navigating
a period of intense pressure, characterised by a
confluence of economic headwinds, structural
market shifts, and regulatory changes. For inde-
pendent creative agencies and production hous-
es, this environment has manifested as a series of
new competitive challenges from large network
agencies. These actions, however, are not random;
they represent a coherent and rational strategic
response to significant market pressures. Under-
standing the “why” behind these strategies - from
freelance engagement policies to competitive
pitching and restrictive contracts - is the first step
for any independent business looking to adapt
and build resilience. The network agencies’ strat-
egy is one of structural adaptation, designed to
consolidate market position, manage talent, and
standardise creative services in a bid to reinforce

their financial positions.



1.1

The Macro-Economic Headwinds
and Holding Company Pressures

The current landscape for global advertising holding
companies is defined by significant financial pressure
stemming from a volatile macroeconomic environ-
ment. In 2024, global private markets experienced
tepid dealmaking, and fundraising across various as-
set classes fell to its lowest point since 2016.* This slow-
down is compounded by persistently poor consumer
sentiment, with global consumers remaining highly
concerned about inflation and rising prices.? This un-
certainty directly impacts marketing budgets, which
are often among the first to be scrutinised during eco-

nomic downturns.®

Publicly traded holding companies like WPP, Om-
nicom, and Interpublic Group (IPG) are feeling this
squeeze acutely. Their financial reports from 2024
paint a picture of a challenging market demanding
significant strategic adjustments. WPP’s 2024 annu-
al report, for instance, outlined a cautious short-term
outlook, labelling 2025 an expected “year of transition”
for its crucial media arm, GroupM, while also facing

difficult trading conditions in key markets like China.*

Similarly, IPG reported a 1.8% decline in total revenue
for the full year 2024, citing “sizable client losses” and
a challenging economic climate as primary factors.®
While Omnicom posted organic growth, its financials
also reflect a complex market, burdened by the costs
of acquisitions and major restructuring efforts de-

signed to adapt to the new reality.®

This pervasive financial pressure forces the holding
companies to prioritise structural cost savings and op-
erational efficiencies above all else.* In response, they
are undertaking massive consolidation efforts. WPP,
for example, has streamlined its sprawling portfolio
into six core agency networks: AKQA, Burson, GroupM,
Hogarth, Ogilvy, and VML.* This move is a direct reac-
tion to client demands for more integrated services
that deliver greater value, increased speed, and lower
costs.® This drive for efficiency is the primary engine
behind the competitive strategies now being de-
ployed in the market, impacting the more agile, but

less capitalised, independent sector.
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1.2

The In-Housing Trend and the
Rise of the Internal Studio

A parallel and equally significant dynamic shaping the
traditional agency model is the continued rise of the
in-house agency. A landmark 2023 study by the As-
sociation of National Advertisers (ANA) revealed that
a staggering 82% of its members now operate an in-
house agency, a dramatic increase from 78% in 2018
and just 42% in 2008.° This is not a fleeting trend but a
fundamental, long-term restructuring of the market-

ing ecosystem.

The motivations for thisshift are clear and rational from
the client’s perspective. The ANA report identifies the
primary benefits of in-housing as significant cost ef-
ficiencies, deeper institutional and brand knowledge
held by the team, and, critically, greater control over
valuable first-party customer data.®? In an era where
third-party cookies are being deprecated, the ability to
own and leverage first-party data has become a para-

mount strategic objective for brands.?

This evolution has moved the industry beyond a sim-
ple binary choice of “build or buy”.** Today’s advertis-

ersare pursuing sophisticated hybrid models, carefully
deciding which services to build internally and which
to buy from external partners.t! The question for cli-
ents is no longer if they should in-source, but what
specific capabilities they should bring in-house. The
services most commonly moved in-house are creative
execution for digital and traditional media, as well as
social media and search media services.®

Network agencies are not passive observers of this
trend; they are actively responding by mirroring the
model. They are building out their own centralised,
scaled production and creative studios - such as
WPP's Hogarth - to compete directly on two fronts.
On one side, they compete with independent produc-
tion houses for the “buy” portion of a client's budget.
On the other, they compete with the client's own in-
house team, offering a seemingly cost-effective alter-
native to the client building out its own capabilities.
This positions the network’s internal studio as a direct
competitor to both independent firms and a client's
own drive for self-sufficiency.



1.3

The “Freelance Ban”
Deconstructed: A Strategic Pivot,
Not a Prohibition

The observation of a “unified ban on freelance” be-
ginning in April 2024 is a critical piece of the puzzle,
but the reality is more nuanced and strategic than a
simple prohibition. Recent data, paradoxically, shows
a 40% surge in the hiring of freelancers by advertis-
ing agencies in the first quarter of 2024 compared to
the previous year.'? This apparent contradiction is re-
solved by understanding the specific mechanism of
the policy:itis not a ban on freelance talent, but a shift
in the mode of engagement that is reshaping the tal-

ent supply chain.

