
When you hire a pay per click agency or a paid media agency, you are not just buying ad setup. You are
outsourcing a mix of strategy, writing, analytics, experimentation, and day-to-day budget control. That is a lot of
leverage, and it can go either direction fast.

I have seen paid search campaigns that looked busy but produced nothing but wasted spend. I have also seen
teams that started with messy tracking and still got to reliable lead flow because the fundamentals were handled
with care. The difference was rarely “magic.” It was process, transparency, and the ability to make hard decisions
without getting sentimental about keywords or ad copy.

Use this checklist to separate a true paid search agency from a vendor that simply “manages bids.” Look for
evidence you can evaluate, questions you can get answered, and reporting you can actually use.

Start with the basics: what type of paid search work is being sold?
A lot of confusion comes from labels. People say “ppc management company” when they mean “we will adjust bids
when we notice something.” Other firms call themselves a paid search agency but focus mainly on landing page
design or conversion rate optimization. Still others are mostly a reseller of ad platform services.

Before you judge performance, make sure you understand scope in plain language:

Is the ppc agency managing Google Ads, Microsoft Ads, or both?

Are they also covering shopping ads, local campaigns, or app campaigns?

Will they build new account structure, or mainly optimize within what you already have?

Who writes the ads and landing page recommendations?

How do they handle negatives, query refinement, and ad rotation policies?

If the answers feel vague, you are already paying for ambiguity. Ambiguity kills accountability.

Ask what success looks like, and insist on measurable definitions
“More leads” is not a success metric. It is a hope. A paid advertising agency that does real work will talk in
outcomes and inputs, with numbers you can validate.

You want clarity on at least three areas:

1) Primary conversion action

Is it a form fill, booked appointment, phone call, purchase, or something else? If you sell high-consideration
services, the primary conversion might be a qualified lead, not a submission. That changes bidding behavior and
reporting.

2) Attribution and measurement method

If they do not ask how you track conversions, they probably will not protect you from bad data. Ask whether they
use Google Ads conversion tracking, enhanced conversions, server-side tracking, call reporting, offline conversion
imports, or a third-party attribution model. There is no single “correct” answer, but there should be a plan.

3) Target metrics and constraints

A strong ppc management agency will be able to discuss trade-offs, not just targets. For example, if your cost per
acquisition (CPA) target is aggressive, you should expect narrower keyword sets, more restrictive match types, or a



stronger landing page. If they promise “same volume, lower CPA,” ask how they plan to do it without hurting
conversion rates.

A good agency will also tell you what they need from you, such as sales data feedback loops or conversion
qualification notes. If you cannot provide that, they should explain what they can and cannot optimize.

The account setup test: what they do in the first 30 to 60 days matters
most
The early weeks reveal whether you hired a team that builds durable structures or one that chases last week’s
numbers.

A solid paid search agency will treat setup like a foundation, not a formality. That includes campaign taxonomy,
naming conventions, conversion imports, audience exclusions, and search terms hygiene. It also includes ad copy
testing plans that match your sales cycle.

When you review their proposal or onboarding plan, look for specificity around:

Account structure and why it is designed that way

How they will prevent brand terms from being mishandled

How they will handle competitor targeting if it is relevant

What they do about query mining and negative keyword management

How they plan to segment by intent, location, device, or product type if needed

If they cannot explain why the structure will make optimization easier, that is a red flag. Structures exist to make
decisions simpler.

Read their reporting like a skeptic
Most agencies report too much. They send dashboards with metrics that look impressive but do not answer the
questions you actually have.

You want reporting that answers: What changed, why it changed, what we learned, and what we will do next.

A paid media agency that manages accounts thoughtfully will usually include, at minimum, the following in their
regular reporting:

Spend by campaign and major ad group themes

Conversions and conversion rate trends

Cost per conversion (and cost per qualified conversion if you have that data)

Search term highlights (including what they added as negatives)

Ad testing results, not just “ads were served”

Budget pacing versus targets

If their reporting is mostly screenshots of metrics with no interpretation, you are missing the value you paid for.

One practical note: make sure you understand whether their reporting reflects the same conversion events you
trust. If you have discrepancies between your analytics platform and Google Ads reporting, ask how they reconcile
that. Agencies that avoid that conversation often reveal a measurement blind spot.



Demand transparency on bidding and automation
Bidding is where many paid search campaigns quietly drift off course.

You are going to see a range of approaches. Some ppc management agencies push hard toward automated
bidding with smart rules. Others prefer manual strategies with tighter controls. Many operate a hybrid model.

What matters is not the label. It is how they control risk.

Ask these questions directly:

When do they recommend switching bidding strategies?

