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Introduction

This document brings together the key outputs of a round table discussion with 

advertisers members of UBA, held to explore their views on how collaboration 

between brands and agencies is evolving in the age of AI.

As AI becomes more widely adopted by advertisers, participants agreed that 

collaboration with creative and media agencies is entering a new phase. They 

also stressed that this evolution cannot happen on the agency side alone. It 

requires brands themselves to adapt their internal structures, capabilities and 

expectations. 

Across the discussion, several themes emerged consistently:

↳	 The strongest agency relationships are long term partnerships, especially 

when agencies contribute beyond execution and actively participate in 

strategic discussions.

↳	 As brand teams become more tech-enabled and AI drives greater 

efficiency, they gain opportunities to better understand their customers and 

the market, and to develop stronger in-house media capabilities.

↳	 Brands increasingly expect a holistic approach from their agencies, 

integrating media and creative strategy across the full customer journey.

↳	 There is growing interest in updated fee models that combine fair 

compensation for expertise with clearer links to business outcomes, brand 

performance and collaboration quality.

The following chapters summarise the shared learnings from the discussions. 

They are not prescriptive, but collective reflections intended to help advertisers 

refine how they work with agencies and how they can optimise their internal 

organisation to get the most out of these relationships.
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Strong agency relationships 
are defined by strategic 
relevance

Introduction

Participants consistently described their most effective agency relationships as 

long-term, strategy-driven partnerships rather than transactional collaborations.

As AI accelerates production and execution, strategic contribution, deep under-

standing of the client’s market and customers, and senior expertise become key 

differentiators for agencies.

Key learnings

Business and strategic partner

↳	 Participants view their agencies as long term strategic partners, involved in 

joint business planning rather than only campaign delivery.

↳	 In mature relationships, agencies are expected to proactively contribute 

to strategy development and challenge choices within marketing and 

communication plans.

↳	 Investing in the relationship between people, including regular exchanges 

between senior decision makers (CEO, CMO) and agency leadership, helps 

to align strategic challenges and visions.

Deep understanding of business, market and customer

↳	 Strong collaboration correlates with agencies that understand the 

advertiser’s market dynamics, consumer journeys and acquisition 

challenges, rather than applying a one size fits all approach.

↳	 Stable and cross-functional agency teams were repeatedly highlighted 

as especially valuable, as they preserve brand knowledge and consumer 

understanding over time.
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Transparency on tools, data and AI use

↳	 Participants expect agencies to use AI to work more efficiently, but also to 

be transparent about how tools are used and how this affects time spent 

and costs.

↳	 There is growing interest in shared or agency proposed tools (dashboards, 

AI supported insights, planning tools, execution platforms, etc.), although 

ownership and governance remain unclear in many cases.

Fee models as a reflection of partnership

↳	 Current fee models are widely seen as outdated and insufficiently aligned 

with strategic value creation.

↳	 Participants expressed openness to paying agencies more fairly in terms of 

strategic thinking (“the brains”), rather than primarily in terms of production 

or media volume.

↳	 Despite this openness, most participants remain tied to their existing fee 

models and have not yet initiated discussions with their agencies.

↳	 Most contracts are still annual or short term and the role of procurement 

was not explicitly highlighted.
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The advertiser-side marketing 
organisation is becoming 
more tech-enabled, 
more insight-driven and with 
stronger media capabilities

Chapter introduction

Participants emphasised that agency collaboration cannot evolve without a 

parallel evolution on the advertiser side. Marketing teams are becoming more 

tech enabled, yet their core responsibilities remain unchanged: owning the 

brand, understanding the customer and steering long term value creation.

Key learnings

Current use of AI in marketing teams

↳	 AI adoption among advertisers is broad but still largely exploratory, tactical 

and ad hoc. Few organisations have embedded AI into structured marketing 

processes.

↳	 The most common applications today include translation, content 

variations, summaries, basic research and operational efficiency tasks.

↳	 Compared with functions such as customer support, marketing is often not 

the first department to adopt AI at scale.

Better customer and market understanding

↳	 There was strong consensus around using AI to reduce repetitive, low 

value tasks to allow teams to spend more time on strategy, customer and 

consumer insight, competitive learning and market understanding.

↳	 Participants see clear value in AI supported research, pre testing, 

dashboards and predictive analysis, often in collaboration with agencies or 

research partners.
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Media capabilities: more in house

↳	 Several participants are developing more in house capabilities for media 

planning and optimisation, particularly for digital and platform based 

channels.