The catalyst for this strategic shift is the UK's off-pay-
roll working rules, commonly known as IR35. Reforms
implemented in the private sector in April 2021 shifted
the legal responsibility for determining a contractor'’s
employment status for tax purposes from the indi-
vidual freelancer’s limited company, or Personal Ser-
vice Company (PSC), to the end client - in this case,
the large agency.' If Her Majesty’'s Revenue and Cus-
toms (HMRC) determines that a freelancer has been
misclassified as a self-employed contractor when they
should have been treated as an employee, the liability
for unpaid taxes and significant penalties falls on the

agency.t”

Faced with this substantial financial risk - exemplified
by broadcaster ITV facing a potential £61 million tax li-
ability over freelance employment status disputes?® -
large, risk-averse corporations have adopted a blanket

policy. They are declining to engage freelancers who
operate through their own PSCs (known as an “out-
side IR35" determination). Instead, they are requiring
this talent to work on PAYE (Pay As You Earn) con-
tracts, either directly or through third-party umbrella
companies, which effectively classifies them as tem-
porary employees for tax purposes (an “inside IR35"
determination).t®

This policy aligns perfectly with the network agencies’
broader strategic goals. It achieves two critical objec-
tivessimultaneously. First, it completely mitigates their
IR35 tax liability risk. Second, and more importantly, it
influences the flow of the industry’s top freelance tal-
ent away from the independent ecosystem and di-
rectly into their own expanding in-house studios. The
networks are not banning talent; they are strategically
managing the terms of engagement to their benefit.
By making it untenable for a freelancer to operate as a
truly independent business when serving them, they
create challenges for independent production houses
in accessing the very talent that powers them. This is
a market control measure driven by legal and finan-
cial considerations. The existence of formal benefits
programmes for freelancers at holding companies
like Publicis and Dentsu further underscores this shift,
treating them more like a flexible workforce than as
independent business partners.??



1.4

The Competitive Playbhook:
Pricing, Pitching, and
Contractual Dynamics

With the market pressures established and the talent
pipeline being rerouted, network agencies are deploy-
ing a series of tactical manoeuvres designed to com-
pete more effectively with independent firms. These
tactics are the practical application of their market
strategy.

Competitive Pricing Models: The practice of running
internal production studios at low or zero profit is a
classic loss-leader strategy.?® The primary objective is
not to generate profit from the production work itself.
Instead, the low-cost production is used as an incen-
tive to win a client’s larger, more profitable, and recur-
ring business in areas like media buying, data analyt-
ics, and high-level strategy. This tactic has a significant
dual effect. It makes the network’s overall proposal
appear highly cost-effective to a budget-conscious cli-
ent, and it simultaneously creates a difficult competi-
tive environment for independent production compa-
nies who cannot compete with a service priced below
its actual cost. This can push the market towards a
price-based competition that independents may find
difficult to win, commoditising production and shift-
ing the competitive basis from quality and creativity

to pure cost.?”

Challenges in the Pitching Process: In a market char-
acterised by what one managing director called “high
frequency, low-value pitching,” the pitch process itself
has become a point of friction.® The practice of invit-
ing independents to pitch to gain an understanding
of pricing can be seen as a form of unpaid consulting.
It provides the network agency with real-time market
intelligence on how independents are pricing their

services, which they can then use to calibrate their
own quotes. Furthermore, it creates a high-risk envi-
ronment for intellectual property. Ideas, concepts, and
strategic approaches presented in a pitch by an inde-
pendent can be absorbed and subsequently execut-
ed by the network’s in-house team, leaving the inde-
pendent with nothing to show for their investment of

time and resources.

Contractual Dynamics and Credit Attribution: The
final piece of the competitive playbook is the strategic
use of contracts to manage the narrative of creative
success. By inserting clauses that explicitly block in-
dependent partners from featuring collaborative work
in their own portfolios, network agencies can control
the public record of a project’s creation.?® This is not
merely a legal formality; it directly impacts an inde-
pendent’s ability to build its brand and attract new
business.

The ultimate prize is industry awards, particularly
prestigious ones like the Cannes Lions.*° Awards are
a critical currency in the advertising world, directly in-
fluencing new business wins, client retention, and the
ability to attract top talent.®*! By contractually claim-
ing full ownership and control over all work produced,
the network agency can submit projects for awards
as if they were conceived and executed solely by their
teams. This allows them to consolidate the accolades,
reinforce a market perception of their creative dom-
inance, and build their reputation on work that may
have been heavily supported by the very independ-
ents they compete with.



SECTION 2:

Echoes of the Past: Historical
Cycles of Consolidation and
Competition

The competitive tactics currently being deployed
by network agencies are not an entirely new phe-
nomenon. While amplified by modern technol-
ogy and specific regulations like IR35, they are a
predictable, if intensified, feature of the adver-
tising industry’'s cyclical response to economic
downturns. The user’s intuition that the industry
“works in circles and is pinned to market cycles” is
historically accurate. Periods of economic uncer-
tainty invariably lead to budget pressures, which
in turn trigger defensive and highly competitive
behaviour from the industry’'s largest players. Un-
derstanding this historical context is crucial, as it
reveals that the current market pressure is part
of a recurring pattern and that the principles of
navigating such periods remain remarkably con-

sistent.
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The Recession Playbook: Cut,
Consolidate, Compete

When economic uncertainty looms, marketing is of-
ten one of the first “discretionary” expenses to face
cuts.® This immediate reaction from clients sends a
shockwave through the agency ecosystem, squeezing
revenues and forcing a scramble for a shrinking pool
of budget. This dynamic, however, creates a well-doc-
umented paradox.

