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Abstract 

The COVID-19 pandemic has affected business in all industries, including the marketing 
communications industry. This mixed methods study provides a systematic and structured insight into 
the operations of Croatian marketing agencies during a pandemic. The findings indicate that agencies 
offering predominantly digital services managed to improve their market position even during the first 
wave of the pandemic, which is an important implication for agency leaders who need to invest in the 
development of digital skills and competencies to meet the growing demand for digital communication 
and e-commerce solutions. The results of both quantitative and qualitative research showed that most 
agencies will retain remote work to some extent after the pandemic, with the use of collaboration tools, 
however, the interviews also revealed some negative consequences of such work, e.g. social isolation, 
reduced group cohesion and challenges with online client and employee onboarding.  
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1. Introduction  

Driven by technology, innovation and new forms of interactive communication, marketing 
communication industry constitutes one of the most dynamic parts of creative industries. By providing 
specialized communication services to advertisers, marketing agencies have a significant role within 
this fast-evolving industry. 

The COVID-19 pandemic, social distancing, travel restrictions and lockdowns are shaking 
up business and consumer behaviour throughout the world, on a massive scale. These are the times 
when people rethink their values and life priorities and companies re-evaluate their mission and adjust 
their marketing strategy and tactics. This crisis reveals similarities with shifts in consumer behaviour 
and marketing practices during economic downturns and shows some different features, such as shifts 
in consumption between categories and rapid transformation towards online channels and a more digital 
world (Hoekstra and Leeflang, 2020). The crisis has very strongly impacted the whole advertising 
system (Buchna and Davydoc, 2020) 

Because of all these changes, marketing agencies had to calibrate their targets, plans, and strategies to 
be able to deal with budget cuts and changed media landscape and consumption. While many advertisers 
decided to delay or cancel campaigns, marketing agencies started taking various actions to counter the 
effects of the pandemic, such as exploring new channels for new businesses, offering new services to 
clients or even venturing into new industries (Statista, 2020). 

In this research, we focus on the effects of the pandemic on the operations and business practices of 
marketing agencies in Croatia. 

 

2. Previous research 

There is a limited number of studies on the business practices of Croatian marketing agencies in general 
and, to our knowledge, no research has been conducted focusing on the impact of the COVID-19 
pandemic.  

In 2014, the Croatian Association of Communications Agencies (HURA), in cooperation with the 
market research firm Ipsos, carried out a quantitative survey on Croatian marketing agencies (HURA, 
2014). It was a part of the census initiative launched and continually supported by European Association 
of Communications Agencies (EACA, 2019) and the questionnaire comprised three sections:  

 Scope of work and agency structure, 
 Business forecasts, and 
 Information about the agency. 

The essential industry data were collected to serve as a source of valuable information for presentation 
of the marketing communication sector in various discussions and to enable national and international 
comparisons. The results provided the first relatively comprehensive overview of the agency market in 
Croatia, but the study had one significant limitation; the sample was limited only to the members of the 
association, and although they account for about 50 percent of the industry turnover, a large number of 
agencies were not included in the study. 
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Apart from this agency census taken by HURA in 2014, which included only member agencies, little 
research has been conducted on agency business in Croatia. When it comes to the topic of pandemic, 
only agency blogs and media articles written by marketing experts can be found. 

In the media article published on HURA’s website at the beginning of the pandemic, Kamilo Antolović 
and Mario Fraculj, theorists, practitioners and court experts for marketing, presented the following 
reflections on the marketing communications industry (Antolović and Fraculj, 2020): 

 Many small and medium-sized companies will enter "survival mode" with minimal 
market activity, which will consequently affect advertising agencies and the media, and 
a decline in investment in most areas of market communication is to be expected. 

 In light of new conditions, changing media habits and consumer behaviour, advertisers 
need to consider the effectiveness of their communication investments and review their 
media and overall marketing strategy. 

