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5 Hard Questions Every Creative Agency Should Be Asking

Executive Summary

When it comes to running a creative agency, it’s all too 

common to avoid asking questions that might expose 
underlying problems with your process. We avoid these 
questions because the information is either too difficult to 

access, or there’s a backlog of client work that takes 
precedence. More often than not, it’s both.

Since launching 10,000ft, we’ve learned a lot about what 
information creative agencies need to run their business. 

More importantly, we’ve learned what questions you need 
to answer in order to make strategic improvements over 
time.

In this guide, we’ll share five questions that will challenge 
you to create a deeper understanding of your creative 
agency. We also offer some discussion prompts to help you 
improve your process, and tips for using the reports in 

10,000ft Plans to access this information more easily.

Once you know what questions to ask, you can make finding 
the answers a part of your routine. Doing so will help you 

uncover actionable information about your business on a 
regular basis, and ensure that you're constantly improving. 
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Before We Get Started

Each strategic question is designed to examine how much visibility you have into a certain 

aspect of your team’s process. 

Uncovering the answers is largely dependent on having two common operational systems 
in place:

1. Time Tracking

Your team should be tracking their time on a daily basis. Yes, we know it’s painful —

pointless you might say! The only thing worse than having to track your time is making sure 
other people track their time. But reported hours are the best source of real data about 
how your projects are performing. At a minimum, you should be assigning approximate 

hours towards projects and phases. Ideally, you're recording actual hours and minutes. 
Tracking against categories and adding notes is helpful for having more detailed reports to 
analyze. 

2. Accurate Budget Estimates

In order to make your data more meaningful, your planning process needs to leave you 

with your best estimate at what it will take to complete the project on time and on budget. 
Once the plan is set, little should be changed. This will allow you to compare your initial 
plan to what actually happened, and will help you understand where projects went well 
and where they could use improvement.

Alright, let’s get started!
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Where does your team 
spend their time?

Question #1
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#1: Where does your team spend their time?

The core of any strategic optimization plan is knowing where your team spends their time. 

It’s far too common to equate feeling busy with making money. But that’s not always the 
case. The intensity of day-to-day work, client meetings, and late nights make it easy to 
overlook the need to truly understand where your team’s time is actually going. 

Say you learn that your team spends 40% of their week in meetings. Is that the best use of 
their time? Depending on your business, maybe it is. Having insight into this area of your 
business is crucial for long term success.

Track Only What You Need 

Asking your team to track time can be an added burden, but not if you implement it in the 
right way. To be successful, you shouldn’t ask your team to report more detail than you 
need to collect actionable information. 

Tracking time against categories isn’t for every team, but categories help you create more 
detailed reports and can lead to greater understanding. Categories should be specific 
enough that you understand where time is going, but general enough that your time 

sheets aren’t overly fragmented. For example, some potential categories could be:

• Research

• Proposals

• Prototyping

• Bug Fixing

• Client Meetings

• Travel
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#1: Where does your team spend their time? 

(cont)

Discussion Guide

When analyzing where your team spends their time, it’s best to start broad and dive into 
specific areas as you uncover interesting trends. First, find out where your company 

allocates time as a whole, either at the project-, phase-, or category-level. From there, you 
can dig into specific disciplines and team members to uncover the underlying reasons for 
time being spent that way. 

• Why are people working more or less than what was scheduled?

• Is a particular project or client the cause?

• What changes can be made to your resourcing process or your workflow to improve 
how your team spends their time?

What Is The Conclusion?

Once you've pulled a few reports and have a sense of where your team spends their time, 
take a minute to jot down some of your conclusions.

• Is your team allocating time the way you expected?

• Are there specific team members who always work more than expected? 

• How can you avoid that, or better plan for it in the future?
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Type: Time & Fees: Hours

Time Frame: Last Year | Last Quarter | Last Month

First Group By: Category

Then Group By: None

This report will show you a breakdown of each 
category your team has reported time against and 
how much time has been incurred to each.

• Layer in Discipline to see how specific teams are 
spending their time. Adjust your grouping options 

to first group by Discipline, then Category.

• Use the filters to show just the disciplines or 
categories that are interesting. Start with the ones 
that are consistently over- or under-scheduled.