Decades of research and numerous historical case
studies have conclusively demonstrated that compa-
nies mMaintaining or even increasing their advertising

and marketing spend during a recession not only re-

cover faster but significantly outperform competitors
who cut back.® This is because the “noise” in the mar-
ket decreases as competitors go silent, making the
remaining advertising more impactful and memora-
ble.®* Furthermore, media costs often decline during
recessions, meaning every pound spent on advertis-

ing goes further.®

The historical evidence for this principle is overwhelm-
ing and provides a powerful argument for independ-
ents to use when counselling their own clients against
panic-driven budget cuts.

Era/Recession

Company (Main-
tained/Increased
Spend)

Tactic

Outcome Company Outcome

(Cut Spend)

The Great De-
pression (1930s)

Kellogg's

Doubled its advertising
budget, focusing on radio
and print.

Profits increased by Post Cereals
30%; overtook Post as

the market leader.

Significantly cut
its marketing
budget.

1990-91 Recession | Pizza Hut & Taco Maintained and increased | Pizza Hut sales grew McDonald's Cut its advertising
Bell promotional and advertis- | by 61%; Taco Bell sales and promotional
ing spend. grew by 40%. budget.
Great Recession Amazon Launched the Kindle; ran | Sales grew by 28% in Traditional Cut back on
(2008) aggressive marketing 2009 despite the eco- Retailers marketing and
campaigns. nomic climate. innovation.
Great Recession T.J. Maxx Increased ad spend by Attracted 75% new Department | Cut advertising
(2008) 15%; shifted messaging customers in 2009. Stores budgets.
to target value-conscious
shoppers.
COVID-19 Pan- Pepsi Maintained its advertising | Revenue grew by 5%. Coca-Cola Cut its advertising
demic (2020) presence. investment by

35% ($2 billion).

Table 1: Historical Case Studies of Marketing During Downturns. Data compiled from.3

This historical pattern reveals the core tension of a downturn: while smart clients should continue to invest in mar-

keting, many will not. The resulting budget squeeze on agencies forces them into a survival mode characterised by

cost-cutting, consolidation, and increasingly aggressive competition for the remaining business - the very conditions
that define the 2025 landscape.



2.2

The Evolution of Agency Models
and Compensation

The structure of the advertising agency and its rela-
tionship with clients has never been static. It has con-
tinuously evolved in response to economic pressures
and client demands for greater efficiency and ac-
countability. The industry’s journey began in the mid-
19th century with “space agents” who simply facilitat-
ed transactions between publishers and advertisers.
This model evolved into “space jobbers” who bought
media space in bulk and resold it, operating on a com-
mission basis.t

For much of the 20th century, the 15% media commis-
sion was the standard compensation model. However,
as clients began demanding more transparency and
a clearer link between fees and services rendered,
the industry shifted towards cost-based fees and the

“unbundling” of services.*! This allowed clients to split

their accounts across multiple specialist firms - one for

creative, one for media, one for PR, and so on.

The current market forces represent the latest stage in
this evolution. The rise of in-house agencies® and the
client-side demand for deeply integrated, data-driven
marketing solutions that deliver measurable business
outcomes? are putting immense pressure on the frag-
mented, siloed model of the holding companies. The
networks' response - consolidating their own brands
(e.g., VML, Burson)4, building massive internal pro-
duction studios like Hogarth, managing the freelance
talent pool through IR35-driven hiring policies, and
using competitive pricing tactics - is a modern, tech-
nologically-enhanced iteration of the same survival
strategies seen throughout the industry’s history. They
are attempting to re-bundle services and consolidate
control in a new configuration to meet the demands
of the current era.




2.3

The Freelance Market as an
Economic Barometer

The freelance market serves as a highly sensitive ba-
rometer for the health of the creative industries. Its
dynamics are inextricably linked to broader economic
cycles. During downturns, agencies and clients alike
implement hiring freezes and conduct layoffs, which
inevitably swells the ranks of talented professionals
entering the freelance market.> This was particularly
evident in the post-pandemic era, where widespread
layoffs, coupled with employee resistance to re-
turn-to-office (RTO) mandates, pushed more top-tier
talent into independent work than ever before.*> One
survey found that 61% of marketing professionals had
explored freelance opportunities specifically because

of their employer’'s RTO policy.*>

Simultaneously, the same economic stagnation that
causes layoffs also leads to a reduction in the number
of available high-value contracts.®>® Freelance illustra-
tors, writers, and designers reported 2024 as one of the
most difficult years in recent memory, with a scarcity
of new commissions and an increase in projects being
delayed or cancelled.?” This creates a perfect storm: a
surplus of high-quality freelance talent competing for

a deficit of high-quality work.

This imbalance creates a pronounced “buyer’s mar-
ket” for talent. The network agencies, as the largest
“buyers,” are perfectly positioned to leverage this dy-
namic. They can capitalise on the increased supply of
freelancers to staff their in-house studios on their own
terms (i.e,, through PAYE contracts), while the scarci-
ty of alternative projects makes it harder for freelanc-
ers to refuse these terms. The current situation is not
just another turn of the economic cycle; it is an am-
plified version of a historical pattern, supercharged by
the uniqgue combination of post-pandemic workforce
shifts, new technologies like Al that are reshaping
creative roles®¢, and specific regulations like IR35 that

provide a legal framework for managing the talent

market.