 The content of advertising messages should be timely, relevant and appropriate in the 
context of the pandemic, and the communication style and tone should be optimistic, 
encouraging, in line with brand values and more informative than persuasive. 

 It is recommended that all companies maintain the continuity of marketing 
communication, focus their activities on consumers and radiate empathy and solidarity, 
especially towards the most vulnerable groups of the population. 

The Croatian digital marketing agency Degordian conducted an analysis on how the COVID-19 
pandemic affects online advertising prices in four different industries (Degordian, 2020). 

A worldwide research on the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on (digital) marketing agencies was 
conducted by Uplers, with more than 130 respondents (Uplers, 2020), and these were the key findings: 

 The majority of agencies (56%) felt that the impact of Covid-19 would last for more 
than six months. 

 Almost two third of agencies (66%) experienced a decrease in overall revenue. 
 Some agencies (16%) saw an increase in revenue. 
 Smaller agencies, with under 25 employees, were more heavily impacted by revenue 

decrease. 
 The number of new leads dropped for almost half of the agencies and, as a result, the 

agencies focused on client retention and offering of new services. 
 58% of agencies offered flexibility in contract terms and 28% reduced prices of their 

services. 

According to the 14th annual Digital Marketing Pulse Survey carried out in October 2020 by Ipsos 
Canada, brand marketers reduced their reliance on marketing agencies more than any year in the past 
decade, bringing various advertising tactics in-house or splitting work using a hybrid model (Ipsos, 
2020). 

All these findings were used in formulating survey questions and the interview guide in our research. 

  

 



58 
 

3. Methodology  

The research was conducted using a mixed methods sequential explanatory design (QUAN → QUAL). 
This implies collecting and analysing quantitative and then qualitative data in two consecutive phases 
within one study (Ivankova, Creswell and Stick, 2006).  

Figure 1. Sequential explanatory research design 

 

Source: Adapted from Creswell and Plano Clark (2017) 

 

This is the simplest of the mixed methods designs. In the first step, the researcher collects and analyses 
quantitative data. During the second step, the researcher identifies specific quantitative results that 
require further explanation and uses these results to develop the qualitative strand. In the third step, 
qualitative data are collected and analysed, and finally, the researcher interprets how qualitative results 
explain and add insights into the quantitative results (Creswell and Plano Clark, 2017). 

The main reasons for using a mixed methods approach in this study include: 

 Complementarity - to confirm, clarify and elaborate findings from the quantitative 
survey 

 Diversity - to enrich the results with different perspectives 
 Triangulation - to make sure that the findings from one method mutually corroborate 

the findings from the other method 
 Confidence - to cancel out the “method effect” and increase trust in the conclusions 

(Creamer, 2018; Saunders, Lewis, and Thornhill, 2019). 

The study begins with a broad quantitative survey in order to generalize results to a population and then, 
in a second phase, it is followed by qualitative semi-structured interviews to include personal 
perspectives and explain and elaborate initial quantitative results. 

Several procedural issues were considered during the research design, such as the priority given to the 
quantitative and qualitative data collection and analysis, relationship of samples and the stage/stages in 
the research process at which mixing occurs. In terms of priority, equal weight and attention were given 
to quantitative and qualitative research components in addressing the study purpose. Mixing was done 
in sampling (quantitative and qualitative samples overlap) and conclusion - the findings from both 
phases of the study were examined and combined to draw the conclusions. The sampling process 
consisted of the seven steps as suggested by Onwuegbuzie and Collins (2007: 290-291). 
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4. Quantitative research 

A structured questionnaire was developed as a primary data collection method in the quantitative part 
of the study. The questionnaire was created using the Google Forms tool and the link was sent to the 
email addresses of 98 marketing agencies in Croatia, both members and non-members of the Croatian 
Association of Communications Agencies. Given the limited number of primary data sources who could 
contribute to the study and the authors’ expert knowledge of the population, purposive sampling was 
used. From July to September 2020, the questionnaire was completed by 36 agencies, which gives the 
response rate of 36,7%. 