How do they evaluate stability, such as conversion volume thresholds?

How do they test changes to automated bidding without “thrash”?

What guardrails exist to prevent runaway spend on low-quality traffic?

A good paid advertising agency will talk about minimum conversion thresholds and the difference between
“learning” and “limiting performance.” If they refuse to discuss learning periods, you are asking for trouble,
especially in newer accounts or niche markets with low conversion counts.

Ad copy and creative: do they write for outcomes, not for impressions?
Ad copy is not just words. It is how you set expectations for the landing page and filter the right users. The best
agencies treat ads as part of a system.

When evaluating a pay per click agency, ask to see:

Examples of ad variations they create and why

How they link ad messaging to landing page content

Whether they test offers, proof points, and calls to action separately or randomly

How they handle compliance and restricted categories

You do not need dozens of ads. You need intelligent iteration. A small set of well-targeted experiments beats a
constant reshuffle with no hypothesis.

Also, pay attention to how they treat your brand terms. Brand campaigns can protect revenue and improve
quality, but they can also waste budget if ad messaging or exclusions are sloppy.

Conversion rate and landing pages: what do they control, and what do
they influence?
Many companies hire a paid search agency expecting landing page miracles. Most agencies can influence, but they
should not pretend they own your site.

A mature paid media agency will recommend landing page improvements that tie directly to ad intent. They may
not redesign the full page, but they should identify friction points like:

Message mismatch between ad and page

Form length that does not match user intent

Lack of trust signals for first-time visitors

Mobile performance issues that affect conversion rate



Tracking gaps, like missing events or broken forms

Here is a reality check: if your site converts poorly due to slow load times or unclear value propositions, no ppc
management company can consistently outbid physics. They can mitigate damage with tighter targeting and
better ad messaging, but they should tell you the truth early.

The question of account control: who does what day to day?
Some paid search agencies want full access to your accounts and will move quickly. Others want to act only within
approved parameters. Either can work, but control needs to be intentional.

Clarify who owns:

Changes to campaign settings

Negative keyword additions and match type shifts

Ad edits and asset management

Audience targeting and exclusions

Bids and budgets

Conversion tracking changes

If the agency cannot tell you their change cadence and review process, you lose leverage. You should know how
often they make changes, how they communicate them, and how you can approve or reject major moves.

Retainer, fee structure, and budget: find out what you are actually
paying for
Pricing varies, and there is no single correct model. Still, you can protect yourself by understanding how fees align
with outcomes.

A typical arrangement might be a monthly retainer, a percentage of spend, or a hybrid. Some ppc agency models
include performance bonuses. Make sure you understand what happens if performance drops due to factors
outside their control, like changes in your sales team response time or new competitors.

Watch for these common problems:

Fees tied to spend with weak safeguards for efficiency

Long minimum commitments with no performance reporting quality checks

Contracts that prevent you from switching without penalties that outweigh any remaining value

It is reasonable to pay for expertise. It is not reasonable to pay for opacity.

Performance expectations: ask for an honest, practical ramp plan
A good paid search agency does not promise instant results, and it does not excuse failure. It offers an honest
ramp plan.

Ask how they will approach the first few weeks and what milestones matter. You are looking for process, not
reassurance.

For many accounts, the ramp includes:



Cleaning conversion tracking and verifying data integrity

Building initial keyword and ad structures

Adding negatives to reduce wasted impressions

Running structured ad tests

Evaluating query patterns and landing page performance

Gradually scaling budgets once conversion quality stabilizes

If they cannot describe what “done” looks like for each milestone, they might be improvising.

A practical checklist you can use in your screening calls
Use this as your quick filter when you interview a paid search agency. If they struggle with these, keep looking.

Ask what conversion action they optimize for and how they verify it is tracked correctly.

Request examples of search term review and negative keyword strategy, including what they changed last
month.

Inquire about bidding strategy decisions, especially how they manage learning and avoid spending spikes.

Confirm who writes ads and what their ad testing methodology looks like, including hypotheses.

Clarify reporting cadence and what decisions the report leads to, not just which metrics appear.

If you get confident answers that connect to a repeatable workflow, you are likely talking to a real paid advertising
agency, not a generic reseller.

How to evaluate case studies without getting fooled by them
Case studies are useful, but only if you read them like you are auditing a claim.

I recommend you ask for:

The starting point: baseline CPA, conversion rate, or lead volume

The timeline: how long it took to reach the results

The scope: was this a new account, a rebuild, or incremental optimization

The measurement method: what counts as a conversion and how it is verified

The levers used: targeting changes, creative iterations, landing page fixes, offline conversions

A case study that only shows the outcome number is paid search agency less informative than one that explains
the path. The latter tells you whether you can replicate the approach in your environment.