SECTION 3:

The Independent’s Value
Proposition: Strategies for
Differentiation

While the scale and resources of network agen-
cies present a formidable challenge, the history of
advertising is also replete with examples of small,
independent agencies outmanoeuvring their
larger rivals through superior creativity, agility,
and strategic focus. The current competitive pos-
ture of the networks, born of their own structural
weaknesses and market pressures, creates dis-
tinct opportunities for independents to leverage.
The key is not to compete on the networks’ terms
- scale and price - but to win on a different battle-
field defined by innovation, specialised expertise,
and genuine client partnership.



3.1

The Independent’s Core Advan-
tages: Agility, Specialisation, and
Access

The fundamental strength of an independent agency
lies in its freedom. Unshackled from the bureaucratic
constraints, quarterly reporting pressures, and con-
flicting internal interests of a global holding company,
independents can operate with a level of flexibility, re-
sponsiveness, and pure creative focus that is structur-
ally difficult for their larger counterparts.®

This freedom manifests in several key advantages:

« Personalised, High-Touch Service: Independent
agencies can offer a “boutique bakery” approach,
crafting bespoke solutions for each client, in contrast
to the “mass-produced” or one-size-fits-all strategies
often deployed by larger networks.*® This translates
into direct, unfiltered access to senior strategists and
creatives, fostering deeper, more collaborative, and

more trusting client relationships.*®

. Strategic Focus over Scale: While networks are
driven to chase volume, independents can afford to
be more selective, focusing on building long-term
partnerships with clients whose values and ambitions
align with their own.2” Their success is measured not
by the sheer number of accounts, but by the quality of
the work and the tangible results delivered.

+ Cost-Effectiveness through Efficiency, Not
Loss-Leading: With significantly lower overhead costs,
independent agencies can often provide their services
at more competitive price points.*® Crucially, however,
their value proposition is not about being the cheap-
est option, but about providing superior value. They
compete on the quality of their strategic thinking and
creative execution, not by subsidising their costs with
revenue from other business units.
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Winning on a Different Battle-
field: Creativity and Innovation

Bureaucracy can be an impediment to creativity. The
multi-layered approval processes, risk-averse cultures,
and rigid corporate structures that characterise many
large network agencies can stifle innovation and lead
to safe, formulaic work. Independents, by contrast,
thrive on creative freedom.3® They are built to exper-
iment with fresh ideas, embrace unconventional tac-
tics, and leverage cutting-edge tools without being

bogged down by outdated processes or restrictive

global policies.

Historically, the industry's most groundbreaking and
culturally significant work has often emerged from
smaller, independent, or boutique agencies.#* These
environments tend to attract entrepreneurial talent
and provide more hands-on experience and direct
mentorship, creating a fertile ground for innovation.*!
While the networks chase awards by submitting work
produced by their vast machinery (sometimes with
the uncredited help of independents), truly disrup-
tive ideas often originate outside of it. This is the inde-
pendent’s cultural capital and most potent competi-

tive advantage.




Capitalising on the Network’s
Structure: The “Behaviour Split”

A key vulnerability of the modern network agency
lies in the gap between its rhetoric and its reality, par-
ticularly concerning data and technology. Holding
companies have spent billions acquiring and build-
ing massive data platforms - like Publicis Groupe’s
Epsilon, Omnicom’s Omni, and IPG’s Acxiom - which
house billions of consumer profiles and promise un-
paralleled insight.** However, evidence suggests a
critical disconnect: a “behaviour split” between their

data capabilities and their creative execution.

Analysis of major camypaigns for brands like Ford, Co-
ca-Cola, Nestlé, and BMW reveals that despite the
immense power of these data platforms, the creative
output often remains static and rules-based.®* Cre-
ative variations are manually approved, targeting is
based on pre-defined segments rather than real-time
behaviour, and there are clumsy, manual handoffs
between the data teams and the creative/production
agencies (e.g., between WPP’s Choreograph and Hog-
arth).*% The networks possess powerful data engines
but can be structurally challenged in connecting
them seamlessly to the creative product in real-time.

Their siloed nature, a legacy of acquiring and bolting
together disparate companies, can prevent true inte-

gration.

This is a massive, exploitable opportunity for inde-
pendents. An independent agency, by its very nature,
is integrated. The strategist, data analyst, creative di-
rector, and producer can operate as a single, cohesive
unit. This allows them to design and execute cam-
paigns where user behaviour can directly and auto-
matically influence the creative output - a closed-loop
system that the lumbering network giants struggle
to replicate. The competitive opportunity is not to try
and match the networks' scale in data collection, but
to vastly exceed their effectiveness in data applica-
tion. The competition is not about producing more
assets more cheaply; it's about producing smarter,
more responsive, and more effective creative systems
that are inextricably linked to business outcomes. This
changes the value proposition entirely, moving the in-
dependent from a simple vendor of creative services
to a sophisticated architect of behavioural marketing

systems.



SECTION 4:

A Modern Framework for
Independent Agencies:
Commercial and Legal Best
Practices

To navigate the competitive landscape, independ-
ents must adopt a posture of proactive planning
and strategic execution. This requires a robust
framework that combines rigorous legal practices
to protect intellectual property and commercial
value with nimble commercial tactics designed to
outmanoeuvre larger, slower competitors. This is
not about simply weathering the storm, but about
building a business that is structurally resilient to
market pressures.



