Hiring a PPC agency sounds straightforward until you're the one watching spend drain out of a budget you could
have used for product, hiring, or inventory. For startups and new brands, pay per click is often both a growth lever
and a stress test. Get it right and you can buy clarity fast, scale what works, and build a predictable pipeline. Get it

wrong and you end up with a pile of clicks, weak reporting, and a learning curve that costs real money.

The hard part is that PPC looks simple from the outside. “Set up Google Ads, pick keywords, write ads.” In reality,
success depends on decisions that are easy to get wrong: account structure, match types, negative keywords,
creative testing cadence, landing page alignment, conversion tracking quality, bidding approach, and the discipline

to iterate when the data is messy.

So the question isn't just whether the agency can run ads. It's whether they can run your ads like a partner, within

your constraints, and with enough rigor to protect your budget while you find product-market fit.

Start with what you're actually buying

Before you compare proposals, get crisp on what outcomes you want from a PPC campaign right now. Early-stage

companies often have multiple goals that compete with each other.

Some are trying to validate demand quickly. Others need pipeline for sales. Many need ecommerce revenue. A few
are aiming to generate qualified leads while keeping spend tightly controlled. These are not interchangeable. The
agency that's great at one outcome can be average at another, especially if their standard playbook assumes a

mature funnel.

Paid search agency capability matters, but so does how they think about measurement. A PPC management
company that can drive traffic without reliable conversion tracking can still burn budgets. Conversely, an agency
that insists on fixing your tracking before spending anything might feel slow, but it can prevent months of false

signals.

Spend is only part of the equation. The real product you're buying is decision-making speed with guardrails. That

includes:

® how quickly they can launch,
® how they'll structure the account so learning isn't buried,
* how they’'ll manage testing without exploding complexity,

* and how they'll interpret results when early conversion rates are low.

If you can describe your funnel in plain language and name the conversion event that matters, you'll be in a better

position to judge whether a paid media agency is a fit.

The non-negotiables: tracking, attribution, and landing page
alignment

For startups, conversion tracking is often the first failure point, not the last. A new site, a new CRM, a tag manager
setup from a previous agency, and a “maybe the webhook is working” situation can create gaps that make PPC

performance appear better or worse than it really is.

When you speak with a prospective pp ¢ management agency or pp ¢ agency, ask how they handle conversion

measurement from day one. You're looking for a process, not a vague promise.



A serious paid advertising agency will typically push on these areas:

* whether your conversion tracking is set at the right funnel stage (purchase, lead submit, demo booked),

* whether the conversion volume is sufficient for optimization,

* how they verify events fired correctly (not just that they exist),

* and whether they account for delays between click and conversion (which changes how attribution behaves).
Landing pages are the other half of the quality equation. If ads promise one thing and the landing page delivers

another, you get expensive misalignment. Early-stage brands sometimes assume “we'll fix it later.” In PPC, “later”

can mean paying for the same mistake many times.

A strong paid search agency will treat landing page alignment as part of the job. They may not design the page,
but they should have opinions on message match, form friction, loading speed expectations, and how ad groups

should map to page sections.

Here's the trade-off to understand: agencies can’t always fix your website problems, but they can decide whether
to pause spend, adjust targeting, or rewrite ad messaging while you improve the page. The best partners make

those calls quickly.

Match the agency’s specialty to your starting point

Not all PPC work is the same. Even within the same platform, the strategy changes dramatically based on business

model, sales cycle, and audience maturity.
A new brand might rely on:

® broad prospecting with tight relevance,
* high-intent search for category terms,
* retargeting to build familiarity,

* and creative iteration to avoid creative fatigue.

A startup selling to businesses may need to support longer evaluation cycles with landing pages that educate and

qualify, plus tighter lead scoring so the conversion event reflects actual sales readiness.

This is where the labels matter. "PPC agency” is broad. Some teams specialize in search. Some focus on
ecommerce. Others lean hard on performance creative and paid social. You might hire a paid media agency that

runs cross-channel campaigns, but your primary bottleneck could still be paid search or conversion quality.
During your evaluation, don't ask only “Can you do PPC?" Ask what they do when:

® conversions are scarce,

® your click-through rate is fine but cost per lead is unstable,
® your best keywords are too expensive early on,

® you have limited creative assets,

® or your landing page is under development.

The answer tells you whether they've lived through the messy part. In early stages, “messy” is the default.