Be cautious with claims that rely on factors you do not have, like an unusually high conversion rate baseline, an
offer redesign, or access to offline lead qualification data. Every campaign has context. The best agencies will name
it.

Common red flags I have learned to spot early
You do not need a hostile interview to find risk. Certain behaviors show up quickly and consistently.

One red flag is when an agency talks only in metrics that are easy to change, like impressions and clicks, while
dodging conversion quality. Another is when they treat tracking issues as “your analytics problem” instead of a
shared measurement responsibility.

https://www.washingtonpost.com/newssearch/?query=paid%20search%20agency


I also watch for vague statements like “we optimize continuously” without specifying what gets optimized and
how. Optimization without evidence is just movement.

Finally, be wary of agencies that refuse to show you search term review outputs. If they cannot show what traffic
they eliminated and why, you cannot validate efficiency.

Questions to ask about tracking and data quality (the stuff that breaks
most accounts)
Tracking is the difference between smart optimization and blind optimization. A paid media agency worth hiring
will ask you about your setup and will propose concrete steps.

Here are the types of questions that matter:

Do you have conversion actions configured in the ad platforms, and are they deduplicated?

Are calls tracked, especially for mobile and local intent?

Do you import offline conversions or at least qualify leads into the CRM?

How do you handle multi-touch paths and different conversion categories?

What happens when conversion counts drop, is it a tracking issue or a performance issue?

If your sales cycle includes lead nurturing before purchase, you need a plan for attribution and reporting
expectations. A ppc management agency should not treat attribution like a footnote. It shapes bidding and what
you interpret as success.

Where paid search agencies add value beyond the ads
The best paid search agency teams bring clarity, and clarity saves money.

They can spot keyword intent mismatches, identify landing page friction, tighten audience targeting, and reduce
wasted spend by refining negatives and match types. They can also coordinate with creative or content teams so
ad messaging matches the way users evaluate you.

I have seen agencies deliver real value by doing things that do not feel glamorous:

Rewriting ad copy to match the specific objections in your sales process

Building separate campaigns for different customer intents, so you do not average everything into a single
blended metric

Creating a search terms review workflow that catches new competitors and spam queries early

Implementing landing page recommendations based on query themes, not generic best practices

That is enterprise PPC management the difference between “ppc management” and actual paid search strategy.

The two model comparisons that matter most when choosing an
agency
Different agencies operate with different philosophies and team structures. That affects speed, attention to detail,
and how much experimentation you get.

Here is a simple way to compare approaches.

https://www.semfirms.com/profile/uncommon-logic


| Agency approach | Strengths | Potential downside | What to ask to validate | |---|---|---|---| | Tight structure with
frequent manual optimization | Better control over targeting and negatives | Can feel slower to react if team
bandwidth is limited | “How many account changes per week do you make, and who approves major moves?” | |
More automation with guardrails | Scales faster once conversion data stabilizes | Risks performance drift if
conversion quality is unstable | “What are your guardrails for spend, conversion quality, and learning resets?” | |
Creative-first testing | Better ad and landing alignment | Might underemphasize search term hygiene | “Show me
how you reduce wasted queries while you test creative.” | | Measurement-first rebuilds | Strong tracking and
reliable reporting | Can delay volume growth early on | “What milestones do you hit before scaling budget?” |

If the agency cannot explain which approach they use and why, it is hard to trust their decisions when
performance gets volatile.

What good communication looks like once you sign
Communication is not about email volume. It is about predictability and decision-making.

A strong paid advertising agency keeps you informed in a way that helps you act. You should see:

A consistent reporting schedule

Clear updates when meaningful changes happen

A short list of upcoming tests, not a surprise reshuffle

Honest explanations when results dip

You also want a feedback loop from you. If your sales team notices lead quality issues, that input should reach the
PPC team quickly. If it does not, your account becomes a machine that optimizes for the wrong conversions.

Final checks before you commit (short and high-impact)
Before you pick a pay per click agency, do one more pass on practical fit. The best choice is often the one that
matches your constraints, not the one that impresses you in one call.

Consider how quickly you can provide:

Access to analytics and ad accounts

Conversion tracking documentation

CRM fields for lead qualification

Landing page edit approvals, if landing page changes are part of the plan

Sales feedback about lead quality or close rates

A ppc management company can only optimize what it can measure and refine. If you cannot support the
workflow, even the best strategy will stall.

If you want, tell me what you sell, your typical deal size, and whether conversions are leads or purchases. I can help
you translate this checklist into a set of targeted questions for your specific paid search agency selection process,
including what metrics to insist on and what ramp plan to expect.