4.1

Legal Best Practices: Protecting
Your Work and Your Worth

In an environment where ideas are often solicited dur-
ing pitches and creative credit can be contractually
complex, a firm grasp of legal protections is not just

a defensive measure; it is a core commercial strategy.

4.1.1 - Pre-Pitch Protection

The pitch process is a moment of significant vulnera-
bility for an independent. It is crucial to remnember a
fundamental principle of UK intellectual property law:
copyright does not protect an idea itself, only the tan-
gible expression of that idea (e.g., the written script,
the storyboard, the design file).42 Therefore, protecting
the valuable concepts at the heart of a pitch requires a

contractual, not a copyright-based, defence.

« Non-Disclosure Agreements (NDAs): Before shar-
ing any detailed strategic or creative work, an inde-
pendent must insist on a signed, mutual NDA.%2 This
is non-negotiable. A well-drafted NDA should go be-
yond a simple confidentiality clause. It must explicitly
state that all pitch materials, including the concepts
and ideas contained within, are the confidential infor-
mation and property of the pitching agency, and that
they cannot be used for any purpose by the potential
client unless the agency is formally hired and a sub-
sequent services agreement is executed.*? Present-
ing an NDA immediately frames the engagement as
a professional, business-to-business interaction and
acts as a filter; a client who resists signing a reasona-
ble NDA may be signalling a different approach to the
process.

« Document and Register: Rigorous documentation
is essential evidence in any future dispute. All pitch
materials should be clearly dated, with records kept of
who created them and when.*? In the UK, the Insti-
tute of Practitioners in Advertising (IPA) offers a Pitch
Protection Scheme, which allows agencies to register
their pitch work online. While this does not grant any
additional legal rights, it creates a dated, third-party
record of the work’s existence, which can be invalua-
ble evidence.#?

« Clear Notices and Strategic Disclosure: Every page
of a pitch document should bear a clear and unam-
biguous notice stating its confidential nature and the
agency’s ownership of the content.*2 For example: “All
information, including concepts and ideas, contained
in this document has been created by and belongs to
[Agency Name]. All such information is strictly con-
fidential and may not be used for any purpose with-
out the written consent of [Agency Name]. © [Agen-
cy Name]. All rights reserved.” Furthermore, the pitch
itself should be a strategic act of gradual disclosure.
Avoid revealing the “secret sauce” - the core mechan-
ics or proprietary technology - in the initial presenta-
tion. Provide a compelling high-level overview to gen-
erate excitement and build trust, holding back the
most valuable details for subsequent, post-NDA con-

versations.*®



4.1.2 - Contract Negotiation: The Portfolio
Clause is Non-Negotiable

A direct countermeasure to the network’s strategy of
consolidating credit is to treat the portfolio clause in
any services contract as a critical point of negotiation.
Under UK law, a freelancer or independent agency is
the first owner of copyright in the work they create,
unless that copyright is explicitly transferred (or “as-
signed”) in a written agreement.** This makes the
contract the final arbiter of who gets to show the work.

« Insist on a Specific Portfolio Clause: The contract
must contain a clause granting you the right to use
the work for your own promotional purposes. A con-
tract that is silent on portfolio use leaves you on weak
legal ground.?®

- Define the Terms of Use: The clause should not be
vague. It must specify the exact uses you require, such
as display on your website, inclusion in digital reels,
use on social media channels, and submission to com-
petitions and awards festivals. It should also explicitly
grant you the right to use the client’s name and brand
logo in connection with the work.28

« Control and Consent: Ideally, the clause should
state that your portfolio use is not subject to prior
client consent. If a client insists on an approval right,
negotiate to have typical uses (e.g., website portfolio)
pre-approved at the outset, so that the consent right

only applies to more sensitive or unusual uses.?®

« License, Never Assign: As a rule, independents
should aim to never assign their copyright to a client
or lead agency. Instead, they should grant a license
for specific uses, territories, and durations. An assign-
ment is a complete transfer of ownership. If a client
is adamant about an assignment, the fee should be
exponentially higher to compensate for the total loss
of future value from that asset.“®

« Accurate Role Description: To maintain profession-
al integrity and avoid misleading claims, the portfolio
clause should also include a commitment to accu-
rately describe your role in the project. If you were the
production house that executed an agency’s creative

concept, state that clearly.?®

4.1.3 - Leveraging Legal and Community
Support

Independents do not have to navigate these challeng-
es alone. A range of professional services and commu-
nities exists to provide support, resources, and collec-
tive bargaining power.