↳	 This shift reinforces the need for internal expertise in media efficiency 

analysis and performance steering.

↳	 Participants also appear to engage more directly with media houses.

↳	 Some participants indicate that certain intermediaries may need to 

rethink their business model to prevent activities such as media buying, 

commercial PR and local sponsorship from being brought increasingly  

in-house.

Reinforcing strategic marketing fundamentals

↳	 Participants underlined the importance of maintaining strong marketing 

fundamentals such as brand strategy, customer journey understanding, 

long term planning and ownership of brand heritage.

↳	 Future ready teams combine data and tech skills with empathy, adaptability, 

a growth mindset and cross functional thinking.

↳	 Participants discussed the opportunity to develop deeper, more personalised 

customer journey and planning.

↳	 More broadly, the marketing function of the future is not defined solely 

by commercial performance. It is also expected to engage with broader 

strategic themes such as healthy, responsible and sustainable consumption.



7

HOW UBA BRAND MEMBERS SEE COLLABORATION WITH AGENCIES EVOLVING IN THE AGE OF AI

Brands expect a holistic 
approach from their agencies, 
integrating media and 
creative strategy across the 
customer journey

Chapter introduction

Participants repeatedly questioned fragmented agency ecosystems. AI, data 

and automation increase the need for stronger integration across strategy, 

creativity and media, not more silos.

Key learnings

One plan across multiple media

↳	 Agencies that can think in terms of one integrated plan across channels and 

media are seen as more valuable than specialists working in silos.

↳	 Cross media thinking supports more relevant customer journeys and avoids 

generic, one size fits all plans.

Human roles remain key

↳	 Participants emphasised the enduring importance of senior strategic and 

creative roles (strategy director, creative director, senior account leadership).

↳	 These roles anchor brand understanding, strategic coherence and long 

term trust.

From campaign execution to emotional relevance

↳	 Agencies are increasingly expected to focus more and more on big ideas 

that speak to the heart and create emotional relevance.

↳	 AI is viewed as a powerful enabler for production and insights, but not a 

substitute for human creativity and emotional intelligence.
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Transparency and shared understanding

↳	 Participants value agencies that ensure their strategy, market and business 

context are understood across all agency disciplines, not only at leadership 

level.

↳	 Transparency in processes, AI usage and decision making strengthens trust 

and collaboration.
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Modernising fee models 
and governance around 
business targets

Introduction
Fee models emerged as an important discussion point. Budget pressure is real, 

yet participants are willing to rethink payment in ways that better reflect shared 

value creation.

Key learnings

Shared recognition that current models are outdated

↳	 Traditional fee models (percentages on production or media spend) are 

widely perceived as misaligned with today’s business performance.

↳	 Transparency on profiles, time spent and deliverables is seen as a basic 

requirement but is not sufficient on its own.

Shift towards joint business and performance based models

↳	 Participants discussed fee models built around a joint business plan, linking 

payment partly to business KPIs, brand performance and collaboration 

quality.

↳	 Openness to models inspired by consulting approaches, particularly for 

strategic work, rather than purely timesheet based systems.

↳	 Discussions suggest that future models may need to vary by account size, 

brand size and context, rather than applying one standard logic across all 

relationships.

Shared value, not just cost efficiency

↳	 While AI is sometimes viewed as a short term answer to budget pressure, 

advertisers underlined that efficiency gains should not undermine strategic 

depth or senior/expert involvement.

↳	 Fair payment is seen as essential for agencies to invest in people, tools and 

long term client understanding.
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Closing reflection

The discussions suggest that AI is not reducing the importance of advertiser-

agency collaboration. Instead, it is shifting value towards trust, sharper strategic 

judgement, emotional resonance and integrated planning. In that sense, “speak 

to the heart” becomes a clear reminder that human and brand value must 

continue to lead.
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Thank you

We would like to sincerely thank all marketing leaders 

who took part in these roundtables for their time and for 

sharing their use cases and insights. We also extend our 

gratitude to Sabine De veilder, observer of the world of 

brands, for her moderation and her strong contributions 

to this document.

For more information about this document, you can contact

Grégory Marchandise at gregory@ubabelgium.be.
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About UBA

UBA stands for ‘United Brands Association’ and is the Belgian

association of and for brands. UBA represents the interests of brand

builders and its mission is to create a creative, innovative and

dynamic ecosystem that provides room for ambitious brands to

grow sustainably. The UBA community consists of 384 companies,

representing 1050 brands and more than 8000 advertisers.

↦ ubabelgium.be
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