 

4.1. Sample  

Out of this sample of 36 agencies, 82% of participants are independent agencies, not belonging to any 
international network. Although agencies offer a variety of different services, ranging from creative to 
digital, they predominantly regard themselves as full service providers (66%). Most of the agencies are 
in business for less than 15 years (63%).  

Figure 2. Annual revenue (in Croatian kunas) 

 

Source: Author’s research 

 

Regarding their annual revenue, 55% of agencies reported earning up to 5 million kuna, while 19% 
reported income of over 50 million kuna.  
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Figure 3. The position of respondents within the agency 

 

 Source: Author’s research 

 

More than two thirds of the respondents hold CEO, owner, director or board member positions within 
the agency, which is in accordance with the research plan. 

  

4.2. Findings 

Figure 4. Impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on agency business 

 

Source: Author’s research 
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When asked about the impact of the pandemic situation on their business, the majority of agencies (53%) 
believe that it will have a considerable (36%) or even extreme (17%) impact on their business. 36% of 
the agencies expect a moderate impact and only 11% think the impact will be weak or non-existent. 

 

Figure 5. Reduction of advertising budgets 

 

Source: Author’s research 

 

In the first months of the pandemic, companies reduced their advertising budgets, as part of cost-control 
efforts. Agencies reported a moderate (31%), considerable (36%) and extreme (19%) reduction of the 
advertising budget by their clients. Only 14% of the agencies reported a slight or non-existent reduction. 

 Figure 6. Cancellation or postponement of projects 

 

Source: Author’s research 
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On the subject of projects, almost 70% of the agencies reported that their clients had postponed or even 
canceled the planned projects as a result of marketing budget cuts. That illustrates a devastating effect 
of the pandemic on the marketing communication industry.  

Figure 7. Usage of tools for remote work, online collaboration and meetings 

 

Source: Author’s research 

 

The usage of nearly all tools for online collaboration and meetings increased substantially in 2020 as 
the new normal of the hybrid workplace is establishing itself. Much like in the rest of the world, the 
most popular online collaboration tools among Croatian marketing agencies include Zoom (53%), 
Microsoft Teams (42%), Skype (42%) and Slack (33%). 

The impact of the pandemic on business processes and work organization, as well as the status and 
income of workers, was also analysed.  

Figure 8. Impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on various aspects of business 

 

Source: Author’s research 
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Almost all agencies (83%) have enabled their workers to work from home using a variety of online 
collaboration and meeting tools. Due to the loss of clients (reported by 47%) and revenue (56%), a 
number of agencies were forced to reduce their salaries (36%), while some of them also laid off workers.  

However, in this pandemic situation, some agencies also recognized the opportunity to improve their 
market position and achieved a larger volume of work than before. Some agencies reported increased 
workload (22%) and they increased the salaries of their employees (29%).  

The agencies intend to use this situation to prepare for the continuation of work after the pandemic, to 
improve internal processes, to develop additional services and to educate employees. 

  

5. Qualitative research 

In the second research phase, from 10 to 13 May, 2021, semi-structured online interviews were 
conducted to shed more light on the effects of the pandemic, collect detailed views and further explain 
quantitative results. The participants were asked to describe the impact of the pandemic on the business 
of their agencies, and to reflect specifically on the following topics/themes: cooperation with clients, 
projects and budgets, employment and salaries, revenues, communication and internal processes and 
new opportunities. 

 

5.1. Sample 

An overlapping group of participants was selected; 11 marketing agency managers from the first sample 
of 36 in the quantitative part of the study. The qualitative sample was chosen purposefully to reflect the 
diversity of agency types (full-service, creative, media and digital). 