- Legal Recourse and Insurance: |t is vital to under-
stand the legal pathways for enforcing IP rights in the
UK. This ranges from sending a formal cease-and-de-
sist letter to, if necessary, pursuing a claim through
the courts.*” For simpler, lower-value cases (under
£10,000), the Intellectual Property Enterprise Court
(IPEC) offers a quicker and less formal process.*® To
fund such actions, professional indemnity insurance is
essential. It covers legal costs and potential damages
if a client brings a claim against you for negligence or
breach of contract.5° Other policies, such as public li-
ability, cyber, and legal protection insurance, provide
further layers of security.5°

« Unions and Guilds: Organisations like Bectu (the
Broadcasting, Entertainment, Communications and
Theatre Union) in the UK are invaluable for freelancers.
They provide legal support, negotiate collective bar-
gaining agreements with major employers, and pub-
lish recommended rate cards that serve as a crucial
benchmark for negotiating fees.>* These rate cards,
which detail rates for different roles and budget levels,
provide an objective basis for pricing discussions and
help prevent underpayment.>4

« Freelance Communities: The rise of online com-
munities like the Digital Marketing Union (DMU) and
others provides a vital “water-cooler” and support
network for solo professionals.>® These groups offer a
safe space to ask for advice on difficult clients, sense-
check proposals, discuss pricing strategies, and share
intelligence about the market, helping to combat the
isolation and information asymmetry that can put in-

dividual freelancers at a disadvantage.>®



4.2

Agile Commercial Strategies:
Outmanoeuvring the Networks

Beyond legal diligence, independents must adopt ag-
ile and intelligent commercial strategies that play to
their strengths and leverage the networks' structural
characteristics.

4.2.1 - Bypass the Pitch: Get on the Pre-
ferred Vendor List (PVL)

The most effective way to address a challenging pitch
process is to avoid it entirely. Many large corporations
and even medium-sized companies streamline their
procurement by maintaining a Preferred Vendor List
(PVL), also known as a Vendor of Record or Approved
Supplier list.>® These are lists of pre-qualified compa-
nies that have already been vetted and are authorised
to provide services.

Getting on a PVL transforms the relationship from a
speculative “pitching creative” to a trusted “procured
supplier.” The competition is limited to the other ven-
dors on the list, and the engagement is typically more
stable and long-term.>® The process involves a differ-
ent kind of effort:

« Research and Identification: Identify the procure-
ment or vendor relations departments of target cli-
ents and inquire about their PVL process for market-
ing and creative services.>®

« Meeting the Criteria: The evaluation for a PVL is
often more objective than a creative pitch. It focuses
on demonstrable business credentials such as quality
standards, delivery reliability and consistency, cost-ef-
ficiency (value for money, not just lowest price), and

robust after-sales service and support processes.®°

« Formal Application: When the list opens for new
applications (which may happen periodically), you will
need to complete a detailed formal application or re-
spond to a Request for Proposal (RFP).>°

4.2.2 - Reframe the Value Proposition: Ex-
pertise over Execution

Network agencies are actively working to standardise
creative execution with their low-cost internal studi-
0s.2” Independents must refuse to compete on this
ground. The counter-strategy is to elevate the con-
versation from execution to expertise, strategy, and
results.

Position the business not as a one-off project vendor
but as a long-term strategic partner invested in the
client’s success.?” The focus should be on delivering
premium, compelling storytelling and innovative dig-
ital experiences that a generic, high-volume internal
studio cannot replicate.?” This means investing in and
marketing your strategic capabilities, not just your

production skills.



4.2.3 - Weaponise Your Agility

The sheer size of network agencies is their greatest
strength and their greatest weakness. Their processes
can be slow, and their structures rigid. Independents

must weaponise their natural agility.

« Speed to Market: Emphasise your ability to execute
campaigns significantly faster than larger rivals. With-
out multiple layers of management and international
approvals, you can respond to market changes and

cultural moments in real-time.*°

« Proactive “Newsjacking”: Use social listening and
trend-spotting tools like Google Trends or BuzzSu-
mo to monitor relevant news cycles.®? When a trend
emerges that aligns with a client’'s brand, you can
proactively craft and deliver a timely, relevant creative
idea in a matter of hours or days - a task that would
take a network agency weeks. This demonstrates im-
mense value and positions you as a proactive, cultur-

ally fluent partner.

4.2.4 - Build a Direct-to-Client Brand

To break the dependency on agency subcontracting
and build a resilient business, an independent must
invest in building its own brand and client acquisition
channels. This requires a disciplined focus on working
on the business, not just in it.5%

« Content Marketing and Authority Building: Regu-
larly publish content - such as blog posts, newsletters,
white papers, or podcasts - that demonstrates your
expertise in your chosen niche.®® This builds your rep-
utation as a thought leader and improves your search

engine visibility, attracting inbound leads.

« Borrowing Audiences: A powerful strategy for a
new business with no audience is to “borrow” some-
one else’s.®* This can be achieved by speaking at lo-
cal business events (e.g., Chamber of Commerce, BNI
chapters), industry conferences, or by hosting free
webinars and seminars for a targeted audience.®* The
goal is to provide genuine value and advice, position-
ing yourself as an expert who can solve tangible busi-

ness problems, which naturally leads to client inquir-

ies.




SECTION 5:

Blueprint for a Resilient
Production House in a
Competitive Market

Building a successful independent production
or post-production house in the current climate
requires a deliberate and strategic design. It can-
not be a smaller, cheaper version of a traditional
agency, as this model is directly vulnerable to the
network's competitive tactics. Instead, a resilient
independent must be built on a foundation of a
defensible niche, a non-commoditised pricing
model, and potentially a more collaborative busi-
ness structure. This section provides a blueprint

for constructing such a business.