• Once filtered, you can group your reports by 
fields like Team Member or Location for additional 
views that could lead to new insights. 

10,000ft Report Settings
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Which team members 
cause your projects to run 

over budget?

Question #2
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#2: Which team members cause your projects 

to run over budget?

Projects can run over budget for a variety of reasons. We often create assumptions about 
why – blaming clients or other influences outside of our control. When a company 

rationalizes their overages in this way, they lose the opportunity to confront the actual 
cause of the problem and discuss actionable steps that will help avoid overages in the 
future. 

You should be able to analyze individual projects and compare your scheduled allocations 

(what you planned) against your incurred time and fees (what actually happened). By 
comparing this information across different variables, you can begin to uncover where 
overages are happening and talk through the reasons why.

And keep in mind that just because work was turned in before the deadline, it doesn’t 

necessarily mean that your team worked according to the schedule. We’ll discuss this 
further in Question #4.
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#2: Which team members cause your projects 

to run over budget? (cont)

Why Projects Run Over Budget

• Under-scoped assignments: This is usually a result of unclear expectations between 
the client and creative team, or a lack of understanding of what it takes to do the work. 
Having historical data about when team members over-worked on an assignment will 

help you improve your estimated over time. 

• Lack of a shared understanding: In a competitive agency atmosphere, your team’s 
first priority is to do the best work possible. This can cause team members to focus on 

the work in front of them, and lack a clear sense of the business constraints of the 
projects they're on or how their time influences the bigger picture. Managers should 
communicate why working according to the plan is important, and give team members 
visibility into how their time impacts the financial health of the business. 

• New information or unexpected feedback: It's inevitable that new or unexpected 
information will derail a phase or project from time to time, but it’s important to have 
systems in place that allow you to take in the new information and record how and why 
the project ran over. Your team should understand the importance of tracking the actual 

hours they worked, even when they work beyond what was scheduled. This will help 
you understand the where and why you went over budget and how to prevent it in the 
future.
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#2: Which team members cause your projects 

to run over budget? (cont)

Discussion Guide

Depending on the type of work your company does, you might have time budgets, fee 
budgets, or both. Typically, these two metrics are closely coupled, but it’s a good idea to 
analyze them individually to see what insights you can uncover. The steps for analyzing 

time and fee budgets in 10,000ft Plans are the same; just adjust the report type based on 
which data you would like to see. 

First, find the projects that went over budget during the time frame you're analyzing. Next, 

you’ll want to analyze the problem projects by looking at which team members and 
disciplines worked more than scheduled. Look for trends; try to figure out what went 
wrong, and talk to your team when the answer isn’t obvious.

What Is The Conclusion?

Ultimately, you’re looking for areas of friction and trying to find ways to plan around them. 
By understanding why your projects have historically run over, you'll be in a better position 
to create more accurate estimates in the future. 

• Where and when did your projects go over, specifically?

• Did the project run over because of a specific team or group?

• Was this a one-time overage or are steps required to prevent it from happening again?
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First, find the projects that went over budget:

Type: Budgets: Hours -or- Amounts 

Time Frame: Last Year | Last Quarter | Last Month 

First Group By: Project 

Then Group By: None 

Budget reports will pull all the time entry data for 
projects that were active during the time frame, even 
if time entry data was reported outside of the dates 
you set.

Then, dig in to the problem-projects:

Type: Time & Fees: Hours -or- Amounts 

Time Frame: Last Year | Last Quarter | Last Month 

First Group By: Project 

Then Group By: Team Member

Show: Just the projects that ran over budget 

Make sure the time frame spans the lifecycle of all the 
projects you are looking at.

10,000ft Report Settings
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Question #3

When is the best time of 
year to work on internal 

projects?



15

15
10,000ft | 5 Hard Questions Every Creative Agency Should Be Asking

#3: When is the best time of year to work on 

internal projects?

There are many reasons why a creative agency would take on internal projects. They allow 
you to improve the way your company presents itself (via a new website or updated 

marketing), you can build organizational experience by choosing a project area you're 
passionate about, and they let you flex your team’s creative muscles in a way that adheres 
to your vision. 