Ask about process, not just performance



Agencies love to talk about results. Sometimes they have real case studies. Often they have numbers that are not
directly comparable to your situation. Even when the results are legitimate, the context matters: market

competition, offer strength, conversion rate baseline, and conversion tracking maturity.

Instead of trying to reverse-engineer whether a case study will match your numbers, focus on the agency’s

process. You can learn a lot from how they describe setup, learning, and ongoing management.

When a paid media agency has a structured approach, their team should be able to explain what they'll do in the
first two weeks and what they'll do after the first optimization cycle. They should be specific about account
structure decisions, how they handle negatives, how they build and test ad copy, and how they manage query
data.

Also, pay attention to whether they talk like operators or like marketers. Operators care about inputs and outputs:
impression share, search term quality, conversion rate changes, cost per acquisition (CPA) movement, and whether
the changes they made actually drove the shift.

Pricing models that protect you and pricing models that don't

Pricing varies widely across PPC management agencies. You'll see management fees, percentage-of-spend models,

and performance-based arrangements. Each has potential upsides and downsides.

A percentage-of-spend arrangement can feel attractive when you have confidence in scale, but it can also misalign
incentives if the agency benefits from higher spend regardless of outcomes. A flat management fee or hybrid

model can be better if it aligns with measurable progress and includes clear responsibilities.

If you're working with limited budget, one of your biggest concerns should be how the agency handles
underperformance. Will they pause spend quickly? Will they reduce bids or change targeting? Or will they keep
pushing budget because “it needs more time"? In PPC, time is not free, especially early on.

A good contracting conversation is also about scope. If the agency says “we manage everything,” ask what

“everything” includes. Does it cover:

® account structure changes,

® creative iteration,

* landing page testing suggestions,
® ad copy writing,

® conversion tracking QA,

* reporting cadence,

and whether they coordinate with developers for tracking fixes?

You can't negotiate clarity after you sign. Get the boundaries in writing.

What to look for in reporting and communication

You want reporting that answers questions, not dashboards that decorate answers. In early stages, the most

useful reports connect changes to outcomes.
A solid pp ¢ management company will show:

® how spend moved and why,

* what changed since the last reporting period,



* which segments improved (by keyword, audience, device, location, time of day),

e and what they plan to test next.

If reporting focuses only on vanity metrics like clicks and impressions, it's a warning sign. Startups can get

distracted by click volume, but what matters is conversion efficiency.

Also, ask how often you'll talk to the team. Weekly check-ins can be overkill for small budgets, but monthly-only
can be too slow when you need quick iterations. The right cadence depends on your spend level and how fast

your funnel is learning.

The best agencies communicate like partners who want to steer the ship, not just like vendors who deliver a
monthly PDF.

A short checklist of questions to ask the agency
If you only ask one set of questions, make it the ones below. Keep it tight and listen to how they answer.

1. How do you validate conversion tracking and what's your process for fixing attribution issues?
2. What does your first 14 days look like, day by day or week by week?

3. How do you decide which keywords and search terms to add, keep, or exclude?

4. What's your approach to landing page alignment and messaging match with ad copy?

5. How do you handle underperformance, and what specific triggers cause budget changes?

You'll learn quickly whether the team has an opinionated strategy or a generic one.

Watch for red flags that show up early

Sometimes the wrong agency reveals itself in subtle ways. It's rarely one dramatic failure. It's more often a pattern

that becomes expensive.
Here are common red flags I've seen with newer brands:

1. Promises that sound like guaranteed ROl without acknowledging tracking and funnel dependencies.
2. Heavy reliance on broad match without a clear negative keyword strategy.
3. Reporting that doesn't explain why CPA, lead quality, or conversion rate moved.

4. A team that talks more about creative “vibes” than about measurement, segmentation, and testing discipline.

If you see multiple red flags, don't assume you can “fix it later.” You can't force rigor into a process that isn't there.

Test strategy: how agencies should handle low data early on

One of the most common startup frustrations is “we're not profitable yet, so the agency isn't doing enough.”

Another version is “the agency keeps changing everything, so nothing stabilizes.”

The truth is that early PPC is a balancing act. You need enough volume to learn, but you also need focus so
learning is meaningful. You can't throw the entire budget into broad targeting and hope algorithms will figure it

out.