Building Your Economic Moat:
Defining a Defensible Niche

The first principle of survival in a competitive market
is to build an “economic moat” - a sustainable com-
petitive advantage that protects your business from
rivals.®> For an independent creative business, this
moat cannot be built on scale or low-cost leadership,
as those are the primary advantages of the networks.
The moat must be built on deep, specialised expertise
that is difficult for a large, generalist organisation to

replicate. The most effective strategy is often to nar-
row your focus to defend your position.®® By becoming
the undisputed expert in a specific, high-value niche,
you make your services less susceptible to commodi-

tisation and price-based competition.

The key is to select a niche where the network agen-
cies’ structural characteristics - their slowness, bureau-
cracy, lack of deep specialisation, and inability to foster

genuine authenticity - become your strengths.

Niche

Description

Key Services

Why It's Defensible Against Networks

Virtual Produc-
tion & Real-Time
VFX

Utilising game engine tech-
nology (e.g., Unreal Engine
5), LED walls, and real-time
rendering for film and com-
mercial production.

Virtual art department (VAD),
real-time compositing, mo-
tion capture, in-camera VFX
(ICVFX).

Requires a highly specialised, integrated team
of artists and technicians. This talent is scarce,
expensive, and difficult for large, siloed agen-
cies to recruit, train, and retain. Agility is key to
adapting to rapid software updates.®”

Al-Enhanced
Creative &
Post-Production

Specialising in Al-driven
workflows for editing, colour
grading, VFX, and the crea-
tion of personalised content
variations at scale.

Al-powered automated edit-
ing, Al-assisted colour correc-
tion, generative Al for asset
creation, algorithmic content
versioning for performance
marketing.

Blends deep creative craft with data science
skills. Independents can adopt and master
new Al tools much faster than bureaucrat-
ic networks can approve and deploy them
globally.®”

Immersive
Content (AR/
VR/360)

Creating high-end content
for immersive platforms
like Apple Vision Pro, Meta
Quest, and other spatial
computing devices.

360-degree video production,
interactive VR experiences,
AR filters and applications,
volumetric capture.

A highly specialised field with a unique tech-
nical workflow and hardware requirements.

It is not a commoditised service, and large
networks are typically slow to build dedicated,
expert teams for these emerging platforms.5”

Sustainable &
Social Impact

Producing authentic cam-
paigns for ethical, B-Corp,

ESG-focused brand films,
corporate social responsi-

This is a credibility-based niche. Large net-
work agencies, often associated with major

Tech, FinTech)

and marketing campaigns
for complex, regulated B2B
industries.

for complex financial instru-
ments, compliant market-
ing content for healthcare
professionals.

Storytelling and eco-friendly brands that | bility (CSR) documentaries, multinational clients with poor environmental
require transparent and transparent supply chain records, may lack the perceived authentici-
credible commmunication. narratives. ty required to be credible storytellers in this

space.”?

Hyper-Niche Creating explainer videos, Technical product visualis- Requires deep subject matter expertise that

B2B (e.g., Med- product demonstrations, ation, animated explainers goes far beyond general advertising skills.

The high barrier to entry (understanding the
industry, its regulations, and its audience)
makes it unattractive for generalist in-house
studios.”®

Table 2: Defensible Niches for a Post-Production House in 2025.




The Anti-Agency Pricing Model:
From Cost-Plus to Value-Based

The networks’
standardisation through competitive pricing. To coun-
ter this, an independent must refuse to compete on
cost. This requires a fundamental shift in pricing strat-
egy, moving away from models that are based on
your inputs (time and materials) and towards a model

primary commercial

based on the client's outcomes.

advantage is

Pricing Model

How it Works

Pros for Independents

Cons / Vulnerabilities

When to Use It

Time-Based
(Hourly/Day
Rate)

Price is based on
the amount of
time spent on the
project (EX/hour).

Simple to calculate and track.
Easy for clients to understand
initially.

Directly vulnerable to price
comparisons and network
pricing. Penalises efficiency
and expertise (the faster
you are, the less you earn).
Focuses the conversation
on cost, not value.

Best used for initial learn-
ing to gauge project effort,
or for very small, unde-
fined tasks where scope

is impossible to predict. A
model to move away from
as quickly as possible.

Project-Based
(Fixed Fee)

A single, fixed
price is quot-

ed for a clearly
defined scope of
work and set of
deliverables.

Provides cost predictability for
the client. Allows you to price
based on your expertise, not
just hours.

Scope creep is a major risk
if deliverables are not me-
ticulously defined. Still fo-
cuses the conversation on
the output (the video), not
the outcome (the business
result). Can still be under-
cut by network pricing.

Good for well-defined,
repeatable projects where
you can accurately esti-
mate the effort required. A
better option than hourly,
but still vulnerable.

Value-Based
Pricing (VBP)

Price is deter-
mined as a
function of the
tangible business
value or ROl the
work is expected
to deliver to the
client.

Decouples your income from
your time. Makes network pric-
ing irrelevant by changing the
basis of the negotiation. Posi-
tions you as a high-value stra-
tegic partner, not a commodity
vendor. Allows for significantly
higher profit margins.

Requires more sophisti-
cated client conversations
to uncover and quantify
value. Can be harder to sell
to clients accustomed to
traditional pricing. Re-
quires confidence in your
ability to deliver results.

The ideal model for a resil-
ient independent. Use for
any project where a clear
business outcome can

be identified and, ideally,
measured (e.g., lead gen-
eration, sales conversion,
customer retention).