But internal projects are to creative agencies as exercise is to all of us. You know it’s good 

for you, but the minute any form of distraction comes in (i.e. a new project for a real—eh 
hem, paying—client) internal projects are dropped without a second thought.

It doesn’t have to be this way. With a little strategic insight into how your business ebbs 
and flows, you can schedule internal projects to happen during the inevitable slow time of 

year (or even month) for your company.
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#3: When is the best time of year to work on 

internal projects? (cont)

Discussion Guide

When finding the slow and busy times of year for your company, you want to look at your 
past performance and identify times of year that aren't only slow for your entire company, 
but also for specific teams and locations. Often, specific teams or disciplines can go under 

the radar if other departments happen to be busier than usual.

Dissecting your utilization rate by teams and individuals is a good way to make sure you are 
fully utilizing your entire team. And if you’re not, you can at least know when you need to 

make adjustments.

What Is The Conclusion?

Look for trends and try to find explanations for periods that were especially busy or slow. 
Does the data match your expectations?

Consider looking for ways to schedule internal projects to happen at different times 
throughout the year. For example, could your design team mock up wireframes for a new 
website in March, and your development start building in May? It may not be very 
conventional, but it could be one creative way of making the most of the team members 

who are on the bench. 
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Type: Utilization

Time Frame: Last Year

First Group By: Month

Then Group By: Discipline 

• Look for any months of the year where you did not 
meet your utilization goal. Make note of when that 
is. Add Discipline as a secondary grouping 
option. Are specific departments busier than 
others during those slow months?

• Adjust the time frame to look at just a few weeks 
where your team was over- or under-utilized. If 

you can identify a specific discipline that you want 
to look at, add them as a filter as well.

• Once you're looking at just the time period that 
you're interested in, experiment with different 
grouping options like week, month, and team 
member to see if you can pin point exactly when 
someone was over or under-utilized. You can look 
back at your team’s schedule to see what projects 

were going on during those times. 

10,000ft Report Settings
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Question #4

Which team members are 
at risk of leaving?
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#4: Which team members are at risk of 

leaving?

It’s no secret that creative agencies have a reputation for over-working their people. In an 
agency setting, it always feels like there's more work to be done.  And although some 

people accept (and even thrive in) this kind of fast-paced work environment, there can be 
big consequences for over-working your employees, which many creative workers have 
experienced: burnout, uninspired work, people leaving to find better work/life balance, 
etc.

Over-working your employees isn’t the only risk to your business. It’s easy to overlook the 
impact under-worked employees have on the health of the company. Under-worked 
employees can begin to question why work isn’t being assigned to them or if the company 
values their contributions at all. The reality might be that there simply isn’t enough visibility 

into that person’s availability. 

The point is, you need data on which teams and people are over- and under-worked. 
Without it, it’s harder to answer questions like, “Are we setting up our people for success?” 

and “Can we take on that new website redesign project?”
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#4: Which team members are at risk of 

leaving? (cont)

Discussion Guide

The power of this analysis is that it can be both past and future facing. In other words, you 
can look at your team’s historical performance to see which team members and 
departments have been working most efficiently, and you can forecast your projected 

workload to see if there are any gaps between your staffing needs and your personnel. 

• Is there a specific team or business group that's working over or under what you 
expected? Why?

• How does your future scheduled workload match your team’s availability? 

• Where should you consider making your next hire? 

What Is The Conclusion?

Think about how this information can inform and improve your resource scheduling 

process in the future.

• Can you alleviate over-utilized team members with people who have availability?

• Are specific disciplines or team members consistently under-utilized? Maybe it's time to 
consider moving them to a tangential discipline, or finding a creative way to leverage 

their skills.

• Which teams will you hire for in the next 3, 6, and 9 months?



21

21
10,000ft | 5 Hard Questions Every Creative Agency Should Be Asking

Type: Utilization

Time Frame: Last and Next 90 Days

First Group By: Month

Then Group By: Team Member

• Start by looking for macro trends across your 
organization. Looking at your team’s past, how 
close to your utilization target were you for each 
member of your team? Are specific people 
constantly over- or under-utilized?