A good paid search agency or paid media agency should explain how they approach limited data. That often

includes:



e starting with a structured set of high-intent queries,
® using negatives aggressively to prevent irrelevant traffic,
® creating ad groups that map to landing page sections,

* and controlling tests so you learn from changes rather than drowning in them.

Retargeting is another sensitive area. It can look cheap until it starts attracting people who will never convert.
Early-stage brands sometimes retarget too broadly and burn spend. The better approach is to retarget based on

meaningful behaviors, use frequency controls, and tie retargeting creative to the actual objections in your funnel.

Even if you're hiring a pp ¢ management agency, you should expect some level of iteration on strategy, not just on
ad copy.

The agency team matters more than the proposal

You can get a great proposal and still end up with a weak day-to-day relationship if the wrong people run the
account. Some agencies centralize strategy and move accounts to junior operators. Others staff a senior person

only for sales calls, then hand everything off.

When you interview them, ask who will actually manage your campaigns. If they can't answer clearly, that's not a

good sign.

You also want to understand how much attention your account gets. PPC is labor-light only in theory. In real life,
it takes ongoing review and judgment: keyword hygiene, ad relevance, landing page feedback loops, bidding

adjustments, and creative iteration.

A startup account can be small, but it still requires care. Good agencies scale process, not just volume.

Case studies: how to interpret them without getting misled
Case studies can be useful, but you need to read them like a skeptic. Ask questions about:

* What conversion event did they optimize for?

* What was the starting point (baseline CPA or conversion rate)?
* How mature was tracking at the time?

* Was the offer changed during the campaign?

* Did they rely on brand search, or was it all prospecting?

¢ What budget range did they operate in?

If the agency cannot provide enough context to interpret the numbers, take it as a sign that their “proof” is

surface-level.

That said, strong evidence exists when an agency can explain constraints and trade-offs. For example, a team
might say they achieved improved CPA by narrowing targeting, improving landing page messaging match, and

tightening search term controls. That's actionable. It tells you how they think.

Practical next steps for choosing and onboarding

Once you've interviewed a few teams, you'll want a way to compare them without turning it into a spreadsheet of

vague adjectives.



Start with a pilot. Not every agency offers this, but many can run a controlled test period with defined goals, a
clear spend range, and a reporting cadence. The pilot isn't about “winning.” It's about validating the agency’s
working style: how quickly they respond, how thoughtful their optimizations are, and whether they can handle
surprises.

When onboarding, make sure you provide the agency with what they need to move fast:

* your offer details and target audience description,
* your conversion definitions and funnel steps,

® analytics and tag access,

* your CRM or lead processing flow (if relevant),

* and any constraints like ad compliance requirements.

The agency should also confirm what they will do to avoid wasted spend during the learning period. For example,
they might temporarily cap bids, build negative keyword lists before full scale, or structure campaigns so search

queries don't pollute the primary performance set.

If you can agree on guardrails upfront, the pilot becomes a true evaluation rather than a chaotic experiment.

One more thing: credibility in the details

PPC often rewards the boring work. It's keyword hygiene and search term review. It's ad copy that matches intent.
It's conversion tracking that doesn't quietly break. It's knowing when to pause targeting that looks good on paper

but attracts low-quality leads.

When choosing a pay per click agency, you're selecting a set of habits. The best ones have a tight feedback loop, a

clear way to prioritize changes, and the humility to admit when something isn't working.

Look for an agency that can explain why they're doing things, not just that they're doing them. Ask how they
decide what to change first. Ask what metrics they trust and why. Ask what they do when the data conflicts.

If their answers are specific, grounded, and aligned with your funnel realities, you're likely talking to a team that

can More helpful hints handle the pace and uncertainty that come with startups and new brands.

Two ways to sanity-check fit before you commit
If you want a final gut-check, do these two things. They're simple, but revealing.

First, ask for an example of how they would structure an initial account for your business category. Not a full plan,
just the thinking: how they'd break out themes, how they'd control for irrelevant queries, and how they'd map ad

groups to landing page intent.

Second, ask what they expect from you during the first month. A serious paid advertising agency should name
what they need internally, whether it's approvals, landing page access, developer time for tracking, or feedback on

messaging. If they act like everything is on them and you can be hands-off, be cautious.

PPC can grow a startup quickly, but only when the strategy is disciplined and the measurement is honest. Your job

is to choose an agency that respects both.
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