Table 3: Pricing Model Comparison for Creative Services. Data compiled from.””

Implementing Value-Based Pricing (VBP) is a strategic act of defiance against commoditisation. It fundamentally re-
frames the commercial conversation. The process begins during the initial client discovery call. The key is to shift the
guestions from “What do you need us to make?” to “What business problem are you trying to solve?” and “How will

you measure the success of a solution?".7?

Once you understand the client’s desired outcome (e.g., generating 100 qualified leads, increasing e-commerce con-
version rate by 2%, reducing customer service calls by 15%), you can begin to quantify the value of that outcome.®® If a
single qualified lead is worth £500 to the client, a video that generates 100 leads has created £50,000 in value. In this
context, charging £10,000 or £15,000 for that video is a sound investment for the client, regardless of how many hours
it took to produce. This approach requires you to develop and communicate a clear value proposition, using case stud-
ies and data to justify your pricing and demonstrate a track record of delivering tangible ROI.83



5.3

The Collective Advantage: Explor-
ing Co-operative and Networked
Models

Operating as a “solopreneur” can be isolating and
commercially limiting, making it difficult to compete
for larger, more complex projects.>® An alternative
and highly resilient business structure is the creative

co-operative.

A co-operative model, as exemplified by the UK-based
Chapel Street Studio, allows a group of independent
freelancers to formally pool their skills and resourc-
es.85 Chapel Street Studio is a consortia of seven core
members and 18 freelance associates who collaborate
to provide a full range of creative services, from web
development to social media strategy.®® This structure

provides several key advantages:

« Increased Firepower and Shared Overheads: By
combining their individual specialisms, the co-op can
bid on larger, end-to-end projects - such as those from
the NHS or local government bodies - that would be
inaccessible to any single member.8> They also share
the costs of marketing, administration, and legal ser-

vices.

+ Retained Identity and Autonomy: A key feature of
the Chapel Street model is that members retain their
individual freelance identities and are publicly credit-
ed for their work. This is a significant departure from
a traditional agency structure where the company
brand subsumes the individual.®®

. Democratic and Agile Governance: Many co-ops
operate with a flat, democratic structure where mem-
bers have equal pay and an equal say in business deci-
sions.®> This fosters a highly collaborative environment
and allows for faster, more agile decision-making than
a traditional corporate hierarchy.

Even without forming a legal co-operative, independ-
ents can create informal networks and strategic part-
nerships. This could involve “white labelling” services
from other trusted freelancers to offer a more compre-
hensive solution to a client.*® Modern freelance com-
munities provide the ideal platform for forging these

vital connections.>®




.4

A Client Acquisition Roadmap for
the New Era

For a new production house, a deliberate client ac-
quisition strategy is needed to win high-quality work
without falling into the speculative pitch trap.

« Step 1: Foundational Setup (Months 1-2):

- Define Your Niche: Select a defensible niche from
the options in section 5.1.

- Develop Your Pricing: Create your value-based pric-
ing model and structure (section 5.2).

- Build Your Showecase: Create a professional website
that functions as your digital storefront. Crucially, this
should feature spec work and, as soon as possible, real
case studies that are framed around business results
and ROI, not just creative aesthetics.8”

« Step 2: Build Authority (Months 3-6):

- Content Marketing: Begin a consistent content mar-
keting programme. Write in-depth articles, create
video essays, or start a podcast focused on the prob-
lems and opportunities within your chosen niche. This
positions you as an expert and builds long-term SEO

value.88

- Host a Webinar: Create and promote a free webinar
or online seminar that provides tangible value and ac-
tionable advice to your ideal client persona. This is a
powerful lead generation tool.%4

« Step 3: Strategic Networking (Ongoing):

- Go Where the Clients Are: Identify and become an
active, contributing member of the online and offline
communities where your target clients congregate.
This could be specific Linkedln groups, industry fo-
rums, or local business associations.®*

- Give, Don't Take: The goal in these communities is
not to sell, but to offer valuable advice and build re-
lationships. Answer questions, share insights, and es-
tablish yourself as a helpful expert. This will naturally
lead to inbound inquiries.®®

« Step 4: Targeted Outreach (Months 4+:

- Warm Leads First Use your content and network in-
teractions to identify warm leads - people who have
engaged with your content or who you have helped

ina community.

- Personalised Outreach: Craft highly personalised
cold emails or LinkedIn messages. Reference a spe-
cific pain point they have mentioned or a specific op-
portunity you have identified for their business. Offer
immediate value, such as a free, no-obligation audit of
their current video content or a short document with

three specific ideas for them &8

« Step 5: The Referral Engine (Months 6+):

- Over-Deliver: For your first clients, go above and be-
yond to deliver exceptional service and measurable
results.

- Systematise Referrals: Once a project is successful-
ly completed, do not leave referrals to chance. Imple-
ment a formal process to request a testimonial and
ask for introductions to other potential clients in their

network who might face similar challenges.®*

This blueprint outlines a path for not just surviving
but thriving. The future for successful independents
lies not in trying to be a cheaper, smaller version of
a network agency, but in building a fundamental-
ly different kind of business - one that is specialised,
value-driven, collaborative, and structurally insulated
from the competitive tactics that define the current
market. By refusing to engage on the networks’ terms,
independents can create and dominate their own
high-value territory.
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