• Layer in discipline to see how specific teams 
performed during the same time period. You can 

add team members as a secondary grouping to try 
and pinpoint where you went over or under. 

• Alternatively, you can First group by: Team 
Member or Discipline, and Then group by: Week 
to see how the workload is trending for specific 
teams or people over time.

10,000ft Report Settings
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Question #5

Which clients should you 
fire?
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#5: Which clients should you fire?

There's always excitement when you land a new client. But inevitability, that initial 

excitement can start to wane. There are many factors at play when the client-agency 
relationship is called into question. It's important to know what's causing you to doubt the 
relationship and determine if that reaction is supported by facts. Firing clients is never fun, 

but when you have historical data to back you up, those decisions are much easier to 
make.

It’s Not You, It’s Me

Of course, it’s not always the fault of the client when projects run over. Maybe user testing 
always takes longer with one particular client because the target market is difficult to round 

up. If you knew that, you could plan to build out the user testing phase of future projects or 
brainstorm strategies to be more efficient—no firing required. Or maybe you have a habit of 
bringing in senior team members late in the project and you didn’t anticipate their impact 
on the budget. This information is not always easy to find, but here are a few places you can 

look.
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#5: Which clients should you fire? (cont)

Discussion Guide

Like some of the other reports we’ve looked at in this guide, this analysis will require you to 
start with a big picture view of your clients and the projects you have completed for them, 
and methodically dissect each one to uncover issues. 

Things to look for:

• Is your revenue diversified among a variety of clients, or are there one or two clients who 
contribute the lion’s share of your revenue?

• How does the revenue generated compare to what was budgeted for specific clients 
and projects? 

• Are there obvious, client-specific contributors to why projects go over budget ? What 
can you do to remedy that?

What Is The Conclusion?

Ultimately, you want to know if there are specific clients that are repeat offenders in terms 
of going over budget, and if there's something that can be done to fix it without having a 
negative impact your relationship. 

Often, all that's required is open communication with the client so they understand the 
impact their over-budget projects have on your company. And by having data to back you 
up, those conversations are a lot easier to have.
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Type: Budgets: Amounts 

Time Frame: This Year

First Group By: Client

Then Group By: Projects

• Identify the difference between clients who had 
one or two projects go over budget and clients 
who are consistently over budget. You can filter 
your reports to show just the repeat offenders, 
which will help you analyze the individual projects 
more closely. 

• Experiment with different grouping options, like 
Phase Name and Team Member, to pin point 

places where projects went wrong. You can refer 
to Question #2 for more guidance on how to 
analyze over-budget projects. 

10,000ft Report Settings
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Pulling It All Together

With so many priorities vying for your attention, it’s common 
to avoid making time to answer strategic questions. But 

making this process part of your routine is critical for long-
term success. 

The key is to have a way to quickly access the information, 
and then a process for making decisions based on the 

findings. Make a habit of discussing these questions at 
monthly and annual performance meetings with your 
leadership team. Create a dialogue with your employees 

about why they worked longer than expected. The 
conversations you have after you uncover problems is how 
your company will grow. 

10,000ft Plans makes it easy to answer these questions and 

more. Our software combines resource planning, time 
tracking, and project planning to give you actionable data 
about your business. Our team can help you put systems in 

place to make strategic discussions a regular part of your 
process. Get started by signing up for a free trial. 

Learn more about 10,000ft Plans at 

10000ft.com/plans



About 10,000ft

10,000ft builds simple, collaborative software for the modern workforce.

Our portfolio of products includes 10,000ft Plans, an award-winning planning 
tool for resource management, time tracking, and business analytics; and 
10,000ft Insights, a design-driven collaboration tool to organize, present, and 
get feedback on your creative projects. 

Some of the biggest names in the creative industry use 10,000ft software to 
manage their teams and projects every day. These companies require flexible 
tools that map to their unique business process. They also need tools that are 
enjoyable to use. We focus on giving you the most important information 
about your teams and projects so that you can make strategic decisions that 
help your company grow.

Learn more about 10,000ft at www.10000ft.com

619 Western Ave, 
Suite 500
Seattle, WA 98104

www.10000ft.com
info@10000ft.com