 

5.2. Findings 

Data analysis in qualitative research was focused on a discussion of the above-mentioned interconnected 
themes and followed the steps proposed by Creswell and Creswell (2018, pp. 267-272).  

 

5.2.1. Cooperation with clients 

Any major crisis negatively affects the position of agencies, including this pandemic. When it comes to 
cooperation with the clients, the participants reported a series of negative phenomena; because of the 
uncertainty caused by the pandemic, the initial reaction of clients was hasty and panic and they cancelled 
and postponed some planned projects.  

Many companies have protocols prohibiting live meetings and the cooperation is hindered by the lack 
of face-to-face contact. As one participants noted, “Presentations via ‘Teams’ are not the same as live 
presentations. In impersonal communication, understanding is lost.” 

It is difficult to build relationships, especially with the new clients, which is an important factor in 
agency business. Larger productions were stalled and some participants mentioned payment delays and 
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the increased number of poor quality inquiries about agency services, which put strain on the account 
management teams. 

Some positive aspects were also mentioned; meetings have become shorter, there is more respect for 
other people’s time, some clients have become more receptive to agency suggestions. Some agencies 
have discovered how durable, adaptable and flexible they are. This motivated them to reorganize in 
order to offer their clients a higher quality of service and consequently increase their revenue. 

 

5.2.2. Projects and budgets 

The pandemic has had a different impact on different industries, but even the clients from the industries 
where demand had increased have reduced their marketing budgets and postponed their projects. 

Agencies with clients in more severely affected industries face greater challenges. Communication plans 
are becoming more flexible, which is affecting especially media agencies. The clients are less inclined 
to commit to certain investments and they conduct more analysis before making decisions. 

There is an increasing number of digital low-budget campaigns in the structure of clients' marketing 
activities, and the focus is shifting from long-term activities and brand building through image 
communication to sales-related performance marketing.  

Larger campaigns could not be realized due to the impossibility of organizing larger productions and 
the number of pitches has been reduced due to the difficulty of organizing them.  

Brands have changed the focus of their communication; topics related to corporate social responsibility 
are used more often. As one of the participant said, “How brands and corporations should behave, how 
they can help, how they can shift the focus of their communication, how important CSR is in changing 
circumstances, etc., those are the questions that we, together with clients, have sought to answer." 

On the positive note, the recovery is noticeable after the initial shock and lockdown, the situation has 
stabilized and marketing budgets are slowly returning to the old levels. 

During this difficult period, the agencies have been trying to convince clients of the necessity of 
continuing market communication. And sometimes these efforts paid off: “Thanks to a lot of work and 
dedication, we have been able to realize big and valuable projects, despite the pandemic.” 

 

5.2.3. Employment and salaries 

As there are not enough experienced and reliable people in the labor market, the adjustment of business 
to the changed circumstances took place first through the reduction of material costs, then through 
temporary reductions in salaries and working hours, and least often through layoffs. 

In some agencies, employment remained at the same level or even increased, and salaries did not 
decrease. 

Most participants see finding and hiring quality staff and young people eager to learn and build 
experience as a major problem. 
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5.2.4. Revenues 

Bigger creative and media agencies experienced a slight revenue decrease in 2020 compared to the 
previous year, some agencies managed to retain the same level, and agencies focused on digital services 
experienced revenue growth, some even record-breaking.  

One of the participants pointed out, "By winning new clients and working more intensively, we 
compensate for the decline in the budget of regular clients." 

Almost all agencies report a positive trend in the first quarter of 2021. 

 

5.2.5. Communication and internal processes 

Adapting to remote work has taken some time but now that employees have learned to use collaboration 
tools, it has become equal to other forms of work in many agencies.  Some participants noted that the 
business process has become more structured and that efficiency has increased. 

However, other participants point out the problem of online onboarding of new clients and employees, 
especially juniors. One participant even suggested that “more demanding projects require office work”. 

The following quotes beautifully describe what is lost due to remote work, especially in agency business:  

“Leading people in a work-intensive environment based on teamwork and positive energy was certainly 
a challenge… The agency, like any similar circle of people, thrives on the basis of teamwork of experts 
in a particular field. New views, ideas and reflections emerge from this joint work and energy... The 
intensity of work has not been reduced, but group cohesion has been disrupted.” 

The opinions of the participants are quite divided when it comes to a full return to the offices after 
COVID-19 pandemic is over. Some agencies have so far had remote work as a benefit to employees 
and, in order to maintain physical distance, some agencies are currently restricting numbers of staff 
onsite and rotating teams in the office. Most employees are tired of working from home and want to 
return to their desks. Roughly, half of the agencies will not keep remote work to a large extent, and only 
one has announced that it will keep this way of working forever. One agency even plans to move into a 
larger office to ensure the necessary physical distance between employees. One will keep remote work 
as standard (remote first) with an open office for anyone who prefers to work that way. 

 

5.2.6. New opportunities 

Remote work and extensive use of online collaboration tools have enabled some agencies to expand 
their circle of partners and clients in other countries. 

Many clients are investing in the digitalization of their businesses and eCommerce platforms, so this is 
an opportunity for agencies with adequate expertise. 

Clients are more likely to accept proposals initiated by agencies. The transition to digital campaigns has 
accelerated, which is an opportunity for extra revenue and growth. 
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One participant said that they established a new agency specializing in corporate social responsibility 
and brand activist projects. This represents a new revenue stream, and provides access to clients they 
could not reach before. 

 

6. Conclusion 

The COVID-19 disease pandemic has affected all spheres of society and the economy, including various 
aspects of the operations of marketing agencies, which, by providing specialized services to advertisers, 
play an important role in the marketing communications industry. Little research has been conducted on 
agency business in Croatia in general, and we are not aware of any study dealing with the effects of the 
COVID-19 pandemic on the operations of marketing agencies. 

In this research, we used a mixed-methods sequential explanatory design with a quantitative survey 
followed by semi-structured online interviews. The qualitative data from the interviews were used to 
further explore certain aspects of the pandemic’s impact on agency business operations and add insights 
and personal views to the quantitative results. 

Our findings indicate that most agencies expect the pandemic to have a considerable or even extreme 
impact on their business. Many projects were cancelled or postponed, and because of that, some agencies 
were forced to temporarily decrease the salaries or even lay off some employees. However, after the 
initial shock and lockdown, the situation has stabilized and marketing budgets are slowly returning to 
the previous levels, which can be regarded as a sign of recovery. 

A smaller number of agencies managed to improve their market position and experienced an increased 
workload even in the first wave of the pandemic. The interviews revealed that those were the agencies 
offering predominantly digital services. This finding has an important implication for agency leaders 
and marketing communications managers. They should invest in increasing their digital skills and 
competences and developing resources to meet the growing demand for digital communication and E-
commerce solutions. 

There is evidence in both strands of the research that remote work is here to stay for the majority of 
agencies, at least as part of a hybrid form of work. More intensive remote work and greater use of online 
collaboration tools have enabled some agencies to find new clients and form new partnerships in other 
countries. 

However, some negative aspects of remote work were also revealed in the interviews, such as social 
isolation, reduced group cohesion and challenges with online client and employee onboarding. 

The main contribution of this study is empirical; it provides a structured insight into the operations of 
Croatian marketing agencies in the conditions of a pandemic and analyses the effects of the pandemic 
on various aspects of their business activities.  

The narrow scope and one-country focus are the main limitations of the study. However, this study can 
serve as a useful starting point not only for further research of the impact of the pandemic on agency 
business, but also for future studies dealing with other aspects and contexts of agency operations or even 
the marketing communication industry as a whole. Furthermore, we recommend that a similar study be 
repeated in the future to capture new insights and findings as marketing agencies adapt to the changing 
environment and market conditions. 
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